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“At its best, multiculturalism is
an ongoing process of questioning,
revising, and struggling to create
greater equity in every nook and
cranny of school life . . . It is a
fight for economic and social 
justice. . . . Such a perspective is
not simply about explaining 
society; it is about changing it.”

—Rethinking Schools
15, no. 1 (Fall 2000)

I
Setting the Stage
Multicultural Education Within 
a Sociopolitical Context

Picha Choopojcharoen, in Catherine Lea’s art
class at Bishop Feehan High School, Attleboro,
Massachusetts. Self-portrait. Graphite drawing,
2010.
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To set the stage for understanding multicultural education within a broad soci-
etal context, and to help you think about the implications of this context for
students of diverse backgrounds, the two chapters in Part 1 introduce a num-

ber of foundational concepts. In Chapter 1 we describe key assumptions that under-
gird this text and define what we mean by the sociopolitical context of education.
Chapter 1 also introduces other fundamental definitions and parameters of multi-
cultural education and then presents demographic data about both the general
population and the population in U.S. schools, with implications of these data for
education. We briefly describe a key approach we have employed in this text, namely,
the use of case studies and snapshots that reflect some of the tremendous diversity
that currently exists in our schools.

Using the discussion in Chapter 1 as a foundation, Chapter 2 defines multicul-
tural education and describes its essential components. Because we view multicul-
tural education as far more than simply altering the curriculum to reflect more Brown
and Black faces or adding assembly programs on diversity, Chapter 2 provides exam-
ples of what we mean by a critical multicultural perspective.
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Decisions made about education are often viewed as if they were politically neu-
tral. Yet as we hope to make clear in this chapter and throughout the text, such
decisions are never politically neutral. Rather, they are tied to the social, polit-

ical, and economic structures that frame and define our society. The sociopolitical con-
text of society includes laws, regulations, policies, practices, traditions, and ideologies.

To put it another way, mul-
ticultural education, or any
kind of education for that mat-
ter, cannot be understood in a
vacuum. Yet in many schools,
multicultural education is app-
roached as if it were divorced
from the policies and practices
of schools and from the struc-
tures and ideologies of society.
This kind of thinking often
results in misguided practices
such as a singular focus on cul-
tural artifacts like food and
dress, or on ethnic celebrations

that exaggerate exotic attributes of groups. It can become “fairyland” multicultural
education, disassociated from the lives of teachers, students, and communities. This
is multicultural education without a sociopolitical context. In this book, however,
we are interested in how the sociopolitical context of the United States, and indeed
of our global society, shapes schools and therefore also shapes the experiences of
the children and adults who inhabit schools.

Assumptions Underlying this Text
It is important that we begin by clarifying four major assumptions underlying the con-
cepts described in this book. These assumptions advance our goals to (1) connect
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Understanding the
Sociopolitical Context
of Schooling

“Desegregated schools . . . offer the single most powerful way to
reach and prepare the coming generation, which will be the first
to live in an America that is truly multiracial and has no racial
majority group. It is imperative that we take feasible steps to
foster and sustain integration and to deal with the deeply
rooted harms of segregation.”

—Gary Orfield,
Reviving the Goal of and Integrated Society: 

A 21st Century Challenge, 2009
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identity, difference, power, and privilege; (2) include many differences in multicultural
education; (3) counter the argument of “teachers as villains;” and (4) defend quality
public education.

Identity, Difference, Power, and Privilege Are All Connected
Race, ethnicity, social class, language use, gender, sexual orientation, religion, ability,
and other social and human differences are major aspects of the sociopolitical context
that we will address in this book—that is, one’s identity frames (although it does not

necessarily determine) how one experiences the
world. Identities always carry some baggage; they
are perceived in particular ways by a society and
by individuals within that society. Language iden-
tity as interpreted by a spoken accent, for instance,
may invoke positive or negative images, depend-
ing on one’s social class, race, country of origin,
and variety of language. As a consequence, in the
context of U.S. society, someone who is French
and speaks with a Parisian accent, for example, is
generally viewed more positively than someone
from Senegal who also speaks French.

Yet multicultural education does not simply
involve the affirmation of language, culture, and
broader aspects of identity. Multicultural educa-
tion not only affirms issues of identity and differ-
ence but also assertively confronts issues of
power and privilege in society. This means chal-
lenging racism and other biases as well as the
inequitable structures, policies, and practices of
schools and, ultimately, of society itself. Affirming
language and culture can help students become
successful and well-adjusted learners, but unless
language and cultural issues are viewed critically

through the lens of equity and the power structures that impede the goals of social
justice, these perspectives are unlikely to have a lasting impact in promoting real
change. Making explicit connections among identity, difference, power, and privi-
lege can move education toward such transformation.

Multicultural Education Is Inclusive of Many Differences
This book’s framework and approach to multicultural education are broadly inclu-
sive: They are based on the belief that multicultural education is for everyone
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Larsan Gobeh Korvili,
in Catherine Lea’s art
class at Bishop
Feehan High School,
Attleboro,
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Batik & Mixed Media,
2010. Printed here in
respectful memory of
Larsan, 1993–2010.

93445 01 001-041 r0 am.qxd  1/27/11  5:06 PM  Page 5



6 PART I Setting the Stage

regardless of ethnicity, race, language, social class, religion, gender, sexual orienta-
tion, ability, or other differences. Multicultural education as a field and in practice
is not directed at only one group or certain kinds of students. One book, however,
cannot possibly give all of these topics the central importance they deserve. For that
reason, this book uses race, ethnicity, and language as the major lenses to view and
understand multicultural education. While we address other differences in one way
or another, we give special emphasis to these. The inceptions of both multicultural
and bilingual education were direct outgrowths of the civil rights movement, and
they developed in response to racism (discrimination based on race), ethnocentrism
(discrimination based on ethnicity and national origin), and linguicism (language
discrimination) in education. These inequities continue to exist, especially for
American Indian, Latino, African American, Asian and multiracial youngsters, and
they are central to this book’s perspective and approach.

Nevertheless, we believe that multicultural education includes everyone, and
we have made an attempt in this text to be inclusive of many differences. Having a
broad definition of multicultural education raises another dilemma. One reason that
multicultural education is such a challenging topic for some educators is that they
have a hard time facing and discussing the issues of race and racism. For example,
whenever we bring up racism with a group of predominantly White teachers, we
find that, too often, they want to move on immediately to, say, sexism or classism
without spending much time on racism. Sexism and classism are certainly worthy
of study and attention—in fact, they must be part of a multicultural agenda, 
and many books are dedicated to those topics—but the discomfort of many White
teachers in talking about race and racism is very evident. Racism is an excruciat-
ingly difficult issue for many people. Given our nation’s history of exclusion and
discrimination, this is not surprising, but it is only through a thorough exploration
of discrimination based on race that we can understand the genesis as well as the
rationale for a more inclusive framework for multicultural education that includes
language, social class, sexual orientation, gender, ethnicity, religion, and other dif-
ferences. For these reasons, this book aims to include all students and all teachers
in these challenging yet hopeful discussions.

Teachers Are Not the Villains
Another belief that informs this book’s perspective and approach is that teachers
cannot be singled out as the villains responsible for students’ academic failure.
Although some teachers bear responsibility for having low expectations because
they are racist and elitist in their interactions with students and parents and thus
provide educational environments that discourage many students from learning,
most do not do this consciously. Most teachers are sincerely concerned about their
students and want very much to provide them with the best education possible.
Nonetheless, because of their own limited experiences and education, they may
know very little about the students they teach. As a result, their beliefs about stu-
dents of diverse backgrounds may be based on spurious assumptions and stereo-
types. These things are true of all teachers, not just White teachers. In fact, a teacher’s
identity from a non-White ethnic group or background does not guarantee that he
or she will be effective with students of diverse backgrounds or even with students
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CHAPTER 1 Understanding the Sociopolitical Context of Schooling 7

of his or her own background. Teachers are often at the mercy of decisions made by
others far removed from the classroom; they generally have little involvement in
developing the policies and practices of their schools and frequently do not even
question them.

Teachers also are the products of educational systems that have a history of
racism, exclusion, and debilitating pedagogy. As a consequence, their practices may
reflect their experiences, and they may unwittingly perpetuate policies and
approaches that are harmful to many of their students. We cannot separate schools
from the communities they serve or from the context of society in general. Oppressive
forces that limit opportunities in the schools reflect such forces in the society at large.
The purpose of this book is not to point a finger, but to provide a forum for reflec-
tion and discussion so that teachers take responsibility for their own actions. The
book aims to support teachers in their efforts to assert their intellectual and creative
prowess in challenging the actions of schools and society that affect their students’
education, and in helping bring about positive change.

Quality Public Education Is a Cause Worth Fighting For
Another key assumption of this book is that public education that ensures all stu-
dents full participation in a democratic society is worth defending and fighting for.
In spite of all its shortcomings, and although it has never lived up to its potential,
public education remains a noble ideal because it is one of the few institutions that
at least articulates the common good, even if it does not always achieve it. Public
education remains the last and best hope for many young people for a better life.
Yet the public schools have often been a target of scorn and disrespect in the press
and among politicians. In spite of this, the public still believes in the promise of pub-
lic education. The Public Education Network conducted a public opinion survey that
reported on voter concerns about major issues facing our nation and local commu-
nities. A substantial majority of voters agreed that every child has a right to a qual-
ity public education and that we owe it to our children to provide them with one
(93 percent and 97 percent agree in both cases).1 The California Teachers Association
noted that in the June 2010 primary elections, in a state suffering widespread reper-
cussions of the economic downturn, voters endorsed candidates who supported pub-
lic education through local taxes and school bonds.2 Given this unambiguous and
overwhelming support for public education, it is clear that public schools can pro-
vide all children with a good education and it is within the ability of teachers, admin-
istrators, and the public at large to ensure that they do so.

Defining the Sociopolitical Context 
of Multicultural Education
Now that we have explained some of the assumptions underlying this text, we want
to define what we mean by the sociopolitical context of education. As you will see in
the remainder of this chapter, understanding this terminology and the research that
undergirds it is crucial to the critical view of multicultural education asserted through-
out our book. In what follows, we illustrate five significant tasks of understanding the
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8 PART I Setting the Stage

sociopolitical context: (1) clarifying the goals and key terms of multicultural education;
(2) dissolving myths about immigration and difference; (3) naming the social, eco-
nomic, political, and ideological underpinnings that influence educational structures;
(4) studying the current demographic “mosaic” of our nation; and (5) examining the
political struggles of legislation and policy in public education.

Clarifying Goals and Terms of Multicultural Education
Depending on one’s conceptualization of multicultural education, different goals
may be emphasized. In this book, we want to make clear from the outset how we
define the goals and key terms of multicultural education, the first task of under-
standing the sociopolitical context. The major premise of this book is the following:
No educational philosophy or program is worthwhile unless it focuses on the follow-
ing three primary goals:

• Tackling inequality and promoting access to an equal education

• Raising the achievement of all students and providing them with an equitable
and high-quality education

• Providing students with an apprenticeship in the opportunity to become criti-
cal and productive members of a democratic society

Tackling Inequality and Promoting Access to an Equal Education
We believe that multicultural education must confront inequality and stratification
in schools and in society. Helping students get along, teaching them to feel better
about themselves, and sensitizing them to one another are worthy goals of good
educational practice, including multicultural education. But if multicultural educa-
tion does not tackle the far more thorny questions of stratification and inequity, and
if viewed in isolation from the reality of students’ lives, these goals can turn into
superficial strategies that only scratch the surface of educational failure. Simply want-
ing our students to get along with and be respectful of one another makes little dif-
ference in the life options they will have as a result of their schooling. Students’ lives
are inexorably affected by economic, social, and political conditions in schools and
society—that is, by the sociopolitical context in which they live and learn—and this
means that we need to consider these conditions in our conceptualization and imple-
mentation of multicultural education. (Further elaboration on the terms equality and
equity is provided in this section under “Defining Key Terms in Multicultural
Education.”)

Raising Achievement of All Students
Learning is an equally central goal of multicultural education. Unless learning is at
the very core of a multicultural perspective, having “feel-good” assemblies or self-
concept–building classroom activities will do nothing to create equitable school envi-
ronments for students. Considering the vastly unequal learning outcomes among
students of different backgrounds, it is absolutely essential that achievement of all
students through an equitable and high-quality education be placed at the center of
multicultural education. (See the subsequent discussion of the “achievement gap”

93445 01 001-041 r0 am.qxd  1/27/11  5:06 PM  Page 8



CHAPTER 1 Understanding the Sociopolitical Context of Schooling 9

under “Defining Key Terms in Multicultural Education.”) Otherwise, if they are not
receiving a high-quality, rigorous education, too many young people will continue
to face harrowing life choices.

Providing Apprenticeships As Critical and Productive Members 
of a Democratic Society
Learning to take tests or getting into a good university cannot be the be-all and end-
all of an excellent education. A third and equally crucial goal of multicultural edu-
cation is to promote democracy by preparing students to contribute to the general
well-being of society, not only to their own self-interests. Multicultural educator Will
Kymlicka has asserted this goal of providing apprenticeships in the following way:
“We need to continually remind ourselves that multiculturalism is not just about
expanding individual horizons, or increasing personal intercultural skills, but is part
of a larger project of justice and equality.”3 (This is further discussed in the section
on “Social Justice” under “Defining Key Terms in Multicultural Education.”)

Defining Key Terms in Multicultural Education
In addition to asserting these goals, the first task of understanding the sociopoliti-
cal context also includes defining key terms. These definitions help explain the
approach we use in this book and support the three primary goals listed above. These
four key terms include: (1) equal and equitable, (2) social justice, (3) the “achieve-
ment gap,” and (4) deficit theories.

Defining Equal Education and Equitable Education: 
What’s the Difference?
Two terms often associated with multicultural education are equality and equity,
which are sometimes erroneously used interchangeably. Both equal education and
educational equity are fundamental to multicultural education, yet they are quite
different. As educator Enid Lee has explained, “Equity is the process; equality is the
result.”4 That is, equal education may mean simply providing the same resources
and opportunities for all students. While this alone would afford a better education
for a wider range of students than is currently the case, it is not enough. Actually
achieving educational equality involves providing an equitable education. Equity
goes beyond equality: It means that all students must be given the real possibility
of an equality of outcomes. A high-quality education is impossible without a focus
on equity. Robert Moses, who began the highly successful Algebra Project that pro-
motes high-level math courses for Urban Black and Latino middle school and high
school students, has advanced that quality education for all students is a civil rights
issue.5 The work of Moses exemplifies what James Banks calls “equity pedagogy,”
which he includes in his description of five dimensions of multicultural education.
Banks explains that an equity pedagogy exists when teachers modify their teaching
to include a variety of teaching styles and approaches that are consistent with the
wide range of learning styles and cultural groups.6 In summary, equal education
implies we are giving every student the same thing and an equitable education pro-
vides students with what they need to achieve equality.
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10 PART I Setting the Stage

What Should We Call People?

Language is always changing. It is a key barometer of a society at any given time because
it mirrors social, economic, and political events. Terms in a language may become obso-

lete; it could not be otherwise because language is a reflection of societal changes. Throughout
the years, the shift in terminology related to groups of people (for example, from Negro to
Black to Afro-American and more recently to African American) is a case in point. Such
changes often represent deliberate attempts by a group to name or rename itself. This deci-
sion is political as well as linguistic, and it responds to the need for group self-determination
and autonomy. Terms also evolve as an attempt to be more precise and correct. In this sense,
the term African American implies an identity that includes culture rather than only color. It
recognizes that the notion of race, in spite of its significance in a society rigidly stratified along
these lines, is not accurate and does not capture the complexity of a people. On the other
hand, the term Black is more comprehensive because it includes people of African descent
from all around the world. Recently, more inclusive terms such as African Diaspora or of
African heritage have been used as well. It is not that one term is always right or wrong, but
rather that various terms may be appropriate depending on the situation. This is why we need
to think carefully about the context before we use any particular term.

Terminology is particularly important in multicultural education. In our society, we have
not always been appropriate or sensitive in our use of words to describe people. In its most
blatant form, this insensitivity is apparent in the racial and ethnic epithets that even our
youngest children seem to know and use. In more subtle ways, words or expressions take
on connotations that may seem positive but in the end may categorize an entire group of
people. Such is the case, for instance, with Blacks and rhythm, or with Asians and science.
Although words per se may not be negative, they can become code words for stereotyping or
belittling the experience of an entire group of people and, hence, are disparaging.

How We Made Choices about What Terms to Use in this Book

Language carries great weight in education because it affects the lives of students. As educa-
tors, we need to be careful about what terms we use and how because our choices may send
negative messages that can have long-term effects. Therefore, we need to pay close attention
and be sensitive to the connotations and innuendos of our talk.

We generally use terms related to specific ethnic backgrounds; however, if an overarch-
ing term is needed for so-called minorities, we prefer to use people of color. The term people
of color encompasses those who have been labeled minority, that is, American Indians,
African Americans, Latinos, and Asian Americans, and it emerged from these communities
themselves. It also implies important connections among the groups and underlines some
common experiences in the United States. We prefer the term people of color because minority
is a misnomer; it is never used to describe groups such as Swedish Americans, Albanian
Americans, or Dutch Americans, although, strictly speaking, these groups, which represent

About Terminology
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CHAPTER 1 Understanding the Sociopolitical Context of Schooling 11

numerical minorities in our society, should also be referred to in this way. Historically, the
term has been used to refer only to racial minorities, implying a status less than that accorded
to other groups. Conversely, using the term people of color might imply that Whites are some-
how colorless, yet as we know, almost everyone is mixed, including many Europeans. In
fact, some individuals who identify as people of color may actually be lighter in color than
some European Americans, reinforcing the fact that such terms are political rather than
descriptive.

The term people of color is not without its problems, however. In spite of the wide accept-
ance of the term and its use by many people (and by us in this book), we find it increasingly
unsatisfactory on several counts. One problem is the implication of a common historical expe-
rience among all groups and individuals included under this designation. Aside from a mutual
history of oppression at the hands of those in power (not an insignificant commonality), a
shared historical experience among these disparate groups is an illusion. A presumed com-
mon experience also suggests that there is no conflict among these groups. As we know, such
conflicts not only exist; they have resulted in periodic outbreaks of serious interethnic vio-
lence. These have emanated not only from a shared oppression and the competition for scarce
resources that result from political domination, but also from deep-seated cultural and social
differences among the groups themselves.

People of color is also inaccurate when referring, for example, to Latinos of European
background, as is the case with many Argentines and Cubans, and light-skinned Latinos in
general. When these Latinos refer to themselves in this way, they risk implying that they have
experienced the same level of virulent racism as their darker-skinned compatriots.

The point we want to make throughout these segments is that language is always tenta-
tive, as are the terminology choices we have made here. New terms evolve every day. Language
can capture only imperfectly the nuances of who we are as people, and like multicultural
education itself, it is in constant flux. Such is the inexactitude of language that it can never
completely capture the complexity of our lives. To be both sensitive and appropriate in the
use of language, we prefer some words or terms over others. We are not suggesting that the
terms we have chosen to use are “politically correct” or that they are the only ones that should
be used, nor do we want to impose our usage on others. Rather, in the About Terminology
features throughout the text, we explain our thinking to help you reflect on and decide what
terminology is most appropriate for you to use in your context.

Our choice of terms used in this book is based largely on the answers to two questions:

1. What do the people themselves want to be called?

2. What is the most accurate term?

The terms used stem from the answers to these questions, based on our conversations
with people from various groups, our reading of current research, and our listening to debates
regarding the use of terms.
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12 PART I Setting the Stage

Defining Social Justice
Frequently invoked but rarely defined, social justice is another term associated with
an equitable education. In this book, we define it as a philosophy, an approach, and
actions that embody treating all people with fairness, respect, dignity, and generosity.
On a societal scale, this means affording each person the real—not simply a stated
or codified—opportunity to achieve her or his potential and full participation in a
democratic society by giving each person access to the goods, services, and social
and cultural capital of a society, while also affirming the culture and talents of each
individual and the group or groups with which she or he identifies.

In terms of education, in particular, social justice education is not just about
“being nice” to students, or about giving them a pat on the back. Nor does a social
justice curriculum merely ask students to make posters about “their favorite social
issue.” Social justice education includes four components:

1. It challenges, confronts, and disrupts misconceptions, untruths, and stereotypes
that lead to structural inequality and discrimination based on race, social class,
gender, and other social and human differences. This means that teachers with
a social justice perspective consciously include topics that focus on inequality
in the curriculum, and they encourage their students to work for equality and
fairness both in and outside the classroom.

2. A social justice perspective means providing all students with the resources nec-
essary to learn to their full potential. This includes material resources such as
books, curriculum, financial support, and so on. Equally vital are emotional
resources such as a belief in all students’ ability and worth, care for them as
individuals and learners, high expectations of and rigorous demands placed on
them, and the necessary social and cultural capital to negotiate the world. It
also includes a school environment safe from discrimination. These are not just
the responsibilities of individual teachers and schools, however. Beyond the
classroom level, achieving social justice requires reforming school policies and
practices so that all students are provided an equal chance to learn. This entails
critically evaluating policies such as high-stakes testing, tracking, student reten-
tion, segregation, and parent and family outreach, among others.

3. Social justice in education is not just about giving students resources, however.
A third component of a social justice perspective is drawing on the talents and
strengths that students bring to their education. This requires embracing criti-
cal pedagogy and a rejection of the deficit perspective that has characterized
much of the education of marginalized students to a shift that views all students—
not just those from privileged backgrounds—as having resources that can be a
foundation for their learning. These resources include their languages, cultures,
and experiences.

4. A fourth essential component of social justice is creating a learning environ-
ment that promotes critical thinking and supports agency for social change.
Creating such environments can provide students with an apprenticeship in
democracy, a vital part of preparing them for the future. Much more will be said
throughout the text about how to create such a learning environment.
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CHAPTER 1 Understanding the Sociopolitical Context of Schooling 13

These four components of social justice in education are woven throughout the
remaining chapters of the book.

Defining the “Achievement Gap”
Another term that needs defining is achievement gap. This term has evolved over the
past couple of decades to describe the circumstances in which some students, pri-
marily those from racially, culturally, and linguistically marginalized and low-income
families, achieve less than other students. Although research has largely focused on
Black and White students, the “achievement gap” is also evident among students of
other ethnic and racial backgrounds such, as Latino and American Indian students.7

The problem with the term achievement gap is that it suggests that students
alone are responsible for their learning, as if school and societal conditions and con-
texts did not exist. The result is that the problem is defined as a “minority” prob-
lem rather than as a problem of unequal schooling. For all these reasons, we use
the term achievement gap with caution and always in quotation marks.

Yet there is no denying that the “achievement gap” is real: In 2009, the National
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) reported that White students had higher
scores than Black students, on average, on all assessments. While the nationwide
gaps in 2007 were narrower than in previous assessments at both grades 4 and 8 in
mathematics and at grade 4 in reading, White students had average scores at least
26 points higher than Black students in each subject, on a 0–500 scale.8 Reports on
Hispanic student achievement are also dispiriting overall. Patricia Gándara’s research
reveals that by fourth grade, 16 percent of Latino students are proficient in reading,
compared to 41 percent of White students, with a notably similar pattern at the
eighth grade level, where only 15 percent of Latinos are proficient in reading com-
pared to 39 percent of Whites.9 Clearly, the gap between African American, American
Indian, Hispanic, and some Asian (particularly Laotian and Cambodian) students
compared to White students remains very large. Specifically, the gap is the equiva-
lent of two grade levels or more, almost what it was in 1992. For example, while 
41 percent of Whites are reading at grade level, only 15 percent of Hispanics and 
13 percent of African Americans are at grade level. The gap worsens through the
years: Black and Hispanic twelfth graders perform at the same level in reading and
math as White eighth graders.10 The gap is not only deplorable but is also an indict-
ment of our public education system.

In spite of the fact that the “achievement gap” is a reality, sometimes this term
is a misnomer because it places undue responsibility on students alone. As a result,
we believe that what has become known as the achievement gap can also appropri-
ately be called the resource gap, the opportunity gap, or the expectations gap because
student achievement does not come out of the blue but is influenced by many other
factors—that is, student achievement is related directly to the conditions and con-
texts in which students learn. For instance, because some schools are well endowed
in terms of materials and resources, the students in these schools have multiple
means to help them learn. On the other hand, schools that serve students living in
poverty tend to have fewer resources and frequently employ more inexperienced
teachers, and thus they provide fewer opportunities for robust student learning.
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14 PART I Setting the Stage

Gloria Ladson-Billings has argued that the focus on school performance gaps is
misplaced and that what must be considered are the historical, economic, socio-
political, and moral components of racial stratification that have accumulated over
time, amounting to what she has dubbed the “education debt.”11

Despite the struggle over appropriate terminology, research on the “achievement
gap” cannot be ignored because it has uncovered salient differences in the learning
outcomes for students of various backgrounds. According to Joseph D’Amico, the
two major causes of the “achievement gap” are sociocultural and school-related
factors. Sociocultural factors include poverty, ethnicity, low level of parental educa-
tion, weak family-support systems, and students’ reactions to discrimination and
stereotyping.12 School-related factors include low expectations, particularly in schools
that serve students who are both economically disadvantaged and from ethnic and
racial minority backgrounds, as well as other practices and policies that jeopardize
student learning.

A common response among educators and the public has been to focus on the
first set of factors (that is, on sociocultural “problems” and “deficits”) more than
on school-related factors. Turning this thinking around would be a better policy
because educators can do little to change the life circumstances of students but can
do a great deal to change the context of schools. For example, some schools are
successful with students of color, students living in poverty, and students who live
in difficult circumstances. What makes the difference? Karin Chenoweth’s recent
book, How It’s Being Done: Urgent Lessons from Unexpected Schools (2009), pro-
vides examples from eight different schools throughout the nation that were selected
for the Education Trust’s Dispelling the Myth Award, which is given to high-achieving,
high-poverty, and high-minority schools. Chenoweth’s research shines a light on
successful school practices such as teachers’ and administrators’ collaborative work
to set standards and goals, as well as their notable, palpable belief in their students’
capacity to achieve. She refers to these schools as “ruthlessly organizing themselves
around one thing: helping students learn a great deal.” These schools also focus
on eliminating teacher isolation by providing time for teacher learning through
research-based discussions, which in turn spawns teacher collaboration that
expands successful practices to create a collective culture of high achievement for
teachers and students.13

Chris Zurawsky also examined several school models and programs that have
proven consistently successful for most students of color. These programs share two
common traits: a demanding curriculum and a strong social support system that val-
ues and promotes academic achievement. Zurawsky’s research underscores that a
rigorous curriculum is not enough. Attention also must be given to the social envi-
ronment. The role of significant people in students’ lives who communicated their
value of academic success and effort were evident in the successful programs cited
in his study. For elementary students, this translates into committed parental involve-
ment. For older students, the support network expands to include peer groups and
mentors.14

Clearly, addressing school-related issues alone will not completely do away with the
“achievement gap” because life experiences and conditions such as poverty play a large
part in the differential learning of students. Paul E. Barton and Richard J. Coley
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synthesized many research studies and reported on 16 “correlates of achievement” that
fall into three categories: school factors, factors related to the home-school connection,
and factors that are present both before and beyond school.15 Recently, this argument
has been made convincingly by several noted scholars, including Jean Anyon, who
cites a wealth of research and other data to come to the following chilling conclusion:

Thus, in my view, low-achieving urban schools are not primarily a consequence of
failed educational policy, or urban family dynamics, as mainstream analysts and
public policies typically imply. Failing public schools in cities are, rather, a logical
consequence of the U.S. macroeconomy—and the federal and regional policies and
practices that support it.16

Likewise, in a comprehensively researched article on the effects of poverty on
learning and achievement, David Berliner makes the argument that out-of-school
factors (OSFs) caused by poverty alone place severe limits on what can be accom-
plished through educational reform efforts. He points out that “[i]n the U.S. today,
too many OSFs are strongly correlated with class, race, and ethnicity, and too many
children are in schools segregated by those very same characteristics.”17 His conclu-
sion is that, to improve our nation’s school achievement, a reduction in family and
youth poverty is essential. Berliner’s recommendation to address the impact of
poverty on schooling reflects the complexity and urgency of the problem. He includes
the following 11 efforts:

1. Reduce the rate of low-birth-weight children among African Americans

2. Reduce drug and alcohol abuse

3. Reduce pollutants in our cites and move people away from toxic sites

4. Provide universal and free medical care for all citizens

5. Ensure that no one suffers from food insecurity

6. Reduce the rates of family violence in low-income households

7. Improve mental health services among the poor

8. More equitably distribute low-income housing throughout communities

9. Reduce both the mobility and absenteeism rates of children

10. Provide high-quality preschools for all children

11. Provide summer programs for the poor to reduce summer losses in their academic
achievement.18

The suggestion that poverty and other social ills negatively affect learning is
unsettling and a reminder that schools alone cannot tackle the inequality and strat-
ification that exist in society. Richard Rothstein, an economist who has studied
this issue extensively, has also suggested that school reform efforts alone will not turn
things around. He advocates three approaches that must be pursued if progress is to
be made in narrowing the “achievement gap”: (1) promoting school improvement
efforts that raise the quality of instruction; (2) giving more attention to out-of-school
hours by implementing early childhood, after-school, and summer programs; and
(3) implementing policies that would provide appropriate health services and stable
housing and narrow the growing income inequalities in our society. He contends that
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16 PART I Setting the Stage

only by implementing all these measures would poor children be better prepared
for school.19

Although it is true that the “achievement gap” is strongly related to poverty, race
and ethnicity are also prominent issues to consider in understanding the gap. Joseph
D’Amico found that the gap may be even greater among students of color with high
socioeconomic status. In addition, he found that, although the “achievement gap”
between Black and White students was reduced by about half between 1970 and
1988, there has been a marked reversal of this trend since 1988, no doubt due to the
retrenchment for the support of the education of children through federal and state
policies.20

Perhaps the most dramatic example of the “achievement gap” can be found in
high school dropout rates. Researcher Gary Orfield has cited a few hundred high
schools in the nation—all overwhelmingly “minority,” low income, and located in
urban centers—where the dropout rate has reached catastrophic proportions. He calls
these high schools “dropout factories.” According to Orfield, the dropout rate of
African American and Latino students is a civil rights crisis because it affects these
communities disproportionately. Less money per student is spent in these “dropout
factories” than in schools in other areas—sometimes a difference of over $2,000 less
per student.21 In his recent research, Orfield points to failed policies of the recent past
that have dismantled civil rights policies and calls for “reviving the goal of an inte-
grated society.”22 The facts that these resegregated “dropout factories” are, for the
most part, located in economically strapped communities that serve African American
and Latino students, that they employ more inexperienced teachers than those in
wealthier districts, and that less money is spent in them cannot be dismissed as coin-
cidence.23 This is also a significant part of the sociopolitical context of education.

Deficit Theories and Their Stubborn Durability
Why schools fail to meet their mission to provide all students with an equitable and
high-quality education has been the subject of educational research for some time. As
the “achievement gap” grows, theories about cultural deprivation and genetic inferi-
ority are once again being used to explain differences in intelligence and achievement,
and the implications of these deficit theories continue to influence educational poli-
cies and practices. Deficit theories assume that some children, because of genetic,
cultural, or experiential differences, are inferior to other children—that is, that they
have deficits that must be overcome if they are to learn. There are many obvious prob-
lems with such hypotheses, one being that they place complete responsibility for chil-
dren’s failure on their homes and families, effectively absolving schools and society
from responsibility. Whether the focus is on the individual or the community, the result
remains largely the same: blaming the victims of poor schooling rather than looking
in a more systematic way at the role played by the schools in which they learn (or fail
to learn) and by the society at large. All these factors need to be explored together.

Another problem with deficit theories is their focus on conditions that are outside
the control of most teachers, schools, and students. Deficit theories foster despair in edu-
cators because they suggest that students’ problems are predetermined and thus there
is no hope for changing the circumstances that produced them in the first place. Teachers
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CHAPTER 1 Understanding the Sociopolitical Context of Schooling 17

and schools alone cannot alleviate the poverty and other oppressive conditions in which
students may live. It is far more realistic and promising to tackle the problems that teach-
ers and schools can do something about by providing educational environments that
encourage all students to learn. This is why school policies and practices and teachers’
attitudes and behaviors, rather than the supposed shortcomings of students, are the basis
for the kinds of transformations suggested in this book.

Dissolving Myths About Immigration and Difference
The second major task of understanding the sociopolitical context of multicultural
education emphasizes that immigration is not a phenomenon of the past. It remains
one of today’s most contentious issues and offers a particularly vivid example of the
sociopolitical context, despite its mythological influence on U.S identity and social
ideologies. The current contention is graphically illustrated by legislation such as
S.B. 1070, Arizona’s law of 2010.24 One of the strictest measures in years. Even though
U.S. District Judge Susan R. Bolton suspended portions of the law while a federal
lawsuit challenges its constitutional integrity, this and similar legal struggles illus-
trate the fervor of anti-immigration sentiment across the nation. President Obama
decried Arizona S. B. 1070, which he said threatened “to undermine basic notions
of fairness that we cherish as Americans.”25

Meanwhile, media reports scream about “illegal aliens” and electric fences along
the U.S.–Mexico border, and describe self-appointed vigilante Minutemen adamant
about guarding our borders, albeit illegally. Many families entering the United States
as refugees—who arguably deserve the greatest amount of support and most sin-
cere welcome—may find their children in schools where they endure mockery
and intimidation regarding many aspects of their lives, including clothing, food, lan-
guage, religious observance, and family structure. These oppressive acts and atti-
tudes apparently stem from a certain amount of the sad and ironic social amnesia
surrounding the protected, legal status of refugees, which was defined in 1951 
by the United Nations Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. According to
the formal definition of a refugee in article 1A of that convention, a refugee enters
the United States legally for protection from persecution “for reasons of race, reli-
gion, nationality, membership of a particular social group, or political opinion, is
outside the country of his nationality, and is unable to or, owing to such fear, is
unwilling to avail himself of the protection of that country.” While refugee status
was initially limited to protecting European refugees after World War II, the concept
of a refugee was expanded by the convention’s 1967 protocol and by regional con-
ventions in Africa and Latin America to include persons who had fled war or other
violence in their home country. It is worth noting that while European refugees after
World War II were not universally welcomed on U.S. soil, the experiences of more
recent groups of people of color entering the United States, such as El Salvadorans,
Cambodians, Somalians, and Sudanese, have sometimes been puncuated by racially
motivated atrocities.

Negative individual perspectives and social ideologies about immigrants, espe-
cially those from Latin America, Asia, and Africa, often influence school policies
and practices. It is critical for school curriculum and teacher education programs to
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underscore that the United States is not just a nation of past immigrants (who are
often romantically portrayed) but also a nation of new immigrants who daily dis-
embark on our shores, cross our borders, or fly into our metropolitan areas and are
deserving of full participation in a democratic society.

Yet romantic myths about U.S. immigration die hard, and these myths influ-
ence some teachers’ views of students and their families. For example, the widely
accepted notion that immigrants came to North America and “made it,” never to
return to their countries of origin, is not entirely true. According to Irving Howe,
one-third of European immigrants who came to the United States between 1908
and 1924 eventually made their way back home, thus shattering a popular myth.26

In addition, and in spite of common assumptions to the contrary, most European
immigrants did not succeed academically. In his research, Richard Rothstein found
that, during the immigration period from 1880 to 1915, few Americans succeeded
in school, least of all immigrants; immigrants of all backgrounds did poorly.27

Instead, it was the children and grandchildren of European immigrants who fared
well in school, but the myth that first-generation immigrants “made it,” at least in
terms of academics, is firmly established in the public psyche. Because schools have
traditionally perceived their role as that of an assimilating agent, the isolation, rejec-
tion, and failure that have frequently accompanied immigration have simply been
left at the schoolhouse door.

Facing the ugly fact that U.S. history is also steeped in conquest and slavery, or
forced immigration, is essential in developing a multicultural perspective and under-
standing its sociopolitical context. Millions of descendants of Africans, American
Indians, Mexicans, Puerto Ricans, and others colonized within and beyond U.S. bor-
ders have experienced political and economic oppression and, in schools, dispar-
agement of their native cultures and languages. But the history of racism and
exploitation experienced by so many of our people is rarely taught. Instead, conven-
tional curricula and pedagogy have been based on the myth of a painless and smooth
assimilation of immigrants, thereby contributing to the stubborn infrastructure that
perpetuates institutionalized racism.

The research reported in our book argues that we need to make the history of
all groups visible by making it part of the curriculum, instruction, and schooling in
general. By highlighting the complexities of struggle and survival, we do not aim to
cast a negative pall on all of U.S. history. Rather, multiple perspectives about the
immigrant experience highlight the frailty as well as the heroism in current and his-
toric events. The words of the students in the case studies and snapshots included
in this book provide eloquent testimony for the need to do so.

These student examples throughout the book provide a critical understanding
of immigration and colonization experiences, which are significant points of depar-
ture for our journey into multicultural education. This journey needs to begin with
teachers, who themselves are frequently uninformed about or uncomfortable with
their own ethnicity. By reconnecting with their own backgrounds and with the
suffering as well as the triumphs of their families, teachers can lay the groundwork
for their students to reclaim their histories and voices. This book invites you to
cultivate a critical perspective on these issues unencumbered by mythology and
romanticism.
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assumptions or previously held beliefs are
challenged by these well-researched texts.
Suggested books and videos: A Different Mirror: 
A History of Multicultural America by Ronald Takaki
(New York: Back Bay Books, 2008), with a video
on BookTV.org at http://www.booktv.org/Watch/
10271/In+Depth+Ronald+Takaki.aspx; A People’s
History of the United States: 1492 to Present by
Howard Zinn (New York: Harper, 2005); Voices of
a People’s History of the United States, Second
Edition, edited by Howard Zinn and Antony Arnove
(New York: Seven Stories Press, 2009). For film
resources, see a documentary called The People
Speak, produced by the History Channel from the
texts edited by Howard Zinn, that weaves archival
footage and reenactments of speeches performed
by many popular celebrities; it can be found at 
http://www.history.com/shows/the-people-speak.
Also, for inspiration, resources, and guidance
for teachers using these ideas in the classroom,
see Zinn Education Project at http://www
.zinnedproject.org.

What You Can Do
Explore Your Own Heritage and the Heritage of Others

No matter what subject matter you teach in
schools, your perspectives on American history

and of your own heritage influence the ways in
which you view your students’ heritages and
cultural identities. Reading some books and viewing
videos that offer points of view often overlooked or
covered up in traditional American history books
can expand your understanding of your ancestors’
experiences and the experiences of others. You
can approach this as a personal goal for summer
reading or by pacing these books throughout the
school year.

Allow yourself some introspective time by keep-
ing a journal, a sketchbook, or a blog about your
thoughts and questions that bubble up in this
journey into rethinking historical understandings.
Another approach is to create a teachers’ reading
group with a cluster of colleagues. Recruit your
teacher-friends to develop a book club to discuss
your reflections about your own histories and the
histories of your colleagues and students. Pay 
particular attention to the ways in which common

Naming the Underpinnings of Educational Structures
The third task of defining the sociopolitical context of multicultural education
names the ideologies underlying educational structures. These exemplify how the
sociopolitical context is operational at the school level. Schools’ and the larger
society’s assumptions about people form a belief system that helps create and per-
petuate structures that reproduce those assumptions. For example, if we believe
that intelligence is primarily inherited, we will design schools that support this
belief. On the other hand, if we believe that intelligence is largely created by par-
ticular social and economic conditions, our schools will look quite different.
Likewise, if we believe that some cultures are inherently superior to others, our
schools will replicate the cultural values that are assumed to be superior while
dismissing others.

At a personal level, we take in the ideologies and beliefs in our society and we
act on them—whether we actively believe them or not. In the case of the ideology of
racism, for example, Beverly Daniel Tatum has aptly described racism as “smog in
the air.”
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Sometimes it is so thick it is visible, other times it is less apparent, but always, day
in and day out, we are breathing it in. None of us would introduce ourselves as
“smog-breathers” (and most of us don’t want to be described as prejudiced), but if
we live in a smoggy place, how can we avoid breathing the air?28

The “smog” is part of the sociopolitical context in which we live and in which
schools exist. This context includes not only racism but also other biases based on
human and social differences, including social class, language, religion, sexual ori-
entation, gender, and other factors. Pretending that the smog doesn’t exist, or that
it doesn’t influence us, is to negate reality. A good example can be found in school
funding: In their yearly report on funding of public schools, the Education Trust has
consistently shown that low-income students and students of color are badly short-
changed by most states, proving once again that race and social class still matter a
great deal in our nation. In their 2010 report, the Education Trust argued that Congress
could promote funding equity within school district budgets if the political will was
demonstrated by closing loopholes in the comparability provisions of Title I of the
Elementary and Secondary Education Act.29 Another investigation by the Center for
Reinventing Public Education reveals how school funding policies have consistently
given more resources to students who already have more, and less to those who
have less.30 The Christian Science Monitor found that the difference in annual spend-
ing between the wealthiest and the poorest school districts has grown to a stagger-
ing $19,361 per student.31 Surely, no one can pretend that this difference does not
matter.

School-Level Policies and Practices
School funding is generally a state- and district-level issue. How does the socio-
political context affect policies and practices at the school level? Let’s take a very 
concrete example: States that mandate that their schools enforce an “English-only”
policy are, unwittingly or not, sending students a message about the status and
importance of languages other than English. In some of these schools, students are
forbidden to speak their native language not only in classrooms, but even in halls,
the cafeteria, and the playground. To students who speak a language other than
English, the message is clear: Your language is not welcome here; it is less impor-
tant than English. (From a multicultural perspective, it goes without saying that if
your language is not welcome, your affiliation with your family and culture are also
not welcome.) While the policy may have been well intentioned and created out of
a sincere effort to help students learn English, the result is deprecation of students’
identities, intentional or not. In some instances, these kinds of policies are not inno-
cent at all but instead reflect a xenophobic reaction to hearing languages other than
English in our midst. In either case, the result is negative and an example of how
ideologies help create structures that benefit some students over others.

Another obvious example is the curriculum: If the content of school knowledge
excludes the history, science, art, culture, and ways of knowing entire groups of
people, these groups themselves are dismissed as having little significance in creat-
ing history, science, art, culture, and so on. The sociopolitical context also undergirds
other school policies and practices, including pedagogy, ability grouping, testing,

20 PART I Setting the Stage
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parent outreach, disciplinary policies, and the hiring of teachers and other school
personnel.

To correct the educational shortchanging of diverse student populations, the
curriculum and pedagogy needs to be changed in individual classrooms. But on a
broader level, changes must go beyond the classroom: Schools’ policies and practices
and the societal ideologies that support them must also be confronted and transformed.
That is, we need to create not only affirming classrooms but also an affirming society
in which racism, sexism (discriminatory beliefs and behaviors based on gender), social
class discrimination, religious oppression, heterosexism (discriminatory beliefs and
behaviors directed against gay men and lesbians), ableism (discriminatory beliefs and
behaviors directed against people with disabilities), and other biases are no longer
acceptable. This is a tall order, but if multicultural education is to make a real differ-
ence, working to change society to be more socially equitable and just must go hand
in hand with changes in curricula and classroom practices.

Studying the Demographic Mosaic 
of U.S. Schools and Society
In the fourth task of understanding the sociopolitical context of multicultural edu-
cation, we need to study the changes in the United States in the recent past and how
these changes have transformed our schools. In what follows, we present a mosaic
of the rich diversity of the population in the nation as well as in our public schools
as a framework for understanding this context. We focus on population statistics,
immigration, language diversity, and other differences that characterize U.S. schools
and society in the first decade of the twenty-first century.

We begin with an overview of the U.S. population in terms of race and ethnic-
ity. The U.S. total population from the U.S. Census Bureau in 2010 was 308,745,538.
The nation’s Hispanic population increased by 3.1 percent from 2008 to 2009, to
48.4 million, making it both the largest and fastest growing “minority” group (more
on this terminology throughout the text and in the Book Resources section in
MyEducationLab). The next largest group is Blacks or African Americans, at
39,059,000 million (see Table 1.1). Growth among different segments of the popu-
lation has not, however, been proportionate: According to the U.S. Census Bureau,
from 2000 to 2008, the number of Whites increased by 6.4. percent and the African
American population increased by 9.4 percent. By far, the largest increases were in
the Latino population, which grew by 33 percent, and the Asian population, which
grew by 28 percent.32

Even more dramatic than current population statistics are projections for the
coming years: The U.S. Census Bureau estimates that from 2000 to 2050, the total
population will have grown from 282.1 million to 419.9 million. Again, however, the
growth will not be even: The White population is expected to grow to 210.3 million,
an increase of 7 percent, although it is expected to decrease in the decade from 2040
to 2050. Minorities, now roughly one-third of the U.S. population, are expected to
become the majority in 2042, with the nation projected to be 54 percent minority in
2050. By 2023, minorities will comprise more than half of all children. Whites are

CHAPTER 1 Understanding the Sociopolitical Context of Schooling 21

93445 01 001-041 r0 am.qxd  1/27/11  5:06 PM  Page 21



22 PART I Setting the Stage

TABLE 1.1 Resident Population by Sex, Race, and Hispanic-Origin Status: 2000 to 2008

Number (1,000)

Characteristic
20001

(April 1) 2005 2006 2007 2008
Percent change, 

2000 to 2008

Both sexes
Total 281,4252 295,561 298,363 301,290 304,060 8.0

One race 277,527 290,891 293,533 296,292 298,893 7.7
White 228,107 237,204 238,999 240,882 242,639 6.4
Black or African
American 35,705 37,732 38,160 38,622 39,059 9.4
American Indian
and Alaska Native 2,664 2,918 2,972 3,028 3,083 15.8
Asian 10,589 12,512 12,865 13,211 13,549 28.0
Native Hawaiian and
Other Pacific Islander 463 525 538 550 562 21.5

Two or more races 3,898 4,669 4,830 4,998 5,167 32.6

Race alone or in
combination2

White 231,436 241,228 243,168 245,203 247,113 6.8
Black or African
American 37,105 39,534 40,047 40,599 41,127 10.8
American Indian and
Alaska Native 4,225 4,613 4,694 4,779 4,862 15.1
Asian 12,007 14,244 14,662 15,075 15,480 28.9
Native Hawaiian and
Other Pacific Islander 907 1,035 1,061 1,087 1,112 22.7

7Not Hispanic 246,118 253,032 254,378 255,818 257,116 4.5
One race 242,712 248,987 250,201 251,504 252,664 4.1

White 195,577 198,037 198,518 199,060 199,491 2.0
Black or African
American 34,314 36,068 36,422 36,809 37,172 8.3
American Indian and
Alaska Native 2,097 2,240 2,269 2,299 2,329 11.0
Asian 10,357 12,232 12,574 12,910 13,238 27.8
Native Hawaiian and
Other Pacific Islander 367 410 418 426 435 18.4

Two or more races 3,406 4,045 4,177 4,314 4,452 30.7

Race alone or in
combination2

White 198,477 201,514 202,114 202,780 203,336 2.4
Black or African
American 5,499 37,591 38,015 38,477 38,916 9.6
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Number (1,000)

Characteristic
20001

(April 1) 2005 2006 2007 2008
Percent change, 

2000 to 2008

Black or African
American 5,499 37,591 38,015 38,477 38,916 9.6
American Indian and
Alaska Native 3,456 3,686 3,732 3,781 3,828 10.8
Asian 11,632 13,781 14,179 14,572 14,957 28.6
Native Hawaiian and
Other Pacific Islander 752 845 863 881 899 19.6

Hispanic4 35,306 42,529 43,985 45,472 46,944 33.0
One race 34,815 41,904 43,332 44,788 46,228 32.8

White 32,530 39,166 40,480 41,822 43,148 32.6
Black or African
American 1,391 1,664 1,738 1,813 1,887 35.6
American Indian and
Alaska Native 566 679 703 729 754 33.2
Asian 232 280 290 301 311 33.9
Native Hawaiian and
Other Pacific Islander 95 116 120 124 128 33.7

Two or more races 491 624 654 684 715 45.6

Race alone or in
combination3

White 32,959 39,714 41,054 42,423 43,777 32.8
Black or African
American 1,606 1,943 2,032 2,122 2,211 37.7
American Indian and
Alaska Native 770 927 962 998 1,034 34.4
Asian 375 463 483 503 523 39.6
Native Hawaiian and
Other Pacific Islander 155 190 198 205 213 37.4

Male
Total 138,056 145,465 146,946 148,466 149,925 8.6

One race 136,146 143,163 144,563 145,997 147,370 8.2
White 112,478 117,397 118,374 119,375 120,326 7.0
Black or African
American 16,972 17,973 18,189 18,418 18,640 9.8
American Indian and
Alaska Native 1,333 1,461 1,488 1,517 1,545 15.9
Asian 5,128 6,065 6,238 6,408 6,574 28.2

(Continued)
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TABLE 1.1 Continued

Number (1,000)

Characteristic
20001

(April 1) 2005 2006 2007 2008
Percent change, 

2000 to 2008

Native Hawaiian and
Other Pacific Islander 235 267 273 279 286 21.5

Two or more races 1,910 2,302 2,384 2,469 2,555 33.7

Race alone or in
combination3

White 114,116 119,387 120,438 121,516 122,545 7.4
Black or African
American 17,644 18,849 19,109 19,384 19,651 11.4
American Indian and
Alaska Native 2,088 2,284 2,325 2,368 2,410 15.4
Asian 5,834 6,931 7,137 7,341 7,541 29.2
Native Hawaiian and
Other Pacific Islander 456 520 534 547 560 22.7

Not Hispanic 119,894 123,514 124,235 124,981 125,670 4.8

Hispanic4 18,162 21,951 22,712 23,485 24,254 33.5

Female
Total 143,368 1150,096 151,417 152,824 154,135 7.5

One race 141,381 147,728 148,970 150,295 151,523 7.2
White 115,628 119,806 120,625 121,506 122,313 5.8
Black or African
American 18,733 19,759 19,971 20,203 20,419 9.0
American Indian and
Alaska Native 1,331 1,458 1,484 1,512 1,539 15.6
Asian 5,461 6,447 6,626 6,803 6,975 27.7
Native Hawaiian and
Other Pacific Islander 227 258 264 270 276 21.6

Two or more races 1,987 2,368 2,447 2,529 2,612 31.4

Race alone or in
combination3

White 117,321 121,841 122,730 123,686 124,568 6.2
Black or African
American 19,461 20,685 20,939 21,215 21,476 10.4
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Number (1,000)

Characteristic
20001

(April 1) 2005 2006 2007 2008
Percent change, 

2000 to 2008

American Indian and
Alaska Native 2,137 2,329 2,369 2,411 2,452 14.7
Asian 6,173 7,313 7,525 7,734 7,940 28.6
Native Hawaiian and
Other Pacific Islander 451 514 527 540 553 22.6

Not Hispanic 126,224 129,518 130,143 130,837 131,446 4.1

Hispanic4 17,144 20,578 21,273 21,987 22,689 32.3

1See footnote 3, Table 7.
2281,425 represents 281,425,000. As of July, except as noted. Data shown are modified race counts; see text, this section.
3In combination with one or more other races. The sum of the five race groups adds to more than the total population
because individuals may report more than one race.
4Persons of Hispanic origin may be any race.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, “Annual Estimates of the Population by Sex, Race, and Hispanic Origin for the United States:
April 1, 2000 to July 1, 2008 (NC-EST2008-03)” (released May 14, 2009); http://www.census.gov/popest/national/asrh/NC-
EST2008/NC-EST2008-03.xls.

thus expected to comprise only 46 percent of the total U.S. population by 2050, com-
pared with 66 percent in 2008 (see Table 1.2), becoming the new minority.

The African American population is expected to grow to 65.7 million, increasing
from 14 percent in 2008 to 15 percent of the total population in 2050. In contrast,
the Latino population is projected to nearly triple, from 46.7 million to 132.8 million
during the 2008–2050 period. Its proportion of the nation’s total population is pro-
jected to double, from 15 percent to 30 percent. If these projection bear out, nearly
one in three U.S. residents would be Hispanic. Asians are also expected to increase
substantially in number, from 15.5 million to 40.6 million 10.7 million to 33.4 mil-
lion, an increase from 5.1 percent to 9.2 percent of the total U.S. population. While
American Indians and Alaska Natives are projected to climb from 4.9 million to
8.6 million (or from 1.6 to 2 percent of the total population), the Native Hawaiian
and Other Pacific Islander population is also expected to increase: from 1.1 million
to 2.6 million. While there is already a substantial jump in the number of people
who identify themselves as being of two or more races, it is projected to more than
triple: from 5.2 million to 16.2 million.33

In addition to the growing U.S. population, legal immigration has grown enor-
mously in the past three decades, as is evident in Figure 1.1 As we can see in this
graph, legal immigration hit a peak in 1991 in terms of numbers (although not 
in terms of percentage of total population, which peaked at the beginning of the
twentieth century), reaching more than 1.8 million. By 2009, a total of 1,130,818
persons became legal permanent residents (LPRs) of the United States, still a siz-
able number.34
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TABLE 1.2 Projected Change in Population Size by Race and Hispanic Origin for the
United States: 2000 to 2050 High Net International Migration Series

(Resident population as of July 1. Numbers in 1000)

Race and
Hispanic Origin1

2000–2050 2000–2025 2025–2050

Numerical Percent Numerical Percent Numerical Percent

Total Population 175,971 62 82,350 29 93,621 26

One race 163,322 59 77,539 28 85,783 24
White 109,001 48 52,362 23 56,639 20
Black 22,857 64 11,397 32 11,460 24
AIAN 2,948 110 1,421 53 1,527 37
Asian 27,678 259 11,987 112 15,691 69
NHPI 837 180 372 80 465 55

Two or more
races

12,649 322 4,810 122 7,839 90

Race alone or in
combination2

White 120,600 52 56,705 24 63,895 22
Black 30,354 82 14,054 38 16,300 32
AIAN 4,564 108 2,174 51 2,390 37
Asian 32,682 270 13,910 115 18,772 72
NHPI 1,798 197 777 85 1,021 60

Not Hispanic 68,097 28 38,421 16 29,676 10

One race 57,904 24 34,457 14 23,447 8
White 10,338 5 12,006 6 -1,668 -1
Black 18,950 55 9,801 28 9,149 21
AIAN 1,268 60 732 35 536 19
Asian 26,865 257 11,684 112 15,181 69
NHPI 484 131 235 64 249 41

Two or more
races

10,193 297 3,964 115 6,229 84

Race alone or in
combination2

White 19,694 10 15,585 8 4,109 2
Black 25,215 71 12,045 34 13,170 28
AIAN 2,201 63 1,218 35 983 21
Asian 31,019 264 13,335 114 17,684 71
NHPI 1,162 154 543 72 619 48

Hispanic 107,873 303 43,928 123 63,945 80
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(Resident population as of July 1. Numbers in 1000)

Race and
Hispanic Origin1

2000–2050 2000–2025 2025–2050

Numerical Percent Numerical Percent Numerical Percent 

One race 105,418 300 43,083 123 62,335 80
White 98,663 300 40,356 123 58,307 80
Black 3,907 278 1,596 114 2,311 77
AIAN 1,680 294 689 120 991 79
Asian 813 346 303 129 510 95
NHPI 354 369 138 144 216 92

Two or More
Races

2,455 494 846 170 1,609 120

Race alone or in
combination2

White 100,905 303 41,118 124 59,787 80
Black 5,140 317 2,010 124 3,130 86
AIAN 2,363 304 956 123 1,407 81
Asian 1,662 439 575 152 1,087 114
NHPI 636 405 234 149 402 103

1Hispanics may be of any race.
2‘In combination’ means in combination with one or more other races. The sum of the five race
groups adds to more than the total population because individuals may report more than one race.
Abbreviations: Black = Black or African American; AIAN = American Indian and Alaska Native; 
NHPI = Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander

Note: The original race data from Census 2000 are modified to eliminate the “some other race” cate-
gory. This modification is used for all Census Bureau projections products and is explained in the
document entitled “Modified Race Data Summary File Technical Documentation and ASCII Layout”
that can be found on the Census Bureau website at http://www.census.gov/popest/archives/files/
MRSF-01-US1.html.

Table 7-H. Projected Change in Population Size by Race and Hispanic Origin for the United States:
2000 to 2050 High Net International Migration Series (NP2009-T7-H)

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Population Division Release Date: December 16, 2009.

Another noteworthy indication of the growing diversity in the United States is
the current number of foreign-born or first-generation U.S. residents, which in the
year 2000 reached the highest level in U.S. history—56 million, or triple the num-
ber in 1970. And unlike previous immigrants, who were primarily from Europe, more
than half of the new immigrants are from Latin America, and 25 percent are from
Asia. In 2009, the following five countries accounted for 35 percent of all new LPRs
(in ascending order): Mexico, China, the Philippines, India, and the Dominican
Republic.35
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The growth in immigration has been accompanied by an increase in linguis-
tic diversity. Currently, 20 percent of the total U.S. population speaks a language
other than English at home. As of 2008, 10.9 million school-age children (ages 
5 to 17) spoke a language other than English at home; 7.8 million of these chil-
dren spoke Spanish at home.36 While Spanish is clearly the language spoken by
well over half of linguistically diverse students, there are also many other lan-
guages spoken in U.S. homes. (More information on linguistic diversity is given
in Chapter 6.)

The impact of the growing cultural, racial, national origin, and linguistic diver-
sity is clearly visible in our nation’s public schools in several ways. First, the sheer
number of students in U.S. public schools is growing: In 2010, 56 million students
were enrolled in elementary and secondary schools in the United States, and 
89 percent of those were in public schools, an increase of more than 2 million since
2001.37

Second, the nature of the student population is quite different from what 
it was just a few decades ago. In 1970, at the height of the public school enroll-
ment of the baby boom generation, White students comprised 79 percent of total

FIGURE 1.1 Legal Permanent Residents Flow to United States
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enrollment; followed by African Americans at 14 percent; Hispanics at 6 percent;
and Asians, Pacific Islanders, and other ethnic groups at 1 percent. These statis-
tics have changed dramatically: As of 2008, 43 percent of elementary through high
school students were students of color. The Census Bureau’s population projec-
tions indicate that the student population will continue to diversify in the coming
years. Third, our public schools’ growing diversity is clearly evidenced by the
number of students who are foreign-born or have foreign-born parents. As of 2009,
over 49 million students, or 31 percent of those enrolled in U.S. elementary 
and secondary schools, were foreign-born or had at least one parent who was
foreign-born.38

At the same time that diversity in schools around the country is growing, racial
and ethnic segregation has been on the rise. That is, students in U.S. schools are
now more likely to be segregated from students of other races and backgrounds
than at any time in the recent past. Indeed, according to Gary Orfield, much of
the progress made in integrating the nation’s schools during previous decades was
eradicated by the end of the 1990s. For Blacks, the 1990s witnessed the largest
backward movement toward segregation since the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision
in Brown v. Board of Education, and the trend is continuing. For Latinos, the sit-
uation has been equally dramatic: Latinos are now the most segregated of all eth-
nic groups in terms of race, ethnicity, and poverty.39 Despite this trend, there is
growing evidence that schools with diverse student populations are good for stu-
dents of all backgrounds.40

Race and ethnicity have a strong link to poverty due to the history of institu-
tionalized racism. The percentage of all people in the United States living below the
poverty level is currently 12.5 percent. The number of children living in poverty
increased by 21 percent from 2000 to 2008, which means there are at least 2.5 million
more children living in poverty now than a decade ago. Research shows that com-
pared to White families with children, Black and Latino families with children are
more than twice as likely to experience economic hardships. About 11 percent of
White children live in poverty, while 35 percent of African American, 31 percent of
American Indian, 31 percent of Hispanic, and 15 percent of Asian children live in
poverty. The poverty rate does not tell the whole story because the equations for
the federal poverty level have not been adjusted for inflation since the 1960s. It bears
noting that research demonstrates that families require about twice the federal
poverty level to make ends meets, and that families who do not meet that figure are
considered low-income. In terms of the school-age population, 41 percent of all U.S.
children live in low-income families, and over 20 percent live in poor families, which
translates into the sobering reality that more than half of all children in the United
States live in some degree of poverty. It is well documented that food insecurity, lack
of affordable housing, and other hardships affect millions of American children, not
just those who are officially poor. Even more disturbing, although the number of
children living in poverty had declined from 1990 to 2000, it has been rising steadily
since then.41

At the same time that the number of students of color, those who speak
languages other than English, and those who live in poverty has increased, 
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the nation’s teachers have become more monolithic, monocultural, and monolin-
gual. For example, as of 2003, 90 percent of public school teachers were White, 
6 percent were African American, and fewer than 5 percent were of other
racial/ethnic backgrounds.42

One implication of the tremendous diversity previously described is that all
teachers, regardless of their own identities and experiences, need to be prepared to
teach effectively students of all backgrounds. One way to do so is to heighten aware-
ness of the sociopolitical context of students’ lives by learning about the social, cul-
tural, and political circumstances of real students in real schools. At the end of the
chapter, we briefly discuss the case study approach used in this book to help read-
ers think about how they can best translate the information into their classroom
practices.

Examining Political Struggles: Multicultural
Education, Backlash, and Legislation
Since its beginnings in the 1970s, multicultural education has been criticized for
many reasons. While some of the criticisms have been warranted and have, in fact,
helped the field develop a more solid foundation, many of the arguments against
multicultural education have been deeply ideological and have ignored both educa-
tional research and actual practice. That is, multicultural education has come under
fire precisely because it has challenged the status quo, encouraged the emergence
of previously silenced and marginalized voices, and championed the transformation
of curriculum and the use of alternative pedagogies. The criticisms and detractions
of multicultural education are also embedded in the broader sociopolitical context.
Three common strategies for trying to destabilize multicultural education include
(1) calls for going back to basics, (2) claims of erosion of the educational canon,
and (3) political struggles of legislation and policy.

The Back-to-Basics Argument
The backlash against multicultural education has been evident in claims that a
focus on diversity is a diversion from the “basics.” This has been the case for almost
three decades: since the educational reform movement that began in 1983 after the
publication of A Nation at Risk.43 One vivid example of the back-to-basics argu-
ment is E. D. Hirsch’s 1987 book Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs to
Know, which he initially developed to combat the “multicultural threat.” The book
includes a list of several thousand terms and concepts that the author considers
essential for every educated person to know or at least to recognize and be famil-
iar with.44 Many critics have charged that both the book and the list are provincial
and Eurocentric, with little attention given to the arts, history, or culture of those
from groups other than the so-called mainstream. Yet since the publication of
Hirsch’s book 25 years ago, several hundred schools around the nation have been
structured and organized according to what has been dubbed “core knowledge”
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and the “cultural literacy” model. Hirsch’s work further promulgated a notion of
so-called cultural literacy that flies in the face of the rapidly changing demograph-
ics—not to mention the rich multicultural history—of our nation. Numerous spin-
off publications are targeted toward parents and guardians and focus on different
grade levels, making Hirsch’s cultural literacy model and ideas a cottage industry
that is hard to ignore. In contrast to Hirsch’s work, Kristen Buras analyzed the neo-
conservative evolution and contradictory ideology of this core knowledge school
reform movement. She uncovered the conservative leaders and their financially
powerful backers, as well as the strategies, and campaigns to politicize school cur-
riculum in order to develop a permanent conservative majority—which she dubs
the rise of “Rightist Multiculturalism.”45

The pitfalls of Hirsch’s assertions of what counts as literacy are multifold. While
many of us might welcome a generally agreed-upon definition of the educated per-
son, this is a complex issue that cannot be solved by a prescribed list, or even a pre-
scribed curriculum. Eugene Provenzo has challenged Hirsch’s views by publishing
his own book, Critical Literacy: What Every American Ought to Know, a critique
of both Hirsch and the simplistic ideas behind the cultural literacy model that he
promotes.46

Eroding the Traditional Educational Canon
The call for back to basics falls under the broader conservative argument against
multicultural education as a liberal movement that erodes the traditional educational
canon. The claim is that multicultural education can slide into a separatist mono-
culturalism that pits Europeans and European Americans against people of other
backgrounds, creating a divisive “us versus them” mentality. This argument makes
two assumptions: that no “us versus them” mentality existed previous to multicul-
tural education and that there already is unity among all people in our country—
both clearly erroneous assumptions. There are tremendous divisions among people
in the United States, many of which have become increasingly visible since the elec-
tion of the first person of color to the U.S. presidency, and glossing over these
differences will not make them go away. The notion that multicultural education
has separatist goals could not be further from the truth. On the contrary, support-
ers of multicultural education assume that a more pluralistic curriculum is also more
complicated and truthful and will, in the long run, help develop citizens who think
critically, expansively, and creatively and therefore be actively engaged in a demo-
cratic society.

In terms of its impact on schooling, opponents have been especially nervous
about how a multicultural perspective might translate into curriculum changes.
Those who fear that the traditional educational canon is being eroded have vocif-
erously criticized it because, they claim, a multicultural curriculum will do away
with our “common culture.” The ramifications of this stance can be seen in efforts
to do away with specific courses at high schools and universities. In the after-
math of September 11, 2001, multicultural education opponents claim that it is
now more important than ever to focus on a rigidly defined version of American
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history. An example of this can be found in the actions of the Texas State Board
of Education, which in the spring of 2010 adopted a set of social studies and his-
tory standards that dilutes the teaching of the civil rights movement and slavery,
while directing teachers to examine America’s relationship to the United Nations
as a threat to U.S. sovereignty.47 Another alarming example during the spring of
2010 is the legislation in the state of Arizona, HB 2281, which did away with eth-
nic studies courses under the claim that such courses promoted “the overthrow
of the United States government or promote resentment toward a race or class of
people.”48

In countering these arguments, we need to remember that the history of all
groups in the United States is not foreign; it is American history. Our history was
never exclusively a European saga of immigration and assimilation, although that
is, of course, an important part of the American story. But our collective conscious-
ness began with—and continues to be influenced by—indigenous Americans as well
as by those who were forcibly brought from Africa into slavery. No one in our nation
has been untouched by African American, Native American, Mexican American,
and Asian American histories and cultures (among many other groups, including
women, European American immigrants, and working-class people). The influence
of these groups can be seen throughout our history in scientific discoveries, techno-
logical advances, popular culture, civic engagement, and the arts. The expansive
globalization of communication, commerce, and cultural experiences will continue
to increase, and it behooves us to educate our students to participate more fully in
multicultural and global social exchanges.

Political Struggles of Legislation and Policy
The sociopolitical context is vividly revealed in struggles over power and privilege
in the heart of U.S. policy making. The Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA) has been law for nearly 50 years; since 1965, it has been the federal govern-
ment’s primary legislative vehicle for supporting and influencing K–12 public edu-
cation in more than 16,000 local school districts across the country. The most recent
iteration of the back-to-basics argument has occurred since the passage of the ver-
sion of ESEA called No Child Left Behind (NCLB) in 2001, particularly because, along
with higher standards, the law required that each state have an annual testing pro-
gram of children in reading and math.49 When the NCLB version was enacted, it was
particularly damaging on several levels. It marked the most extreme reach of fed-
eral policy into state and local school districts in the history of U.S. public educa-
tion, and that scope was also the most punitive to students and their schools. While
NCLB was originally enacted in response to several issues plaguing our educational
system, including the deplorable history of educational inequality in our nation, its
single-minded focus on standardized tests as the primary criterion for viewing aca-
demic progress, as well as the dismal results this focus produced, revealed many
flaws in the policy.

In the spring of 2010, the Obama administration released its “Blueprint for
Reform,” an updated Elementary and Secondary Education Act to overhaul No Child
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Left Behind. President Obama pronounced that “while the federal government can
play a leading role in encouraging the reforms and high standards we need, the impe-
tus for that change will come from states, and from local schools and school dis-
tricts.”50 This statement directly addressed the overreach of No Child Left Behind
and a promise to return more power to states and local school districts. The blue-
print also set forth a plan to eliminate the current accountability system, which
requires public schools to make adequate yearly progress (AYP) in raising student
achievement as measured by state tests and other indicators and replace it with a
more comprehensive strategy of measuring growth. The Center on Education Policy
also recommends eliminating AYP, one of several recommendations in its 2010 paper,
“Better Federal Policies Leading to Better Schools.”51 Yet there are concerns that much
of the new blueprint springs from some of the same misguided assumptions that
plagued NCLB.

The conveners of the Forum for Education and Democracy, a group of highly
respected educators and researchers, have argued that it is necessary to work from
a different set of assumptions.52 They suggest five assumptions based on research
and supported by the conveners’ experience in the field of education and in the
classroom. These assumptions set a foundation for a compelling list of specific rec-
ommendations concerning the reauthorization of ESEA. Their assumptions also sup-
port the central goals of this book, so they are worth examining here:

1. Equity: First and foremost, all public policy must work to ensure that every child
has equal access to a high-quality public education. This is a fundamental mat-
ter of civil rights.

2. Teaching: A high-quality teaching profession is our best guarantee that our
schools will be places ofexcellence. The provision of such is the rightful role of
federal and state policy.

3. Culture: Young people will do their best work in schools where the culture is
one of academic challenge, support, and engagement. Public policy should 
promote—not hinder—the establishment of such school cultures.

4. Evidence: Using multiple sources of evidence to measure student success will
help every school community improve its work, and create an environment
where what matters is not simply data—but how well we respond to it to
improve the learning conditions for children.

5. Community: As public trusts, our schools work best when the community is
engaged, valued, and involved in meaningful decision making.53

In light of those five assumptions, their report recommends a range of specific
policies and practices and asserts that

we must restore an appropriate balance of authority, with the federal government tak-
ing a more pro-active role in ensuring equitable educational opportunity, and a less
heavy-handed, more productive role in supporting states and localities to focus on
improving the quality of teaching and learning. This agenda would reclaim and extend
the historic federal role in public education: first, by acknowledging education as a
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civil right that should be made available to all on equal terms; and second, by taking
on the critical tasks that demand a strong central role in building the capacity of schools
to offer high-quality opportunities responsive to our fast-changing world.54

As you will see in demographic data, research studies, and our own case studies
throughout this text, educational inequality has been a fact of life for many children
in our schools, but especially for students of color and poor children. Parents, educa-
tors, and other defenders of public education have long advocated for addressing this
inequality through legislation. It is not surprising, then, that many advocates of equal
education initially supported NCLB and, while debate continues to broil about its ben-
efits or injuries to schools, it remains popular with some.

At the same time, conspicuous among the most ardent supporters of NCLB are
those who support privatization of schools through techniques that include, among
others, vouchers, charter schools, and so forth, that frequently exclude the most
vulnerable children from their classrooms. Thus, the goals of various groups promot-
ing NCLB are not the same and, in some cases, may be contradictory. In the years
since NCLB was first passed, it has lost favor with a great many people for a spec-
trum of reasons. Researchers Heinrich Mintrop and Gail L. Sunderman of the Civil
Rights Project provide an analysis of why the NCLB policy is failing, and also,
despite the counterintuitive indicators, why it continues to reap support from pol-
icy makers. Their evidence indicts NCLB for causing serious costs to the U.S.
education system by keeping schools mired in low-level intellectual work. They
reveal how teachers get stuck in test-driven basic skills remediation, pointing out
how this is particularly destructive for students who are in the schools NCLB iden-
tifies as failing: schools that have overwhelmingly poor students and students of
color.55 They go on to explain that there are powerful “secondary beneficiaries”56

of NCLB such as testing agencies, segments of the school improvement industry
and others deriving economic and political benefit from the system—even when
it is failing.57

These conflicting views and contentious debates are part of the reason that, as
this book goes to press, the ESEA has yet to be reauthorized by the U.S. House and
Senate. In the interim, while waiting for the new reauthorization of the Obama
administrations’s blueprint of ESEA, other inititatives were launched such as the
2010 Race to the Top (RTTT). RTTT provides competitive grants to encourage and
reward states that are creating the conditions for education innovation and reform
as defined by the U.S. Department of Education. The grants from RTTT tap the
resources made available through the Education Recovery Act under the broader
umbrella of the economic stimulus funding American Recovery and Reinvestment
Act (ARRA) of 2009.58

Some of these initiatives have created concern that the overemphasis on and
misuse of standardized testing will continue and may even be buttressed by fund-
ing to pay teachers based on student test scores. Calling for revisions to the Race
to the Top Fund Guidelines, the research and advocacy organization FairTest has
taken a strong stand in opposition to the overemphasis on standardized testing:
“By encouraging states to make student test scores a ‘significant factor’ in teacher
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and principal evaluation, RTTT will intensify the damage.”59 Educators have turned
their attention to the Obama administration’s blueprint with particularly focused
concentration on how it addresses teaching to the test and high standards.

Teaching to the Test and High Standards In the past decade, there has been
immense pressure on teachers and administrators to “teach to the test” and to devote
a lion’s share of the school day to reading and mathematics. The effects have been
mixed, at best. While test scores are rising in some districts, the law’s pressure on
school districts has reduced instructional time for other subjects to make more time
for reading and mathematics.60 Subjects that are not evaluated on high-stakes tests
have been reduced or eliminated in some schools. Recess and physical education
have also been curtailed in many schools. Although multicultural education is not
a subject area, it too has been one of the casualties of this pressure. As a conse-
quence of NCLB, the testing frenzy has had a chilling effect on schools’ and teach-
ers’ autonomy to develop and implement curricula, and this includes multicultural
curricula. NCLB mandates have also funneled professional development funding
away from any goals that are not test-score driven, further eroding opportunities for
teachers to learn about or expand multicultural goals.

Most state standards do not preclude the possibility of including multiple per-
spectives in the curriculum. In fact, there is no contradiction between high stan-
dards and multicultural education. Quite the opposite is the case: Since its very
beginning, one of the major arguments in support of multicultural education has
been that some students—particularly students of color and poor students of all
backgrounds—have been the victims of an inferior education, often based on their
race/ethnicity, social class, first language, and other differences. Multicultural edu-
cation, through a rich curriculum and rigorous demands, was an antidote to this sit-
uation. Nonetheless, the pressure that teachers and administrators are under to meet
AYP, as defined by standardized tests, has resulted in little support for the arts and
even for subjects such as social studies and science, much less for innovation and
creativity in curriculum and instruction. The potential disaster on the limitations of
knowledge for future generations is frightening, and the U.S. standing in the inter-
national community is at risk both economically and politically.

For example, Common Core conducted an international analysis of policies
related to curriculum standards and the findings revealed that, in their national cur-
riculum, high-achieving countries have an in-depth focus on several topics that the
United States has been ignoring. These topics include comprehensive, content-rich
education in the liberal arts and sciences such as history, civics, geography, litera-
ture, music, visual arts, and sciences. Common Core cautions that this report is “not
intended to be an endorsement of the idea of national standards or a national test”
because not all of these countries have written national standards and many do not
require national tests.61 Rather, this study focuses on the content taught in schools
and found that the common ingredient across these nations “is a dedication to
educating their children deeply in a wide range of subjects.”62 The study drew infor-
mation from nine nations that consistently have outranked U.S. schools on 
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the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA): Finland, Hong Kong
(a territory), South Korea, Canada, Japan, New Zealand, Australia, the Netherlands,
and Switzerland.63

The undue attention on test scores in the United States also has devastating
effects on teachers’ sense of professionalism. Many teachers are now reluctant—and
in some cases forbidden—to engage in projects outside the prescribed curriculum
with their students, or even to collaborate with peers due to possible criticisms, or
job-security threats they are likely to receive from administrators who are also under
tremendous pressure to keep their schools out of the headlines for failing to meet
AYP. The result in many schools around the country is that teachers are expected to
follow a rigidly prescribed curriculum, particularly in reading and math, with little
room for innovation or collaboration. What are teachers to do?

Teachers’ Responsibilities Within NCLB In terms of teachers’ responsibili-
ties, we must once again consider the sociopolitical context of education. Curriculum
and pedagogy, along with other school policies and practices, as we shall see in
Chapter 4, are as much political issues as they are educational issues. The same is
true of standards. State standards and curriculum frameworks are not going to dis-
appear, and most recommendations about how to change NCLB include references
to strong standards.64 We make the assumption here that all educators want to
hold their students to high standards. Yet every curriculum decision also says some-
thing about the values, expectations, and dreams that teachers hold for their stu-
dents. If this is the case, it becomes the responsibility of teachers to help define the
curriculum and not simply to be automatons who implement a rigidly prescribed
curriculum.

Christine Sleeter suggests that there is a difference between a standards-driven
and a standards-conscious curriculum. A standards-driven curriculum, according
to her, begins with the standards and draws the “big ideas” from them for further
design and implementation. A standards-conscious curriculum, on the other hand,
uses the standards as a tool rather than as either the starting point or the under-
lying ideology for the development of big ideas. In her book, Un-Standardizing
Curriculum: Multicultural Teaching in the Standards-Based Classroom, Sleeter
provides powerful vignettes of teachers who face the same pressures to “teach
to the test” as do all teachers. In spite of this pressure, rather than following
the standards uncritically, these teachers developed standards-based curricula that
are both creative and critical.65 Another example of using the standards in inven-
tive ways is Mary Cowhey’s Black Ants and Buddhists: Thinking Critically and
Teaching Differently in the Primary Grades.66 A first- and second-grade teacher,
Cowhey uses the standards to develop curriculum that is inspiring, demanding,
and multicultural.

These books, and a growing number of others, are challenging the notion that
standards will necessarily lead to standardization. They provide vivid examples of
how powerful learning and imagination can be promoted even within a testing and
accountability context that tends to leave little room for these things.
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CHAPTER 1 Understanding the Sociopolitical Context of Schooling 37

Qualitative Research and Choices in Methodology
An essential element of the sociopolitical context of education concerns students—
who they are, how they identify themselves, what their families are like, how
they live, the values they hold dear, what helps them learn, and their desires and
hopes for the future. Because of the importance of student voices in understand-
ing the sociopolitical context of education, our research in this book includes
case studies and snapshots that provide descriptions and stories of students of
diverse backgrounds. (See the Appendix in the Book Resources section of
MyEducationLab for more information about the selection of students for the case
studies and snapshots and the approach to selecting the themes illustrated by
these students.)

What Are Case Studies?
The case study approach fits within the social sciences general framework of qual-
itative research. Sharan Merriam describes the essential characteristics of a qualita-
tive case study as an intensive, holistic description and analysis. She further explains
case studies as particularistic (focusing on one person or social unit), descriptive
(because the result is a rich, thick portrait), and heuristic (because it sharpens the
reader’s understanding, leading to discovering new meanings).67 A case study is also
inductive because generalizations and hypotheses emerge from examination of the
data. In this book, we use ethnographic case studies, which include a sociocultural
analysis of each of the students, all of whom are presented contextually, that is,
within their cultural and social environment.

The case studies and snapshots differ in terms of length and treatment:
Snapshots are short and written mostly in the words of the young people, with a
brief analysis, while case studies are longer and offer more in-depth analysis. Case
studies are placed at the ends of Chapters 3 through 8, and snapshots are placed
within various chapters to highlight particular issues discussed in the chapters.

The young people in the case studies and snapshots are actual students who
were interviewed about their experiences in school; the importance of ethnicity, race,
culture, and language in their lives; what they like and dislike about school; teach-
ers who made a difference in their lives; and what they expect to get out of school.
The students are described within a variety of settings—home, school, community,
and city or town in which they live—because, by looking at each of these settings,
we gain a clearer, more complete picture of their lives.

The students represent multiple communities and identities. As young men and
women from a number of racial, ethnic, linguistic, social class, and cultural groups,
they have had many different life experiences. They live in various geographic
locations, from large cities to small rural areas and to native reservations. They are
first-, second-, or third-generation Americans, or their ancestors may have been here
for many hundreds of years or even since the first humans populated on this conti-
nent. Some are from families in economic difficulty, while others are from struggling
working-class, middle-class, or well-to-do families. Most are heterosexual, and others
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are gay and lesbian. They range in age from 13 to 19. When first interviewed, some
of them were almost ready to graduate from high school, a few were in middle or
junior high school, and the others were at various levels of high school. They range
from monolingual English-speaking youths to fluent bilinguals. Their families vary
from very large (11 children) to very small (one child) in both one- and two-parent
households. Their parents’ educational backgrounds vary as well: from no high
school education to postgraduate degrees.

In spite of the vast differences in their experiences and backgrounds, most
(although not all) of the students in these case studies share one characteristic: They
are successful in school. Although there may be disagreements about what it means
to be successful (research by Michelle Fine, for example, suggests that, in some ways,
the most “successful” students are those who drop out of school68), most of the stu-
dents have been able to develop both academic skills and positive attitudes about
themselves and about the value of education. They generally have good grades, most
have hopes (but not always plans) of attending college, and they have fairly posi-
tive perceptions of school.

Beyond Generalizations and Stereotypes
We did not include these case studies and snapshots for the purpose of generaliza-
tion to all students in U.S. schools. No educational research, whether qualitative or
quantitative, can do so. The students in the case studies and snapshots in this book
are not samples, as might be the case with quantitative research, but examples of a
wide variety of students. Case studies can help us look at specific examples so that
solutions for more general situations can be hypothesized and developed. For exam-
ple, James Karam, the Lebanese Christian student whose case study follows Chapter 6,
does not reflect the experiences of all Lebanese students in U.S. schools. However,
describing James’s experience within its sociocultural framework can help us under-
stand many experiences of other Lebanese students. Whereas quantitative methods
can yield some important data about Lebanese students in general (for example,
their numbers in the United States or their relative levels of achievement), it is only
through a qualitative approach that we can explore more deeply, for example, the
impact on James of “invisible minority” status.

No case study of a single individual can adequately or legitimately portray the
complexity of an entire group of people. (Neither, of course, can any quantitative
approach claim to do this.) Although some Mexican Americans prefer to learn col-
laboratively, and some African American students may perceive school success as
“acting White” (these issues are discussed further in Chapters 7 and 8), many do
not. To reach such conclusions contradicts one of the very purposes of case studies,
which is to challenge stereotypes.

The case studies and snapshots are meant to encourage you to ask questions
rather than to make assumptions about what it means to be from a large family, to
be raised by two dads, to be Vietnamese, middle class, lesbian, African American,
Cape Verdean, or anything else. It is far easier to pigeonhole people according to our
preconceptions and biases, but the deeper struggle is to try to understand people on

38 PART I Setting the Stage
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CHAPTER 1 Understanding the Sociopolitical Context of Schooling 39

their own terms. Some of the experiences, feelings, and statements of the young
people described in the case studies and snapshots may surprise you and shake
some deep-seated beliefs. So much the better if they do. On the other hand, they
may reflect some of your own experiences or your knowledge of young people of
diverse racial and sociocultural backgrounds. In either case, what these students say
should be understood within the context of their particular school, family, and com-
munity experiences.

Learning from the Case Studies and Snapshots
We hope that you will read each of these stories critically and with the goal of under-
standing how the experiences and thoughts of young people can influence classroom
discourse and strategies as well as school policies and practices in general. These
young people challenge us to believe that all students in our nation’s classrooms are
capable of learning. Although their stories demonstrate the indomitable strength
of youth, they also reveal the tremendous fragility of academic success, which is so
easily disrupted by a poor teacher, misguided policies, a negative comment, or an
environment that denies the importance of one’s experiences. In the end, all their
voices challenge us as teachers and as a society to do the very best we can to ensure
that educational equity is not an illusion but an achievable goal.

Conclusion
In this chapter, we have attempted to provide a definition and description of the
sociopolitical context of multicultural education. As described, comprehending the
sociopolitical context requires the following: (1) clarifying the goals and key terms
of multicultural education; (2) dissolving myths about immigration and difference;

(3) naming the social, economic, political, and ideological underpin-
nings of educational structures; (4) studying the current demographic
“mosaic” of our nation; and (5) examining the political struggles of
legislation and policy. This fifth effort was considered through a topic
that is both current and controversial in schools and communities
around the nation: the reauthorization of the federal Elementary and
Secondary Education Act and its implications for education in a mul-
ticultural society. By rooting these challenges in qualitative research,
these issues can be studied through ethnographic “lenses,” specifically
through case studies and snapshots of students who reflect the tremen-
dous diversity of our school-age population. Such research can help

us understand the effect of the sociopolitical context of schooling on various seg-
ments of the population as well as on the nation as a whole.

To check your comprehension on the
content covered in Chapter 1, go to the
Book Resources in the MyEducationLab
for your course, select your text, and
complete the Study Plan. Here, you will
be able to take a chapter quiz; receive
feedback on your answers; and then
access review, practice, and enrichment
activities to enhance your understand-
ing of the chapter content.
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To Think About

1. Can you describe the sociopolitical context of your own education? For you to become
college-educated and to pursue a career in education, what circumstances cultivated both
success and challenges for your family and your ancestors?

2. Consider the academic accomplishments of two of your current students: one who earns
high marks in school and one who is struggling with grades. Compare what you know
about the OSFs described by David Berliner’s research. Does this influence the ways in
which you and the school might support each student?

3. Consider the various iterations of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act. Compare
the more recent Blueprint for Reform of ESEA to the former version, No Child Left Behind.
Look specifically at Title I funding and consider how it influences the teaching and learn-
ing in your school. Does it influence your school differently than a school in a neighbor-
ing district? Does it seem to provide your students with more resources or fewer? What
are the implications of federal policy on your local school?

Activities ... for Personal, School, and Community Change

1. Increase awareness in your school culture of the rich mosaic of diverse backgrounds and
languages in U.S. society by developing a classroom activity that draws upon the wide
array of resources available from the U.S. Census Bureau developed specifically for teach-
ers at http://www.census.gov/dmd/www/teachers.html. Compare the U.S. demograph-
ics to your school’s demographics. Place emphasis on diversity as an asset rather than
as a “problem.” Make your students’ thinking visible to the entire school through bul-
letin board displays, presentations during morning announcements, school Web spaces,
multimedia projections in the lunchroom, and the like.

2. Has your school responded to test preparation and budget constraints by cutting pro-
gramming that supports students’ multiple ways of knowing and expressing, such as
art, music, clothing design, cooking, physical education, technology curriculum, the-
ater, and so on? If so, help organize students, families, cultural workers, community
artists, and other educators to provide after-school activities to increase students’ 
multiple intelligence engagement as well as to maintain their attachment to the school
environment.

Go to Topic 1: Ethnicity/Cultural Diversity and Topic 6: Class in the MyEducationLab
(www.myeducationlab.com) for your course, where you can:

• Find learning outcomes that address ethnicity, cultural diversity, and class and the
impact of those factors on multicultural education.

• Complete Assignments and Activities that can help you more deeply understand 
the chapter content.

• Apply and practice your understanding of the core teaching skills identified in the
chapter with the Building Teaching Skills and Dispositions learning units.
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CHAPTER 1 Understanding the Sociopolitical Context of Schooling 41

• Examine challenging situations and cases presented in the IRIS Center Resources.
• Check your comprehension on the content covered in the chapter by going to the

Study Plan in the Book Resources for your text. Here you will be able to take a pre-
test, where you can test your knowledge of the content you are about to read and
receive hints and feedback for your answers;  then access Review, Practice, and
Enrichment activities to enhance your understanding of chapter content;and finally,
take a post-test to ensure you have a thorough understanding of the content of the
chapter.

• On the Book Resources site, you will also view additional student art and have access
to  additional case studies.

Companion Website
For access to additional case studies, Web links, concept cards, and other material related to
this chapter, visit the text’s companion website at www.ablongman.com/nieto6e.
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As improbable as it might sound, the words in this quote are those of a young
man who was suspended and expelled from school on many occasions. 
A gang member with a difficult family life, Paul Chavez had managed to be

accepted into an alternative school, where he was experiencing academic success for
only the second time in his life. As you will see in his case study, which follows this

chapter, Paul was resolute about
continuing his education and
becoming a teacher or counselor
to help young people like him-
self. Given his background and
experiences, however, few peo-
ple would have believed that he

was capable of learning. Conventional theories of academic success or failure do not
explain cases such as Paul’s.

This chapter examines a number of theories about the complex conditions that
may affect school achievement and then considers how these conditions may col-
lectively influence the academic success or failure of students. After the discussion
of these theories, the case studies of two students who have not been successful in
school, Paul Chavez and Latrell Elton, are presented. Both of these young men were
written off by their respective schools and teachers as incapable of becoming suc-
cessful students. Their cases demonstrate that learning can take place even in the
most difficult personal and societal circumstances.

In what follows, we review explanations of school success or underachievement
through theories that address the following issues: caring, deficit perspectives, economic
and social reproduction, cultural incompatibilities, out-of-school factors, resistance and
the school-to-prison pipeline, cultural-ecological theories, and complicating theories of
identities within school structures. The chapter concludes by pointing out the need to
develop a comprehensive understanding of student learning, rather than relying on
only one theoretical explanation.

260

7
Understanding Student
Learning and School
Achievement

“There’s so much to learn and that’s all I want to do is just
learn, try to educate my mind to see what I could get out of it.”

—Paul Chavez, interviewee
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Caring
An essential component in promoting student learning is what Nel Noddings has
called the “ethic of care.”1 Noddings’s impressive contribution to the conversation
concerning student engagement with schooling cannot be overemphasized. For her,
educators’ caring is just as important—and in some cases, even more so—than larger
structural conditions that influence student learning. Noddings postulates that
whether and how teachers and schools care for students can make an immense dif-
ference in how students experience schooling. Her research is corroborated by a
nationwide survey of several hundred 13- to 17-year-old students who were asked
whether they work harder for some teachers than for others. Three out of four said
yes, and they explained the reason was because these were the teachers who cared
most for them. The survey authors concluded that effective schooling relies almost
entirely on creative and passionate teachers.2

Angela Valenzuela, in a three-year investigation of aca-
demic achievement among Mexican and Mexican American
students in a Texas high school, provides compelling exam-
ples of care among a small number of teachers.3 Teachers
showed they cared through close and affirming relationships
with their students, high expectations for students’ capabil-
ities, and respect for students’ families. This was the case in
spite of the general context of the school that provided what
Valenzuela called subtractive schooling, that is, a process that
divested students of the social and cultural resources they
brought to their education, making them vulnerable for aca-
demic failure. Her research led Valenzuela to equate the prob-
lem of “underachievement” not with students’ identities or
parents’ economic situation but with school-based relation-
ships and organizational structures. Nilda Flores-Gónzales,
in a study among Latino students in Chicago, came to sim-
ilar conclusions.4 For these researchers, care was of immense
significance.

More examples of the ethic of care can be found in the
burgeoning body of research on the topic. Rosalie Rólon-
Dow, in a study of Puerto Rican middle school girls, proposes
that what is needed is critical care that responds to histori-

cal understandings of students’ lives and to the institutional barriers they encounter 
as members of racialized groups. In this way, Rólon-Dow examines caring at both the
individual and institutional levels.5 In another study Rubén Garza investigated the 
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262 PART II Developing a Conceptual Framework for Multicultural Education

perceptions of Latino and White high school students’ reporting on teacher behaviors
that convey caring. He found five dominant themes that described what students appre-
ciated about the strategies their teachers used: Teachers (1) provided scaffolding dur-
ing a teaching episode, (2) reflected a kind disposition through actions, (3) were always
available to the student, (4) showed a personal interest in the students’ well-being inside
and outside the classroom, and (5) provided affective academic support in the class-
room setting. Garza examined both the similarities and the unique experiences between
the two student ethnic groups and suggested ways that teachers can evaluate their own
practices of culturally responsive caring.6

Another example comes from a study that focused on students of Mexican
descent in California. In this migrant-education program, researchers Margaret Gibson
and Livier Bejínez discovered that staff members facilitated students’ learning 
in various ways: caring relationships, access to institutional support, and activities
based on students’ cultural backgrounds. The researchers concluded that caring rela-
tionships were at the very heart of the program’s success. Specifically, in spite of
students’ vulnerable status (including their migrant status, poverty, and the fact that
only 7 percent had parents who had completed high school), there was a remark-
ably high degree of school persistence. Nearly halfway through their senior year, 
75 percent were still attending high school. As in other research highlighted here,
the researchers explain caring not just as affection but as close and trusting relation-
ships that, most important, create a sense of belonging in the school community.
This sense of belonging is especially meaningful, they conclude, for Mexican
American and other students of color because of the power differential that exists
between them and people of the dominant society.7

In research focused on African American communities in a southeastern state,
Mari Ann Roberts investigated how the ethic of care was practiced among a group
of eight African American teachers of African American students. She found that
expressing concern for students’ future with candor and support dispels the color-
blind equal opportunity myth that is often perpetuated in schools. She posits a frame-
work of culturally relevant critical teacher care that provides a counternarrative to
current discussions of teacher care as color-blind actions that try to help all students
or are considered just part of good teaching.8 Hence, care does not just mean giving
students hugs or pats on the back. Care means loving students in the most profound
ways: through high expectations, great support, and rigorous demands.

These ideas resounded in two distinct research projects we (Sonia and Patty)
each conducted. When I (Sonia) asked teachers to explain why they teach, I found
five qualities that describe caring and committed teachers: a sense of mission,
solidarity with and empathy for students, the courage to challenge mainstream knowl-
edge, improvisation, and a passion for social justice.9 All of these qualities are rooted
in caring and committed practices, but here we focus on the second quality: solidarity
with and empathy for students. Solidarity and empathy can also be described as
love, although love is not a word that one hears very often when discussing teach-
ing. Within the context of schools, love means that teachers have genuine respect,
high expectations, and great admiration for their students. Solidarity means remem-
bering what it was like to be a child, and forming a community of learners. The com-
bination of empathy and solidarity is demonstrated in numerous ways, including 
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CHAPTER 7 Understanding Student Learning and School Achievement 263

valuing students’ families, understanding what life is like for children of diverse
backgrounds, and anticipating the various worlds they encounter.

Patty’s study echoed Sonia’s. When I (Patty) interviewed students in urban schools,
I asked them what teachers needed to know to be effective in diverse classrooms. Their
answers consistently pointed to solidarity with, and empathy for, students. One of the
implications that my study asserts is that reconceptualized multicultural teacher 
education may need to consider ways to educate preservice teachers in what were pre-
viously called unteachable qualities such as solidarity, empathy, and compassion to
influence high academic achievement.10 Frameworks on care that require teachers to
take a positive, proactive approach to their students’ achievement provide a useful
backdrop when examining the other hypotheses about causes of academic success or
school failure discussed in this chapter.

Deficit Perspectives
The theory that genetic or cultural inferiority is the cause of academic failure has
been a recurrent theme in U.S. educational history. Throughout the past several
decades, much of the research on school failure focused on what was assumed to
be the inadequacy of students’ home environment and culture. In an early review
of research concerning the poor achievement of Black children, for instance, Stephen
and Joan Baratz found that most of the research was based on the assumption that
Black children were deficient in language, social development, and intelligence. This
assumption resulted in blaming students’ failure to achieve on their so-called deficits.
Singled out for blame were children’s poorly developed language (more concretely,
the fact that they did not speak Standard English); an inadequate mother (the
assumption being that low-income Black mothers were invariably poor parents); too
little stimulation in the home (that Black children’s homes lacked the kinds of envi-
ronments that encouraged learning); too much stimulation in the home (their homes
were too chaotic and disorganized or simply not organized along middle-class
norms); and a host of other, often contradictory hypotheses. Baratz and Baratz found
that the homes and backgrounds of Black children and poor children, in general,
were classified in the research as “sick, pathological, deviant, or underdeveloped.”11

Such caricatures, which continue to exist, are of little value to teachers and schools
who want to provide their students with a high-quality education.

The case studies of Paul and Latrell, which follow this chapter, are compelling
examples of life in difficult circumstances: Both lived in poverty with families headed
by single mothers, both had been involved in antisocial and criminal behavior, and
both had had negative school experiences. One might be tempted to write them off
because of these circumstances, but as their case studies demonstrate, both Paul
and Latrell began achieving academic success in alternative schools. Deficit expla-
nations of school achievement cannot explain their success.

Although more comprehensive explanations of academic achievement have been
proposed in recent decades, theories of genetic inferiority espoused the 1920s eugen-
ics movement and theories about cultural deprivation popularized during the 1960s
have left their mark on the schooling of children living in poverty and of children
of color. These theories are not only classist and racist but are also simply inadequate
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in explaining the schooling experiences of many students. Although the social and
economic conditions of their communities and families can be significant contribut-
ing factors in the academic failure of students, they alone are not the cause of stu-
dent failure or success. As an early critic of deficit theories, the late William Ryan
turned the argument of cultural deprivation on its head by claiming that it was a
strategy to “blame the victim.” In a book that had a great impact in challenging the
theory of cultural inferiority during its heyday in the 1960s and 1970s, Ryan was elo-
quent in his critique:

We are dealing, it would seem, not so much with culturally deprived children as
with culturally depriving schools. And the task to be accomplished is not to revise,
amend, and repair deficient children, but to alter and transform the atmosphere and
operations of the schools to which we commit these children.12

Students’ identities—that is, their sense of self based in part on their race, eth-
nicity, social class, and language, among other characteristics—can also have an
impact on their academic success or failure, but it is not these characteristics per se
that cause success or failure. Rather, it is the school’s perception of students’ lan-
guage, culture, and class as inadequate and negative, and thus the devalued status
of these characteristics in the academic environment, that help explain school fail-
ure. In Paul Chavez’s case, his early gang affiliation had had a decided negative effect
on teachers’ academic expectations of him. To underscore the essential role of teach-
ers’ perspectives, Ronald Ferguson describes two instructional conditions that are
especially significant in classrooms where children of color are in the majority and
are academically successful. These are teaching styles that he calls high help and
high perfectionism. High help is when the teacher communicates convincingly that
she likes it when students ask questions and that she loves to help them when they
are confused or making mistakes. High perfectionism is when the teacher consis-
tently and continually presses students to strive for both understanding and accu-
racy in their assignments.13 Ferguson points out that the combination of high help
and high perfectionism communicates high expectations to students. Unfortunately
for many children of color and those in economically strapped communities, deficit
perspectives have dominated how they are viewed. The result has been low expec-
tations on the part of educators.

That the behaviors of middle-class parents of any race or ethnic group tend to
be different from those of poor parents is amply documented. Parents living in
poverty may be either unaware of the benefits of what middle-class parents know
by experience or may be unable to provide certain activities for their children. Middle-
class parents, for example, usually speak Standard English. They also tend to engage
in school-like prereading activities much more regularly than working-class parents.
Schools deem other activities in which middle-class parents and their children par-
ticipate as essential to educational success: going to the library on a consistent basis,
attending museums and other cultural centers, and providing a host of other expe-
riences that schools and society have labeled enriching.

Whether these activities are, in fact, enriching is not in question; the problem
is that the activities of poor families, some of which may also be enriching, are 
not viewed in the same way. For example, many poor families travel either to their

93445 07 260-299 r0 am  1/28/11  4:20 PM  Page 264



CHAPTER 7 Understanding Student Learning and School Achievement 265

original home countries or to other parts of the United States from where they orig-
inally came. Children may spend summers “down South” or in Jamaica or Mexico,
but what they learn on these trips is usually ignored by the school, in spite of its
potentially enriching character.

I (Sonia) recall, for example, that it never occurred to me that my own experi-
ence of visiting family in Puerto Rico between fifth grade and sixth grade might be
of interest to my teacher or classmates. My teachers never told me this directly, but
I had already gotten the message that issues of consequence to my family carried
no great weight in school. When I think of the giant tarantula I caught, froze, and
brought home, or of the many things I learned about living on a farm, or of how my
Spanish substantially improved that summer, I can only conclude that these things
might have been as interesting to my teacher and classmates as they were enlight-
ening for me. I never shared them, however, believing that they were not related to
school life.

Learning to affirm the culture of students in their education can make the dif-
ference between failure or academic achievement in many schools, especially where
parents are expected to provide help in ways they may be unable to do. Some par-
ents are unaware of how to give their children concrete support in areas such as
homework, but this lack of support, in itself, does not necessarily produce school
failure. Blaming parents or children for academic failure begs the question, for the
role of schools is to educate all students from all families, not only the most academi-
cally gifted students from economically advantaged, mainstream, English-speaking,
European American families. Students’ home and family situations are seldom sub-
ject to change by the school. Because schools cannot change the living conditions
of students, the challenge is to find ways to teach children effectively in spite of the
poverty or other disabling conditions in which they may live. Instead of focusing on
students’ life circumstances, it makes sense for schools to focus on what they can
change: school culture and school structure.

However, genetic and cultural inferiority theories are unfortunately not a thing
of the past. While these misguided notions are closely related to the history of 
the 1920s and 1930s eugenics movement, which asserted a biological basis for white
supremacy, remnants of such ill-founded theories were evident as recently as the
1990s. For the past 20 years the writings of Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray
have been resurrecting the argument that genetic inferiority was the root cause of
the academic failure among African American students.14 Although widely discred-
ited by serious scholars as both ethnocentric and scientifically unfounded, genetic
and cultural inferiority theories have survived because they provide a simplistic
explanation for complex problems.15 That is, by accepting theories of genetic and
cultural inferiority, the detrimental effects of structural inequality, racism, poverty
and inequitable schooling on student learning are left unexamined.

To examine such structural inequities, we need to understand the power of what
has been called the cultural capital of dominant groups. According to Pierre Bourdieu,
cultural capital can exist in three forms: dispositions of the mind and body; cultural
goods, such as pictures, books, and other material objects; and educational qualifi-
cations. In all three forms, transmission of cultural capital is, according to Bourdieu,
“no doubt the best hidden form of hereditary transmission of capital.”16 That is, the
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values, tastes, languages, dialects, and cultures that have most status are invariably
associated with the dominant group. As a consequence, the weight of cultural cap-
ital cannot be ignored. To ignore the weight of cultural capital would be both naive
and romantic because doing so would deny the reality that power, knowledge, and
resources are located in the norms of dominant cultures and languages. To imply
that working-class students and students from dominated groups need not learn the
cultural norms of the dominant group is effectively to disempower the students who
are most academically vulnerable. However, Bourdieu’s concepts of reproduction
are useful to counter the notion that cultural inferiority is the cause of academic fail-
ure; the curriculum should also be relevant to the cultural experiences and values
of students from subordinated groups. A complete education needs to include both
the norms and canon of the dominant culture and those of the dominated cultures
because including culturally relevant curriculum is a valuable way to challenge a
monocultural canon.

Economic and Social Reproduction
The argument that schools reproduce the economic and social relations of society
and therefore tend to serve the interests of the dominant classes, articulated first
during the 1970s by scholars such as Samuel Bowles, Herbert Gintis, and Joel Spring,
placed schools squarely in a political context.17 According to this theory, the role of
the schools was to keep the poor in their place by teaching them the proper atti-
tudes and behaviors for becoming good workers, and to keep the dominant classes
in power by teaching their children the skills of management and control that would

underachievement. Simultaneously, offer to share
research that affirms students’ cultural identities
and cites strategies for teachers to promote school
achievement. Use the wide range of scholarship
cited in this chapter to assist you.

Teachers are smart and intellectually curious by
nature. Their intellectual prowess deserves to be
cultivated and supported. Teachers may also be
overworked and have too much to read, so finding
ways to integrate the most current research into
school discussions can be helpful. Some strategies
are described in two other What You Can Do
features in this chapter.

What You Can Do
Rely on Research to Expand Perspectives of Success

In conversations with fellow teachers—both casual
chats and formal faculty meeting discussions—the

topic of children’s family lives frequently arises. Too
often these comments link family home life and cul-
ture to underachievement. Often made with an air of
authority, or by people in positions of authority,
these statements are difficult to challenge and con-
fusing to understand. However, you can challenge
prejudicial assumptions without alienating yourself
from your peers or losing your job. Rely on
research. In a conversational tone that is both cour-
teous and professional, ask about the research that
shows evidence linking family culture to
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presumably prepare them to manage and control the working class. Schools, there-
fore, reproduced the status quo; they not only reflected structural inequalities based
on class, race, and gender but also helped to maintain these inequalities.

Economic and social reproduction theorists maintain that the sorting function
of schools, to use a term coined by Spring, is apparent in everything from physical
structure to curriculum and instruction. For example, the schools of the poor are
generally factory-like fortresses that operate with an abundance of bells and other
controlling mechanisms, whereas the schools of the wealthy tend to be much more
open physically and psychologically, allowing for greater autonomy and creative
thinking on the part of students. Likewise, relations between students and teachers
in poor communities reflect a dominant–dominated relationship much more so than
in middle-class or wealthy communities. The curriculum also differs. More sophis-
ticated and challenging knowledge is generally taught in wealthy schools, whereas
the basics and rote memorization are the order of the day in poor schools. The 
sorting function of the schools results in an almost perfect replication of the strati-
fication of society. Although the theories of the economic and social reproduction
theorists generally concerned the United States, they are true of all societies.

This thinking revolutionized the debate on the purposes and outcomes of schools
and placed the success or failure of students in a new light. The benign, stated pur-
pose of U.S. schooling to serve as an “equalizer” is seriously questioned by these
theories. For example, following the logic of this thinking, it is no accident that so
many students in urban schools drop out; rather, it is an intended outcome of the
educational system. That is, some students are intentionally channeled by schools
to be either fodder for war or a reserve uneducated labor force. Schools do just
exactly what is expected of them: They succeed at school failure.

The arguments of the social reproduction theorists are compelling, and they
have had an enormous impact on educational thinking since the 1970s. By concen-
trating on the labor-market purpose of schooling, however, these theories tended to
offer static, oversimplified explanations of school success or failure. According to
these theories, school life is almost completely subordinated to the needs of the
economy, leaving little room for the role that students and their communities have
in influencing school policies and practices. These analyses assume that schooling
is simply imposed from above and accepted from below but, in reality, schools are
complex and perplexing institutions, and things are not always this neat or apparent.

Because they place schools in a sociopolitical context, economic and social repro-
duction theories provide a more persuasive analysis of academic failure than either
genetic and cultural inferiority or cultural incompatibility theories. Nevertheless,
these analyses are incomplete because they can fall into—or can be misinterpreted
as—mechanistic explanations of dynamic processes, assuming a simple cause-and-
effect relationship. Such theories fail to explain, for example, why students from
some culturally dominated communities have managed to succeed in school or why
some schools in poor communities are extraordinarily successful in spite of tremen-
dous odds. By emphasizing only the role of social class, these social and economic
reproduction theories fail to explain why schools are also inequitable for females
and for students of racially and culturally subordinated communities who do not
necessarily live in poverty. In addition, these theories overlook the lengthy struggles
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over schooling in which many communities have been historically involved, for
example, struggles about the desegregation of schools; bilingual education; multi-
cultural education; and access to education for females as well as for lesbian, gay,
bisexual, and transgender (LGBT) students and students with special needs. If edu-
cation were simply imposed from above, these reforms would never have found their
way, even imperfectly, into schools. Some theorists, such as Michael Apple, have
suggested that schools are the product of conflicts among competing group inter-
ests and that the purposes of the dominant class are never perfectly reflected in the
schools but, rather, are resisted and modified by the recipients of schooling.18

Economic and social reproduction theories help explain how academic failure
and success are not unintended outcomes but rather are logical results of differen-
tiated schooling. They also help move the complete burden of failure from students,
their families, and communities to the society at large, and they provide a macro-
analytic, or societal, understanding of schooling. Social reproduction theories are
also incomplete, however, because they generally fail to take cultural and psycho-
logical issues into account.

Cultural Incompatibilities
Another explanation for school failure is that it is caused by cultural incompatibili-
ties—that is, because school culture and home culture are often at odds, the result
is a “cultural clash” that produces school failure. According to this explanation, it is
necessary to consider the differing experiences, values, skills, expectations, and
lifestyles children have when they enter school and how these differences, in being
more or less consistent with the school environment, affect their achievement. The
more consistent that home and school cultures are, the reasoning goes, the more
successful students will be. This line of reasoning asserts that the opposite is also
true: The more that students’ experiences, skills, and values differ from the school
setting, the more failure they will experience.

This explanation makes a great deal of sense, and it explains school failure more
convincingly than simple deficit theories. That some students learn more effectively
in cooperative settings than in competitive settings is not a problem per se. What
makes it a problem is that many schools persist in providing only competitive envi-
ronments. Given this reality, cultural differences begin to function as a risk factor.
This reasoning turns around the popular concept of “children at risk” so that the
risk comes not from within the child but develops as a result of the interaction
between the sociopolitical realities of some students and particular school policies,
practices, and structures.

Likewise, the fact that some students enter school without speaking English is not,
itself, a satisfactory explanation for why some of them fail in school. Rather, the inter-
pretation of their non-English-speaking status and the value, or lack of value, given to
the child’s native language also matter. Whereas in some schools a student might be
identified as non-English-speaking, in another school that same child might be called
Khmer speaking. The difference is not simply a semantic one. In the first case, the child
is assumed to be missing language, but in the second case, the child is assumed to pos-
sess language already, even if it is not the majority language. And because language
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ability is the major ingredient for school success, how schools and teachers perceive
children’s language is significant.

The cultural mismatch theory is more hopeful than deterministic explanations
such as genetic inferiority or economic reproduction theories because it assumes
that teachers can learn to create environments in which all students can be success-
ful learners. It also respects teachers as creative intellectuals rather than as simple
technicians. Teachers are expected to be able to develop a critical analysis of their
students’ cultures and to use this analysis to teach all their students effectively. In
terms of the kind of knowledge teachers need to know about their students’ reali-
ties, the late Paulo Freire eloquently described their responsibility:

Educators need to know what happens in the world of the children with whom they
work. They need to know the universe of their dreams, the language with which
they skillfully defend themselves from the aggressiveness of their world, what they
know independently of the school, and how they know it.19

Gloria Ladson-Billings, in coining the term culturally relevant teaching, has sug-
gested that this kind of pedagogy is in sharp contrast to assimilationist teaching,
whose main purpose is to transmit dominant culture beliefs and values in an uncrit-
ical way to all students. In the same vein, Geneva Gay’s work in defining and 
explicating what she calls culturally responsive teaching has also been tremendously
significant.20

Although the cultural mismatch theory is more comprehensive than deficit the-
ories and is without their implicit racist and classist overtones, the cultural mismatch
theory is also insufficient to explain why some students succeed and others fail. The
extraordinarily high dropout rate among American Indian and Alaska Native stu-
dents (higher than all other racial or ethnic groups in the United States) is a case in
point. According to a comprehensive report by Susan Faircloth and John Tippeconnic
from the Civil Rights Project, this crisis demands immediate action at the federal,
state, local, and tribal levels. Providing “opportunities for students to be immersed
in their Native language and culture and develop and implement culturally appro-
priate and relevant curricula” is one of the twelve strategies recommended in the
report. This recommendation emphasizes that addressing cultural discontinuities
through the curriculum can help, but this strategy alone is just a partial solution
because the structural inequality that produces enormous poverty is left untouched.21

The report includes cautions about making assumptions about what it means to be
culturally relevant and culturally appropriate because of the wide range of cultural
and linguistic diversity represented among the American Indian and Alaska Native
student population, as well as diversity in the size, location, and type of schools
they attend. Such diversity lessens the effectiveness of a one size fits all approach.
Rather, a variety of comprehensive yet flexible approaches are needed to decrease
the dropout rate and in turn increase the number and percentage of Native American
students who graduate from high school.22

Newer research points to a major weakness in the theory of cultural disconti-
nuity: Insufficient attention is given to cultural accommodation, biculturation, and
hybridity experienced by immigrants and by multi-ethnic and multiracial students.
No culture exists in isolation, and a rigid interpretation of the theory of cultural
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discontinuity presupposes that all children from the same cultural background expe-
rience school in the same way, yet we know this is far from true. The result of a cul-
tural discontinuity perspective is that individual and family differences, school 
conditions, and the broader sociopolitical context that also influence learning may
be disregarded. In fact, a rigid interpretation of this theory hovers dangerously close
to stereotyping students from particular cultural groups, resulting in limiting views
of them and thus limited educational opportunities for them. These constructed
meanings have evolved from notions such as “the culture of poverty” asserted by
Oscar Lewis and Michael Harrington in the 1960s.23

Gloria Ladson-Billings notes that the way the concept of culture is used by some
teachers and students in preservice teacher education can exacerbate the problem
and perpetuate stereotypes. She points out that a growing number of teachers use
the term culture as a catch-all for a wide variety of behaviors and characteristics
when discussing students and parents who are not White, not English speaking, or

Studio as great curriculum supplements.* Many
teachers learn a great deal of cultural information
from the children’s resources they use in their class-
rooms. At another time, bring up some educational
research that helps teachers support the academic
achievement of Puerto Rican students, such as the
book Puerto Rican Students in U.S. Schools edited
by Sonia Nieto.† Also refer to work that examines
the education of Latinos more broadly, for example,
Latino Education: An Agenda for Community Action
Research, edited by Pedro Pedraza and Melissa
Rivera, and The Handbook of Latinos and
Education, edited by Enrique Murillo.‡

*See Edwin Fontanez’s Web site, at http://www.exitstudio.
com/, for books, CDs, and videos about Puerto Rican cul-
ture from Exit Studio.
†Nieto, S. (Ed.) (2000). Puerto Rican Students in U.S. Schools
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
‡Pedraza, P. & Rivera, M. (Eds.) (2005). Latino Education: An
Agenda for Community Action Research Mahwah, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum.; and Murillo, E. G., Jr. (Ed.) (2010).
Handbook of Latinos in Education: Theory, Research, and
Practice. New York: Routledge.

What You Can Do
Build Collegial Relationships for Solidarity Rooted in Research

You may have the experience of a colleague
saying something that rings of stereotyping

and misinformation, for example, “Well, you know,
Puerto Ricans, as a culture, do not value
education.” As upset as you may be, a full-blown
confrontation will not solve the problem. Let your
colleague know that you are uncomfortable, but
that you want to talk more about the issue. Her
perspective has been developed over time and
thus will take some time to change. It is also
unlikely that any single retort or conversation will
change her view, so start with little things, such as,
“Oh, I am surprised to hear that point of view. It
doesn’t match up with the families that I know. Did
you read about that somewhere? Because I would
like to know more.”

Try to keep your conversations rooted in
research and experience. For example, at an oppor-
tune moment, share some anecdotes about your
positive experiences with Puerto Rican families in
the school. At another time, share your excitement
about, for example, the children’s literature and cul-
tural resources created by Edwin Fontánez of Exit
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not native-born U.S. citizens. For example, some teachers muse that “maybe it is
part of their culture” for groups of students to be noisy or for parents to be absent
from open house night. Not only are these assessments inaccurate, they also turn
attention away from socioeconomic reasons or school policies and practices that
might precipitate such behaviors. Parents may be absent from open house night for
any one of a number of reasons. For example, they may be working a night shift or
caring for younger children, they may have no transportation, they may feel isolated
or unwelcome in the school, or they may not have had a translation of the open
house information into their language. Groups of children may be loud simply
because they are groups of children, not because of their skin color or another rea-
son related to “their culture.”24

Another problem with the cultural discontinuity theory is that it cannot explain
why students from some cultural groups are academically successful, even though,
by all indications of these theories, one might assume they should not be. This real-
ity has been well documented by many scholars,25 which leads us to other explana-
tions, some of which we discuss below.

Out-of-School Factors (OSFs)
Examining social and economic inequities, and their resulting negative educational
consequences, can assist in ascertaining how schools are effective or ineffective within
the broader social picture. Richard Rothstein’s research asserts that, outside school,
myriad factors related to social class and how families in some groups are stratified in
society profoundly influence learning in school. He advocates three approaches to pur-
sue if progress is to be made in narrowing the “achievement gap”: (1) promoting school
improvement efforts that raise the quality of instruction; (2) giving more attention to
out-of-school hours by implementing early childhood, after-school, and summer pro-
grams; and (3) implementing policies that would provide appropriate health services
and stable housing and narrow the growing income inequalities in our society.26

Likewise, David Berliner makes the argument that out-of-school factors (OSFs) caused
by poverty alone place severe limits on what can be accomplished through educa-
tional reform efforts. His comprehensive list of eleven recommendations are made in
light of the fact that “America’s schools are so highly segregated by income, race, and
ethnicity, problems related to poverty occur simultaneously, with greater frequency,
and act cumulatively in schools serving disadvantaged communities.”27 Making the
case that schools in these economically depressed communities face greater challenges
than schools in economically stable communities, Berliner asserts that efforts to
improve educational outcomes are unlikely to succeed unless policies are implemented
to address six OSFs that significantly affect learning opportunities: (1) low birth-weight
and nongenetic prenatal influences on children; (2) inadequate medical, dental, and
vision care; (3) food insecurity; (4) environmental pollutants; (5) family relations and
family stress; and (6) neighborhood characteristics.28

An example of addressing OSFs simultaneously with school achievement can be
found in the work of Geoffrey Canada, president of the Harlem Children’s Zone
(HCZ).29 HCZ, which is funded mostly by private donations, infuses social, medical,
and educational services available for free to the 10,000 children and their families
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who live within the 100 blocks of the HCZ. The specific intent of HCZ is to raise aca-
demic achievement for every child. Canada’s reluctance to wait for governmental
funding for comprehensive reform led him to integrate private funding with public
programs. The HCZ’s rates of success have been a model to public social service and
public school reformers throughout the nation and point to what the possibilities can
be for government officials with the will and the resources to back such programs.30

Undeniably, many students face a multitude of difficult problems, and the school
cannot be expected to solve them all. To address this reality, the Economic Policy
Institute convened a task force that drafted a statement titled A Broader, Bolder
Approach to Education to inform legislators and the general public. The task force
concluded that “school improvement, to be fully effective, . . . must be comple-
mented by a broader definition of schooling and by improvements in the social and
economic circumstances of disadvantaged youth.” To continue to close achievement
gaps, their report calls for (1) continued school improvement efforts; (2) develop-
mentally appropriate and high-quality early childhood, preschool, and kindergarten
care and education; (3) routine pediatric, dental, hearing, and vision care for all
infants, toddlers, and schoolchildren; and (4) improvement of the quality of stu-
dents’ out-of-school time.31 Pedro Noguera consistently argues that, because poor
children typically attend schools that are overcrowded, underfunded, and staffed by
inexperienced teachers, schools need to be viewed as an integral part of social solu-
tions. Noguera emphasizes that “reducing poverty and improving schools should
not be treated as competing goals.”32

The research on OSFs is helpful in explaining how the lack of health care, inade-
quate nutrition, inadequate housing, and unstable family life impinge on school
experiences. These arguments assertively address social supports that are required
for schools to be successful in educating all children. This scholarship ties social
and economic factors together with effective school reform rather than separating
social reform efforts from school reform agendas. Graphically illustrated in his aptly
titled book, Five Miles Away, A World Apart, James E. Ryan, a scholar of education
law, presents a comprehensive case comparison of two schools in Virginia that exem-
plifies the multifaceted historical missteps in policy that have led to ingrained seg-
regationist mind-sets and practices, creating the crisis of high-poverty schools. Ryan
urges reform efforts to address simultaneously both educational policies to support
schools and social policies to support families.33

The conclusions of the research reviewed in this section emphasize the power-
lessness of schools to achieve educational equity on their own without concomitant
massive social reforms. The research concurrently argue that educational reform
efforts that do not take into account the social and economic conditions outside
schools can be only partially successful. Considered in this way, OSFs must be
addressed in order to affect student learning and school achievement.

Resistance and the School-to-Prison Pipeline
Resistance theory, as articulated by scholars such as Henry Giroux, Jim Cummins,
and Herbert Kohl, adds another layer to the explanation of school failure.34 According
to this theory, not learning what schools teach can be interpreted as a form of political
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resistance. Frederick Erickson maintains that, whereas cultural differences may cause
some initial school failures and misunderstandings, it is only when they become
entrenched over time that not-learning, a consistent pattern of refusing to learn,
becomes the outcome of schooling.35

Resistance theory is helpful because it attempts to explain the complex relation-
ship between disempowered communities and their schools. Students and their fam-
ilies are not only victims of the educational system, they are also actors. They learn
to react to schools in ways that make perfect sense, given the reality of the schools,
although some of these coping strategies may be self-defeating and counterproduc-
tive in the long run. On the other hand, Herb Kohl, describing not-learning as the
response of students who refuse to learn, has concluded, “Over the years I’ve come
to side with them in their refusal to be molded by a hostile society and have come
to look upon not-learning as positive and healthy in many situations.”36

There are numerous examples of students’ resistance, and they range from
innocuous to dangerous: Inattention in class, failure to do homework, negative atti-
tudes toward schoolwork, poor relationships with teachers, misbehavior, vandal-
ism, and violence are all illustrations of students’ resistance. However, rather than
venerate self-destructive or delinquent behavior, Giroux’s research distinguishes
between resistance that is oppositional (deviant behavior) and resistance that is
strategic (conscious and meant to achieve a common good).37 We see many of these
manifestations of resistance in the case studies of Paul Chavez and Latrell Elton,
which follow this chapter.

Students who develop a critical consciousness may end up resisting educa-
tion. Such students are often branded and punished as loudmouths and trouble-
makers. Although some drop out, others choose to stop participating actively in
the “game” of school. They might still show up, but they may adopt a passive or
passive-aggressive stance. Others end up cutting many of their classes. Students
who do continue coming to class may “dumb down” their own critical responses
to the curriculum or to their teachers’ pedagogy because they know instinctively
that being seen as too critical or too much of a leader is potentially dangerous.
Teachers, on the other hand, are often frustrated by apparently disinterested youth,
even in honors classes, who look bored and disengaged or who allow themselves
to engage only minimally and only with the more interesting and inventive strate-
gies used by creative teachers. As a result, many capable and critically aware stu-
dents are intellectually “on strike” even though they may be physically present in
school.38

The lifelong deleterious effects of schools’ responses to resistance can have
irreversible consequences in these times of hypersurveillance of youth, resulting
in what has come to be known as the school-to-prison pipeline. Marian Wright
Edelman and the Children’s Defense Fund have thoroughly documented that young
Black men in the United States are incarcerated in the juvenile justice system at
four times the rate of White youth.39 Several studies have pointed out how school
disciplinary policies such as zero tolerance have contributed to the astonishing
rate at which young people are funneled from classrooms into incarceration.40 The
situation has only worsened in the past decade, since 2000, when the Harvard
Advancement Project and Civil Rights Project, in consultation with attorneys, 
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psychiatrists, academicians, educators, and children’s advocates, published a 
multidiscipline review that reported that zero tolerance is unfair and contrary to
the developmental needs of children and often results in the criminalization of
children.41

In addition to studies that examine the discipline policies of K–12 schools, Sabina
Vaught articulated the constellation of forces in schools and courts that place blame
on the youth, their families, and their communities.42 John Raible and Jason Irizarry
reach beyond critiquing the K–12 school structure; for example, they argue that pre-
service teachers need to be educated about the crisis and to examine the role of
teacher surveillance of youth through classroom management strategies as one of
the factors that pushes students out of school and into the penal system.43 Johanna
Wald and Daniel J. Losen cited three specific themes that emerged in the research
about the connections between school-life and prison-life for youth. These three
themes are summarized here: (1) Failure to provide appropriate behavioral inter-
ventions [in schools] may be contributing to delinquency among students with dis-
abilities; (2) following removal from school, many students experience enormous
difficulty in reentering; and (3) effective interventions and programs that reduce risk
and enhance protective factors for youth at risk for delinquency [do] exist. The con-
clusions of Wald and Losen point to the political will urgently required to expand
and replicate models of preventive measures for youth.44

Pedro Noguera and Chiara M Cannella address such preventive measures by
analyzing youth agency and activism and by suggesting public policy that would
support youth civic activism. By examining the various ways in which youth who
have been marginalized and maligned have taken action to resist—against all odds—
the forces that have constrained their lives, Noguera and Cannella (following Giroux)
emphasize strategic resistance and distinguish it from some forms of delinquency
and defiance that may not only be self-destructive, but may also be a form of con-
formity to societal norms and reinforce stereotypes perpetuated by the media and
marketplace. They call for five principles for public policy to advance as social jus-
tice youth policy: (1) a bill of rights for young people, (2) representation of young
people in the formulation and development of policy, (3) investment in the capacity
of youth leaders, (4) increased accountability of pubic institutions to disenfranchised
youth and communities, and (5) counteracting the prevalence—and impact—of mis-
conceptions and distortions about youth. They admit that developing such policy
might be complicated, but they also point to the urgency with which these issues
must be addressed, particularly when seen in the light of the cumulative effects of
past policies that have divested attention away from youth.45

What causes students to resist education and otherwise engage in behaviors
that might ultimately jeopardize their chances of learning or increase their chances
of involvement with the law? There is no simple answer to this question, but one
element that contributes to the constellation of reasons is a school climate that rejects
students’ identities and fails to engage them in meaningful work. This is nowhere
more evident than in the case studies that follow this chapter. Both Paul and Latrell
were eloquent in describing how their backgrounds were not reflected in the school
structures and curriculum. Latrell, especially, had perceived few positive messages
in his school experience.
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Cultural-Ecological Theory: 
Immigration, Minorities, and “Acting White”
A traditional argument used to explain differences in academic achievement is that
(in the common parlance of public schools) it takes students from certain cultural
groups who are not doing well in school a generation or two to climb the ladder of
success, just as it took all other immigrants to do so. While this argument may be
true for some European immigrants (but by no means for all), it is a specious argu-
ment for others because it fails to explain the educational and historical experiences
of African Americans, American Indians, Asian Americans, and Latinos, which are
markedly different from those of European ethnic groups. For one, American Indians,
African Americans, and many Mexican Americans can hardly be called new immi-
grants. Many have been here, on U.S. soil, for generations, and some for millennia.
Some Asians have been here for four or five generations, and although many do well
in school, others are not as successful.

In an alternative explanation of school failure and success, the late John Ogbu
and colleagues developed what he called the cultural-ecological theory, which goes
beyond cultural discontinuities. Ogbu and Herbert Simons suggested that it is nec-
essary to look not only at a group’s cultural background but also at its situation

article or chapter section and what the implications
may be for your particular school community,
thereby co-constructing a wider range of group
knowledge.

Even if this seems like an untenable request of
your administration, ask anyway. How do you know
unless you try? If the first level of administration,
let’s say, the principal, rejects the idea, try another
level (department head, grade-level chair, team
leader, districtwide curriculum director, or
superintendent). If your attempts to organize 
“sanctioned” in-school study-group discussions fail,
try an after-school voluntary group. Whether the
study groups are voluntary or assigned, be sure you
document the time and get professional
development points or credits for all participants.
These strategies may be applied to a range of 
educational research topics.

What You Can Do
Collaborative Research to Honor Teachers as Intellectuals

In addition to building personal, collegial
relationships, take action for building schoolwide

awareness among your peers. Suggest to your prin-
cipal, department chair, or curriculum director that a
forthcoming faculty or department meeting be dedi-
cated to reading some educational research about
student achievement. It is most effective to allow
time for reading and discussion within in the meet-
ing time frame because many teachers may not
have time to read in preparation for the meeting.
This chapter is filled with citations of books, chap-
ters, and articles about particular topics. You may
choose a single article or a book chapter. For a
more comprehensive view, such as the one
provided by this chapter, break the faculty into small
groups and assign each group a short article or por-
tion of a chapter to read. Regroup the whole faculty
and ask each group to report on the findings of the
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in the host society and its perceptions of opportunities available in that society.46

Ogbu classifies most immigrants in the United States as voluntary immigrants, and
racial minority group immigrants as either voluntary or involuntary minorities,
that is, those who come of their own free will as compared with those who were
conquered or colonized.47 The latter groups, including American Indians, Africans,
Mexicans, and Puerto Ricans, among others, were incorporated into U.S. society
against their will. According to Ogbu, voluntary immigrants include all European
and some Asian, African, and Central American immigrants, among others. The
distinction is not always true, of course, because those who appear on the surface
to be voluntary immigrants may not be so at all, and vice versa. Witness, for exam-
ple, the current situation of millions of Mexicans who not only come to the United
States voluntarily, but risk their lives to do so. Those who arrive here as refugees,
whether from Cambodia, Sudan, Somalia, or Afghanistan, do not fit neatly into
voluntary or involuntary categories because they were forced from their home-
lands. Nevertheless, the categories, imperfect as they are, are used in cultural-
ecological theory to explain the present condition and educational experiences of
some groups.

Ogbu concluded that students from particular backgrounds experience a great
variability in academic performance, and this variability can often be explained by
the sociopolitical setting in which they find themselves. The visions, hopes, dreams,
and experiences of voluntary and involuntary minorities also need to be kept in mind.
According to Ogbu, most voluntary minorities have a “folk theory” of school success:
They see the United States as a land of opportunity where one gets ahead through
education and hard work. According to this view, even a relative newcomer with few
skills and little education can succeed economically, and their children can experi-
ence even more success if they work hard in school, largely because these immigrants
have great faith in the “American dream.” As a result, they apply themselves to achieve
it. They understand that, to achieve success, they may have to endure, for example,
racism, economic hardships, and working at several menial jobs at the same time.
These are accepted as the price they have to pay for success. Immigrants coming from
war-torn countries or refugee camps and those who have experienced the death of
loved ones may not consider living in an economically depressed neighborhood and
engaging in backbreaking work to be a severe hardship.48

Also, according to Ogbu, because of the long history of discrimination and
racism in U.S. schools, involuntary minority children and their families are often
distrustful of the educational system. Children in these communities have routinely
been subjected to what Jim Cummins calls identity eradication,49 whereby their
culture and language have been stripped away as one of the conditions for school
success. These negative experiences result in their perception that equal educa-
tional opportunity and the folk theories of getting ahead in the United States are
myths. The folk theories, however, are readily accepted by immigrants who have
not had a long history of discrimination in this country. Given this situation, Ogbu
claims that it is not unusual for students from what he called caste-like minorities
to engage in cultural inversion, that is, to resist acquiring and demonstrating the
culture and cognitive styles identified with the dominant group. He asserts that
these behaviors, considered “White,” include being studious and hardworking,
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speaking standard English, listening to European classical music, going to muse-
ums, getting good grades, and so on. Instead, involuntary minority students may
choose to emphasize cultural behaviors that differentiate them from the majority
and are in opposition to it—that is, to demonstrate what Ogbu calls oppositional
behavior. Such behaviors include language, speech forms, and other manifestations
that help to characterize their group but are contrary to the behaviors sanctioned
and promoted by the schools.

Even extremely bright students from involuntary minority groups may try just
to get by because they fear being ostracized by their peers if they engage in behav-
iors that conform to the mainstream culture. They must cope, according to Signithia
Fordham and John Ogbu, “with the burden of acting White.”50 These students, assert
Fordham and Ogbu, see little benefit from academic success, at least in terms of peer
relationships. Those who excel in school may feel both internal ambivalence and
external pressures not to manifest such behaviors and attitudes. In research con-
ducted in a predominantly African American high school, Fordham and Ogbu found
that successful students who were accepted by their peers also were either very suc-
cessful in sports or had found another way (for example, by being class clown) to
hide their academic achievement. According to Ogbu, involuntary minority parents,
who themselves have a long history of discrimination and negative experiences at
school, may subconsciously mirror these same attitudes, adding to their children’s
ambivalent attitudes about education and success.

Cultural-ecological theories have been helpful in explaining differences in the
school experiences of students of various backgrounds. But the theories have also
come under great scrutiny and criticism for being incomplete, ahistorical, and inflex-
ible in allowing for individual differences. For example, Ogbu’s theory may result in
placing an inordinate responsibility on students and families without taking into
account conditions outside their control that also affect learning. In addition, Ogbu’s
theories do not explain the long struggle of African American and other involuntary
minorities for educational equality, nor do they explain the tremendous faith so
many of these communities have had in the promise of public education. His expla-
nation of oppositional culture has been criticized as being dangerously close to the
old concept of the culture of poverty.

Some scholars and educators have found Ogbu’s theories too dichotomous and
deterministic. For example, the typology does not neatly fit all groups, such as
Mexican Americans, who share elements of both voluntary and involuntary minori-
ties. Also, recent studies—most notably, one by Margaret Gibson—have found that
the second generation of voluntary minorities is experiencing as much school fail-
ure as more established involuntary minorities because they do not wholeheartedly
accept the folk theory of success like their parents did. They are also less likely to
perceive the long-term benefits of hard work and study.51

Another criticism has to do with the role and influence of oppositional cul-
ture. As viewed by Ogbu, oppositional culture is detrimental to academic success
because, in rejecting behaviors and attitudes that can lead to success, students
are, in effect, jeopardizing their own futures. The possibility that African American
students could be both oppositional and academically successful is not presented
as a possibility in Ogbu’s theory. David Gillborn, who has studied youths of 
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SNAPSHOT

Nini Rostland
Nini Rostland1 is a 15-year-old freshman at Avery High
School in a midsize college town in the Midwest. She
describes herself as racially and ethnically mixed. Her
mother is Black South African and her father is Polish
American. Her family moved from South Africa to the
United States when she was in kindergarten, so most
of her education has been in U.S. public schools. This
Snapshot of Nini emphasizes that many students of
mixed heritage negotiate labels, assumptions, and
expectations with friends and teachers in school 
settings.

It kind of makes me mad that they always try to
put people into a certain box. You have to check a box
every time you fill out a form. I don’t fit in a box.
Especially these days, more people are getting more and
more racially mixed. I don’t identify myself as Black
or as White. I usually put “both” or “other,” because
I’m not either; I’m both.

My cultural identity is really important to me. It
makes me mad when people say, “Oh, you are not
White.” Well, I know I’m not White. I’m not Black
either. People automatically assume that I’m not
Caucasian, and they are automatically, “You’re Black.”
And I’m, like, “Not necessarily.” It makes me mad
sometimes.

Being of mixed heritage is kind of difficult some-
times because it’s hard finding where you fit in. For
me, for a while I didn’t really know what kind of 
people would accept me. Now I find people who accept
me just as I am, not for trying to be like them. Now I
try to hang out with people who are of all different
races. I hang out with the Black people, the mixed peo-
ple, the White people, Asian, everything. I don’t like to

be classified as a certain thing. The Black people treat
me like I’m one of them. I find that Black people are
more accepting of people in their group. More of the
White people are, like, “You’re not rich and you’re not
White, so you can’t be in our group.” Most likely, if you
are mixed with some Black, the group of Black people
will accept you.

Some of my friends would say that you can be
attracted to both, that White people can like you, mixed
people can like you, and Black people can like you. My
closest group of friends, there’s a foursome of us, and
we all became really close over the summer at this
camp for people of mixed heritage or of other ethnic
backgrounds. And over that camp we have become
really, best friends. That was in seventh grade. So for
two years now, we’ve all been really close. And three
of my friends are . . . like me: mixed with Black and
White, and my other friend is African.

It’s difficult because you don’t really fit anybody’s
expectation. I think expectations may be holding me
back a little bit. I think when people see me, they
assume, “Oh, she’s Black.” They automatically assume,
“Oh, she’s not going to achieve well.” That is kind of
holding me back because it’s sort of like a psychologi-
cal thing where you think, “Well, if that’s what people
expect you to achieve,” then you kind of think, “Oh, 
I might achieve that.” I’m trying to turn that around,
and be, like, “Well I can achieve anything I want to.”

I think school in some ways is kind of like main-
streaming. It’s what we are all forced into doing when
we’re young: You have to go to school, you have to get
an education, you have to go to college so you can get
a good job. But really, I think if you look back at 

various backgrounds in Great Britain, suggests that the dichotomy between resist-
ance and conformity is too simplistic because it overlooks the great complexity of
students’ responses to schooling. That is, accommodation does not guarantee that
success will follow, nor is it the only way to be academically successful; similarly,
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opposition does not necessarily lead to failure.52 To understand these issues more
clearly, we advise examining the complexity of students’ identities and develop-
ing a broad perspective of the many factors that may influence learning and
achievement within schools.

history, the people who went out of the way of the
expectations of society, they were the ones who went
on to be really great. I understand that there is a good
reason why I should go to school because I don’t want
to be working at McDonald’s my entire life. But I also
think that it’s important that I be able to explore other
things.

School’s really not that challenging to me. One of
the classes that I actually learn something in and enjoy
is art class because I am learning a lot of new tech-
niques. But most of my other classes are just memo-
rization, and I’m really not learning anything from it.
I have found very few teachers who actually teach
classes in an interesting way that makes me really
want to work. But when I see all the stuff that my mom
did, it makes me feel like my mom went through a lot
harder stuff than I have ever went through, so I should
try my hardest at what I’m doing right now. One way
that I think school is really important is through my
mom. Because I have seen that to get to where she came
from, she had to put in a lot of effort and go through
a lot of high-level schooling just so that she could come
to the U.S.

Both of my parents taught me about each of their
heritages. I can just identify with that because that’s
me. I learned about my dad’s Polish background
because his parents are Polish and they make a lot of
Polish dishes. We even went to a traditional Polish din-
ner where they made Polish meals and stuff like that.
My dad has told me about some of the traditions they
had when he was younger. Also, from my dad I’ve
learned about social issues and what’s going on in the
world. I learn so much about government and that
kind of stuff from my dad. From my mom I’ve learned
ethnic pride. I’m really proud of my heritage. My mom
is South African and she came through a lot just so
that she could be here. I know a lot of history about
what happened in South Africa and what my mom and

my brother both lived through. They’ve told stories
about what happened to them and stuff like that. But
my parents don’t really know what it’s like to be of
mixed heritage.

Commentary

Racial, ethnic, and cultural identities are constantly
under construction, and adolescence is an especially
vulnerable time for this formation. Messages from
peers, family, popular culture, and school strongly
influence a young person’s perspectives on his or her
cultural heritages, identities, and school engagement.
In spite of the challenges presented by mixed heritage,
Nini appears to possess a strong sense of identity and
an appreciation for her background. Her parents pro-
vide her with familial, historical, and cultural knowl-
edge, and she has formed powerful bonds, through a
summer camp experience, with a small group of peers
with similar roots. Simultaneously, she struggles with
feelings of acceptance within certain groups and the
threat of negative anticipations. The tensions she expe-
riences around racial identity extend beyond peer
groups and are felt in teacher expectations, too. Can
schools offer the level of affirmation that the summer
camp provided while simultaneously creating a robust
academic atmosphere? Can we develop learning com-
munities that help students and teachers cross racial
boundaries to cultivate more full individual selves
within deeply connected communities? If, as Nini says,
“[t]hese days, more people are getting more and more
racially mixed,” what are the implications for develop-
ing learning communities that affirm multiple histo-
ries and multiple forms of cultural knowledge?

1We appreciate the work of Dr. Carlie Tartakov, who inter-
viewed Nini and provided background information for the
Snapshot, and that of John Raible, who helped transcribe
the interview.
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About Terminology

Mixed Race/Multiracial/Multicultural/Multiethnic

Many young people and their families are refusing to accept rigid categorizations based
on one culture, race, or other kind of social grouping. The hybridity that we discussed

in this chapter is a growing phenomenon in the United States and, indeed, around the globe.
The great increase in the number of mixed race, biethnic, multiethnic, biracial, and multira-
cial people, and their insistence on identifying as such, is a reminder that words cannot totally
describe the multifaceted identities of human beings. Of the 2010 estimated U.S. population
of 308,745,538, approximately 1.7 percent reported two or more races in their responses to
the U.S. Census.

While racial, ethnic, and cultural groups have been intermingling throughout history, in
the recent past it was common to hear biracial and multiracial labels applied only to individ-
uals of African American and European American heritage, and often those labels were
demeaning and oppressive. Institutionalized racism and the social stratification of race embod-
ied in the one-drop rule dictated that individuals with any African ancestry be categorized as
Black. Now, as a result of the civil rights movement and subsequent legislation, it is much
more common for students and families to proudly claim their multiple ancestries. In the
Snapshot about Nini Rostland, she refers to herself as “racially and ethnically mixed,” with
her Black South African mother and her Polish American father. Elsewhere in this book, we
have featured other students who illustrate the porous boundaries of racial labels and iden-
tify as racially mixed. Linda Howard describes herself as biracial, naming her parents as “Black
and White American.” Also, Yahaira León identifies as “half and half,” referring to her
Dominican and Puerto Rican heritage. She points out how important it is to recognize both
portions of her ancestry. Liane Chang calls herself Eurasian, and Jasper Quinn describes his
combined Native American ancestry as “Paiute, Swinomish, [and] Visayan.” Yet the 2000 U.S.
Census was the first one in history where individuals were instructed to “mark one or more
boxes” when identifying their racial heritage, even though laws against interracial marriage
were struck down in 1967. While teachers should always take cues from their students on
what language is most descriptive and precise to describe the students’ identity, it is espe-
cially critical that teachers listen carefully to students of mixed heritage. Many multiracial
students and their families have been discouraged from embracing their multiple heritages
or, at worst, have been made to feel ashamed. Acknowledging students’ multiple backgrounds
allows students to be more fully themselves and to be affirmed in totality. Choosing termi-
nology that students and their families claim is a step in affirming their entire identity.

Complicating Theories of Identities Within 
School Structures
Dissatisfied with the cultural-ecological explanations of school failure such as those
of Ogbu and Fordham on “acting White,” and likewise unconvinced by resistance
explanations, some alternative theories are emerging from scholars such as Prudence
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Carter, Gilberto Conchas, and others.53 These scholars present research in which stu-
dents’ perspectives, voices, and experiences are centered. Both Conchas and Carter
take a sociological view of the ways in which culture and identity are understood
and enacted by urban students. Conchas warns, for example, that minority group
categories used in cultural-ecological theoretical frameworks do not allow for vari-
ations in the school experiences of racial minorities.54

Likewise, Carter cautions against creating master narratives that try to speak
about all members of involuntary minority groups as if each student in these groups
had identical experiences and perspectives.55 For instance, she points out that recent
research has shown that African Americans subscribe to the basic values of educa-
tion as much as Whites do, or in some cases, even more so. Nearly all of the par-
ticipants in Carter’s study agree that education is the key to success. They believe
in the so-called American dream that education may bring good jobs, home and car
ownership, and intact families.

By interviewing 68 youth from low-income communities who identified as
African American or Latino/Latina, Carter challenges the framework of oppositional
culture. She pays close attention to the ways in which culture is discussed and how
it influences student engagement and achievement:

Students use culture as a vehicle to signal many things, ranging from the stylistic to
the political. The oppositional culture framework, however, ignores the full spec-
trum of why and how culture becomes a social and political response to schooling
by discounting the positive values and functions of these students’ culture.56

Carter highlights the positive cultural assertions of youth that contribute to their
success, and she argues that their ethno-racial cultures are not adaptations to the
limits created by a dominant culture. She maintains that focusing on a student’s cul-
ture as a maladaptive response to social marginalization ignores the roles and val-
ues of nondominant cultural practices in the lives of minority youth.

Carter also found that gender is enacted in specific ways that affect school
achievement within the lives of female and male students in marginalized commu-
nities. So much of the focus has been on disparities among racial and ethnic groups
that the gender story within the groups has gone untold. That girls and boys take
up academic achievement by developing attachment and committing to engagement
in differing ways is often ignored in research about low-income students of color.
The students, both girls and boys, in Carter’s study did not equate academic achieve-
ment with “acting White.” Instead, students recognized the unfairness in, and were
critical of, the representation of what counts as knowledge, and the linking of intel-
ligence (or what it means to be smart) with certain styles that are defined in “White”
middle-class ways.

Asserting that culture does matter in the achievement of African American and
Latino students, Carter notes that students draw upon both dominant cultural capital
and nondominant cultural capital to construct academic success. Three forces—race/eth-
nicity, class, and gender—dictate much about how “acting Black,” “acting Spanish,”
or “acting White” is integrated into the identities of students. She is clear that African
American and Latino students need tools to make them literate, self-sufficient, 
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politically active, and economically productive. Educators cannot disregard the value
of different groups’ cultural repertoires; instead, they need to build on the powerful cul-
tural dynamics permeating the school.57

Conchas’s study also holds implications for how educators address the cultural
identities within schools. He is emphatic about the different ways that students (in
his study, those who identified as African American, Latino, and Vietnamese)
embraced and asserted their cultural and academic identities within and between
groups. By examining and comparing specific programs that follow the structural
model of school-within-a-school, Conchas addressed institutional mechanisms that
create alienation among some successful students of color. Examining students’ ide-
ology in such programs revealed that they “embraced the importance of individual-
ism and meritocracy, while simultaneously downplaying the significance of race,
class, and gender equity.”58 Conchas found mechanisms in some programs that acted
as a “mediating force against racial disparity,” specifically by supplying youth with
both cultural and social capital, and encouraging cooperative experiences of aca-
demic achievement.59

Nurturing, mentoring relationships within schools are significant for students’
development of multiple forms of social capital that may contribute to educational
success. As such, Conchas suggests that concentrated efforts are needed to reduce
ethnic segregation and equalize the access that all students have to mentoring and
encouragement. He also points to structural models that support sociocultural
processes that can develop a high-achieving academic culture of success, citing the
benefits of smaller, intimate school-within-a-school structures and small learning
communities. His findings note that school structures directly contribute to differing
patterns of school adaptation within and between racial groups. Some institutional
arrangements are much better at creating a supportive cross-ethnic community of
learners, while the sense of exclusion and competition in other programs contributes
to racial tensions in schools.

Conchas’s description of a culture of academic achievement, the social capital
created by school relationships, and the call for small learning communities echo the
assertions made by D. Bruce Jackson. Jackson points out that students who are suc-
cessful in school take on and sustain what he calls academic identity.60 Academic
identity is an understanding of self within the context of school, in which intellec-
tual activities within and outside school are valued. Jackson acknowledges that many
forces influence student identity but argues that, despite the range of theories about
student success or failure, success depends on what students decide to do or not do.
Although teachers can influence those decisions, ultimately it is students who really
direct how they spend their time. They are critical agents in their own education.

The theories developed by Carter, Conchas, and Jackson stem from a range of
research projects conducted from diverse perspectives, but they share a concern for
the ways in which students’ identities intersect with school cultures. They all main-
tain that, while sociocultural factors and discriminatory histories may influence stu-
dents’ perception of their academic identities and their academic achievement, these
factors do not predetermine academic success. These scholars are optimistic about
the opportunity to tap into youths’ dynamic, multiple ways of shaping self and their
diverse means of expressing cultural identities. Given the complexity of adolescent
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identity, which researcher John Raible has documented in writings with Sonia, it is
imperative that educators note how race, sexual orientation, ethnicity, gender, and
other markers of identity are intricately entangled while profoundly influencing stu-
dents’ school lives.61 Within this lively interplay lies the potential for taking up aca-
demic identity and multiple strategies for success. It would be simpleminded to assert
that simply wanting to succeed magically grants one an academic identity. That is
why the focus of these theories holds particular promise: Rather than designing a
particular road map to success, their focus is more like a global positioning system
for teachers and students to view the multifaceted aspects of identity and the web
of structures that support academic achievement.

Conclusion
No simple explanation accounts for student achievement or failure. As we have seen
in this chapter, each theory holds helpful analysis, but most explanations have been
inadequate or incomplete. Some have failed to consider the significance of culture

in learning; others have not taken into account the social, cultural, and
political context of schooling; and still others have placed all the respon-
sibility for academic failure or success on students and their families.
Even the persistence of racism and discrimination, the presence of unjust
policies and practices in schools, and the role that schools play in repro-
ducing existing societal inequities do not fully explain school failure.

The significance of caring relationships among students and their
teachers has taken on great significance in the recent past. Awareness
of the tremendous difference that teachers—and the school climate in
general—can make in the lives and futures of young people is growing.
Teachers and schools that affirm students’ identities, believe in their

intelligence, and accept nothing less than the best have proved to be inspirational
for young people, even if they live in otherwise difficult circumstances. In fact, the
case can be made that such relationships are one of the most important elements of
student learning.

The discussion in this chapter leads us to the conclusion that school achieve-
ment can be explained only by taking into account multiple, competing, and
dynamic conditions: the school’s tendency to replicate society and its inequities;
cultural and language incompatibilities; the unfair and bureaucratic structures of
schools; the nature of the relationships among students; students’ multiple and
dynamic ways of asserting ethno-racial, gender, and cultural identities; teachers’
relationships with the communities they serve; and the political relationship of par-
ticular groups to society and the schools. It is tricky business, however, to seek
causal explanations for school success and failure. Understanding how numerous
complex conditions are mediated within the school and home settings can also help
explain students’ academic success or failure. Understanding all these conditions
contributes to a more comprehensive explanation of the massive school failure of
many students.

It is clear that no single explanation of academic achievement is sufficient to
explain why some students succeed in school and others fail. Rather, we need to

To check your comprehension on the
content covered in Chapter 7, go to the
Book Resources in the MyEducationLab
for your course, select your text, and
complete the Study Plan. Here, you will
be able to take a chapter quiz; receive
feedback on your answers; and then
access review, practice, and enrichment
activities to enhance your understand-
ing of the chapter content.
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understand school achievement as a combination of personal, cultural, familial,
political, relational, and societal issues, and this requires an understanding of the
sociopolitical context in which education takes place.

To Think About

1. What did William Ryan mean by “culturally depriving schools”? Can you give some
examples?

2. Think about schools and classrooms with which you are familiar. Have you noticed
examples of student resistance in these contexts? If so, what are they, and what is their
effect?

3. You and a group of your colleagues need to determine why a particular student has been
doing poorly in your classes. What will you examine? Why?

Activities ... for Personal, School, and Community Change

1. If you teach in an elementary school, plan a visit to the homes of your students to get to
know their families. Use the occasion to find out about the children: what they like and
what motivates them to learn. Ask the families about some of the culturally enriching
activities they are engaged in within their communities. If you teach in a middle or high
school class in which you have many students, thus making home visits difficult, ask
students to describe some of the activities they do with their families. How can you use
what you’ve learned to create a more culturally affirming classroom?

2. Think about a teacher who has made a difference in your life. Try to get in touch with
her or him. Tell that person how she or he influenced you, and ask for advice on how
you can have the same impact on your students. How can you apply what you have
learned from this to your own teaching?

3. Get together with a group of colleagues to discuss how students in your school display
“resistance” behaviors. Describe these behaviors exactly. Are these behaviors getting 
in the way of students’ engagement with school? Are students displaying strategic
resistance that makes efforts toward social change? Decide on a plan of action for your
classrooms to assist students in civic action to help them accomplish their goals in a 
productive way.

Go to Topic 9: Immigraton; Topic 11: Strategies; and Topic 12: School-wide Diversity Issues in
the MyEducationLab (www.myeducationlab.com) for your course, where you can:

• Find learning outcomes for instructional strategies and school-wide diversity issues
• Complete Assignments and Activities that can help you more deeply understand the

chapter content.
• Apply and practice your understanding of the core teaching skills identified in the

chapter with the Building Teaching Skills and Dispositions learning units.
• Examine challenging situations and cases presented in the IRIS Center Resources.
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• Check your comprehension on the content covered in the chapter by going to the
Study Plan in the Book Resources for your text. Here you will be able to take a
pretest, receive feedback on your answers, and then access Review, Practice, and
Enrichment activities to enhance your understanding of chapter content, take a post-
test to make sure you’ve understood what you’ve read

• On the Book Resources site, you will also view additional student art and have access
to additional case studies

Companion Website
For access to additional case studies, Web links, concept cards, and other material related to
this chapter, visit the text’s companion website at www.ablongman.com/nieto6e.

Case Studies

Speaking in an earnest and intense tone,
Paul Chavez1 thought carefully before shar-
ing his thoughts about the importance of

school, the “hood,” and his family. Paul was 16
years old at the time of his interview, and he had
already lived a lifetime full of gang activity, drugs,

and disappointment. The signs were evident, from his style of dress to the “tag” (tat-
too) on his arm, to his reminiscence of “homeboys” who had been killed. Describing
himself as Chicano and Mexican American, Paul was the third generation in his fam-
ily to be born in Los Angeles. He did not speak Spanish but said that both his mother
and grandmother did, even though they too were born and raised here.

Paul lived with his mother, two brothers (ages 19 and 9), and two younger sis-
ters. Another brother, 21, was not living at home. His mother was trying to obtain
her high school equivalency diploma; she had failed the test once but was studying
hard to pass it the next time. She and Paul’s father had been separated for about
four years, and Paul described the entire family as “Christian.” His mother was a
church leader, and his brother was a Bible study leader. Even his father, a recovering
alcoholic, who had lived on the streets for years and spent time in prison, was liv-
ing in what Paul called a “Christian home,” probably a halfway house.

The one-family homes in Paul’s East Los Angeles neighborhood mask the poverty
and despair that are easier to see in other economically depressed neighborhoods,
with their high-rise tenements and projects. Here, the mostly Latino families strug-
gle to maintain a sense of community in the well-kept homes on small lots. However,
signs of gang activity are apparent in the tags on buildings and walls. Paul said that
an outsider suspected of belonging to another gang was likely to get jumped merely
for walking down the street.

Paul Chavez
I don’t want to speak too soon, but I’m pretty
much on a good road here.
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School problems began for Paul when he was in third or fourth grade, and he
had been suspended on numerous occasions for poor behavior. The problem was
not lack of ability (his teachers always felt that he was smart) but rather lack of
interest. He was more interested in belonging to a “school gang,” a group of young
boys looking for boys in other classes to fight. In spite of the lure of gangs, he remem-
bered fifth grade as the best year he had had in school, and he attributed this to 
Ms. Nelson, the most caring teacher he had until he went to his current school. Paul
already wore gang-affiliated attire, and he had a reputation as a troublemaker, but
she did not let this get in the way of her high expectations of him. It was in her class
that he became interested in history, and he recalled being fascinated by the
American Revolution.

By the time Paul began junior high school, peer pressure, family problems, and
street violence brought the situation to a head. Seventh and eighth grades were his
worst years. He was expelled in eighth grade, and he was told by school authorities
to attend an alternative school in another district. But he refused to go and instead
stayed home for six months. By ninth grade, he was heavily involved in gang activ-
ity, joining the 18th Street Gang, a gang with thousands of members not only in Los
Angeles but also in other cities and even in other states. Thirteen of his cousins were
or had been in the same gang, as was his older brother, so the role of gang as “fam-
ily” was even more relevant in his case. An uncle and a cousin had both been killed
as a result of their gang activity.

Encouraged by his mother, Paul tried to enroll in another program but was again
expelled after a few months. Then he heard about and applied to the Escuela de
Dignidad y Orgullo (School of Dignity and Pride), a high school for students who
had dropped out of other schools. With a large Chicano population, the school was
characterized by a multicultural curriculum with a focus on Chicano history, and it
relied on student and staff involvement in its day-to-day operations. All talk of gangs
was discouraged, and the staff tried hard to create a different kind of community,
one not affiliated with gang culture. The staff included counselors, a psychologist,
a probation officer, and several teachers. Paul had not been formally arrested, but
because of his previous problems, he agreed to a voluntary placement with the pro-
bation officer, just to “keep me on the right road,” he said.

The new road Paul had taken was far from easy for him, however. He had also
been expelled from Escuela de Dignidad y Orgullo, and it was only after trying
another program and then spending several months on the street that he had real-
ized he wanted to return. All of his friends had quit school, and he feared ending
up like them. He had been accepted at Escuela once again and had done well since
returning two years before. At the time he was interviewed, Paul was spending most
of his time at school, doing homework every day when he got home, and working
after school at the local city hall, a job that the school had found for him. Paul
described Escuela as different from any other he had attended because all of the
staff members cared about and encouraged the students and because Chicano cul-
ture and history were central to the curriculum, making it a more exciting place to
learn.

Paul’s philosophy at this point was to take life one day at a time because the
lure of gang life was still present. He had not yet quit the gang, and it was obvious
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that he was at a crossroads in his life. The next several months might determine
which direction his life would take: either an escalating life of crime on the streets
or a promising future of education and work.

Paul’s case study highlights two goals he had had for a long time: to be respected
and to make something of himself, two goals that are frequently at odds. Another
theme is his determination to “make it better,” and the third is the importance of
family support.

“Everybody’s Gotta Get Respect”
I grew up ditching school, just getting in trouble, trying to make a dollar, that’s it, you
know? Just go to school, steal from the store, and go sell candies at school. And that’s
what I was doing in the third or fourth grade. I was always getting in the principal’s office,
suspended, kicked out, everything, starting from the third grade.

My fifth-grade teacher, Ms. Nelson, she put me in a play and that, like, tripped me
out. Like, why do you want me in a play? Me, I’m just a mess-up. Still, you know, she put
me in a play. And in fifth grade, I think that was the best year out of the whole six years
[of elementary school]. I learned a lot about the Revolutionary War, you know? The fifth
grade was a grade I’ll always remember. Had good friends. We had a project we were
involved in. Ms. Nelson was a good teacher. She just involved everyone. We made books,
this and that. And I used to like to write, and I wrote two, three books. She did pretty nice
things. She got real deep into you, just, you know, “Come on, you can do it.” That was a
good year for me, the fifth grade.

My most troubled years [were] my junior high years. Seventh grade, first day of
school, I met this guy and then, from there, we started to form. And every junior high,
you’re gonna have a group, okay? You’re gonna have a group that you hang around with.
And it got to we just started always starting trouble in classes. Whatever period we had,
we just started trouble in. And me, I have a great sense of humor, right? I can make 
people laugh a lot. So then I was always getting kicked out of the classroom. And so
what that got me was kind of, I guess popular, right? Where girls were always around me.
I had a big group. But I was always the one clowning, getting in trouble. So it kind of like
set a path for me where I was, like, all right, so I clown and get popularity. All right, 
I understand now the program.

I [wasn’t] in a gang, but I was dressing pretty . . . still gang affiliated. And so people
looked like, “Well, where you from?” “I ain’t from nowhere.” And that kind of like got 
me to want to be from somewhere so I could tell ’em, “Well, I’m from here. . . .” Those
were the years in seventh grade, and I was fighting with eighth graders. I’d be in a dance,
a little Oriental kid would come up to me and she goes, “I know you, you’re Paul,” this
and that. They would know me. It made me feel good.

Being in a gang, you think about who you’re retaliating, you know, just another
Chicano brother. And that’s kind of deep. Well, why you’re gonna be from a neighborhood
[gang], have pride, this and that, and take out your own Raza,2 you know? So that kind 
of always caught me in my mind. You see a lot of your own people just going down
because of your neighborhood. And it’s a trip. And you got a lot of homeboys that come
out from the system, the jails, and it’s real segregated in there, you know, the Blacks and
Chicanos. And they even got the border brothers, the ones from Mexico who don’t speak
no English. They’re even separated from the Chicanos, the Sureños, that’s right from
South L.A. Okay, they’re paranoid in there, and everybody is, like, “What’s up with the
Blacks? It’s on, it’s on. We’re gonna have a war.” And everybody, then they turn little
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things into big things. So it’s really just a race war going on in the inside, and they bring it
out to us.

It has a great hold on you, and it’s, like, I talk to my cousin. He’s still into it real deep.
I’m not really. Don’t get me wrong: I’m from the neighborhood, but I’m not really deep
into it. You know what I mean? But it’s, like, I talk to ’em. “Yeah, we were with the 
homeboys on the Eastside, blah, blah, blah, this and that,” and I’ll be like, “Damn,” 
and I think, “I wish I was there getting off on drinking and shit.”

I had a cousin, he was 16 when he passed away. He was my cousin . . . family . . .
from [the] 18th Street [gang], too. And what happened, see, he passed away and
that’s another tragedy. It’s just, you see so much. I’m 16, and I see so much. First his
dad passed away and then my cousin . . . my uncle and my cousin. And you think,
“Man, all this because of a gang!” And there’s times when you just sit and you think,
you sit and you think, and you say, “Why? Why? Why? What is this?” But you don’t
know why, but you have it so much inside of you. It’s hard; it’s not easy to get rid of. I
don’t want to get rid of it, but you just got to try to focus on other things right now. I’m
from a gang and that’s it, and just ’cause I’m from a gang doesn’t mean I can’t make
myself better.

But me, I do care. I have a life, and I want to keep it. I don’t want to lose it. I have
two little sisters, and I want to see them grow up, too, and I want to have my own family.
So, I got the tag. I got a big 18 on my arm where everybody could see it, and that’s the
way I was about a year ago. You know, man, if you would be talking a year ago I’d be,
like, “I’m from the neighborhood.” I’d be talking to you in slang street, all crazy, you
know? Now I’m more intelligent.

I try not to get influenced too much . . . pulled into what I don’t want to be into. But
mostly, it’s hard. You don’t want people to be saying you’re stupid. “Why do you want to
go to school and get a job?” I was talking to my homeboy the other day, so [he said]
“[S]chool? Drop out, like. . . .” “Like, all right, that’s pretty good. Thanks for your encour-
agement” [laughs]. See, they trip like that, but they just mess around. That’s just a joke,
but it’s, like, you just think about things like that. I guess your peers, they try to pull you
down and then you just got to be strong enough to try to pull away.

I got to think about myself and get what I got to get going on. Get something going
on, or else nobody else is going to do it. It’s where you’re starting to think a little different.
You sort of know what’s happening. All they’re thinking about is partying. Nothing wrong
with it, but I got to try to better myself.

Making It Better
I guess in a lot of ways, I am [successful] . . . a lot of things I’m trying to achieve. Starting
something, already you’re successful, you know? But finishing it, it’s gonna make you
more complete . . . successful and complete. Got to have your priorities straight. Get
what you got to get done, and get it done, and just be happy when you’re doing
something.

I came to this school, and it was deep here. They got down into a lot of studies that 
I liked, and there was a lot going on here. But see, I was me, I was just a clown. I always
liked to mess around, so they gave me chance after chance. I took it for granted, and
they kicked me out. They booted me out, right? So I went back to that other school and it
was like, “This thing is boring. Nothing going on.” And so I called over here and I go, 
“I need another chance to get back into school.” So they gave me another chance and
that’s why I’m here right now, ’cause they gave me a chance.
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They get more into deeper Latino history here, and that’s what I like. A lot of other,
how you say, background, ethnic background. We had even Martin Luther King. We had
Cesar Chavez. We had a lot of things. I never used to think about [being Chicano] before.
Now I do . . . being Brown and just how our race is just going out. You know, you don’t
want to see your race go out like that.

[Mexican American], it’s what you make it, you know? Let’s say I’m Chicano and 
I dress like a gang member. They’re gonna look at you like one of those crazy kids, you
know, Mexican kid, Chicano kid. But if you present yourself nice or whatever, it really
depends how your outer appears. Like, people say it’s just from the inside, but it’s really
what’s on the outside . . . how you look on the outside, like tattoos and that. So it’s, like, 
I get discriminated because of a lot of things, and I can’t really pinpoint it. So it’s, like, 
I don’t really know if it’s ’cause I’m Brown or if it’s ’cause of my gang tattoo, so I can’t
really pinpoint. But for me, as far as me being Chicano, it’s prideful, it’s pride of your race,
of what you are.

[Chicano young people] have some pretty trippy insights of life. It’s like they know
how to talk to people, and they know how to give presentations, you know what I mean?
Like what we’re doing right now [referring to the interview]. A lot of the things they say is
pretty deep.

[In this school], they just leave the killings out and talk about how you can make it
better, you know what I’m saying? Try to be more of the positive side of being a Brown
person, that’s what I’m talking about. A lot of the other alternative schools you can’t go
because of your gang. It’s all gang affiliated. Every single alternative school is gang 
affiliated. This is the only one where it’s all neutral.

[To make school better I would] talk about more interesting things, more things like
what I would like, students would like. And I would just get more involved . . . get more
people involved. Get things going, not just let them vegetate on a desk and “Here’s a
paper,” . . . teach ’em a lesson and expect them to do it. You know, get all involved.

Put some music in the school. I mean, put some music and get some like drawings.
Get a better surrounding so you feel more like the ’hood, you could learn more, you’ll feel
more comfortable. This [school] is pretty good, but if you had somebody kicking it, put
like a character on the wall of something . . . yeah, like a mural or something, it would be
more like a more comfortable setting to work.

Try to find out what we think is important. Try to do the best you can to try to get it. 
The kids want it, they’re gonna use it. If they don’t want it, they’re not. I remember the Diary
of Anne Frank. I was pretty deep into the Nazis and Jews, and so that was pretty cool.

I think [multicultural education] is important because that goes back to segregating.
You got to get to know everybody more better. If you understand them better, you’re
gonna get along better. So, yeah, I think that would be good.

I’m getting out all I can get out [from this school]. There’s so much to learn and that’s
all I want to do is just learn, try to educate my mind to see what I could get out of it.
Anything I can, I’m gonna get out of it.

I was here when they barely opened this school. I brought my mom and my dad, and
we had a couple of kids here and the staff here. What we did was wrote all the rules, just
made an outline of how the school was gonna be: People are gonna get treated right,
what you could wear. Everything was done with each other, you know? It wasn’t just
talked about with the staff and brought to the students. It was the students and the staff.

[What would have made school easier for you?] If you had asked me that question a
year ago, I would have said, “No school!” School would have been made easier if it 
wasn’t so early in the morning [laughs]. But school, it will be better if more activities [are]
going on. People wouldn’t just think of it as a routine. People got into it really where it
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really meant something. But it’s both on the students’ part and the teachers’ part. 
It takes both.

The classes [should have] more better learning techniques. It’s an advanced age. We
got a lot of computer things going on. Get a lot of things going with computers and a lot
of things that are going to draw the eye. Catch my eye and I’m gonna be, “Oh, all right,”
and gonna go over there and see what’s up.

I think they should get more of these aides, assistants, to be parents, okay? ’Cause
the parents, I notice this: A parent in a school is more, like, they got love. That’s it, they
got love and they give it to you. They give it back to more students. I think they should
get more parents involved in the school to teach. Get more parents involved in the 
classroom, too. Parents have a lot of things to say, I would think, about the schools.

[Teachers should] not think of a lesson as a lesson. Think of it as not a lesson just
being taught to students, but a lesson being taught to one of your own family members,
you know? ’Cause if it’s, like, that they get more deep into it, and that’s all it takes. Teach
a lesson with heart behind it and try to get your kids to understand more of what’s going
on. And don’t lie to your students, saying, “Everything is okay and ‘just say no to drugs’;
it’s easy.” Let them know what’s really going on. Don’t beat around the bush. Let them
know there’s gangs, drugs. “You guys got to get on with that. That’s for kids. Do what you
got to do and stay in education.” They’re starting to do that more now. Try to get a dress
code going on. I never used to like that, but that’s a pretty good idea, you know? But not
really a strict dress code, but just where you can’t wear gang attire.

Now I take every chance I get to try to involve myself in something. Now it’s like 
I figure if I’m more involved in school, I won’t be so much involved in the gang, you
know? . . . It’s what you put into it, what you’re gonna get out of it. That’s just the kind of
person I am, where if I can’t do something just to trip myself up, I want to do this. You
know, just so I can learn it more real good and show ’em that I can . . . try to make an
example out of myself, of everything I do.

[Good grades] make you feel good, getting A’s. See this gang-member-type man
getting A’s. I get pretty good grades. I get A’s, B’s, and C’s. That’s better than all F’s on
report cards that I used to get, all failures in all six subjects.

After, when I get my diploma, it’s not the end of school; it’s the beginning. I still want
to learn a lot more after that. I basically want to go to college. That’s what I want to do.
Get more schooling so I could learn more.

Probably I would want to be either a teacher, a counselor, something like working
with youngsters to share my experience with them, you know? ’Cause I know there’s a lot
of people out there who talk down to youngsters, you know what I’m saying? Instead of
talking with them. And just try to understand what they’re going through.

I mean, you can’t get a teacher, put ’em in a classroom with a bunch of kids from the
neighborhood, and the teacher lives in [another neighborhood] and expect to understand.
I have problems at home, a lot of problems. And to come into school and for a teacher to
come with a snotty attitude, I’m gonna give it back. That’s the way it is.

I don’t want to speak too soon, but I’m pretty much on a good road here. I’m pretty
much making it. Trying to make something out of myself. I’m on that way, you know . . .
I’m going that way.

You can’t talk about next month, at least at this time. I’m just today, get it done.
That’s it. The best I can.

And I just, I’m tripping out on myself. I don’t believe I’m doing this. But I don’t really
like to build myself too high . . . because the higher you are, the harder you’re gonna fall. 
I don’t want to fall.
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Family Support: “I Had a Love That Kept Me Home”
I like kids. I like kids a lot. They see me and, “Gee, that guy is scary. He’s a gang 
member. . . .” This experience the other day when I was at work: I was working in 
[a daycare center], and I walked in and the kids were looking at me like and whispering.
And this one kid, this Oriental kid, came up and we started playing. The next thing I know,
she was sitting on my lap and all these kids just started coming towards me. And they
know: They could feel I love kids.

You need to educate your mind. Somebody gets born and throw ’em into the world,
you know, they’re not gonna make it. You get somebody, you born ’em, you raise ’em,
you feed ’em and encourage ’em, and they’re gonna make it. That’s the reason for going
to school is. A lot of it, of my going to school, is ’cause of my mom. I want her to be
proud and her to say that I made it.

My mom used to run with gangs when she was young. My mom and my father both
belonged to gangs. They’re out of it. They don’t mess around no more.

I learned a lot of morals from my mother. Respect, how to respect people. If my mom
wasn’t in church, she wouldn’t be there for us, I don’t think. She would be trying to find a
way to seek to comfort herself, you know what I mean?

My mom, she’s real strong and real understanding. Not strict, but more understand-
ing, you know? She don’t really compromise with me. Usually what she says is what 
she says, that’s it. My mom, I wouldn’t change nothing, nothing [about her]. My dad, 
I would . . . just have him be there for me when I was younger. I could have turned out 
different if he was there, you never know.

It’s hard for me to talk to my mom or my dad, but I talk to my mom about a lot of things
like girlfriends, things that happen. Like when homeboys die, I don’t go talking to nobody
else but my mom. My homeboy just passed away about a month ago or two months ago,
and I just remember I was in my mom’s room. My mom was ironing and I just started
crying, and I don’t cry a lot. I started crying and I started telling her, “I hurt, Mom. I don’t
know why, but I hurt so much.” ’Cause I had been trying to, how do you say, run from it, I’d
been trying to put it off, like my homeboy’s gone, ’cause we were pretty close. So I was like,
“It hurts, Mommy.” She said, “I know, in your gut.” So we talked. We get pretty much into it.

She dropped out in the tenth grade, and she was pregnant. And she says, “I want
you to do good. Don’t be like me, going back to school when it’s already kind of late, you
know?” It’s never too late, but you know what I’m saying. She was like, “Just learn now,
Paul. Do it the first time right and you won’t have to do it again.”

My mom wants me to go to school basically so I could have a good house and 
home when I build up my family, and so we won’t have to be five people living in a 
three-bedroom home, with not that much money to live on, you know?

My mom makes a good living, not in money but in moral standards. We’re happy
with what we’ve got and that’s just the bottom line. So I go to school for my mom, try to
help her and try to help me.

My mom, she’s not really [involved in school]. She’s too busy doing her own thing.
She gets out of school, makes dinner, cleans the house, goes to church, comes home,
irons for my two sisters. She doesn’t really have time for all this. She’ll come in and she’ll
talk to my probation officer, talk to Isabel [a staff member], different people, yeah, pretty
much involved when she can be.

You’re gonna realize that you got to learn from day one and education will never end.
It’s only when you stop it. I realize that now. But see, me, I never really had somebody to
push me. My mother pushed me, and my mom, she just got tired. “Paul, you’re too 
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much for me.” My father, he never really pushed me. He talked to me. That was, like,
“Education, Paul, education,” you know? And getting letters from my dad in jail, “Stay in
school,” and that’s all. He said some pretty deep things, understanding things to me. And
my dad always knew the right words to say to me that kind of encouraged me. And my
mom. They both encouraged me.

If it wasn’t for the family, the love I get from my family, I would look for it in my home-
boys. I never had to do that. I just wanted my homeboys to party. A lot of my friends, they
go to homeboys to look for just to kick it with somebody. See, me, I had a love that kept
me home, that kept me in my place.

I remember I used to just take off from Friday night to Monday morning, come home.
My mom be worrying all night, “Where is this guy?” and I was in the street. And that was
like every weekend. ’Til now, I stay home every day and I’m just going to school. . . . 
I come from work, do my homework, whatever. Go to work, come home, go to church,
’cause I go to church with my mother.

My mom, she’s really proud of me. My friend was telling me that she was at
church, at Bible study, a gathering at home of church people. And [my mom] was
crying. She was proud. [My friend] said, “Your mom was talking about you, and she
was crying. She’s real proud.” And that’s my mom, she’s real sensitive. I love my mom
so much it’s even hard to explain. And she thinks . . . she tells me, “You don’t care
about me, Paul,” this and that, ’cause like it’s hard for me. . . . It’s hard for me to show
my feelings.

Commentary

Luis Rodríguez, author of Always Running, La Vida Loca: Gang Days in L.A.,
whose experiences parallel Paul’s in many ways, describes gangs as young
people’s search for a sense of belonging.3

Looking back on his own youth and fearing for the future of his son, who was
following the same path, Rodríguez wrote his book to encourage people to under-
stand that gangs, in spite of providing belonging, respect, and protection to their
members, represent an unhealthy and self-destructive response to oppression. Gangs
emerge when communities are deprived of basic human rights. According to
Rodríguez, few young people would choose gangs if they were given decent educa-
tion, productive jobs, and positive channels for social recreation.

Schools may unwittingly contribute to young people’s gang involvement by fail-
ing to provide the strong cultural identity and support that students need. In fact,
James Diego Vigil has suggested that neighborhoods and schools interact in ways
that can interfere with the learning of many Chicano students. According to him,
understanding this connection can help educators create a more positive school 
experience for Chicano students. Vigil suggests that schools can develop a balanced
strategy of prevention, intervention, and suppression.4 For example, prevention would
focus on strengthening families and addressing some of the conditions that lead chil-
dren to street life and gangs. Intervention would address students’ behavioral prob-
lems, and suppression would confront the most destructive behavioral aspects of
gang culture. However, suppression can also unintentionally lead to creating school
dropouts. For instance, dress codes may appear to be neutral rather than targeted at
only gang members, but these dress codes may drive gang members out of school.
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Even in the early grades, when Paul began to dress like a gang member, teachers’
negative reactions—if not specific dress codes—made him feel that school was not
a place for him. That is why he so vividly remembered Ms. Nelson, the one teacher
who treated him kindly despite his attire.

The yearning for respect, which is, after all, just another word for a sense of
competence, is what Paul described when he talked about joining first what he called
a “school gang” and later the full-fledged street gang. Young men and women in
desperate economic straits are turning, in ever larger numbers, to la vida loca, or
the crazy life of gangs. In 1991, when Paul was interviewed, Los Angeles alone was
estimated to have 100,000 gang members in 800 gangs. In that peak year for gang
activity, nearly 600 youth were killed, mostly by other youth.5

Constance L. Rice, co-director and civil rights lawyer for the Advancement Project,
a policy, communications, and legal action group, has called for policies and actions
to move away from suppression and incarceration-only approaches to a comprehen-
sive public health approach that reduces the attractiveness of gang ideology and to
holistic wraparound safety programs that keep children out of the reach of gangs and
other dangers. As this book goes to press, however, the regions of Los Angeles neigh-
borhoods that are gripped by gang activity, known as hot zones, are far reaching.6 In
Los Angeles County, of the 850,000 children living in hot zones, 90 percent report
exposure to serious violence as victims or witnesses. Rice reports that “[a]fter spend-
ing $25 billion in a thirty year ‘war on gangs,’ and after locking up 450,000 youth 
18 and under in the last decade alone, Los Angeles had six times as many gangs and
twice as many gang members. Estimates for the County are 800 to 1,000 gangs and
anywhere from 70,000 to 90,000 gang members, only a small minority of whom are
violent.”7

The rage felt by young people when their dreams are denied or suppressed is
turned inward, resulting, for example, in drug abuse or suicide, or it is turned out-
ward. The unspeakably violent actions of Chicanos against their own Raza, so
poignantly expressed by Paul, is an example of the latter. Rodríguez describes this
violence as emanating too often from the self-loathing that is the result of oppres-
sion: “And if they murder, the victims are usually the ones who look like them, the
ones closest to who they are—the mirror reflections. They murder and they’re killing
themselves, over and over.”8

Nevertheless, blame for gangs and for other manifestations of oppression in our
society cannot be placed on schools. The issues are too complicated for simplistic
scapegoating; they include massive unemployment, a historical legacy of racism and
discrimination, and a lack of appropriate housing and health care, among others. In
addition, families struggling to survive on a daily basis can seldom do much to coun-
teract the lure of gangs and drugs, with their easy money and instant popularity,
that influences so many of their children. As Paul said, his mother, try as she might,
just got tired: “Paul, you’re too much for me,” she said.

Although schools can neither do away with gangs nor put a stop to the violence
taking place in communities across the United States every day, they can make a
difference. Paul was quick to place the responsibility for his past on his own shoul-
ders rather than blaming teachers. When he thought more deeply about it, however,
he also recognized that particular teachers and schools did make a difference. This

CHAPTER 7 Understanding Student Learning and School Achievement 293

93445 07 260-299 r0 am  1/28/11  4:20 PM  Page 293



is nowhere more evident than in the case of Ms. Nelson or the teachers in his alter-
native school.

Chicano parents and their children often have high aspirations, but unless these
are somehow incorporated into the culture of schools, they will make little differ-
ence. For instance, Alejandro Portes and Rubén Rumbaut, in their extensive research
on various immigrant communities, found that the strengths of these communities
are frequently disregarded by schools. In the specific case of Mexican Americans,
they concluded that “[i]n many Mexican families, the only thing going for the chil-
dren is the support and ambition of their parents. These aspirations should be
strengthened rather than undermined.”9 This finding compels us to shift the focus
to the context and structure of schools rather than only on the shortcomings of stu-
dents and their families. In other words, policies and practices need to be reviewed
to make education more engaging and positive for all students. Schools need to
develop strategies that use a more culturally congruent approach rather than an
approach based on culture as a deficit.

Paul’s suggestion that his school hire more parents as school aides because they
“got love and they give it to you” reminds us of the powerful influence of family on
Hispanic/Latino culture. Even families in difficult circumstances want the best for
their children but often are unaware of how to provide it for them. His father’s insis-
tence on “Education, Paul, education,” if unaccompanied by structural support to
help him stay in school, is of little help. Paul clearly understood this when he said
that, although his parents supported him, they never really pushed him.

Paul Chavez was fortunate to be in the alternative school he was attending, and
it seemed to be serving as a safeguard to keep him at some distance from his gang.
The policies and practices of his school were geared toward creating a positive learn-
ing environment: There was no tracking, staff interactions with students were pos-
itive and healthy, students were involved in the school’s governance, there were
high expectations and demanding standards of all students, and their languages and
cultures were an integral part of the school’s curriculum. Nevertheless, an insight-
ful observation by Vigil is worth noting here. Alternative schools, he says, may repli-
cate street gang culture by concentrating a critical mass of gang members in one
place. Thus, these schools can act as “temporary warehouses,” or in the words of
some of the gang members quoted by James Vigil, as “preparation for prison.”10

One cannot help but remember, however, that at the time of his interview, Paul
was only 16 years old, a tender age, and he had so many difficult situations and easy
temptations still facing him. In spite of Paul’s strong motivation and eloquent
insights, his school’s caring, his mother’s love and strict discipline, and his growing
realization that gang life is no solution to the problems facing Chicano youth, he
still had a long and hard road ahead of him.

Reflect on This Case Study
1. What can teachers and schools learn from Paul’s fifth-grade teacher, Ms. Nelson? 

Give specific suggestions.
2. What support services do you think are needed in schools such as those in Paul’s

neighborhood? Why?
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3. Look at the recommendations that Paul made to improve schools. Which do you think
make sense? Why?

4. Why do you think Paul never thought about being Chicano before? What kinds of 
ethnic studies would be important for students at different levels?
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At the time he was interviewed, Latrell Elton,1

a 16-year-old African American young man,
was finishing his sophomore year of high

school in Atlanta, Georgia. After starting at his local
high school, the district transferred him to Bowden
County Alternative High School, a school for stu-

dents who had been expelled from their home schools. While the alternative school
claimed to develop self-esteem, self-discipline, trust, lifelong learning, and respect for
others, Latrell’s description of his experience there raises many concerns about the gap-
ing divide between a school’s mission and the messages, both explicit and implicit, that
students receive from the school’s policies and practices.

Latrell reported that the alternative school is 100 percent segregated: “The school
is—all it is—is Black. The students are all Black and the teachers are all Black,”
aligning it with Jonathan Kozol’s description of apartheid schools.2 Within this envi-
ronment, Latrell’s narrative pointed to three distressing themes: his school experi-
ence as resembling prison, the detrimental messages about his racial identity, and
his low expectations for the future.

Prison Analogy
We’re in school, but it ain’t like the regular school. When you go in the school, they check
you tucked in your shirt. And then you gotta go through the metal detectors. When you go
through the metal detectors, they search you. After they search you, you go on to the cafete-
ria—you sit down. Goin’ through metal detectors at school, I don’t feel uncomfortable with it.
Well, truly it shouldn’t be happenin’ but I don’t be feelin’ uncomfortable with it, you know
what I’m saying? Every day we go in school, they searchin’ us like we prisoners and stuff. I
put my own self in a predicament to go to that school. I didn’t really wanna go. But they
were, like, “Well Mr. Elton, we can’t let you in school until you go and do a year in there.” And
I was, like, “All right. I’ll do what I gotta do.” The main thing I’m focused on is trying to get up
out that school. As soon as I get up out that school I’ll be a happy person.

We ride on a bus that have two Bowden County motorcycle mans right here. They
have marked police in the front, one in the middle, and one in the back, and they have
each marked police on each bus. Man, make me feel like I’m in jail. Like I’m just a
prisoner, like I’m a bad person. My bus have burglary bar windows. They got cameras on
there. You can’t get up out your seat.

Detrimental Messages and Racial Identity
I’m African American. Y’all don’t want to hear what I got in my blood. I got the N-word in
my blood. ’Cause I’m just, I just don’t like sitting down, I can’t stay seated. I just wanna
run around, get my energy out. It’s negative. Right now I’m trying to control it at school.

Latrell Elton
I wanna do positive stuff now. I wanna do
something positive with my life.
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When I was in [my previous] school, I used to run around, can’t sit down in class, sit on
top of the desk, cut. But now I don’t. I sit down.

I feel like Black folk these days, we doin’ stupid stuff, we wanna kill each other over
little stupid stuff like a car. We wanna go out here and break into houses. To tell you the
truth, the whole jail system is made for us only. That’s why they build jails and welfare: 
for Black people. ’Cause they know what we’re gonna do. [Black people] put themselves
in a predicament. I ain’t gonna lie.

Say, for instance, a Black person would have got shot right here and we call the
ambulance. You know how long it’s gonna take them? About an hour to 35 minutes just
to come. Just to come. Oh, this Black person, they got shot. That’s one less Black
person we got to worry about on the street. One person we ain’t got to do nothing for.
But if it’s like a mixed person being shot, they be on the scene in less than five minutes.
You hear the sirens and everything. You got helicopter, news, and everything.

About my neighborhood, I would tell you: Be safe. Be careful. Don’t trust nobody
around here. People around here, they steal, they’ll lie to you. Everything. They’ll do
everything around here. People around here, they just don’t care. Like, you trying to cross
the street, they won’t slow down. They’ll just keep flying by you. Just go on.

The community people are all Black folk. That’s what all it is. That’s what I said, noth-
ing but black folks all on the street. They like this because they ain’t been in no real life,
you know what I’m saying? With people who got quieter streets, who like respect, like
neighborhood watch. We ain’t got no neighborhood watch. It’s just people out there
doing stupid stuff. Where I’m from, when we had neighborhood watch, they wouldn’t be
doing what they doing now.

Future Expectations
I hope when I get out of Bowden Alternative School, I can go ahead and go back to regu-
lar school. And when I get on to regular school, first thing I’m gonna be looking for is bas-
ketball tryout. When I find out when they having basketball tryout, I’m gonna stay after
school. I’m just gonna play basketball. And when I play basketball, I’m gonna try and go
pro. I’m trying to go to the top. Trying to be the best I can be in basketball. My teacher
told me I could be a comedian. I got jokes. I got some jokes. I could joke. I’m gonna try
and be a comedian, too, if basketball don’t happen.

I see all these folks out here, they be like, “Yeah cous’, do this, selling drug gonna
get money.” Selling drugs ain’t gonna get you nowhere. Drug money don’t last long. And
then drugs get you locked up and stuff. I wanna do positive stuff now. I wanna do some-
thing positive with my life. I don’t wanna keep on doing no negative stuff. Can’t keep on
doing that. It just ain’t right. ’Cause I see all this money, there’s money out here. I tell peo-
ple, there’s money out here. You got cars you can wash—you even got—even yards to
cut grass all day, you know what I’m saying? I don’t like cutting yards, but I cut ’em. Only
why I cut ’em is because, sometimes when I’m feeling broke and I got more to cut.

It make me feel good about myself [to have a job cutting grass] ’cause I know I ain’t
gotta go out here and ask nobody for no money, you know what I’m saying? ’Cause I
don’t want my momma see me in a couple more years on the street asking folks for 50
cents. I want her to see me coming in a car. So clean. With a big old house, with a bag
full of money. Just say, “Momma, for all the years of hard work you put me through, there
you go, right there. There you go, a brand new set of car keys, there go you some house
keys, there you go.” See my momma there, up in the house. I got big plans for when I get
out of school.
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’Cause if I keep on putting my mind on right things, positive things, I ain’t got to
worry about no nigga still trying to get through my brain and trying to make me mess up.
’Cause right now, since I been in these sports and stuff, it’s helped me out a lot. Because
I know I’m with safe people. People who I really can trust. People who I ain’t gotta worry
about got illegal drugs. I know I ain’t gotta worry about all that. I’m on the right track. I
can do this and that to make my life positive.

Now, since I’m in the alternative school, they’ve been helping me out a lot, a way,
way lot. ’Cause I’ve got after-school tutorial, and we got more help after school. I’m a
good student right now. I consider myself a good student. [What makes me a good
student right now is] my behavior, the way I done calmed down. Going to school on time.
Getting A’s. Passing all my classes. I ain’t got to worry about none of this. Last year, [at
my previous school] I didn’t have nothing but stress. I didn’t know what to do with my
work. Until I met this lady named Miss Kathy. So when I met her, I showed her my report
card and I talked to her about getting me a mentor. And then when she had found me this
mentor, and ever since, I been coming home with good grades, passing. Look, yo, I show
her every Tuesday, look at my progress report. You see, I done did good. I done finally
learned something. I don’t worry about falling asleep in class, not doing no work. I used
to fall asleep every day in class.

In literature class now, my average is a D. It’s between a C and a D. By the end of the
semester, I’m hoping to have A’s, A’s, A’s, A’s, A’s by paying attention, doing what I’m
doing every day all day. Working. Trying not to go to sleep.

The school I went to before, I went there and I just kept causing trouble. I had so
many friends that I knew from middle school, you know what I’m saying? They trying to
tell me, “Do that. Go do that, mess with that right there.” But like I told my mom when I
get out that school system and stuff I ain’t got to worry about it. Gotta be a grown man. I
can make my own decisions, do what I wanna do. I ain’t gotta worry about people telling
me what to do, and I just be free.

Commentary

Latrell is a bright, perceptive young man who was painfully aware of the rav-
ages of institutionalized racism in his community. His poignant comments
address both the responsibilities of school structures and the limits of the

school’s reach within underresourced and overexploited communities. Latrell said
he was “not uncomfortable” about entering the school through metal detectors,
implying that he viewed it as a necessary reality.

He equated having the “N-word in my blood” with struggling to conform to
classroom expectations, apparently having absorbed the bigoted message that stay-
ing seated and overcoming restlessness are racial traits. It is evident that Latrell’s
perspective of his racial identity and cultural group had become skewed by experi-
ences of racism, marginalization, and violence.

While Latrell’s hopeful outlook on the future was courageous, it also pointed to
a lack of adequate guidance and academic preparation for professional goals. In the
overwhelming shadow of American popular culture, it has become the norm for many
young people, especially young men of color, to dream of becoming professional ath-
letes or entertainers. While these are noteworthy possibilities that should not be dis-
missed, both are exceptionally competitive careers, considering the percentage of
individuals who actually secure personal and financial success in such pursuits. Strong
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guidance and career counseling services in some schools help students with such
aspirations follow their hearts and prepare for a collegiate trajectory that supports
their vision. For example, thoughts of pursuing a career that might be related to his
interests in comedy and sports such as sports medicine, sports management, physi-
cal education, theater studies, entertainment management, or entrepreneurial endeav-
ors did not even appear in Latrell’s vocabulary. Regrettably, he is not alone.

In Gilberto Conchas’s research of successful programs for urban youth of color,
he found a common thread among the low-income African American males in the
school that he studied. Even in a highly successful program that boasted strong grad-
uation rates and consistent levels of matriculation into two- and four-year colleges,
low-income African American males placed higher value on athletic fame than on
their collegiate path. Conchas writes, “They knew college was important but they
really wanted to play football or basketball or perhaps become entertainers.”3

Conchas’s research illustrates that, although these particular low-income African
American males were provided with the social and academic support systems essen-
tial for college, “their perceptions of social mobility were seemingly no different than
the general stereotype.”4 Despite the tenacious power of negative stereotypes,
Conchas concludes that schools can take steps to counteract the negative conse-
quences of linking racial identity and academic performance. He insists, “We must
remain critical of larger historical and structural forces that impact African American
youth’s perceptions of the opportunity structure.”5

By indicting systemic social injustices, Latrell was perceptive about the oppor-
tunity structures that limit students’ life options. He linked standard-of-living dis-
parities to institutionalized oppression. In his daily life, he witnessed the slow
response of emergency services as a reflection and reinforcement of the pervasive
messages about the disposability of Black people. He perceived the lack of cooper-
ation among members of his community as a response to the constraints of living
immensely unequal lives.

Many urban schools recognize the toll that inhumane socioeconomic conditions
have taken on minority students’ perceptions of themselves and their racial identi-
ties. Some school administrations have implemented self-esteem programs and
attempted to include culturally affirming curriculum. While such efforts may be
commendable, they are insufficient shields against the forces of historically rooted
racist beliefs and structures of racism. Reflecting on the myriad methods of self-
esteem-building tactics that have become commonplace in many urban schools,
Jonathan Kozol asserts,

We are in a world where hope must be constructed therapeutically because so much
of it has been destroyed by the conditions of internment in which we have placed
these children. It is harder to convince young people that they “can learn” when
they are cordoned off by a society that isn’t sure they really can.6

Kozol’s assessment concurs with Latrell’s: “They like this because they ain’t
been in no real life.” Yet this is Latrell’s real life, and it is the real life of his family,
his peers, and his neighbors.

The poetic nuance of Latrell’s phrase exposes his feeling that having a different
kind of life was unrealistic or even otherworldly. Despite his indictment of institutional
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inequities and community challenges, Latrell’s perspective is explicitly hopeful. 
He recognized that mowing lawns pays less than selling drugs, but he deliberately
chose cutting grass as a means of resisting the prevalent opportunities for drug deal-
ing. He saw the analogies to prison in his school structures but yearned for academic
success. He revealed an awareness of his responsibility in achieving higher grades,
but it is unclear whether the adults in his world were hearing his hopeful voice. What
will it take for Latrell and his peers to attend a U.S. urban school where the notion of
metal detectors seems foreign and out of place? Why does it seem only imaginary for
Latrell to engage in a rigorous curriculum that promotes fluency in multiple academic
disciplines, with participation in co-curricular activities that promote healthy athleti-
cism and artistic accomplishments and with teachers and guidance counselors sup-
porting achievable, fulfilling academic goals?

Reflect on This Case Study
1. Conchas’s research suggests ways that schools can create structures to counteract 

the negative consequences of the linkage between racial identity and academic
performance. How might a small group of dedicated teachers embark on changing
structures in schools? Identify the stakeholders the group would have to bring on
board to effect change.

2. What perceptions do you think most teachers would have of Latrell? What information
would you share with those teachers to advocate for Latrell’s participation in rigorous
academics, arts, and athletics? What support structures would you build to help Latrell
be successful?

3. Imagine you are Latrell’s teacher. How does your memory of your high school experi-
ence compare to Latrell’s? How do the communities and neighborhoods in which you
grew up compare to Latrell’s? What can you do as a teacher to learn about the realities
of your students’ daily lives? Does it matter?
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