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This paper examines the experience of Hispanic females in the 
public school in relation to how alternative learning, which 
takes place outside of classroom activities and discussions, 
generates a distinct method by which to gain an education. 
Four major frameworks utilized in discussing minority partici­
pation in education are presented and a focus on gender 
differences in education is submitted. This is followed by 
information obtained through an in-depth interview process. 
Analysis of the information shows the failure to account for 
differentiation between male and female Hispanics presents 
an assimilationist posturing of research. By placing race/ 
ethnicity, class, and gender on equal footing in research, the 
institution of education may learn to adapt itself to the unique 
process of becoming educated which has been developed by 

Hispanas. 

I ntroduction 

As a soc io log ist I feel i mpel led to p resent a scient i f ic ,  emp i rica l ly 
sound work .  I cont i nua l ly  question  my ideas and look to support o r  deny 
them with exist i ng  sources.  Th is  p rocess inc l udes the patterns and 
behaviors I observe as we l l  as those I suspect exist . I fo l l ow th is  
academical ly correct p rocess because the work is  i mportant and de­
serves to be recogn ized as important. However, i n  approach ing  my work 
in th is fash ion ,  I f ind mysel f  om i tt i ng  an i mportant component ;  I fa i l  to te l l  
t h e  story .  T h e  sto ry i nc l udes part o f  t h e  real ity i n  which H ispan ic women 
must l ive every day. 1 I t  i s  the story of  doub le exc lus ion ;  f i rst f rom access 
to educat ion and then by the lack of specif ic and detai led research 
concern i ng  th is  excl us ion .  
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Cu rrent stat ist ics show that the fastest g rowing popu lat ion in the 
U n ited States is the H i spanic popu lat ion .  By the year 2000 , H ispan ics w i l l  
be the largest m inority popu lat ion i n  th is  country .  Statist ics a l so  show, 
accord i ng  to d rop-out rates , that more than any other  g roup the educat ion 
system fa i ls  to educate H ispan ics . Al though nat ional  d rop-out rates have 
g rad ual ly decreased over the years ,  the rate of H ispanics leavi ng  school  
without a d ip loma escalated to fo rty-f ive percent by 1 984.  The cu rrent 
d rop-out rate specif ica l ly fo r H ispanas is attr ibuted to ear ly marr iage and 
p reg nancy. Although th is  explanat ion add resses the observab le reason 
for d rop-out ,  i t  does not look at  the underly i ng  problems extant i n  the 
ed ucat ion system which send H ispan ic females outs ide or  para l le l  to the 
system for the i r  educat ion . I argue  that because H ispanic females are not 
offered ed ucat ion with i n  the system ,  they do not leave the i r  educat ion 
beh i nd  by leav ing schoo l ,  but a re s i mply moving  fo rward to the next step 
of the i r  l ives and therefore the next step of the i r  ed ucat ion .  

Th is  paper examines the exper iences of  H ispanic females i n  the 
pub l ic  schoo l  i n  re lat ion to how alte rnative learn i ng ,  wh ich takes p lace 
outside of c lassroom act iv i t ies and d iscuss ions ,  generates a d ist inct 
method by wh ich to ga in  an ed ucation .  Few stud ies d i rect ly address the 
p rob lem female H ispan ics experience i n  the c lass room .  Stud ies are 
genera l ly focused on males o r  no d ifferent iat ion is made by gender. 
Those wh ich do focus on females do not address H ispanas specif ical ly 
o r  do  so in a quant itative manner  wh ich focuses on quest ions of n umbers 
of success and fai l u re and factors lead i ng  to i t .  Although a good start ing  
po in t ,  quantitat ive work j udges a s ituat ion accord ing  to  normat ive ideas 
of success and fai l u re .  I n  other  words ,  school complet ion i n  a mainstream 
school i nd icates be ing successfu l .  What is m iss ing  is  the effect of 
i nst i tut ional  exc lus ion and the p rocess by which H ispanic females ga in  
the i r  ed ucation .  Th is  observat ion dete rmined the organ izat ion of  th i s  
paper .  

The f i rst sect ion of the paper deals with research p rob lems and 
specif ies p roblems encounte red by other  researchers as wel l  as those I 
have e ncountered . The second sect ion of the paper reviews the exist i ng  
l iteratu re .  The  l iteratu re p resents and cr it iq ues fou r  framewo rks ; t he  
cu ltu ral defic iency model ,  soc io l i ngu istics , ethnomethodology, and  Ogbu 's 
caste theory.  The th i rd sect ion in t roduces the ideas of Maxi ne Sel ler, 
Joyce A .  Ladne r, and Caro l  G i l l i gan .  These theories f i l l  i n  some, though 
not  a l l ,  o f  the miss ing p ieces of  female exper ience i n  the pub l ic  schoo l .  
They do,  however, g ive us a potent ia l  theoret ical and methodolog ical 
spri ngboard by which to d iscover more about the H ispana exper ience. 
The last sect ion is a p resentat ion of i nformat ion gathered from respon­
dents l iv ing  i n  Utah 's Sal t  Lake Val ley.  Th is  sample was selected from 
H ispanic females rang ing  in age from twelve th rough s ixty . The method 
used to obta in  i nformat ion was an i n -depth i nterview wh ich began by 
ask ing each respondent to tal k about her pub l ic school experience . 
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The centra l  p u rpose i n  the  creat ion of the educat ion system was 
ass im i lat ion .2 For the ethn ic  m inority popu lat ion ,  th is  p rocess a l ienated 
them not only from the i r  own cu l tu re but from formal education itse lf . 
Although the study of the effect of ass i m i lat ion on m inorit ies has been 
explored , gender d iffe rences i n  th is  p rocess have not been exp lored .  By 
exploring  the exper iences of H ispan ic females qua l itat ive ly ,  d iffe rences 
i n  the aspects of acq u i ri ng  an ed ucat ion and learn i ng  styles between 
H ispanos and H ispanas wi l l  become v is ib le .  Moreover, maki ng gender  
d i fferences v is ib le  wou ld  a lso make conspicuous the assu med hypoth­
esis of  ident ical rates of  ass im i lat ion fo r males and females .  The ram if i ­
cat ion of  separat ing  m inority research  by gender  is  p rofound i n  that  i t  
takes the process of ass im i lat ion and exposes layers of damag ing  
assumption .  One such  assumpt ion is the sa l ience of race/ethn ic ity i n  
exp lor ing issues i n  t h e  acq u is i t ion o f  educat ion .  T o  subsume gender  
under  the umbre l l a  of  race/ethn ic ity p lays i nto the i deology of  measu ri ng  
one g roup accord i ng  to  the norm set  by  another g roup .  

Trad i t ional  soc io log ical research d i rects stud ies towards a nor­
mative facto r. Compla int of exc l us ion of g roups o r  social  issues maki ng 
v is ib le p rob lems i n  the i nst i tut ion resu lts i n  the addi t ion of factors, such as 
race,  c lass , and gender ,  not add ressed prev ious ly .  Thus ,  the add it ive 
natu re of research is born . I n  th is  way, race/eth n ic ity is added to 
t rad it ional f rameworks under  the assumpt ion that measu rement can be 
taken accord ing  to the degree in wh ich exc luded g roups have ass im i lated 
to a cu ltu ra l  norm. The focus then becomes the i nd iv idua l 's  ab i l ity to 
conform accord i ng  to the estab l ished autho rity. I n  educat ion , th is  per­
spective is gathered th rough  the op in ions of teachers and ad min i st rators .  
The process o f  retent ion ,  o f  becoming  educated , is m iss ing  the vital 
perspective of the student .  One such perspective is  how the school 
expe riences of H ispanas are both raced and gendered .  U nable to cross 
barrie rs i nto mainst ream society th rough  educat ion , I w i l l  a rgue  that 
H ispan ic women seek the i r  own k inds of educat ion outs ide the c lass room 
and outs ide of the ass im i l at ion p rocess society felt necessary for the i r  
s u rviva l .  

Research Problems 

One of the d iff icu l t ies i n  undertaki ng  a study about H ispan ic  
women i n  ed ucat ion is  the lack of usable data ava i lab le .  Adela ida R .  De l  
Cast i l l o  et aI . ,  c ite fou r  major  research  p rob lems i n  deal i ng  w i th  th i s  
subject. F i rst, few research undertaki ngs i nvest igate how H ispanic women 
and men d iffe r in the i r  school exper iences.  Th is  i nc l udes research  from 
a gender  perspective . Cast i l l o  po i nts out that a volume  of i nformation 
assum ing  the ed ucat iona l  process is  ident ical  for male and female 
H i span ics becomes p rob lematic for researchers i nterested spec i f ica l ly  in  
H ispanas.  There exists as we l l  a gap i n  the l iteratu re wh ich is  prod uced 
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because of the concentrat ion of stud ies at the post secondary leve ls .  
Secon d ,  most o f  the i nformat ion deal i ng  w i th  ed ucat iona l  expe r ience i s  
written fro m  a cu l tura l  def ic iency mode l .  The data gathered from th is  
perspective focuses on the negative att i tudes , expectat ions ,  and va lues 
of  both  the parents and students,  wh ich means structura l  i nf l uences a re 
often i gnored a l l  together .  Th i rd ,  stud ies i n  genera l  t reat a l l  H ispan ic 
females as one "monol i th ic"  g roup .  In  other  words ,  f ind ings f rom one 
g roup  i s  genera l ized to  a l l  g roups .  Fou rth ,  Del  Casti l l o  poi nts out that no 
conceptual  model  has yet  been formal ized to a id i n  the analys is  and 
i nterpretat ion of  the educat iona l  expe r iences of H ispan ic  women . 3 To 
th i s  l i st can be added that a g reat deal  of the research  on m inori ty 
ed ucat ion has been conducted ut i l iz i ng  the B lack  popu lat ion ,  wh ich is  
then  general ized to other  m inority popu lat ions .  Those stud ies wh ich  do 
focus o n  the H ispan ic popu lat ion are often d iff i cu lt to obta i n .4 

Review of Existent Literatu re 

Even with these out l i ned p rob lems,  there exist some research 
efforts wh ich  g ive a specif ic p ictu re of  the exper iences of H ispan ic  
females i n  the schoo ls .  The four  frameworks used to ana lyze and 
i n t e rp ret  a re t h e  c u l t u ra l  d e f i c i e n c y  m o d e l ,  s o c i o l i n g u i s t i c s ,  
eth nomethodology,  and Ogbu 's  caste theory. 

De l  Cast i l l o  and Torres t race the h isto ry of research  and the use 
of the cu l tu ra l  def ic iency model back to Harvard ' s  F ive Cu l tu res p roject. 
Th i s  p roject i nvest igated p rob lems and sought to u nderstand  m inority 
com m u n it ies by examinat ion of the commun ity's va l ues ,  be l iefs and 
att i tudes ,  a l l  of wh ich were found  to be def ic ient i n  the i r  ab i l ity to adopt to 
soc ia l  norms.  De l  Cast i l l o  and Torres state that the recog n it ion of th is  
h i stor ical  backg round has affected the study of  H ispan ics i n  two ways : ( 1 ) 
t h i s  framework has inc l i ned sc ient ists to make assu mpt ions about norms 
and behaviors of H ispan ics , and (2) th is  f ramework cont i n ues to be used 
i n  ed ucat iona l  stud ies .  Th is  model attaches the p rob lems m inori t ies have 
i n  ed ucat ion  as one that exists in lack of aspi rat ion and values of the 
cu l tu re . 5 De l  Casti l l o  and Torres c i te G ecas,6 work as showing  that i n  
actua l ity H ispan ic students and parents have h i g h  aspi rat ions but low 
expectat ions due to structu ral barrie rs .  

T h e  f ie ld  o f  soc io l i ngu ist ics , i n  its early stages,  m i rrored the 
cu ltu ra l  def ic iency mode l .  Basica l ly ,  researchers such as Susan P h i l l i ps  
found  that d iffe rences i n  speech styles caused "cu l tura l  conf l i cts" which 
i n  t u rn caused m inority students , i n  th is  case I nd ian  students , to be low 
ach ievers .  Th is  posit ion  changed the focus of student-teacher  re lat ions 
but fa i led to answer the p rob lems for m ino ri t ies c reated by the assump­
t ions of cu l tura l  defic iency'? 

The fi rst cha l lenge to cu l tura l  def ic iency was i n  the f ie ld of 
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eth nomethodology deve loped by Haro ld  Garf i nke l  and Aaron  C ico u re l  i n  
t he  early 1 970s . C icou re l  arg ues that educat iona l  fai l u re is  soc ia l l� 
constructed i n  the da i ly  i nte ract ions of school  autho ri t ies and students . 
The ethnograph ic stud ies found less attent ion i n  the c lass room ,  less 
counse l i ng ,  and less leeway to answer standard ized tests was g iven to 
B lack students . Th is  study, however, is not gender sens it ive and on ly 
deals with a B lack popu lat ion .  

The best c ri t ic i sm of  a l l  t h ree of  the above framewo rks comes 
from Ogbu's caste theory of ed ucat ion .  Ogbu's basic object ion to these 
frameworks is the exc lus ion  of an h i stor ical context .  The caste theory 
accounts for the d iffe rence of some eth n ic m inori t ies who are cu l tu ra l ly  
and l i ngu ist ical ly d iffe rent .  C h i nese ,  Punjab i ,  and Central American 
imm ig rants,  fo r examp le ,  have not had learn i ng  p rob lems that othe r  
ethn ic  m ino rit ies , such as Afr ican American ,  Mexican Americans ,  and  
Native Americans have. Ogbu states that cu l tu ral d i ffere nces on ly  be­
come sal ient under  part icu lar  h i stor ical c i rcumstances and these h isto r i­
cal c i rcu mstances c reate a d iv is ion between what Ogbu cal ls "vo lu nta ry" 
and " i nvo l u ntary" m ino rit ies .  Ogbu theorizes that oppressed m inority 
g roups we re h isto r ica l ly  ass im i l ated in a negative manne r. In response to 
th is  negative experience ,  m inori t ies deve lop an "opposit iona l  cu l tu re "  i n  
wh ich mai nstream ideas are i nverted i nto negat ive symbo ls .  Th is  sug­
gests m inori t ies cannot be both successfu l  i n  school  and be ethn ica l ly 
d iffe rent. Recent imm ig rants ,  o n  the othe r  hand , have not exper ienced 
systemat ical ly constructed rac ia l  assu mpt ions ,  or  the negat ive ass i m i la­
t ion exper iences as have the i nvo l untary g roups and the refo re are h i ghe r  
ach ievers i n  schoo l .  9 

Doug las E .  Foley po i nts out  that researchers have not yet been 
ab le to exp la in  the d iffe rences in m ino ri t ies bette r than Ogbu nor  can they 
adequately defend the exc lus ion  of h i stor ical d iffe rences i n  m inority 
g roups . 1 0  I nstead , many researchers are now i nc l ud ing  Ogbu 's  con­
cepts of st rat if icat ion ,  power and h istory .  Fo ley h imse lf expands Ogbu 's 
ideas by i nc lud ing  c lass i n  the p ictu re .  Foley asserts that a new c lass 
segment has emerged w h i c h  now focuses o n  the s uccess of w h at h e  cal ls  

the Mexicano youth .  He  a rg ues that middle class Mexicanos are becom­
ing a new b icu l tura l  generat io n ,  ab le to res ist ass i m i l at ion  by ga i n i n g  
"cu ltu ra l  capita l " 1 1  t h rough  ethn i c  p ri de .  Foley's weakness i n  t h i s  conc l u ­
s ion  is  that i n  dete rm i n i n g  cu l tu ra l  capital as  be ing  gathered t h rough  
sports , c lassroom interact ions ,  and jo i n i ng  Ang los i n  h i g h  academic  
t racks and school  leadersh ip ,  he is speaki ng o f  ma le  cu l tu ra l  capita l .  
These are act iv i t ies that M exicanos may excel i n ,  but  no t  Mexicanas.  

Studies show that H ispan ic g i rl s  rece ive less attent ion i n  the 
classroom and do not benef it  by c lassroom i nte ract ion i n  the same way 
that boys do . 1 2  Wahalb repo rted f i nd i ngs that in a c lass room s i tuat io n ,  
H ispan ic g i rl s  rece ive less t i m e  f rom teachers ,  are i nteracted with less 
frequently and pos it ively ,  and a re den ied personal  attent ion more than a l l  
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other  students .  G i rls also do not rece ive the rewards boys do in sports . 
Without these two benefits , obta in i ng  school leadersh ip  posit ions is l ess 
l i ke ly .  The one a rea i n  which H ispanas do have the poss ib i l ity of 
advanc ing is in ach iev ing h i gh  academic t racks . Th is  is found  in Patr ic ia 
Gandara 's study wh ich states that one factor h ig h-ach iev ing H ispanas 
have i n  common is having always been good or  outstand ing  students . 1 3 

Although  Foley does not account for gender d iffe rences,  he  does 
p resent two concepts exh ib ited i n  much of the cu rrent l ite rature .  F i rst is  
h i s  use of  and then expansion of Ogbu 's  caste theory .  Second is h is  
assessment of  research efforts be ing focused on  success rather  than 
fai l u re .  He is jo i ned i n  th is  sh ift f rom school  fai l u re to school  success by 
Sy lv ia Alatorre A lva who l i n ks success to percept ions of  locus of con­
t ro l ; 1 4  Martha E .  Bernal et aI . ,  who expands though the socia l  identity 
approac h ;  1 5  Patr ic ia Gandara who,  a s  ment ioned before , ident i f ies 
common factors i n  the exper iences of h i g h-ach ievi ng  wome n , 1 6  and 
Concha De lgado-Gaitan who records examples of  success outs ide of 
ma inst ream educat ion . 1 7  Alva, Bernal , Gandara and De lgado-Gaitan a l l  
focus specif ica l ly  on school success fo r  H ispanics .  Gandara, moreove r, 
writes specif ica l ly about H ispanic females.  

Gandara's study compares facto rs of success between Ch icanas 
and Anglo males as wel l  as between Ch icanas and Ch icanos . This study 
d i ffe rs f rom the othe r  studies which we re quantitative in natu re and 
reveals a d ist i nct k ind of i nformat ion because it was conducted t h rough  
i nterviews. I n  ag reement with Ogbu , the study found  that the majo rity of 
successfu l  C h icanas we re f i rst generat ion imm ig rants, whe reas th is  was 
not true fo r male Ang los or  Ch icanos . Gandara found that C h icanas he ld  
i n  common wi th  successfu l Ang lo ma les a strong wo rk eth ic  (a lthough  
workin g  hard fo r C h icanas was a resu lt o f  poverty more than ph i losophy) , 
parents who were non-authoritar ian and emphasized independent be­
havior ,  and most importantly, mothers who took strong , support ive 
ro les . 1 8  The ro le  of the mother was also c ited as the most important facto r 
i n  the stud ies of Delgado-Gaitan and Del  Casti l l o  et a l . 1 9  Th is  does not 
necessar i ly i nd icate that H ispanic mothers support ass im i lat ion i n  ma in ­
stream ed ucat ion or  be l ieve the i r  ch i l d ren have equa l  opportu n it ies and 
access .  To the contrary,  supportive H ispanic mothers often expend 
t remendous energy chal leng ing  unfai r p ract ices by school authori t ies or 
search i ng  for alte rnative ways to he lp  the i r  ch i l d ren when satisfacto ry 
answe rs to p rob lems are not found  i n  the pub l ic  schoo ls .  Th is  is i n  fact 
what Delgado-Gaitan found in her  study of the schools in a smal l  town i n  
Denve r. 20 

In De lgado-Gaitan's study,  one mother  found both of her  ch i l d ren 
look ing for the i r  ed ucat ion outs ide of h igh schoo l .  Because she was 
convinced that school d id  not offe r opt ions fo r students who d id  not f it i n ,  
s h e  advised both a s o n  a n d  a daughter t o  look for learn i ng  e lsewhere .  The 
son eventua l ly retu rned to school after try ing to f ind other  opt ions .  Th is  
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son learned with the he lp  of h i s  mother  and a counse lo r  that he must f ind  
the resolve to  complete schoo l  and obta in  as many resources as poss ib le  
on h is  own .  The daug hte r, afte r becom ing  p regnant ,  decided to complete 
school at the alte rnative school  even though the h i gh  school had a 
p rog ram for preg nant teenagers .  It was th is  g i rl ' s  be l ief that the h i gh  
school teachers d id  not care if she  learned , and  she  felt she needed more 
ind iv idual attent ion than she was receivi ng .  Delgado-Gaitan argues that 
p reg nancy p rovided an  excuse to q u it school a l l  together ,  but that the g i rl 
wanted to cont inue her  educat ion and opted for a bette r alternat ive. 21 

Th is study a lso reported that even when aski ng  for he lp ,  Ch icano 
students and their  parents were to ld to solve the i r own prob lems,  often 
resu l t ing in reso lvi ng  frustrat ions by d ropp ing out .  I f  parents d id  not have 
the knowledge or pers istence to he lp  the i r  ch i l d ren i n  a school  s i tuat ion ,  
t he  resu lt was often t he  students t u r n i ng  e lsewhere fo r  t he i r  schoo l i ng .  
Delgado-Gaitan cont i n ues by  sayin g  that t he  rejection  o f  t he  system by 
the students and parents ref lected how they were treated .22 

Th is study rai ses many i nterest ing  but unexplored poi nts . F i rst , 
it must be noted that the boy i n  the study found the support of a counse lor  
and was therefore ab le to complete schoo l  because he cou ld  f ind  the 
strength th rough h is  own reso lve. The g i rl ,  on the other  hand ,  chose the 
alternative school not because of her  p regnancy, but because the reg u lar  
school d id not offer her  a chance fo r ed ucat ion .  Second ,  it appears that 
the boy was a l lowed to ass im i late more than the g i rl .  There existed the 
op in ion  that he he ld  the persona l  wi l l  power to succeed and th is  fact a lone 
made the d iffe rence.  What is  not stated is that he ,  bei ng  male ,  s imply has 
more power i n  the class room and more powe r to demand attent ion f rom 
counselors and teachers .  Th is  powe r exists because of the h i g her  status 
males own in the educat ion  system ,  wh ich is  attr ibutable to the p rocess 
of ass im i lat ion  ava i lab le  to them.  Males have found a doo r to acceptance 
through class leaders h i p  and sports wh ich .i n turn p rovides them with 
more attent ion .  Self resolve is eas ier  to f i nd  when others a l low you to have 
i t .  The th i rd po int  focuses o n  the perspective of the mother .  What 
ed ucati ona l  expe r iences t a u g h t  t h e  mot h e r  to look fo r educat io n  outside 

of the schoo l?  I t  seems apparent by the mother's o rig i nal  advice to her  
ch i l d ren  to  leave school  that she a lso  had experienced exc lus ion .  
Exam in i ng  her  educat iona l  experiences would have g iven us a more 
complete p ictu re of her  ch i l d re n 's ed ucational  exper iences and perspec­
t ives and pe rhaps of the d iffe rent cho ices made by her  son and daughter .  

Gandara's f i nd i ngs  a lso support these d iffe rences between 
Ch icanos and C h icanas . C h icanos attr ibute educat iona l  success to i n n e r  
strength a n d  ab i l ity whereas C h icanas att ribute educat iona l  success to 
fami ly support.  Gandara conc ludes by stat ing  five factors common to all 
Ch icanas which are d iffe rent from the i r male counte rparts : ( 1 ) Ch icanas 
were always good o r  outstand ing  students;  (2) they attended h i g h ly 
i nteg rated schoo ls ;  (3) they a l l  fe lt  fam i ly support was important to the i r  
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s uccess , b ut did not know exactly what the i r  pare nts asp i rat ions fo r them 
were ;  (4)  A l l  fe l t  d ifferent f rom others ,  (5 )  even though often bette r 
students , a l l  fe lt they rece ived less encouragement .  23 

The prog ress f rom exp lanat ion because of  cu ltu ra l  def ic iency to 
Ogbu 's  caste theory and Foley's add i t ion of c lass p resents a much  more 
comp lete p icture of the H ispan ic exper ience with educat ion .  G andara's 
comparat ive of Ang los,  Ch icanos , and Ch icanas g ives us  a good descr ip­
t ion of the factors successfu l  Ch icanas have in com mon .  What is  pa infu l ly 
apparent  i s  that the on ly "cu l tura l  capita l "  females seem to possess is  
be ing "good students " .  Both Ang lo males and Ch icanos need not  pos­
sess this characte rist ic in order  to succeed . This suggests , of cou rse ,  
strat i f icat ion because of  gender  but  perhaps more because of specif ic 
eth n ic ity and gender. The variat ion between  ass im i lat ion  because of 
eth n ic ity and the ass im i lat ion of gender is that females are p laced i n  the 
pos i t ion of havi ng  to ass im i late i n  two d ifferent ways ; as a person of co lor  
and  a lso as a female .  The assumpt ion that women want to be successful  
in the i dent ica l  ways , us ing ident ical methods as males , deva lues female 
characte r ist ics as we l l  as female h istory. The assu m pt ion that success in 
the educat iona l  p rocess can be obta ined by male means estab l ishes a 
ma le  framework from which to measu re female success or fai l u re .  Cornel  
West cal l s  to q uest ion the "framework of soc ia l  reason i n g "  which sub­
s u mes issues of  gender i n  favor of  issues of  race ,  cal l i n g  th i s  k ind  of 
t h i nk i ng  a "p itfa l l  of rac ia l  reason ing . , ,24 West, in th is  comment ,  is  
speaki ng to the assim i lat ion ist and patria rcha l  natu re of  ass u m i ng males 
and  females are ident ical i n  the i r  expe riences.  Th is  a rg u me nt can be 
stated aga in  confront ing gender s im i lar i t ies .  I t  i s  a deval uat ion of charac­
ter ist ics and h isto ry to be l ieve H ispan ic and Ang lo  females emp loy 
ident ical  ways and methods of acq u i ri n g  an ed ucat ion .  Th is  statement 
a long with West's br ings to l i ght the ob l i gat ion of not on ly i n d iv idua ls ,  but 
researchers who affect the i nd iv idua l  to eva luate the i r  own part ic i pat ion 
i n  ass im i l at ion ist th i nk i ng .  

Some Missing Pieces 

Race ,  c lass ,  and gender st rat i f icat ion exist h isto r ical ly in the 
pub l ic  school  system.  Maxine Se l le r  p rovides a c lass and ethn icity 
d i mens ion  with her  writ i ng  on the educat ion of i m m i g rant women .  Her  
study s ign if icant ly recogn ized that cu rr icu l um was shaped specif ica l ly for 
poor imm ig rant women in order  for them to know and keep the i r  p lace in 
the reserved labo r force.  Track ing imm ig rant g i rls  i nto vocat iona l  trai n i ng ,  
such as  home economics ,  ass im i lated them ,  no t  to  the American d ream, 
but  to the d ream America a l lowed them to have . Se l le r  cont i n ues by 
stat i ng  that eth n ic  women 's o rgan izat ions p rov ided i mportant educa­
t iona l  opportun it ies for women in the i r  comm u n it ies to learn .25 Although 
Seller describes the h i stor ical backg round estab l i shed for  p ubl ic school 

52 



Howarth- The Creation of Education by Hispanic Women 

cu rricu la for imm ig rant wome n ,  she is specif ical ly refe rri ng  to those 
imm ig rant g roups who estab l i shed the mselves i n  the eastern U n ited 
States . She does , however, c lear ly estab l i sh  the use of ass im i lat ion as 
the dominat ing  theory beh i nd the c reat ion and maintenance of educat ion 
that has been bound  i nto the structu re of  the i nstitut ion of educat ion and 
which remains d iscreetly u nchanged to th is  day. Generat ions of women 
have exper ienced , and g i rl s  today cont i nue  to experience ,  a l i enation  from 
the i r  educat ion because of a fa i l u re on  the part of the system to recogn ize 
ass im i lat ion 's h isto r ical and cont i nu i ng  ro le  in the marg i na l izat ion of these 
females . Counted among them are H ispan ic women .  

The work o f  Joyce A .  Ladner  advances a concept o f  B lack 
females res ist i ng  ass im i lat ion in educat ion by deve lop ing  s u rvival sk i l l s .  
S u rvival sk i l l s  i nc lude responses that are adaptive and c reative i n  dea l i ng  
w i th  the i r oppressed c i rcumstances. Lad ner  imp l ies w i th  th is  concept that 
ass im i lat ion is twofo ld ; one  m ust ass im i l ate but must a lso be a l lowed to 
ass im i late. 26 Lad ner  add resses both gender  and race to show the 
d iffe rences race can make even when account ing  for gender .  Although  
Ladner's study is  specif ic to  the B lack expe rience and does  no t  te l l  the 
story of other eth n ic females, she p rovides us with a usefu l  g l impse i nto 
how females s u rvive and pers ist in not on ly a negat ive s i tuat ion ,  but a 
s ituat ion i n  wh ich they are req u i red to partic ipate . Th is  d ichotomy of 
requ i red part ic i pat ion def ic ient i n  access creates the necess ity fo r roads 
to be bu i l t  away f rom the ma in  path i n  o rder  for educat iona l  needs to be 
sat isf ied . 

Caro l  G i l l igan c ites that females d iscover the k ind of re lat ionsh ip  
Ladner descr ibes to oppressed c i rcumstances a l lows them to s u rvive i n  
t h e  pub l ic  schoo ls .  G i l l i gan  theorizes that between t h e  ages o f  twelve and 
f ifteen ,  females f ind  themse lves movi ng  away f rom the c lass room to f ind 
their  educat iona l  experiences . She conc ludes that between these ages,  
the t ime when d ropp ing  out of school  becomes common i n  the  i nne r  c ity, 
g i r ls seem to move f rom the pub l ic to the pr ivate sphere for learn i ng  
experiences.27 Al though  G i l l i gan makes a strong  arg u ment fo r  gender  
differences i n  p u b l i c  ed ucati o n ,  s h e  does n o t  i nc l u d e  t h e  effect o f  race a n d  

eth n ic ity wi th gender. As stated i n  the last section ,  stud ies show that 
H ispan ic females receive less attent ion and benefit from c lass i nteract ion 
less than any g roup .  Th is  does not d iscount but conf i rms and even 
escalates G i l l igan 's  mov ing  away p rocess fo r H ispanas.  An  examp le  of 
th is  p rocess is seen i n  the expe rience of the young  H ispana i n  Oe lgado­
G aitan 's study who dec ides to seek alte rnative school i ng  afte r becom ing  
p reg nant ,  even when  g iven the opportun ity to  remain i n  a ma inst ream 
schoo l .  As po inted out i n  the study ,  th is  i nd iv idua l  had the opportun ity to 
leave her  educat ion  beh ind .  However ,  movi ng  away f rom the p lace where 
educat ion  was not ava i lab le  is not leav ing  educat ion beh i n d ,  but a move 
forward toward a rea l  and i nc lus ive kind of educat ion .  Go ing  back to the 
ma instream schoo l  wou ld  not have been a move fo rward educationa l ly ,  
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but a move backward . Because her  l ife had changed and moved fo rward 
(a d iffe rent way to v iew p regnancy) , th is  H i spana also moved her  means 
of obta i n i ng  an educat ion forward . 

Emp irical Evidence 

Recent l ite ratu re more c learly defi nes the H ispan ic expe rience i n  
t he  pub l i c  schoo l .  Steppi ng  away from racia l  assumpt ions has  p roduced 
studies p resent i ng  structu ral barr iers for H ispanics in obtai n i n g  an 
educat ion .  These stud ies specif ica l ly  acknowledge the unequa l  t reat­
ment  received by H ispan ic females and ,  in turn ,  show how H ispanas seek 
alte rnative support as wel l  as alternative s ituat ions i n  wh ich to become 
ed ucated . What i s  not exp lored is the q uest ion of d iffe rence i n  ass im i la­
t ion by gender. I f  H ispan ic  men gai n access to educat ion th rough  sports ,  
c lass i nte ractio n ,  and leadersh ip ,  what are the ways i n  wh ich H ispan ic 
females a re a l lowed to open the door i nto the mainstream? Do they want 
to enter the ma inst ream or  s imply accommodate i t? Do females seek 
support f rom fami ly rather  than school not on ly because they do not 
rece ive he lp  there ,  but also because they are c reat i ng  networks of the i r  
own ? I f  t h i s  is  so ,  do H i spanas recogn ize what act ions ,  react ions ,  o r  
be l i efs are g iv i ng  them the i r  own "cu l tura l  capita l " ?  

I t  i s  my bel ief that H i spanas have created a p rivate b rand of 
s u rvival ski l l s .  The absence of the appropr iate ki nd of "cu lt u ra l  capita l "  
pushes the H ispana to develop ways i n  which to confront the i nst i tut ion 's  
marg i na l i zat ion  p rocess and ways i n  wh ich to educate hersel f .  L isted 
among these are anger, i ndependence , separat ion ,  the recog n it ion  of 
school  and parent  amb iva lence to educat iona l  needs and des i res ,  and 
the consc ious search fo r educat ion outs ide of  the pub l ic schoo l .  Ex­
amp les of these sk i l l s  can be seen in the expe riences of th ree H ispanas­
Lau ra ,  Sarah ,  and Patr ic ia-al l  of whom were i nte rv iewed i n  November  
of  1 992 .  

Lau ra ,  age s ixteen ,  re lates that although the teacher  i n  her  
E n g l is h  on ly c lassroom knew she d id  not  know Eng l i sh ,  she d id  not care 
enough  to he lp  her  i nd iv idua l ly .  

In M exico the teachers took t ime to help each student .  He re 
there wasn 't a spec ia l  c lass fo r non-Eng l i sh  speakers - I was 
j ust in a regu la r  c lass.  The teachers gave assig n ments , 
taug ht ,  but  d id n't rea l ly he lp  anyone .  So the teacher  d i dn 't 
g ive me any he lp  and I rea l ly d idn ' t  know any Eng l i sh .  I had 
a rea l ly hard t ime .  I always cr ied and I neve r thought I wou ld 
learn any Eng l i sh .  I d idn ' t  speak Eng l ish with the othe r  k ids 
because I on ly  knew words l i ke cat and you can 't rea l ly have 
a conversat ion with that. I j ust remember one day under­
stand i ng  and knowi ng Eng l i sh .  I remember by the th i rd g rade 
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my teacher  d i dn 't even know I was H ispanic .28 

The teacher  not being i nte rested i n  he lp ing  anyone was a major  
change from Lau ra's expe r ience i n  Mexico,  where she felt the teachers 
gave everyone i nd iv idua l  attent ion .  It is i nterest ing that Lau ra genera l izes 
her personal exper ience to al l  of the ch i l d ren  both here and in Mexico. I t  
is not  logical to  be l ieve that a l l  teachers i n  M exico are responsive to  a l l  the 
ch i l d ren 's needs and that the opposite is  true here .  I t  is  more reasonable 
to conclude that Laura does not yet understand that her  school here wi l l  
not g ive h e r  t h e  attent ion othe r  students rece ive because she is female 
and H ispan ic .  Her be l ief that a l l  students are t reated i n  th is  manner has 
caused her to g roup herself with h i gh  ach ievi ng  m inori t ies who are not 
H ispanic .  She has , in fact , separated herself  from othe r  H ispan ics in order  
to  be  i nc luded i n  the educat iona l  p rocess offered by  the mainstream and ,  
as Ogbu pred icted ,  he r  status as f i rst generat ion imm ig rant a l lows he r  to 
do so.  

Sarah ,  age forty-n i ne ,  a lso found herself without help when she 
made the dec is ion to qu it schoo l .  Although a good student ,  she q u it to 
care fo r her mother  who was i l l .  The schoo l ,  teachers ,  counse lors ,  and 
pr i ncipal offered her no  alte rnatives . Sarah later found her  educat ion  with 
the he lp of the teachers in the Head Start Program.  

I always wanted to get ahead and I got  the chance when my 
f i rst ch i l d  ente red Head Start .  At f i rst I became a bus aid and 
then moved on  to become a teachers aid.  When c lasses 
were offered at Head Start to the teachers aids for co l lege 
credit  I d i d  i t .  Then the fund ing stopped so the p rogram 
stopped. Two teachers here at Head Start to ld me to go to the 
un ive rs ity and f ind out what I needed to do to f i n i sh .  I on ly had 
twenty-fou r  hou rs left to comp lete and.  a lso a Span ish  com­
petency test. I f i n ished with other  women f rom the Head Start 
prog ram - we a l l  f i n i shed because of those two teachers .29 

Although  the p rogram was des ig ned to g ive ch i ld ren  better  
access to ed ucat i on ,  Sarah a lso rece ived he lp  f ind ing educat iona l  
alte rnatives .  I t  is i nterest i ng  to note that Sarah ,  who earned a degree and 
teach ing  cert i f icate , has now taught  at  Head Start for e ighteen years 
desp ite the fact she has been offered "bette r" jobs e lsewhere .  She  
remains where she is  " to  reach others the way I was reached"  because 
she bel ieves it is  the best way to help not only the ch i ld re n ,  b ut the parents 
who have had exper iences l i ke hers .  Sarah d iscovered a l i n k  to learn i n g  
a n d  conti nues that l i n k  t o  he lp  those w h o  do not have access b y  way of 
the mainstream door .  

Patric ia ,  age f ifty-f ive ,  re lates that whi le attend ing  school i n  New 
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Mexico,  she was rewarded fo r her  qu ick  academic  ab i l i t ies .  I n  Salt Lake , 
however,  she d id not have the encou ragement to ach ieve he r  academic  
potent ia l . Patr ic ia was recogn ized as  capable and i nte l l i gent ,  but was 
never encou raged or cha l lenged to do more ,  although  she  saw Ang los 
receiv i ng  help and attent ion .  Because of be ing  u ncha l lenged ,  Patric ia 
began tuto ri ng  the other  H i span ic g i rls  i n  her  schoo l .  She be l ieves 
teach i ng  others he lped her f ind her own learn i n g .  

L i ke Sarah ,  Patr ic ia found he r  educat ion outs ide o f  t h e  system 
because the system d id  not i nc lude her. Anger a lso p layed an i mportant 
ro le  for Patr ic ia .  

I remember l i ke i t  was yesterday. There was a cou nse lor  at 
the school  who we a l l  knew. Everyth i ng  that happened at the 
school  everyone knew about .  I remember th is  counse lor  
took  a g roup  of  Ang los to the u n ive rs ity and showed them 
how to s i gn  up ,  how to app ly  for scho larsh i ps and counse l i n g .  
I watched t h i s  happen a n d  thought  t o  mysel f ,  OK ,  she ' l l  take 
another  g roup of good students and then I ' l l  go. This same 
cou nse lor  took another  g roup  a l l  r ig ht .  She gathered the 
m ino rity k ids together and took them to an emp loyment 
agency and showed us how to f i l l  out appl icat ions for low 
pay ing  jobs . . . .  I don 't know why it 's maki n g  me c ry now. I j ust 
remember be ing so angry-how could a counselor do that?30 

Th is  exper ience pushed Patr ic ia f u rther  away f rom be ing  part of 
ma instream ed ucat ion ,  but d id not keep her  f rom eventual ly gai n i ng a 
g rad uate degree .  Her  anger  has al lowed her  to cont i nue  the f i ght by 
he lp i ng  others l i ke her  f i nd  d i fferent doors to learn i n g .  

A l l  t h ree o f  these H ispanas te l l  a d iffe rent sto ry o f  s uccess i n  
ga i n i ng  an education .  Two are stor ies of f i nd i ng  doors o uts ide  o f  the 
pub l ic  schoo l ,  one  is a sto ry of  para l le l  success . Two are stor ies of f i nd i ng  
doors th rough  associat ions with others and one i s  t he  sto ry o f  anger  be i ng 
the motivat i ng  factor. A l l  t h ree are sto r ies of the des i re to become 
educated regard less of exc l us ion f rom access to becom ing  educated in 
the pub l i c  school  c lassroom.  

Con c l usion 

This  study was born out of the idea that to be d iffe rent is  not  to 
be deviant ,  and to be d i s ruptive is not to be u nwo rthy of the access to 
resources that ed ucat ion can i mpart.  It wou ld  be i nappropriate to state 
that th is  idea is b ias-free because it i s  formu lated f rom personal expe ri ­
ence i n  the hope that th is  d iscuss ion  wi l l  revea l  to othe r females that more 
cho ices are ava i lab le  to them than the i r  educat iona l  exper ience may have 
indicated. Th is is poss ib le  by the record i ng  and study of the personal 
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sto ries of H ispanic women .  
Quant itative research has touched on but not deeply p robed 

these aspects of H ispan ic educat ion , and l itt le  of that research deals 
speci f ica l ly with H ispan ic females .  Quantitative wo rk also looks at the 
sto ry d iffe rently. I t  asks how many succeed and fa i l  and the factors 
lead ing  to these events . The part of the  sto ry unexp lored deals with the 
process by which H ispan ic  females s u rvive the ir  u nequa l  status i n  the 
ed ucat ion system .  Th is  research  req u i res a qual itative answer. I t  is my 
be l ief that although H ispanas may not be invited i nto the mai nstream ,  or  
pe rhaps because they are not  i nvited ,  ass im i l at ion is not  now or  eve r has 
been the road by which H ispan ic  females choose to be educated .  
Gandara's study poi nted to the fact that s uccessfu l  H ispan ic women were 
always good or outstand ing  students .  Th is is a means of s u rvival but does 
not necessari ly i nsu re success i n  obtai n i ng  the ed ucat ion women des i re .  
The i ssue  o f  ass im i l at ion and the access a l lowed or  den ied to H ispanas 
p laces an i ncreas i ng  recog n it ion of the necess ity of gender  d iffe rent iat ion 
i n  the study of  ed ucation  of m inority students . Th is  paper is  the f i rst part 
of a three-part process of study I p lan  to undertake . My f i rst step is cu rrent 
research compari ng  opposite sex s i b l i ng  pai rs and how d iffe rent rea l it ies 
of ed ucat ion are constructed acco rd i n g  to gender .  The second step is  the 
add it ion of a generationa l  aspect to determ ine  if changes i n  the educa­
t iona l  process have occu rred in the percept ions of H ispan ic females.  The 
th i rd is a long itud ina l  study coveri ng  a f ive-year per iod detai l i ng  how 
perceptions change for H ispanas between the ages of twe lve and 
seventeen .  

The  emphasis o f  th is  paper i s  gender, o r  more specif ical ly ,  the 
need for and lack of l ite ratu re re lat i ng  gender  d iffe rences in conj unct ion 
with non-dominant  g roup  status .  In  maki ng a case for gender  d iffe rentia­
t ion ,  my i ntent i s  not to make gender  sa l ient over othe r  characte ristics . 
G ender s imply can not be ignored no r  can it be added by assumpt ions of 
s im i larity. Race/eth n ic ity cannot become the sa l ient variab le any more 
than stud ies on one m i no rity g roup  can necessar i ly genera l ize to other  
minority g roups . L i kewis e ,  c l a s s  stat u s  i s  n o t  a n  add it ive featu re but 

g reatly impacts the l ife exper ience and construct ion of real ity of the 
i nd iv idua l .  The i ntent of this conversat ion is  to make clear my ob l i gat ion 
and the ob l igat ion of othe r  researchers to make v is ib le  those methods of  
study and ana lys is  wh ich are based i n  the ideo logy of ass i m i lat ion .  

I t  is  important to recogn ize that each aspect o f  socia l  l ife impacts 
the acq u is i t ion of educat ion because partic ipat ion in the i nst i tut ion of 
educat ion sends the non-dom inant i nd iv idua l  f ly i ng  i nto an ideolog ica l  
wal l  bu i lt on the assumpt ion of a norm and the requ i rement of the 
i nd iv idua l  to ass im i late to that norm.  In  th is  man ner ,  race/ethn icity, 
gender, and class w i l l  al l  impact and be a necessary part of the explana­
t ion of the fai l u re or success of the i nst itut ion to educate the popu lat ion . 
Race/ethn ic ity, c lass , and gender  can a l l  be made v is ib le  or i nv is ib le  by 
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the researcher .  The quest ion is can any of these th ree characte r ist ics be 
i gnored by the i nd iv idua l  as they are viewed by the i n st i tut ion?  I t  is  the 
v i s i b i l ity , the concern of seek ing answers ,  the phenomena of becom ing  
an ed ucated H ispan ic female and  the mechan isms needed to  ach ieve i n  
sp ite of t h e  ass im i lat ion barrie r  that has need o f  fu rther  explo rat ions .  

NOTES 

1 When not i ng  gender  d iffe rences,  the terms H ispano/a wh ich  refers to 
male/female a re used . The terms H ispan ic ,  Ch icano/a , M exican Ameri ­
can , and Mexicano/a are used i nterchangeably th roughout the paper 
because of the use of a l l  of  these te rms by the sources app l ied i n  the 
study.  I persona l ly  se lected to ut i l ize the term H ispan ic in  th i s  study for two 
reasons :  ( 1 ) Many te rms were used to ind icate the ethn ic ity of Americans 
of M exican descent i n  the exist i ng  research ,  and (2) a l though  a l l  of the 
respondents i n  my research are of  Mexican descent ,  th is  was the  term 
with which a l l  of them were most comfortab le .  Th is  is  a p rob lem faced by 
a l l  researchers and by a l l  people of Mexican decent .  I myself  p refe r 
Mest iza .  My i ntent ion is not to label  an ent i re g roup ,  b ut to use the wo rd 
H ispan ic  as a tool for exp lanat ion .  

2 Ass im i l at ion is  def ined as  Ang lo  conform ity. Th i s  i nc l udes the reject ion 
of one 's  own cu l tu re i n  favor of  the dominant cu l tu re .  Teske and Ne lson 
descr ibe ass im i lat ion as a requ i red out-g roup  acceptance and a pos it ive 
or ientat ion toward and ident if icat ion with the out-g roup .  I t  i s  important to 
note that the focus on ass im i lat ion taken in th is  paper d i rects the 
emphas is  of the research  i n  two ways. F i rst , emphas is  fa l l s  on  the  effect 
of the i nst i tut ion on the i nd iv id ua l 's  construct ion of rea l ity . Second ly ,  the 
h i story of how ed ucat ion was constructed for people of co lor  and  what 
p u rposes that educat ion se rved was based i n  ass im i lat ion ist att i tudes .  
Ass i m i lat ion  as a no rmative set  of val ues prescr ibed to by the i nst i tut ion  
has p rod uced c lass room methodology that does not  address the under­
ly i ng  i ntel lectual  assumpt ions p resent at its i nception .  I mp l icat ions of 
soc io-pol i t ica l  val ues ,  such as ass im i lat ion ,  h idden i n  cu rricu l um i s  s ide  
stepped by educat ion and generates soc ia l  mean ings  wh ich shapes 
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