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CASE STUDY

Yolanda Piedra

“Once you get the hang of it, you'll start getting practice with people
and teachers, no matter if you talk English or Spanish.”
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Yolanda Piedra' did not learn English until she was 7, but at 13 she is equally com-
fortable with both Spanish and English. She and her family speak mostly Spanish at
home, although, according to Yolanda, sometimes they speak English to help her
mother “practice.” Born in Mexico, Yolanda remained there until after completing
kindergarten and part of first grade, after which she came to California. In this, she
and her family are typical of the immigration wave since the 1980s. The 2000 Cen-
sus documented that the foreign-born population in the United States numbered
more than 28 million, an increase of almost double from the 15 million just ten
years earlier.” Not surprisingly, California has the largest language-minority popula-
tion in the schools, numbering nearly one and a half million students.’

HH Yolanda lives in a midsize, low- to middle-income city in southern California.
The primarily one-family houses, most of which are rented, hide the poverty and
difficult conditions in which many of the residents live. This is an economically op-
pressed, largely Mexican and Chicano community, although there are also smaller
numbers of White and Black residents in the city.* Until a few years ago, it was pri-
marily a rural area, and farm work was one of the main reasons that Mexicans first
came here. Gangs were unknown just a few years ago, but, as gangs spread from the
Los Angeles area, they are now involving more and more young people, especially
boys, who sometimes join as young as 11 or 12 years of age. The need to deal with
the growing gang activity is recognized by residents as their major problem.

Yolanda’s parents are separated, and Yolanda lives with her mother, 12-year-old
brother, and 3-year-old sister (both of whom she describes as “wild”). Her brother
is what she calls a “troublemaker,” frequently getting involved in problems at
school. He is beginning to get into trouble in the community as well, which may be
a sign that further problems, particularly gang activity, will follow. Yolanda’s father
lives in Mexico, and she rarely sees him. Her mother works in a candy factory. From
what Yolanda says, her mother is strict with the children, limiting their social inter-
actions and expecting them all to take on family obligations. She is a single parent
struggling to survive with her three children in what can best be described as adverse
conditions. Her constant message to all of them concerns the importance of getting
an education.

Even though she spoke no English and the transition to a new school and soci-
ety was difficult, Yolanda recalls mostly positive experiences during her elementary
school years. She was in a bilingual program when first entering school and is now
in the general education program. Currently an eighth grader in a primarily Mexi-
can American junior high school, Yolanda is by all accounts a successful student.
She is enthusiastic about school and becomes noticeably enlivened when talking
about learning and wanting to “make my mind work,” as she says. She uses Eng-
lish, her second language, in beautifully expressive ways, making unusual and
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descriptive constructions, probably influenced by her bilingualism. Yolanda consis-
tently gets high grades in most of her subjects. Her favorite class is physical educa-
tion, and her least favorite is English, although she manages to get A’s in it as well.
Although still young, Yolanda has narrowed down her future aspirations to two
(one not at all consistent with her scholastic success, but very much related to the
limiting societal expectations based on gender). She would like to be either a com-
puter programmer or a flight attendant.

Yolanda’s city contains one of the largest elementary school districts in Califor-
nia. About 60 percent of the students are Hispanic, Whites make up the majority of
the remainder, and the Black community is small but growing. Her junior high
school is situated in what is acknowledged to be a tough barrio and is beset with the
same kinds of problems of most inner-city schools: gang activity, drugs, and unmet
family needs that may interfere with learning. Nevertheless, in both her elementary
and junior high schools, there is a feeling of community support. The school is suc-
cessful with quite a number of its students, but it also faces a great many problems.
The school’s success may in part be to the credit of the staff, who are attuned to
what is going on in the community. Most teachers seem genuinely concerned about
their students. This concern is reflected, for example, in the great number of work-
shops on issues ranging from gangs to cultural diversity. The Spanish class recently
given for staff had a full enrollment, including some high-level administrators.

The number of Latino professionals, however, was very low when Yolanda was
first interviewed, although an effort was being made to recruit more; a Latino psy-
chologist had been recently hired. There was also a Latino community liaison, and
the principal had an open-door policy for staff, students, and parents, which helped
to create a feeling of engagement and support. Staff members in both of the schools
Yolanda has attended made a conscious effort to include and affirm aspects of the
Mexican culture and experience in the curriculum and in extracurricular activities.
Yolanda’s positive feelings about her school experiences are in part a reflection of
the environments these schools have tried to create.

One of the youngest students involved in this project, Yolanda Piedra is
nonetheless a mature young woman who is certain about many things: the value of
communication; the benefits of being Mexican and speaking Spanish; and the ne-
cessity of surrounding oneself with support from teachers, family, and peers.

Communication

My mom ... takes really good care of me.. .. She talks to me [about] problems and every-
thing. ... My mom says that they want me to go to school. That way, | won't be stuck with
a job like them. They want me to go on, try my best to get something | want and not be
bored ... to get a job that | like and feel proud of it.

She wants everything kind of like good, perfect, not perfect, but kind of like the best
[ could do.

[ feel proud of myself when | see a [good] grade. And like | see a C, 'm gonna have to
put this grade up. And | try my best. ... When | get a C, my mom doesn’t do anything to
me ‘cause she knows | try my best. . .. Well, she tells me how to work it out.

[Is your mother involved in school?] [No], first of all, ‘cause she understands English,
but she’s just embarrassed, shy to talk. ... And ‘cause she's always busy.
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Like when it's something important for me, like, “Mom, 'm gonna do this, | want you
to be there,” shelll be there no matter what. . .. [But] if she takes too much care of me
when I'm at home, now at school [too] I'l be dead!

[When I'm older, | want to] take my mom places and just be with my mom all the time.

[What advice would you give teachers?] Id say, “Get along more with the kids that are
not really into themselves. . .. Have more communication with them....” | would get along
with the students. Cause you learn a lot from the students. That's what a lot of teach-
ers tell me. They learn more from their students than from where they go study.

I would help people get along with each other. ‘Cause actually what they do around
here, is that they see them doing trouble and everything, what they really are is sus-
pending them. ... They're really pushing them to do it again.

Surrounding Oneself with Success

Actually, there’s one friend of mine . . . she's been with me since first grade until eighth
grade, right now. And she’s always been with me, in bad or good things, all the time. She's
always telling me, “Keep on going and your dreams are gonna come true.”

Actually, when | got here, | didn't want to stay here, ‘cause | didn't like the school.
And after a little while, in third grade, | started getting the hint of it and everything and
[ tried real hard in it.

[ really got along with the teachers a lot. . . . Actually, ‘cause | had some teachers,
and they were always calling my mom, like | did a great job. Or they would start talking to
me, or they kinda like pulled me up some grades, or moved me to other classes, or took
me somewhere. And they were always congratulating me.

[What do you remember about Cinco de Mayo?®] That's my favorite month, ‘cause | like
dancing. And over there, in [elementary school] they had these kinds of dances, and | was
always in it. It's kind of like a celebration.

Sometimes you get all tangled up with the grades or school or the teachers, ‘cause
you dont understand them. But you have to get along with them and you have to work
forit.

So, actually, | feel good about it because | like working, making my mind work.

I'min a folkloric dance. [Teachers] say, “Oh, Yolanda, this is coming up. Do you want to
go? I know you dance.”

They brought a show last time, about air and jets. . .. And some lady was working
around there. ... The vice principal came up to me: “That's a good chance for you, ‘cause |
know you talk Spanish and English. .. ."

They just really get along with me. They tell what their lives are ... and they compare
them with mine. We really get along with each other. . .. Actually, it's fun around here if
you really get into learning.

My social studies class is kind of like really hard for me. But some of the things, |
don't know, | find really interesting. . . . I like learning. I like really getting my mind working
for that.

[My English teacher] doesnt get along with any of us. She just does the things and
sits down.

[Classroom] materials are too low. | mean, they have enough materials and every-
thing, but I mean .. . the kind of problems they have. . .. They're too low.
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We are supposed to be doing higher things. And like they take us too slow, see, step
by step. And that's why everybody takes it as a joke.

[Education] is good foryou. ... t's like when you eat. It's like if you don't eat in a whole
day, you feel weird. You have to eat. That's the same thing for me.

Qs oHH

The Benefits of Being Mexican

[ feel proud of myself. | see some other kids that they say, like they'd say they're Colom-
bian or something. They try to make themselves look cool in front of everybody. | just say
what | am and | feel proud of myself. ... | don't feel bad like if they say, “Ooh, she’s Mexi-
can”oranything. ... It's like you get along with everything; you're Spanish and English, and
you understand both. ... Once you get the hang of it, you'll start getting practice with
people and teachers ... no matter if you talk English or Spanish.

For me, it's good. For other people, some other guys and girls, don’t think it's nice; it's
like, “Oh, man, | should've been born here instead of being over there.” Not me, it's okay for
me being born over there ‘cause | feel proud of myself. | feel proud of my culture.
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COMMENTARY

Communication emerged as a central theme in Yolanda’s interview. Whether dis-
cussing family, school, or friends, Yolanda sees communication as crucial for suc-
cess. Given the primacy of the family in Mexican and Mexican American culture,
this consistent communication has had a positive influence. Yolanda sees it as one
aspect of her mother’s care. She and her mom “communicate,” she says, because
they talk to each other about many things, including “girl stuff.” Grades provide an-
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aa other topic of conversation for Yolanda and her mother. Although grades are mean-
888 | ingful to her, it is only in the sense that they motivate her to work harder. “You feel
000

some of your body falling off when you see F’s around your grades,” she said dra-
matically during one of her interviews.

Yolanda’s mother is typical of other Mexican parents in her desire to have her
children succeed in school. She talks to them about the importance of school and
supports their accomplishments, but she may be uncertain about how else to help
them succeed. This is confirmed by Guadalupe Valdés’s research with Mexican im-
migrant families to determine how they defined success. She found that success was
based on how they defined “the good life” in Mexico as well as their desire to pre-
vent their children from experiencing the same kind of oppression they knew. But in
the U.S. context, these families were unaware of what was needed for their children
to succeed.

Given the great emphasis in middle-class families on developing the attitudes
and behaviors that lead to academic success, families such as Yolanda’s are at a dis-
tinct disadvantage. Yolanda’s mother has been very successful at imparting certain
values and goals to her children. The fact remains, however, that European Ameri-
can, middle-class parents, given their own experiences and exposure to the schools,
are much more aware of those activities that lead to academic success than are poor
and working-class parents from linguistic and cultural backgrounds different from
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the mainstream. Although Yolanda’s mother has been able to give her great moti-
vation and discipline, she has been unable to give her the actual tools or to engage
her in some of the activities she may need for further success in school. Imbedded in
this situation are implications for the responsibility of the schools to assist such par-
ents. The interaction and support between home and school in affirming the mes-
sages and activities each values become consequential for ensuring the success of all
students. Still, in spite of some families’ inability to prepare their children for learn-
ing academic skills, communication is at the very least a necessary first step.
Yolanda seems to understand and appreciate this fact.

Yolanda also talked about communication in school. She thinks carefully about
the advice she would give teachers for providing a better education. She wants
teachers to try to understand all their students, but especially those who need extra
help and who hang out in the street, “like people that dress kind of like weird, if
you know what I mean.”

Gender expectations, including the traditional roles assigned to women in her
culture as well as the mainstream culture, have left their imprint on Yolanda in ways
that can be considered both limiting and affirming. She is adamant, for instance,
about not wanting to get married. This may represent a liberating decision, given
her analysis of marriage (“It’s cause I’ve been having so many experiences by my
family,” she explains). However, she has tentatively selected at least one prospective
career (i.e., flight attendant) that reinforces women’s role as servers. Interestingly,
she herself describes attendants as “kind of maids” on airplanes. She is still young,
and these plans are likely to change, particularly given Yolanda’s great determina-
tion and strength of character. In any event, she describes her future as “working,
being happy, having fun and freedom,” and knowing she is doing the best she can.

Young people succeed when they surround themselves with people and an en-
vironment that supports their success. It can almost be described as a cloak for suc-
cess, keeping out the negative influences and corralling the positive ones. Yolanda
has done this in several ways. For example, she talks about her best friend, the one
who “helped me grow up,” as the most significant person in keeping her motivated.
Contrary to conventional wisdom, most adolescents have internalized the values
held by the adults who surround them. In looking for friends, therefore, they seek
those who voice the same values.

Although the junior high school environment makes her feel both “comfortable
and afraid,” time and again Yolanda mentioned teachers as pivotal in helping her
succeed in school. Teachers who “care” have made the difference. Yolanda’s articu-
lation of this factor reinforces what national commissions have been reporting for
some time.” Teachers’ caring makes a difference, for example, when children first
enter a new school. Yolanda remembers the trauma of moving to California as a
first grader. It was tremendously difficult adjusting to a new culture, community,
and school, although she has always been a good student. Yolanda’s positive per-
ceptions about learning are linked with the environment that has been established
in her school: one that emphasizes learning. She is enthusiastic about learning, and
this eagerness is especially reserved for her challenging classes.

Whereas Yolanda is quick to ascribe her success to teachers, she has also given
some thought to what might be holding her back. She cites “problems at home” and
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not having her father around as two barriers. At school, she believes that teachers
create barriers, too. She criticizes attitudes or practices that she feels detract from a
positive learning environment. One of these is the low expectations teachers have of
some students (materials are “too low”). Yolanda has put her finger on a theme that
has emerged in the educational literature concerning the schooling of other Mexi-
can American students. In tracking the progress of 100 “at risk” Mexican Ameri-
can students in Austin, Texas, Harriet Romo and Toni Falbo found that many of
them dropped out because they correctly perceived that the education they were get-
ting was at such a low level that it would not give them the kind of life they wanted
after graduation. None of the students dropped out because they felt the classes
were too difficult, but because of boredom or lack of motivation. In one case, the
researchers document how a teacher directly told one of the more promising stu-
dents, “Well, you’re not college material.”® Unfortunately, such attitudes are more
common than they should be.

Yolanda wants teachers to understand that, unlike some of the stereotypes
about Mexican American students, “they try real hard, that’s one thing I know.”
However, in spite of the criticisms she has of her school and some teachers, Yolanda
clearly loves learning. The metaphor of “education as nutrition” is a good example
(“It’s good for you . . .. It’s like when you eat”).

Tied to her positive feeling as a student is an equally positive self-concept.
Yolanda is certain that being Mexican is a good thing. Her culture is important to
her. She compares herself with other Mexican American children who deny their
background, and it is clear that she feels sorry for them. Her attitude about the ben-
efits of being Mexican can probably be traced to several sources. One is her family,
which reinforces cultural pride in the home. Even when this pride is conscious, how-
ever, it often is insufficient to counteract many of the negative messages young peo-
ple pick up about their devalued status in society.

Frequently, the school is what makes the difference in whether students accept
or reject their culture, as seen in classic research by Iadicola with sixth-grade His-
panic students in selected California schools.” He examined the relationship between
power differences and curriculum factors in schools to explore the “symbolic vio-
lence” suffered by the students. “Symbolic violence,” as used by Bourdieu, refers to
the maintenance of power relations of the dominant society in the school.” It is ev-
ident in such concrete factors as the presence or absence of specific people, topics,
or perspectives in the curriculum or through the power differences among students,
staff, and parents. In the curriculum, for example, how “knowledge” is defined,
who are portrayed as “makers of history,” which heroes are acknowledged and cel-
ebrated, and so on, determine whether groups of people are either valued or deval-
ued in that environment.

In the case of the Hispanic students he studied, Iadicola found that, “symbolic
violence is performed through curricular choices and pedagogical techniques which
impose within the school the power relations of the larger society.”"" Such a process
has succeeded when those from culturally dominated groups learn to view their own
culture as unworthy and to regard themselves as “culturally deprived.” They begin
to identify only with the dominant group. Iadicola found that the higher the level of
Anglo dominance in the school, the higher the level of symbolic violence as
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measured by Hispanic students’ attitudes toward their own group. In contrast, the
higher the level of Hispanic presence in the curriculum, the higher the level of eth-
nic salience in self-identification. The school is crucial in giving students informa-
tion, both formally and informally, about what knowledge is of most worth. As a
consequence of this information, at least partially, students develop either pride or
shame in their background.

The fact that she began her early schooling in Mexico, where her culture was
affirmed and valued, cannot be dismissed as a contributing factor in Yolanda’s sense
of worth and pride. Matute-Bianchi, for example, in an ethnographic study in Cal-
ifornia, found that many of the Mexican American students who were doing well in
school were born in Mexico."” Nevertheless, the role of Yolanda’s first elementary
school and of her current school in accepting and reflecting at least some aspects of
Mexican culture is probably a contributing factor in her academic success. The fact
that the culture of Hispanic students is at the very least acknowledged in the edu-
cational environment seems to have made a difference in how Yolanda and some of
her peers react to their ethnicity.

Yolanda Piedra has several more years of schooling to complete. She is a fortu-
S| nate young woman in the sense that both her elementary and junior high schools
888 | have affirmed her culture and language. It is unclear whether the high school she at-
tends will be the same, but she has gotten a good start: She knows what it is to be
a successful student, and her track record may be enough to keep her going in the
same path. Also, in spite of many messages to the contrary in the larger society, she
has learned the benefits of being Mexican. It is doubtful that she will lose this sense
of self in the years to come. Yolanda has also learned to enjoy learning, to make
“her mind work.” At this point, probably nothing can take away that now in-
grained zeal for education.

Ol

(@

3»
<
»|

O

i QF 00

(@Ol

3»
<
»|

TO THINK ABOUT

oo

1.- Many of Yolanda’s teachers are resolved to provide a productive and positive
environment for her and the other students in her school. Besides the examples
given, think of other ways in which that type of environment could be achieved
in this particular school.

2. Yolanda says that, when kids are suspended from school, it is “pushing them to
do it again.” What does she mean? What are the implications for school disci-
plinary policies?

i OER 00,

3.- When Yolanda says of her English teacher, “She just does the things and sits
down,” what does she mean? What can teachers learn from this?

4. Yolanda has criticized materials in her classes for “being too low.” Why do you
think she says this? What kinds of practices can schools develop to counteract
this perception?
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5. Yolanda was selected “Student of the Month” for her academic success. Some
would criticize this practice because it alienates and excludes a large number of

ib
»>
»>

ClOREO!

o



Q52_Chapter6_.gxd 05/30/2003 2:41 PM Page 249 $

ablonerman-cominictode 249

students; others believe that it helps to motivate all students, not just the most
accomplished among them. What do you think and why? What other ap-
proaches might you recommend?

Ol

6. Yolanda’s decision to be either a computer programmer or a flight attendant
sounds like a contradiction. What factors do you think influenced Yolanda in
this? What can schools do to help students make good decisions about their fu-
ture?
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