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Student Voices Expressed Through Life Story Narratives


           Why Mexican American Students get Left Behind

Given my research interest in English Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) and bilingual education, I wondered why so many Hispanic students are dropping out of high school. Initially, I assumed that it was mostly Hispanic immigrants who were dropping out. However, my preliminary research results indicate that a number of cultural and financial factors are placing United States born Hispanic high school students in a liminal state. This liminal state is “a betwixt and between place” (Murphy & Scheer, 1988) that forces many students to drop out of high school to pursue immediate economic benefits. 

As with prior research by Merrow and Slutsky (1992), Gollnick and Chinn (2002), Amato and Snow (1987), and Nieto (2000) who concluded that retention rates of Hispanic high school students enrolled in ESOL classes are lower than those of other minorities, my preliminary results point to a similar conclusion. The U.S. born Hispanic high school students in my sample had a drop out rate 5% higher than African Americans, Whites, and Asian/Pacific students. The second highest majority of Hispanic students dropping out of high school, according to my research, are students who were born in the U.S. and who are able to speak near-native English even though their first language is Spanish or semi-language is Spanish as indicated by my study.  While we know that the dropout rate in U.S.-born Hispanic high school population is increasing, my research was designed to find out firsthand from students why they were dropping out.  Through my own teaching experiences, I have found that Hispanic students are routinely discriminated against in the classroom through the use of a Euro-centric curriculum, exclusionary teaching methods, reduced expectations, and a general rejection of Hispanic culture and behavior. However, I wanted to understand from the students themselves what experiences and influences affected their decisions to drop out. Therefore, my research uses a life story narrative approach to help me understand why U.S.-born Hispanic students are dropping out at high rates. By tape recording their personal narrative experiences in school, transcribing the data verbatim, and finding patterns within the transcriptions that were significant to this study and my findings, I hope to determine the “why”.

Methods of Data Collection

My previous coursework and research in life stories, my professional relationship with anthropolist Dr. Mark Luborsky (1994), and the data collection of case studies by Sonia Nieto (2000), led to my collection and analysis of the life stories of U.S.-born Hispanic students who have dropped out of high school within the last five years.  Through a partial faculty stipend provided by Eastern Oregon University, I was able to uncover some root causes to this problem.

In this summary, I will describe the methodologies of data collection for informants. I will discuss why I used the life story and the procedures for contacting research participants, obtaining cooperation, administering questionnaires, and how I selected a subset of the questionnaires for analysis.  

Finally, I will briefly describe my methods of analysis and preview the data.

Data Sets and Collection Methods


I found my informants through the Oregon Employment Center in Salem, Oregon and through my colleague, Kerri Wenger. The participants in this study attended the following three high schools: Woodburn High School, North Marion High School, and Ontario High School. Three of the informants were also working as teacher assistants from the Willamette Valley.  

I first approached my informants by telephone and asked if they were willing to participate in this study.  I did not give my informants much information about the scope of my study because I wanted their stories to be told as naturally as possible.  I met each of my 12 informants individually at their homes or at school.  

Since Spanish is my second language I was able to do the interviews in both Spanish and English.  Before the taping began, I spoke to each informant informally to establish rapport. The interviews lasted anywhere from one to four hours, depending on how much the participant wanted to talk. All participants seemed comfortable being taped, and I started recording before asking my central interview questions. The participants signed consent forms to ensure confidentiality and to indicate that the research was for anthropological and linguistic study only. I explained to the informants what the project was about and assured them that their names would remain anonymous.  The participants were told that they could stop the interview at any point they wished.  

Questions for Informants

In collecting the interviews for this research project, I followed Luborsky’s (1994) questionnaire paradigm. The opening question was designed to elicit a narrative response rather than to get specific details.  The opening question was, “ Now that we have met and talked for a few minutes, could you tell me about your life as a student in the U.S.”?   Collecting a person’s life story in this manner is extremely comprehensive and used routinely in fields of study such as psychology, anthropology, and sociology.  I only asked one open-ended question in the beginning in an effort to reduce bias.  If I did not get enough information, I would ask them specific questions such as, “How was your experience in elementary, middle school and high school?” “Did your teachers support you?”  “Did your peers support you?”  “How much parental support were you given?” “Who was your favorite teacher?”  “Were you in any bilingual or ESOL programs?”  “What happened when you reached high school?” “Can you tell me about a positive experience you had and a negative experience you had?”. “How much academic support were you given in school?”  

Analysis and Initial Findings

After transcribing the data from students and the assistant teachers, I found that teacher and administrator lack of awareness, parental influences, and cultural differences are leading to a loss of identity for the U.S.-born Hispanic students. More specifically, students’ stories reveal that they do not fit into the mainstream, thus placing the students into a liminal state. Liminality theory proposes that people of marginal status (such as people of different races) who do not fit into the norm are in a “betwixt and between” state (Murphy, 1987).  That is, they are not accepted as full members of society.  Liebkind (1989) finds in her studies of discourse and ethnicity that groups of people who belong to social groups from which they derive guilt and shame give rise to conflicts of identification where members of the minority want to either dissociate or distinguish themselves from the group to which they belong, with an attitude of  “I’m not one of them” or by displaying acceptance and reappraisal of their traits of ethnicity. Researchers such as Jones (1997) have highlighted that conflicting, ambivalent positioning seems to be a major pattern in the discourse of gays and lesbians, the deaf, and other minority groups.  Conflicts with identity can be attributed to the outside world in that it does not allow members of these groups to be true to their identities. Examples include the gay person who is forced in and out of the closet and therefore is not allowed to take on a gay persona in a normal world (Jones,1997). Similarly, a deaf individual might be subjected to taking on a hearing identity even though he or she has to “cheat” to take on this persona, which in turn causes conflict in terms of one’s own interests (Kleinfeld and Warner, 1996). These groups have to negotiate their identities in their discourse to a greater degree than other groups due to their status in society.  While linguists have studied other stigmatized groups, little analysis has been conducted with people who are of Mexican descent but were born in the United States.  Most of the literature focuses on newly arrived immigrants to the United States. 

According to my study, from an educator’s perspective, contributing factors to students suffering a loss of identity and dropping out of school are:  their early release from ESOL or Bilingual education classes, never having been enrolled in such classes in the first place due to a limited number of slots, and the lack of an effective “mainstream”  alternative.  According to the salient points brought out in student narratives however, underlying issues causing these students to get left behind appear to be related to a lack of school resources, lack of support from parents and teachers who want them “to fit in” to mainstream classes, parents and students not wanting to be stigmatized by having their son or daughter put in “special” classes.  It isn’t just white Americans that are against bilingual education or ESOL.  A poll taken in California showed that 84% of the Hispanics that had taken the poll were against bilingual education. Many of my informants shared with me that they did not think they belonged in any type of ESOL/bilingual program even though they had trouble with core high school classes.  Also, teachers’ perceptions that a student’s near fluent conversational English “passes” as good enough to exclude them from ESOL or bi-lingual classes even though they cannot read or write English fluently. As evidenced in their narratives, assistant teachers explained that a majority of a U.S.-born Hispanic student’s English is not completely proficient, however, after being tested they are placed into regular classes due to their sufficient proficiency in English and because they are able to speak English better than new immigrants to this country.  

Jim Cummins (1979), an expert in Canadian Immersion programs, claims that the proficiency standards students need in order to become proficient in a second language have not been met by many of my informants because their parents have had little or no schooling, thus they are unable to help their children succeed. Cummins separates language acquisition into two distinct, but not necessarily separate, categories:. Basic Interpersonal Communicative skills (BICS) and Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). The distinction between BICS and CALPS was intended to draw educators’ attention to these issues? and warn against premature exit of ESOL students who had only attained a surface level fluency in English. True to his findings, a few of my informants had been placed in either ESOL or Bilingual classes.  Mainstreamed students said the regular content areas were just too difficult for them by the time they reached high school.  Unable to live up to administrator and teacher expectations, they decided to leave school.  Furthermore, they were not given any type of support such as mentoring in regular classrooms even though they were listed as bilingual or ESOL students due to their surnames. The assistant teachers said the federal or grant money that was supposed to be used to help educate all Hispanics at risk was not allocated to the U.S.-born Hispanics. 

Other factors that appear to influence the drop out rate and the liminal state of the U.S.-born Hispanic population are cultural differences that do not align with American standards.  For example, in areas of high gang activity, a boy is not considered a man until he goes to jail. Another difference is that parents—due to their busyness and complete faith in teachers—do not ask the teachers questions if their child is doing poorly in school. It is also a common cultural norm to not seek out help from teachers. When I asked my informants if they ever asked the teacher for help, 10 out of 12 said they did not feel comfortable asking the teacher for help because they were shy or were not taught by their parents to ask questions. One ESOL assistant teacher shared with me that a student had written a wonderful paper on fantasy and when she returned home to share the paper with her father, her father replied, “What is this? What are they teaching you in school, you need to know what is important now for your survival.” According to this informant, literature dealing with fantasy topics were not seen as important lessons to be learned by the students and the assistant teachers. The parents wanted their children to learn a trade or a subject that would enable them to earn money in the short term.

Another finding my informants shared with me was that they did not have any role models in school.  They explained that first generation immigrants to this country had been exposed to positive role models such as Hispanic doctors, professors, lawyers, and teachers. U.S.-born Hispanic students were much less likely to have been exposed to these same role models.


In summary, my key initial findings include: 

· The children that are being left behind are not only Hispanic immigrants, but also U.S. born Hispanic students. In fact, U.S. born Hispanics have the second highest percentage dropout rate, surpassing African-American students.  

· Educators already assume U.S.-born Hispanics are fluent in English and do not need any support such as mentoring or ESOL programs. Therefore, funds for these students are not being allocated appropriately. 

· U.S.-born Hispanic students lack parental support. Their parents are not talking to the teachers enough, going to teacher conferences, or making sure their children are assertive enough to ask questions. Parents also lack a cultural awareness that in the United States, parents are usually the biggest advocates for their children and do not leave their childrens’ success up to the teachers and school. 

· There is also a lack of role models for U.S.-born Hispanic students.. Any research on use of role model programs or using a work-study program as they do in college would appease the parents need for the to make money, not be stigmatized, learn something new, etc. 

To further explore and expand on these findings, I will also interview parents, teachers, principals, and administrators about their perceptions of Hispanics and continue transcribing more stories. These finding will eventually be turned into an article for the journal “Action Research in Teaching.”
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