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Preface


The education of Hispanic/Latino students, from prekindergarten to graduate school, is of paramount importance to the future of the United States. I am an experienced and award-winning educator, principal, author, researcher, and scholar who identifies with the issues and challenges related to educating this important group of students who continue to lag behind educationally due to a complexity of factors. One of the driving principles of this book is that Hispanic/Latino students are vital linguistic, economic, and social resources to our society in an increasingly globalized and interdependent world. Thus, a fundamental belief of this book is that given proper support, every student has the chance for a successful and meaningful future. In addition, if we empower our Hispanic/Latino parents and families, I believe they will become a nationwide driving force for creating more equitable and responsive school environments for their children.


I am a lifelong educator of Mexican American descent from one of Chicago’s southside Mexican barrios, one of the lucky ones who escaped the poverty, abuse, neglect, and violence of my dysfunctional community. For me, it was leave or become a product of my environment—an environment rooted in poverty, gangs, drugs, incarceration, and death. At seventeen years of age, I chose to leave my barrio to attend a state university. There was no other option. In my youth I attended the Chicago Public Schools (W. K. Sullivan Elementary School and James H. Bowen High School) and the university system of Illinois (Northern Illinois University and Chicago State University). Education was the game changer for me. It opened doors that I did not even know existed at the time.


During my career as a public school teacher, school-based administrator, and district-level leader, I have worked primarily with low-income racially, culturally, and linguistically diverse groups of students, with particular experience working with, and advocating for, Hispanic/Latino students from those in special education to those identified as gifted, advanced, and high-ability and from the poorest to the wealthiest. I have worked with Hispanic/Latino students from urban, rural, and suburban communities. I saw firsthand how other educators and colleagues demeaned, ridiculed, and had lower expectations for these students, thus perpetuating racism, discrimination, and inequity. And I often wondered if this was by choice or due to ignorance. Those of us who had hope, high expectations, and inspiration were greatly outnumbered.


My purpose for writing this book is personal. I want to share my experiences, thoughts, and ideas with other educators from across the country who serve Hispanic/Latino students. This book delivers a plethora of statistical data, adds to the research on this population of students, and offers teachers and administrators a number of strategies that can positively impact the teaching and learning experience through curriculum, instruction, and assessment. Furthermore, I hope that this book allows students, parents and families, teachers, administrators, researchers and scholars, school boards, legislators, and policymakers to continue their advocacy; that hope remains eternal; and that there is still time to turn the tide of mediocrity in how we educate this population of students who are an untapped national resource and treasure.


Hispanic/Latino students now represent the largest ethnic group being educated in our public school system, yet few pieces of literature are available to support the development of these special learners. This book represents a vision to help our nation become more proactive in addressing the needs of this important group of students. It is designed to educate, inform, and empower. Its intent is to disseminate the relevant, practical, and culturally responsive information and data that educators, parents, and families need in providing these students with every opportunity to actualize and demonstrate what they know and are able to do.


In the end, my primary hope is that this book will make a difference for a group of students who historically have been disenfranchised, neglected, and often prevented from exercising their individual and collective talent and potential.




Introduction


The enrollment of Hispanic/Latino students in our nation’s schools is outpacing the readiness and infrastructure required to both effectively educate them and prepare them for a successful future. The most recent example is the dramatic and well-documented immigration of unaccompanied school-aged children from Central and South America, some fifty thousand strong, that has impacted our schools since 2014. The KIDS COUNT Data Book by the Annie E. Casey Foundation (2016) reports that there are 17.6 million Latino children in the United States, representing 25 percent of the country’s child population. Combining the continued influx of children from Central and South America and the steady flow of immigrant children from Mexico, deduction tells us this number is now well over 18 million. The KIDS COUNT Data Book goes on to document that the education of Latino students is cause for deep concern, with the greatest concern tied to those primarily located in the Mid-South and Southwestern regions of the United States.


In a review of the research by the Annie E. Casey Foundation (2016), National Center for Education Statistics (2016a), the United States Department of Education (2010), its Office for Civil Rights (2016), the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) (2016), the United States Census Bureau (2016), Child Trends Data Bank (2016), Child Trends Hispanic Institute (2017), and ACT and Excelencia in Education (2016), among other sources, I am saddened by what I read. Each, through its own unique perspective and data set, tells us we have a long road ahead of us as the “browning of America” continues to touch every facet of our educational system. Current data and research paint a bleak picture. Rather than shy away from these facts or let them discourage us as educators, we must use them as a motivating force to galvanize parents, teachers, administrators, policymakers, elected officials, and other stakeholder groups. We must band together at the local, state, and national levels to make the equal education of all our children a priority.


Status and Trends in the Education of Hispanic/Latino Students


To get to where we’re going, we must understand where we are. In terms of status, as a nation, we have categorically failed our Hispanic/Latino students. Despite scattered reports that demonstrate progress has been made, Hispanic/Latino students remain in the bottom 25 percent as a national cohort across nearly all reports documenting academic achievement. This status has developed into a trend now that this subgroup of students has longitudinally been linked to the lowest-achieving ethnic groups for at least the past thirty years. This book will explore some of the contributing factors to the current state of our education system and what changes we must make now if we want a better future.


The Promise of Equity and Excellence in Education Opportunities


Educational excellence is inextricably linked to educational equity. Matters of equity must continue to drive our national conversations and conscience so that all children will be given the opportunity to develop to their maximum potential. If the preponderance of our Hispanic/Latino students are Spanish-speakers, does educational excellence lie in the form of bilingual education, particularly dual-language immersion programs that honor one’s language, culture, and heritage? Allowing students to access a curriculum through their heritage language makes sense and provides a reliable and valid platform for them to demonstrate what they know and are able to do.


Teachers, principals, and other instructional and educational leaders can further the promise of educational excellence by working together and completing the professional development needed to apply principles of equity and cultural competency and to create a culturally responsive classroom environment. Educational excellence and opportunity require us to take a look at the whole child. While the litmus test for success is often grounded in academic achievement and test scores, we are now learning about the importance of the social and emotional growth of all students and its link to long-term success and productivity. Through the administration of interest inventories and in honest, coherent conversations about how each student learns best, teachers develop practices and procedures that honor strength-based programming. In turn, equity, access, and opportunity are enhanced.


Nomenclature


The labeling of students in our nation’s schools is used for funding purposes, program placement, and demographic descriptions, among other reasons. Diaz (2002) notes that defining and making choices in labeling people and their attributes is a difficult process due to the complexity of understanding the interconnections among the terms. Yet, this is a standard practice of our American education institutions.


In this book, both Hispanic and Latino are used, depending on the research cited. For example, the Annie E. Casey Foundation uses the term Latino, which was defined by the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) for use by federal statistical agencies. People who use this category (label) can be of any racial group and include people from Mexico, Central and South America, and other Spanish-speaking countries. The term Latino is also used by the Civil Rights Project / Proyecto Derechos Civiles at the University of California, Los Angeles, whereas the United States Census Bureau and the United States Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention use the term Hispanic.


Themes and Topics


No one can refute the existing challenges we face in educating Hispanic/Latino students in the United States. The problems are all too real and easily documented through local, state, national, and international achievement data. This book will focus on four of the most complex issues and their implications: immigration, poverty, identity, and bias.


Within these issues is the common theme of communication and collaboration among and between important stakeholder groups: parents and families, the school, the school district, and the local community. As the reader will discover, this book includes a diversity of perspectives unique to where the students are in the American education hierarchy.


Each solution or strategy in this book attempts to achieve equity, access, and opportunity for all students. Equity is the right to fair and unbiased instruction, access is the right to engage in all aspects of the curriculum, and opportunity is the right to strive for success and a brighter future.


Organization of the Book


This book is divided into four complex issues and their implications for the education of Hispanic/Latino students. Each chapter will provide topical, practical, and culturally relevant strategies for parents, teachers, administrators, and other educational and instructional staff to consider.


Chapter 1 addresses the realities of immigration, both legal and illegal. The stress of living in a sometimes openly hostile country can combine with the trauma many undocumented Hispanic/Latino students suffer crossing the border and being separated from family. The educational gaps these students contend with further complicate their academic needs. This chapter identifies warning signs teachers can look for in students needing more comprehensive emotional and academic support, in addition to techniques for making the classroom a welcoming and safe place for all students.


Chapter 2 addresses the poverty rate for Hispanic/Latino students—more than double that of white students. High poverty levels mean Hispanic/Latino students are more likely to attend Title I schools, more likely to work while going to school, and more likely to live in areas with few public resources. This chapter outlines constructive programs to provide the structure these students may not have at home and explores how educators can incorporate a whole-student approach into their lessons.


Chapter 3 addresses the struggles Hispanic/Latino students have in shaping their personal identities. The balance of obligations to school, community, and family requires complex and sometimes contradictory behaviors, including the use of different languages. As the largest minority group in American schools, Hispanic/Latino students are often treated as one homogeneous group—in reality, these students hail from nineteen different countries and one territory. This chapter details how to engage with Hispanic/Latino culture in the classroom without painting all students with a single brush and provides methods to involve English language learners in school effectively.


Chapter 4 addresses the taboo topic of teacher bias. The role of unconscious bias cannot be mitigated until it is appropriately identified and treated. Rather than shy away from reality, this chapter outlines practical techniques educators can utilize to overcome their own internal biases that may influence how Hispanic/Latino students perform in school.




CHAPTER 1


Adverse Life Experiences




“When asked about how her Hispanic ethnicity has affected her academic development and how it has influenced her aspirations, Sara responds, “My family and I are immigrants. We moved from Mexico to the United States when I was seven. We are a family of five, with my father being the only one who works. Neither of my parents speaks English. Over the years, I have come to learn the language, which has helped me do well in school. Our inability to speak English when we first arrived to the United States was a huge obstacle. In this country, we need to know the language; it is spoken everywhere. It was difficult to speak to the people around us. This affected my grades when we first arrived because I didn’t understand the homework or the activities we would do in class. Although it was a difficult stage for me, it only made me work harder to learn the language enough so that I would not have to depend on someone to interpret for me or my parents.”


Sara goes on to say, “Sometimes I feel like people tend to underestimate my abilities because I am Hispanic. This only motivates me to work harder and embrace my ethnicity even more—to prove to those who doubt me that being Hispanic does not determine what I am capable of or limit my possibilities. I want to go to college and become a successful person whom Hispanics can be proud of. I know that with hard work and dedication I will be able to accomplish whatever I want, as long as I keep my goal in mind.”


“My goal was to graduate and be in the top ten of my high school graduating class. I met that goal. Being part of the International Baccalaureate (IB) program helped me stay busy and focused in school. Although IB is a great program, it was very hard for me to get things done because of the limited resources in my school. I feel like that because this is a minority school we are often overlooked in the things we need. Sometimes to actually learn certain lessons, I had to teach myself and find the materials I needed online. I’m grateful for this now because not only did it teach me to be independent, but I also became a better critical thinker and problem solver.”


Sara attended a rural Title I high school in a South Florida area that is agricultural, remote, and lacks the fundamental resources and services that a healthy community requires. Its isolation informs a level of abject poverty where 100 percent of the students receive a free or reduced-priced lunch. Nonetheless, Sara has shown the resiliency and perseverance that empowers, allowing her to move forward with her plans to attend college.


One of Sara’s teachers writes that she is an amazing young woman professionally, academically, and personally. “She is continually helping and supporting a multitude of students as well as other teachers and staff members. She displays exceptional knowledge, critical thinking skills, communication skills, and leadership abilities. It became evident very early in my interactions with her that she is a kind, caring, and compassionate individual. She strives to do her best.” A local attorney, who serves as one of her mentors, adds, “She has revealed her leadership abilities by her eagerness to serve. There is no challenge too big or too small for her to take on, and she has shown a consistent willingness to volunteer her assistance with any project we undertake, in whatever capacity may be required. She is unwavering in her commitment to the group. She is fully bilingual and ready to make a difference in the world.”


Sara is a survivor. She demonstrates the characteristics required of today’s successful students. To come from a community where abject poverty is the norm, and that is often forgotten, and to excel academically, socially, and emotionally like she has makes her the kind of individual who can effectively navigate the many challenges that life often puts in our way. She is also resolute in her desire to be a role model for her younger siblings and other Hispanic students of her rural community.”





Why did I choose to write Educating Hispanic and Latino Students and not Educating Historically Disadvantaged Students? While those books would certainly overlap in places, the Hispanic/Latino story is uniquely written in the United States. In art, music, movies, and politics we experience the widest range of contradictory portrayals: the loving abuela and the angry gang member; the cowboy and the Casanova; the Aztec king and the migrant worker. No aspect of how the Hispanic/Latino diaspora is portrayed is more complicated than the role of immigration: According to the United States Department of Education’s 2017 report titled Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups, while 94 percent of the Hispanic student population under the age of eighteen were born in the United States in 2014, 6 percent of Hispanic/Latino students were not and are documented as immigrants; more than half (55 percent) of all first- and second-generation immigrant children were of Hispanic origin in 2014, according to Child Trends Data Bank (2014). This information and data helps reinforce the intra-ethnic diversity among Hispanic and Latino students, and how immigration continues to be part of the narrative that must be told, particulary when it comes to how to educate this unique group of students. The Lucille Packard Foundation for Children’s Health (2015) states that Hispanic/Latino students make up 25.6 percent of all public school enrollment in the United States. Furthermore, the Pew Research Center (2016) documents that despite slowing growth rates, Latinos still accounted for more than half (54 percent) of the total US population growth from 2000 to 2014. All this is to say a significant portion of the students in our public schools are, or are the children of, immigrants.


How these students engage with immigration is hugely significant to how they engage with their education. Children born to undocumented immigrants in the United States face unique challenges in attaining resources and stability that other students do not, and students who are themselves undocumented have even higher hurdles to overcome. No human being can be “illegal,” but the careless rhetoric of teachers, legislatures, and other people in power that makes students feel illegal is not something that is easily brushed off. Part of the problem is that the schools responsible for educating these students fail to take the trauma of being “illegal” into consideration. These students may have come here as unaccompanied minors, escaping from horrible circumstances. They are often the victims or witnesses of crime and dealing with toxic stress. They may have gaps in their education that are difficult to overcome without intervention. These students and their families should be able to expect an education of the same quality as that of their white, black, and Asian peers and that is free from political maneuvering—the neutral ground of schools should serve as community pillars, a safe space. This chapter explores these issues and how schools activating greater parental engagement can be the solution for many of them.


Unaccompanied Minors


Over the past few years, educators have realized that students are arriving to school having witnessed or been a part of some traumatic event that has left them socially and emotionally vulnerable. One such group is the unaccompanied minors from Central America and Mexico. The Migration Policy Institute (2015a) documents that more than 102,000 unaccompanied children from Central America and Mexico were apprehended at the US-Mexico border by US Customs and Border Protection from the start of fiscal year (FY) 2014 through August 31, 2015. That’s a difficult number to conceptualize—over 100,000 is about the total population of Boulder, Colorado—arriving in the United States in less than two years. In four years, the number becomes bigger than the population of Montgomery, Alabama; in six years, the number of unaccompanied minors is equivalent to the population of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. By any reckoning, this is an overwhelming movement of children across dangerous terrain. They face the environmental danger of great swaths of desert and the personal danger of predatory adults, all without the protection of their parents. From the beginning of FY 2014 through August 31, 2015, 77,194 unaccompanied minors were released by the Office of Refugee Resettlement (ORR) into communities throughout the United States. These minors are entitled to a public education. For school districts and communities to better serve these children, it is essential to understand where they have come from, why they have left, and the challenges they face in their new home.


The majority of unaccompanied children are from the Northern Triangle countries of El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras, which accounted for more than 76,000 of the 102,000 child immigrants mentioned previously. While current agreements between the United States and Mexico allow for most Mexican children caught to be returned to their homes, US law provides for different treatment of unaccompanied minors from noncontiguous countries. These children may qualify for asylum, indicating the United States recognizes they are unable to return to their homes for fear of persecution. There are eighteen Spanish-speaking countries and one territory in Latin America and the Caribbean from which these children emigrate, each with its own risks; they may have crossed oceans, trekked through deserts, cut through jungle, and braved manipulative coyotes or human traffickers on their own. In August of 2017, sixteen-year-old Brandon Martinez was one of dozens of undocumented immigrants smuggled into the United States in an unventilated truck. Tickets for the ride cost thousands of dollars for what the smugglers promised would be a comfortable and easy journey. Without air-conditioning in the summer heat and with only one small hole to take turns breathing through, Brandon watched as ten people died in the crossing. He and several other passengers were fortunately admitted to a hospital in time for treatment after being found.


For unaccompanied minors to make the decision to journey from their homes and the lives they knew to a brand-new country and the tenuous idea of a new life, there must be significantly motivating factors. According to Child Trends (2016), through the first six months of FY 2016, 27,754 unaccompanied children were apprehended at the southwest border. Border patrol officials predicted that in FY 2017, 75,000 would cross the US-Mexico border by themselves.
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