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In this article, I describe the fight back imperatives of Latino educational ethnography at a time
when Latino children’s education continues to be the battleground for nation and culture wars. I
briefly trace the expansion of the field of Latino educational ethnography during the last two
decades, and point to the possibilities for the future of Latino ethnographies de lucha as social
movement. [Latino education, ethnography, agency, social movement]

In this article, I discuss the “agency” of Latino educational anthropology alongside Teresa
McCarty’s (this issue) urgent critique of the policy language of crisis, and her equally
urgent call “ ’to make public’ the injustices our ethnographic work reveals.” As McCarty
(this issue) makes clear, this language of educational crisis is circular, repetitive, and
stagnant, locating the problem within the very families and communities who are disen-
franchised by inequitable schools and structural social inequality. The policy response
continues to assume that the cultural and language practices of families and youths
from nondominant communities are deficient and need to be remediated and changed
(McCarty this issue).

This is nowhere more true than for Latino families, and in particular for emerging
bilingual students who continue to be defined as linguistically “limited” immigrants in
federal education policy.1 One might think about the role of racist nativism in educational
policy for Latinos/as. Pérez Huber and colleagues (2008:43) define racist nativism as “the
assigning of values to real or imagined differences, in order to justify the superiority of
the native, who is to be perceived white, over that of the non-native who is to be perceived
as People and immigrants of Color” thereby defending the right of whites, or natives, to
dominance. According to George Sánchez (1997), the late 20th century was marked by
three kinds of racial nativism—English-only policies and fear of linguistic difference
as a threat to national identity,2 characterizations of multicultural and affirmative action
initiatives as tilting against opportunities for white peoples, and the sentiment embodied
by California’s proposition 187 which engendered the idea of undocumented immigrants
exploiting educational and health services and thus depleting resources for deserving
true natives. Now in the 21st century, contemporary racist nativism manifests in proposals
such as Arizona’s Bill 2281 signed into law on May 11, 2010. This law, in its intention,
targets Ethnic Studies and Tucson’s Mexican American Studies in particular as
un-American, antigovernment, and promoting resentment toward other races or classes of
people. Going beyond the threat of language difference invoked as in previous English-
only state laws, this law more explicitly indexes the threat of cultural and social histories,
and claims to belonging. The language of “promoting resentment” and “ethnic solidarity”
embodies the perceived threat of collective responses to oppression, including civil and
human rights activism.

In these ways, Latino children’s education continues to be the battleground for nation
and culture wars. As McCarty (this issue) points out, language–culture–immigrant are
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all discursively bound up in the language of crisis in immigration and the language of
crisis in education. And the two crises inexorably work as one and the same. Precisely
at a time when 21st-century globalization requires the unprecedented number of immi-
grant and immigrant-origin youth to be equipped with a more complex set of skills,
competencies, and sensibilities, U.S. national policies and accountability systems remain
unresponsive to their needs (Suárez-Orozco et al. 2011). Assumptions of cultural defi-
ciency and linguistic limitations, and the requirements of assimilation and remedia-
tion continue to undergird educational policy and practices affecting Latino students in
particular.

It is within this context of racist nativism and language of crises, that Latino educational
ethnography has moved with urgency to name or expose how inequities are structured
in Latino youths’ schooling—inequities that produce high school push-out rates of over
38 percent for Latinos and 44 percent for Mexican-origin youth, and 54 percent and
60 percent, respectively, from the lowest income quartile of these populations (see
Covarrubias 2011). With equal urgency, Latino education ethnographers counter deficit
perspectives in documenting and theorizing transnational cultural, language, and literacy
practices across home, school, and community. Their classroom ethnographies also point
to the value of language and cultural heterogeneity for organizing effective teaching and
learning environments (Gutiérrez et al. 2009), including bilingual education and culturally
responsive classrooms. Participatory action research with youth (Cammarota 2008;
Duncan-Andrade and Morrell 2008; Sánchez 2009), and with parents, especially mothers
(Dyrness 2011; Hurtig 2008), bring together identities, cultural practices, and critical civic
action as the foundation for powerful education. This research has always been deeply
political, intentionally confronting the debates about immigration, culture, and language
that comprise the intertwining crises of language and education policy (see Zarate and
Conchas 2010). McCarty (this issue) inspires me to refer to this body of work as “fight back
ethnography” or in Spanglish, “ethnographies de lucha.”

Struggles for education, desegregated schools, school leadership, detracking, cultur-
ally responsive curriculum, and bilingual education have a long history in the United
States (see San Miguel and Donato 2010). I would like to focus my comments here
on the contemporary historical moment of the last two decades in which Latino edu-
cation ethnography has emerged. The decade of the 1990s marked the beginning of the
height of the Latino diaspora with growth in traditional gateway areas and the creation
of new Latino destinations in the United States. At the same time, the launching of
Operation Gatekeeper in 1994 marked increased militarization along the U.S.–Mexico
border in the San Diego, California area. According to Julio Cammarota (2008), the 1990s
and specifically California’s Proposition 187 in 1994, marked the beginning of the con-
temporary, state-sponsored anti-Latino era. This time is roughly when the first Latino
ethnographies were being published. It is also the time when I began graduate school
in North Carolina to study education in a newly emerging Latino diaspora community.
In the remainder of this article, I want to describe the fight back imperatives of
Latino education ethnography and to point to the possibilities for the future of Latino
ethnographies de lucha as social movement.

In the early 1990s, when I began working toward my doctoral degree, and asking
questions about how Latino parents negotiate family education and their children’s
schooling in a new Latino diaspora community, there were not very many ethnographic
studies about Latino education. In the late 1980s, with the publication of a Special Issue
in AEQ (see Jacob and Jordan 1987) and Trueba and colleagues’ (1989) coedited volume,
What Do Anthropologists Have to Say about Dropouts, the anthropological conversation about
“minority education” focused on explanations for differences in school achievement
among youths of diverse ethnic and racialized groups. Perspectives about cultural differ-
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ences, cultural discontinuities, and youth accommodation, assimilation, and resistance
were all at play (see Gibson 1987; McDermott 1987; Trueba 1991; and Foley 1991 among
others for discussion of debates).

Within this conversation, studies about Latino youth and schooling were important
(see Matute-Bianchi 1986; Moll and Diaz 1987; Suárez-Orozco 1987; Trueba 1988). Did
Mexican Americans and other Latino heritage children perform as involuntary minori-
ties according to John Ogbu’s cultural ecological model? For Ogbu (1987), a group’s
historical positioning within society influenced youths’ frame of reference for respond-
ing to the cultural imperatives of schooling in the United States. As “involuntary” or
descendants of “involuntary” minorities whose lands were taken away in 1848 (currently
the southwestern United States), English-speaking Mexican American youths’ frame of
reference was the United States and their experiences of discrimination. According to
Ogbu, their response of resistance, like that of African American youth, had negative
consequences for their school achievement. Other Latino youth, such as the children of
refugee Salvadoran parents in Suárez-Orozco’s (1987) study, had their home country of
El Salvador as a frame of reference where economic and political circumstances were
seen as more difficult. Salvadoran youth worked hard and achieved in school—despite
cultural differentials and discrimination—as a way to give back to their parents who
endured sacrifices for their children (Suárez-Orozco 1987). Ogbu’s theories certainly
offered explanatory power for my thinking on differential school achievement among
minoritized populations.

However, I needed more to help me think specifically about the complexities of Latino
families’ and youths’ cultural lives. What else was out there to help me think about race
and racism, power, language, culture, and family education? Meanwhile, I was introduced
to the work of Henry Trueba (1988, 1989, 1991; Delgado Gaitan and Trueba 1991) who
insisted on the importance of culture in learning and within a social and societal context.
He was concerned with the cultural essentialism of the voluntary–involuntary categories
that in his view served to predetermine youth responses. In his scholarship, Trueba
emphasized the promise and potential of language minority youth, including Latino
students.

Outside of this important conversation on differential school achievement, there were
few other ethnographic studies available about Latino education. These few, however,
were critical to my engagement with the anthropology of Latino education. Foley (1990)
had recently published his ethnographic study of schooling and Mexican American youth
in South Texas. This study provided me with a methodological and theoretical approach
for thinking about Latino youths’ cultural production with a class and race analysis.
Importantly he provided a macroethnographic lens for considering Mexican American
education and youth identities vis-à-vis larger sociocultural, political histories—in this
case the Mexican America Civil Rights Movement—while keeping a focus on on-the-
ground cultural practices.

Then I came across the work of Concha Delgado Gaitan (1992, 1993, 1994; Delgado
Gaitan and Trueba 1991). She was pioneering in her ethnographic descriptions of the
educational value of Mexican family language and literacy practices in the home space. For
the first time I was reading about cultural practices such as consejos (narrative advice),
cuentos (traditional tales), and historias (stories) as forms of education. The home life that I
was familiar with was now full of education, full of language, and full of literacy. Even as
Delgado Gaitan sometimes took the tone of a detached social scientist in her early work as
the times demanded (see Delgado Gaitan 1992), she clearly wrote with great love and
respect. Her collaborative work with Latino parent advocacy groups profoundly changed
how she came to view her role as researcher–learner–advocate in Latino communities
(see Delgado Gaitan 1993).
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Delgado Gaitan (2001) later reflected openly about how to discuss oppression
and needs in Latino communities without reducing people to their hardships. She realized
the power of representation, and in particular the consequences when singular notions
of Mexican and Mexican American “culture” take root in teaching, curriculum and
school policy. She advocated for ethnography that centered families’ dignity and full
humanity. This ethnographic scholarship in Latino education was and continues to be
deeply political. How could it not be? It was following on the heels of the 1986 Immigra-
tion, Reform and Control Act, which provided legal residency to a substantial number of
the Latino undocumented population. This scholarship spoke as border surveillance and
detentions were drastically increased along the U.S.–Mexico border, and just as the public
voted for the official English-only laws of the late 1980s (1986 in California, 1989 in
Arizona). This work was clearly “talking back” if not fighting back at the discourses of
immigration that served to inform deficit-based responses to Latino family cultural lives
and youths’ education. These ethnographies de lucha continued to guide me through
considerations of family cultural practices at the interface of home and school.

Since my graduate school years, there has been a plethora of outstanding ethnographic
work in the field of anthropology of Latino education. We have deep ethnographic analy-
ses about schooling and racialization, transnational youth cultural practices, children’s
and families’ language socialization and bilingual language practices, school policy and
programs, practices of teaching and learning, youth civic engagement, higher education,
and education within and across families, communities, churches, schools, and afterschool
programs (see Villenas and Foley 2010 for a review of Latino education ethnographies).
These ethnographies of Latinidades have changed the vocabulary about “culture”—from
cultural difference to transborder and borderlands cultural practices, cultural mestizaje,
funds of knowledge (González et al. 2005), culturally “emergent practices” (O’Leary et al.
2008) and “cultural organizing” (Cammarota 2008). As ethnographers of Latino education,
we have comprised a lucha libre (wrestling) tag team. We have been both talking back to
negative public discourses about Latinos/as, but also talking to each other and engaging
in our own conversations and disagreements about the complexities of Latino lives and
education. Politically, we have become adept at planning our movidas (tricky moves) as we
carefully consider our discourse to maximally affect policy, programs, and teaching prac-
tices. This is a far cry from the early 1990s when there were only a few Latino education
ethnographies available. In such a short period, we have come a long way in terms of the
number of ethnographic studies that have been produced, the knowledge that has been
generated, and the conversations that we have been able to have.

Unfortunately, while research in Latino education has expanded in its scope and influ-
ence, the language of deficit in the public discourse remains. But our ethnographies de
lucha are also reengaging in the project of education as social movement. In this vein, I am
reminded of Jeannie Oakes and Martin Lipton (2002) who argue that school change efforts
need to work at the ideological level. As long as school-based reform addresses change as
incremental and apolitical and rooted solely in school structures and practices, we miss
responding to the power of ideologies of meritocracy held by elite parents who posit that
educational opportunities be afforded to deserving students based on merit (Oakes and
Lipton 2002). We also miss the deleterious power of racist nativism. Oakes and Lipton
(2002) urge educators and researchers to view their efforts as social movement, rather than
organizational change. The strategies and skills of grassroots organizing and social move-
ment provide educators with the tools to mobilize community and address the discourses
that maintain the status quo (Oakes and Lipton 2002).

Latino communities in the United States have a rich and long history of mobilizing for
economic, political, social, cultural, and educational human rights. Recent multiheritage
social movements include the immigrant rights movement,3 the Dream Act youth move-
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ment in which young adults take great risks in exposing their undocumented status,4 and
the UNIDOS youth movement of Tucson, Arizona organizing against the dismantling of
their school district’s Mexican American Studies program. There are many more local and
transnational mobilizations and grassroots organizing that do not make the news, but that
are taking place every day. Moreover, for almost two centuries Latina/o–Indigenous
creative work has documented the “methodologies of the oppressed” (Sandoval 2000) that
have sustained communities in surviving, negotiating, and transforming social conditions.
Coalitional work, solidarities across difference and effective readings of power have all
been essential practices for grassroots organizing and movement building. As the anthro-
pology of Latino education moves forward, it is doing so very intentionally and cognizant
of its location within histories of struggle. For example, when Orellana highlights Latino
immigrant children’s contributions to their households (2001), and their bilingual prac-
tices of translation (2009), she centers direct attention on children’s capacity for cultural
agency, and by extension on that of their families and communities. In these ways, our
ethnographies de lucha should continue to renew the field of Latino education as social
movement, and to use our carefully crafted research to locate cultural agency and educa-
tional change from within and from without.

“Our education is under attack, what do we do? Fight back!” is the chant among
UNIDOS youths and supporters. The youths of UNIDOS are calling us to action as they
link culture, language, and education to their basic human rights, and to organized
community resistance to secure these rights. In one of UNIDOS direct actions at the
Tucson Unified School District school board building on April 27, 2011, a youth leader
read UNIDOS’ demands for their human right to an education that honors their history,
knowledge, language, and cultural expression:

We want full compliance with our civil and human rights. The ban on ethnic studies is unconsti-
tutional, dehumanizing and is a violation of our human rights. According to article 31 of the
United Nations Declaration of the Rights of Indigenous Peoples of 2007, we have the right to
maintain, control, protect and develop our cultural heritage, traditional knowledge and traditional
cultural expression. [YouTube 2011]

Our ethnographies de lucha have contributed immensely to the field of Latino education
at large. But excellent ethnographies are not enough. The UNIDOS youths call on us to join
them, to fight back, and to continue to learn from and locate our strategies within social
movements that underscore the human rights and human dignity of all people.

Notes

1. See the English Language Acquisition, Language Enhancement, and Academic Achievement
Act, Title III of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.

2. California also passed Proposition 227 in June of 1998. Referred to as the “English for the
Children” initiative by its supporters, this proposition essentially outlawed bilingual education or the
programmatic use of the native language in children’s education.

3. Immigrant rights demonstrations emerged across the country in reaction to the passage of the
Sensenbrenner bill (H.R. 4437) by the U.S. House of Representatives in 2005. The bill would crimi-
nalize undocumented immigrants and those who aid and abet them.

4. The Dream Act (Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors act) is legislation that
would provide citizenship for unauthorized youth and young adults who have attended U.S. schools
and will continue on to higher education or serve in the U.S. military.
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