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Abstract   

The purpose of this project is to understand the causes and address the challenges facing Latino youth in 

Minnesota in educational achievement.  Examination is addressed through reviewing previous works, 

completion of interviews and programatic exploration in order to address the barriers and provide 

potential solutions. 

Introduction 

In 2013, I wrote the following introduction to a position paper based on the most recently 

published educational data about Minnesota indicating that only about fifty percent of Latino 

students are graduating from high school in our state: 

We are losing the minds of young people.  We are losing their 

talents, their potential and their economic impact.  We are losing 

our future citizens and quite possibly our hope.  We need to 

change. If I spoke to a large group of white citizens in any school 

district in Minnesota and stated that just over fifty percent of 

white young people at their high schools are graduating, we 

would probably have an uproar at the state capitol, a riot in the 

streets, a call for heads to roll and an immediate development of 

a multi-point plan on to how to fix this problem.  There would be 

feelings of anger and terms like epidemic, problem and outrage 

would flood the airwaves of our state’s media.  I would not need a 

megaphone to ignite this upheaval and arouse a concerned 

citizenry to create a change, I would need only to utter the facts, 
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softly, to adult listeners and the wheels of change would be 

rolling. 

It is now the beginning of 2017, the most recent data is from 2013-2014 and it continues to 

show that the Latino graduation rate is only 63% and is 23 percentage points behind their 

white counterparts.  North Star state, we continue to have a major problem. 

Reflecting on Personal Experience and My Call to Action 
I come to this subject matter after working with youth for over 18 years, the past 13 as a 

therapist working with youth and families at several dozen Minnesota schools.  Early in this 

work I began to hear stories from Latino youth about challenging experiences with school staff, 

peers and administration.  I developed relationships within the school and supported staff in 

discussing youth populations that they reported as having difficulties.  Over the course of 

thirteen years, I heard system-wide discussions on how to change things for certain populations 

in order to draw these youth into the school system and I supported individual youth and 

families in challenging the status quo of educational institutions.  I sat with young Latinos who 

shared stories with me about how challenging it is for them to feel connected to their school’s 

community and how angry they feel about being left out.  

 

Much of what I have experienced has frustrated and angered me.  Proposed solutions to help 

this group of young people still seem to be white-centered.  Decisions are sometimes made 

without the full inclusion or direction of the communities impacted by these choices. The larger 

community is often disengaged about wanting to create solutions to identified challenges. We 

are not providing the appropriate opportunities for all children to learn and be successful, and 

we continue to treat education as a one-size-fits-all model. Too often programs, models and 

ideas that support disadvantaged youth best are seen as “added-value” educational ideas, 

subject to budgetary discretion, instead of recognized as what may be required for young 

people from different walks of life to be able to grow.  Most importantly, I have discovered 

through the years, through the patience of young people and their families and through the 

guidance of other youth workers:  that I am white; that schools are largely white institutions; 

and that this leaves some, like me, in a place of privilege.  This is my battle cry: to leverage my 

privilege so that we can make changes in order that all children can succeed in the state of 

Minnesota and beyond. 
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The Search for Better Answers 

The NorthStar Fellowship provided the time and opportunity for me to study the data, read the 

literature, visit successful programs and talk to people with expertise, and who, like me, are 

committed to leveraging their power and privilege to make changes in the schools.  This paper 

is organized around a four-point plan to begin the change that is needed. This plan begins with 

recognition of the systemic problems of white power and privilege and the commitment to 

create educational environments based on a model of equity.  It moves to assure culturally 

appropriate supports for Latino youth and families and endorses free expression by Latinos in 

our schools. 

 

Using the data from the U.S. Department of Education (2015) for the year 2013-14, one can 

see that in Minnesota Latinos have a four-year graduation rate of 63%, as compared with their 

white peers’ graduation rate of 86% .  Minnesota continues to have the lowest percentage rate 

of graduation for Latinos reported by the Department of Education in the entire United 

States.  This disparity is staggering and means that fewer than two out of every three Latino 

youth may have the opportunity to walk across the stage at graduation or attend a higher 

learning institution.  Alongside this information, a Pew Hispanic Center report shows that 

Latinos make up about 20-25% of the student body in the schools in the U.S. and that overall, 

Latinos are the largest minority group in the nation, “making up more than 50 million people” 

(Fry & Lopez, 2012, p. 1). 

 

In conjunction with this data HACER (Hispanic Advocacy and Community Empowerment 

through Research) published a position paper in 2012 discussing the Latino population and its 

impact on Minnesota.  The authors began by noting that the Latino population is currently the 

second largest minority population in Minnesota (Shurilla, Ebinger, Deal-Marquez, & Gutierrez, 

2012).  Using Minnesota census data the report goes on to say that as Minnesota’s population 

ages over the next 25 years the 65-plus demographic will double, meanwhile the number of 

people under 65 years will grow by only 10% in that same period. This under-65 population will 

be the future of our state’s economy and be providing for our aging “Boomer” population.  The 

authors also explain that Latinos will be the fastest growing population within this supportive 

generation. I believe these data show that we have a looming crisis in Minnesota; youth of 

Latino descent will be ill-equipped to be a part of our educated work force, which will be 

needed to support the economics of Minnesota in the future.   
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How do we allow this unjust and unproductive educational environment for this population of 

students in our schools?  What barriers keep young people of Latino descent from developing 

into successful students and in turn, into financially successful adults?  What needs to be done 

to bring about change? 

 

Let us begin by working backwards with the issue and then see what changes can be made.  In 

1973 Gisela Konopka laid out her ideas for creating healthy adolescents.  She discussed in that 

paper conditions that should be in place in order to provide opportunities for all young people to 

develop as citizens and become responsible members of our communities.  According to 

Konopka healthy development of youth should include opportunities to participate in citizenship 

and decision-making.  As well, youth should have the opportunity to experience relational self-

reflection and discovery, both internally and through external measures. This, to me, seems to 

be what schools can create for young people: an environment where they have the chance to 

succeed, develop and grow safely.  Taking from Konopka’s vision of healthy youth development 

and in the context of our current failure rate of Latino students in our schools, I propose that 

schools, communities and society are charged to create educational environments that: 

1. Face the realities that white power and privilege impose on schools and the lives of 

those who are educated there.  

2. Work actively to create educational environments that engage Latino youth and families 

where they are, basing this work on models of equity. 

3. Selectively direct resources to assure that culturally appropriate supports and 

opportunities engage the Latino community and address the power of institutions. 

4. Encourage and create mechanisms that allow for Latino free-expression as part of the 

school. 

Focusing on these four principles will help us to change the current direction for Latinos in our 

schools.  In order to move in this direction, we need to understand some basic things about our 

school system as it currently presents itself.  

The Reality of White Power and Privilege in Schools 
Our American educational system is based upon the principles of a single-minded delivery 

model of learning, constructed by people of privilege, and does not take into consideration the 

changing nature of our diverse populations.  It supports the families of white students best and 

is based on the assumption that all students and families have the same resources to engage in 

learning environments and do so in the same manner.  Formal education began in this country 

as a privilege for white, wealthy people in order for them to continue the economic leadership 
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for the future.  Overall, our education system was designed by white people, to create 

advantages for white people, while also delivering information that would help assimilate and 

cement a common cultural experience and common workforce (Herbst, 1996).  If one looks at 

the history and uses of education in this country, one can see many examples of how whiteness 

tries to maintain the authority of these educational institutions and how our educational 

institutions use power to create pathways for assimilation and patriotism within our culture.  

 

Just think about a few of the following examples of how this power has been used:  the use of 

boarding schools for Native people’s forced assimilation; Brown vs. Board of Education and its 

impact and challenges regarding desegregation of schools; white flight and its impact on inner 

city schools and resources; standardized testing that was based on experiences and exposures 

related to white culture; the use of American history textbooks to create an idealized and 

whitewashed history of America, as described in the book, Lies My Teacher Told Me (Loewen, 

2008); requiring the Pledge of Allegiance in schools; the creation of academic calendars that 

reflect the traditions and important events based on Judeo-Christian culture and holidays, to 

name a few.  

 

It is not difficult to find the threads of how schools have been tools to create an American ideal 

under the authority of those in privileged positions.  As one administrator pointedly said during 

an interview, “Schools are a microcosm of society; everything plays out with racism in 

schools.”  In saying this, I think the administrator means that schools are an extension of the 

society, and the racial and authoritarian challenges of each generation are present within the 

walls of the schools.  

 

White privilege in our educational institutions is a fundamental barrier to the success of Latino 

youth.  It is the concept that if acknowledged, understood and addressed by our schools and 

communities, will allow some of the other more practical solutions to come to light, and will 

create communities that will have a desire to develop a significant, inclusive and long-lasting 

response to its shortfalls.  White privilege in schools means that I can assume that the persons 

in power will reflect me; the curriculum will be based on my cultural upbringing; and the 

supports, financially and within the construct of school and community culture, will be sustained 

and supported with my own interest in mind.  It is a challenge because white people are 

generally the persons in power who have a large voice in the funding streams of education and 

often shape the policies decided upon for our youth in schools.  For the demographic shift 

occurring now and in the future, this white way of thinking will need to be addressed and 
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changed so that we can meet the needs of the growing Latino population and reap the benefits 

of their education and their fresh ideas and perspective in this state.   

 

Before one can create solutions to a problem, one must acknowledge that a problem exists.  In 

terms of white privilege and school systems, one must come to terms with the fact that “race—

and thus racism, in both individual and institutional forms—whether acknowledged or 

unacknowledged—plays a primary role in student’s struggle to achieve at high levels” (Singleton 

and Linton, 2006, p. 2).  Or as Ryan Vernosh, 2010 Minnesota Teacher of the Year stated, 

“Racial inequality is fundamental to the achievement gap and needs to be addressed head-on” 

(Koumpilova, 2013, para. 22).  I do not propose many specific solutions as to how to reduce 

these privileges, but offer some examples of steps certain communities have made to create 

equity.  There are much smarter people than I who have developed programs that address 

privilege and racism.  If you would like to begin a better understanding of these concepts and 

how they impact education see Singleton and Linton’s book, Courageous Conversations about 

Race (2006).  I do hope that we can acknowledge and learn about our privilege and agree to 

create a working lens that acknowledges our educational system is steeped in white privilege 

and therefore hinders the healthy development of all students of color, including Latino 

students.   

 

Singleton and Linton (2006) explain that youth are already responding to the inequity in schools 

through means of anger, failing, truancy and outright refusal of school expectations.  It is 

foolish to think that our continuation of doing more of the same to solve the problem will 

produce any better results.  Cornell West wrote that “White Americans expect that people of 

color should be ‘integrated into White society and culture’ and become ‘worthy of acceptance by 

the White way of life’ and establish Whiteness as the acceptable standard” (Singleton & Linton, 

2006, p. 26).  This principle that “white is right” is surely outdated, and if the demographics 

continue as projected it will leave many people outside of the fold of education in its current 

form.  It is far past time to change how educators and our system engage students of color and 

join in creating equity in the educational field for all students.     

 

Whiteness and white pride in our schools is pervasive, from the posters on the wall, to how 

subjects are taught and who and what those subjects focus on.  It controls the social 

gatherings related to the school experience and it controls the discipline process.  It seems few 

schools embrace the many cultures that make up this America and many cultural experiences 

reflected in the students.  Walking through many schools, as I have, it is hard to see value in 
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those cultures when they are not represented on the walls, in the books and not seen in the 

faces of teachers and administrators.  A student shared one example of this lack of appropriate 

cultural expression in response to a school’s scheduled cultural event saying, “Taco night is not 

a Latino cultural event.” This lack of cultural understanding and expression must be 

acknowledged, addressed and changed on some level before we can see real and genuine 

Latino student engagement and success in our schools.   

 

Racism exists in schools in many forms.  One needs only to look at the research based on 

discipline referrals and school responses in this country to see that skin color has an impact in 

the school environment. One administrator shared the challenges of racism in schools when he 

said, “Staff see non-white as ‘less than’ and we have to work on this.”  One Latina student 

shared her experience in school saying, “Teachers take away my phone, but let the other white 

kids have theirs out.”  She was angered by the number of times she was sent to the office 

because of her phone and the lack of the same disciplinary response occurring for the other 

white students.  As Singleton and Linton (2006) explain, equality is based on the assumptions 

that all students “have the same opportunities and experiences” (p. 47).  They believe, and I 

agree, that opportunities are not the same for all people, and in our schools, race can impact 

many of the opportunities available to a student.   

 

It is true that things need to be fair for all, but equality does not take into consideration that 

things are not fair currently, nor have they been historically fair in our country.  I would argue 

that equality and fairness cannot exist until we create equity.  We cannot assume equality and 

turn a blind eye on the fact that the system is inequitable.  Instead, when we focus on changing 

the Latino educational experience, we must look through the lens of creating equity.   

 

Equity is a different principle than equality; it is a general condition characterized by justice, 

fairness, and impartiality.  Singleton and Linton explain that educationally, equity means 

narrowing the gap between the highest and lowest performing students and eliminating the 

racial predictability and disproportionality of which student groups occupy the highest and 

lowest categories (2006).  They further explain that equity means that all students will have the 

opportunities and resources they need to succeed.   This may mean that developing and 

enacting extra supports and programs for Latinos, although on its face may look unjust, is an 

important step toward balancing the system and creating equity.  For example, if we were to 

have Latino youth, families and supporters design and implement specific supports and tools in 

order for them to achieve school success, it might look as if we are creating an unfair system 
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that allocates more resources to one population over another.  This is true only if we do not 

recognize that the system has given unfair advantage to white people throughout the course of 

educational history.  Equity means that we find appropriate ways for Latino families and 

students to engage in the educational process and in order to build this kind of relationship, we 

must provide appropriate resources to help engage in these productive relationships.  It may 

mean that we need to give more resources, staff and energy toward helping schools 

understand and engage the Latino community and develop programs that will further Latino 

student success.   

Create Academic Environments that Model Educational Equity 

A great example of creating equity within the educational system is The TORCH program in 

Northfield, Minnesota.  Northfield is a small farming and manufacturing community (population 

approximately 20,000) about an hour away from the capital of Minnesota. TORCH (Tackling 

Obstacles and Raising College Hopes) came out of a response to the dismal graduation rates 

and high dropout levels of Latinos in the Northfield public schools from 2001 to 2004.  It was a 

collaborative effort by the schools, community, and business leaders to find ways to connect 

Latino students with more resources to tackle their specific academic and social challenges, help 

them maintain their education and connect them to possibilities after high school.  In the short 

time the program has been in place, they have seen the graduation rate for Latino students go 

from about 36% to almost 90%.  One youth I spoke with, who was in the TORCH program 

when living in Northfield, described the positive impact she experienced by participating in a 

school that understood her culture and provided many more supports and opportunities.  She 

reported she had access to several Latino mentors, each serving a different role in her life and 

education and each having access to the resources and understanding needed to assist her 

when challenges in her life came up, educationally, or in her community life.  The program was 

meeting many of her developmental needs.   

 

She shared a specific example of the school meeting these needs with a story about how she 

sometimes missed the bus because she needed to stay up late to care for her siblings so her 

mother could work extra hours to keep the family afloat financially.  She reported that while 

enrolled in Northfield and the TORCH program she was always “able to call a support person 

and they picked me up” when she overslept.  “I usually only missed the first period of 

class.”  She shared how her grades were much better in that supportive environment and 

because of the familial aspects of the program, her mother would participate in some of the 

school functions when she could, knowing she could connect with other Latino families and get 
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resources for the things her family needed at times.  The youth reported that the success and 

academic progress she achieved while enrolled in that program had not translated well since 

her move to her new community and new school.  She felt that the supports were not available 

to her in the new school in the same way; she felt disconnected and was failing her classes 

without that extra support.  Now when she misses the bus, which still happens often because of 

the care she needs to provide for her siblings, she said she ends up missing the whole day of 

school because she does not have a mentor who is able to give her a ride or a support person 

in the school who understands. She shared that her current school’s response to her absences 

is to meet with the administrative team and file truancy instead of discussing possible ways to 

address her challenges within her family and community.  “There is no way I can catch up and 

no one seems to understand the challenges my family and I face.”  She shared through tears 

that this depresses her and leaves her less motivated for school. She was on the honor roll 

while enrolled in the TORCH program in Northfield and she dreamed of doing positive things 

with her life, including college.  She failed the majority of her classes last semester, mostly 

because of attendance issues, and her mother is not engaged in any social and resource 

supports of the school because she is unsure how to connect with them within this current 

community.     

 

It seems by this example alone, one can see the value of having specified programming for 

disadvantaged youth to address specific needs and reduce the obstacles to education.  What 

seems most distressing about this example is that this program providing equity within the 

school has shown a great rate of success in implementing solutions for Latino youth, but is 

entirely funded, so their website states “by grants and donations.”  That means that we are 

treating an effective educational program, one that reduces barriers to education and supports 

the healthy development of youth, as an extracurricular activity instead of seeing this as a 

necessary program for our students’ success and our future economy.  We need to think about 

what our communities and districts are willing to do to truly address the hurdles students have 

and sustainably support solutions that have a greater ability to be effective at developing our 

future generations.   

Direct Resources and Support to Meet Specific Community Needs 
One can see the power of creating programs that are designed specifically for community 

needs.  When we acknowledge white privilege and racism, we begin to see the need for, and 

are able to create targeted programs that benefit a specific group of students, such as 

Latinos.  Genuine equity, such as the TORCH program demonstrates, takes into account that 
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the educational experiences and advantages given to whites and not granted to Latinos, as is 

the current model, can be changed.  It requires a significant boost in supports and 

programming that is tailored to level the playing field for Latino students.  It also requires a 

community to care enough about the healthy development of all youth.  Both of these 

requirements were present in order for the TORCH program to succeed. This is justice and the 

reason equity is more important than equality.  Equity takes an introspective look at the 

historical nature of the problem—that things did not begin from the place of all being equal—

and it tries to repair that through catch-up programs and changing the system to benefit all 

youth.  In this instance this was accomplished by paying particular attention to creating 

opportunities for the Latino youth whom the system was failing.   

Try New Approaches to Language Learning 

One of the other barriers to Latino success that came up during this project was the impact of 

language.  Language can be a large barrier for Latino students for several reasons.  Latino 

youth may come to school with some dual-language experiences.  It can be the case that at 

home they speak Spanish and at school they are taught English.  This language barrier can 

create many challenges for schools and families, and few schools seem to address this 

challenge and utilize this potential resource as a strength.  Many of the students in our state 

who are raised in Spanish-speaking households, or recently arrived from Spanish-speaking 

countries, begin their education in English Language Learning (ELL) classes where students can 

learn the English language in order to integrate themselves into the larger system of 

education.  Although I believe it is important to assist the students to develop the language of 

the dominant culture in order for them to attain long-term success, I think this ELL-only process 

may be shortsighted, and it negates a skill that these students already have.  It can also 

continue to devalue the young people’s experience and further create a feeling of “less than” in 

not giving significance to their own cultural origins.  One interviewee, a Latino support worker, 

related this feeling when he said “focusing only on English language development takes away 

from [the students] having pride in their native tongue and diminishes respect for their own 

cultural experiences.” Many of the first-generational interviewees spoke of feeling embarrassed 

at their parents’ inability to speak English and their own embarrassment about their native 

language and outright refusal to speak their native tongue when in school.  One of the 

interviewees who is an adult now spoke of how she spent most of her adult life trying to regain 

what she had lost in her ability to communicate and understand Spanish because of her shame 

about her Latino heritage when she was a child in school.  I believe our ELL-only focus in 

education for newly arrived students, may do a disservice by further creating this shame.  
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It is important for us to look at how we can utilize students’ native language skills to help them 

create a stronger global skill set in language fluency in both their primary and secondary 

languages.  How does it shape school for dual-language learners if we tailor our educational 

process to allow for these students to develop their English skills in conjunction with developing 

their primary language skills, resulting in the students becoming dual-language fluent faster and 

easier than their white counterparts?  There is a program offered at one high school that 

teaches a Spanish language class only for native speakers, instead of basing the assumption 

that all students are at the same skill level in this language.  This accomplishes several tasks at 

once.  First it provides native speakers a better learning environment to build off of skills that 

these students already possess.  It takes these students out of the traditional Spanish 1, 

Spanish 2 sequence, knowing that this process may not meet their true needs, and takes into 

account that students with prior knowledge may be bored in a class that is beneath them in 

content.   

 

Secondly, this class design does not assume that all of the language skills are equal among all 

of the Latino students and instead teaches the members of the class the skills that each needs 

to develop individually based on initial and follow-up testing of skills.  Individual students have 

different plans, based on need, within the classroom setting.   This model really meets the 

needs of the students where they are.   Thirdly, it allows a whole segment of the Latino student 

body to build and promote positive cultural connections amongst their Latino peers. Connecting 

students through learning the same language together while acknowledging and supporting 

their previous knowledge about the subject matter can help to foster a better connection within 

the school and within their community.  It helps to build connections within the group of Latino 

students and gets them working together to learn very specific material related to their culture 

and language.  HACER identifies research showing how Latino students are influenced by their 

social relationships at home, school and community and the impact those relationships can have 

when they are intertwined within positive settings (Shurilla et al., 2012).  This model of learning 

allows for Latino students to benefit from building these significant and important relationships 

with peers in the safety of the school.   

 

One of the other key points in this example is that this class was designed and is taught by a 

teacher who is also a native speaker and immigrant.  The importance of this is that it allows the 

students to have the opportunity to form a positive connection with an adult in the building, 

who may be seen by the students as being more like them. This piece may begin to assist in 
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addressing a difficult problem that the HACER report points out in schools.  The report says, 

“Latino teachers and administrators are underrepresented in schools, depriving Latino students 

of access to staff that could serve as language and cultural interpreters and positive role 

models” (Shurilla et al., 2012, p. 16).  Requiring the teacher to be a native speaker and to have 

gone through the process of immigration allows for the opportunity to build an open 

relationship with the students.  This model of using instruction for dual-language learners 

directly results in the students having time to build a positive relationship with one teacher who 

may be seen as a positive role model from their community and may have experienced some of 

the challenges that these students experience. 

 

The ability to speak Spanish certainly seems to be a skill that has real economic value in our 

global society and may be an untapped resource for our state and for our young people.  This 

principle of bicultural experiences and fluency is so important that it was the focus of a 2013 

report published by the Minnesota Chamber of Commerce. The report highlights several areas 

of growth and potential for Minnesota through its bi-cultural citizens, and views their skills and 

connections as an asset to the state through several different functions.  In terms of language 

development the report makes a case for cultivating and using the language skills of Spanish-

speaking immigrants, highlighting the fact that over a million U.S. companies conduct some 

business in Spanish.  It also speaks broadly to the many resources gained in this cultivation 

process in saying “Using language skills, cultural knowledge and cultivated global networks, 

immigrants help to facilitate the international success of local businesses” (Corrie and 

Radosevich, 2013 p. 27). 

 

Many of the interviewees shared stories of how language was the primary impact on the 

student development and identified how language becomes the building block for school 

connectedness.  One school support person explained, “Language allows a space for families to 

feel connected.”  She recalled that at the beginning of the year the school held a welcome back 

night to explain expectations and begin building connections with families, but they only gave 

the welcoming presentation in English.  She reminded me that “Fifty percent of the student 

body is identified as being Latino.”  She explained how this seemed to show that the school was 

not interested in truly building connections with families and seemed to create a feeling of 

disconnection that has resonated throughout the year for her Latino families.  She further 

explained that most of the time, in her experience, schools rely on the students themselves to 

be the interpreters of the information.  She explained how this places the youth in an 

oftentimes uncomfortable place and she is concerned that young people are leaving out 
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important information.  She shared that this creates a barrier in working with the family 

because it gives the young person too much power in the family-school connection.  It is 

challenging for a parent to do the difficult tasks of parenting, if the gatekeeper of the 

educational information is the child.  She further shared how parents can feel helpless in not 

understanding the language and without significant increase in interpreter access, “parents just 

turn off.”   

 

One support person, who arrived in the U.S. as a high school student discussed how 

interpreters are good to have, but sometimes the communication can be lost in only providing 

interpretative services versus having someone who is in constant contact with families in order 

to develop positive working relationships within the school.  She expressed the real need for 

schools to have cultural liaisons within the school structure to develop relationships with Latino 

families.  I think these thoughts shared by the interviewees reflect the importance of having 

more supports for the Latino population in schools.  Again it speaks to the lack of 

connectedness discussed in the HACER report and the under-representative nature of schools 

for minorities (Shurilla et al., 2012).  Having people to provide cultural support can assist 

families with the language and cultural challenges they face with school, and can help to build 

positive connections for all.  It may help engage students further in the system and provide 

resources and opportunities for families to engage more.  It certainly helped the young person 

in the TORCH program and seems to assist overall with the positive results of an increased 

graduation rate for Northfield.  

Engage Latino Youth and Families 

Another example of this idea of having cultural support was shared when an interviewee 

reported that schools do not seem to understand that most Latino families would not just open 

up to school support staff about things that are going on within the home.  She reports that 

“culturally, we do not air our dirty laundry.”  She went on to share that Latinos would feel more 

comfortable talking with other Latinos, and the lack of Latino professionals in the building 

makes it difficult for the families and the youth to connect genuinely with educators and the 

educational process.  She explained it can take much longer for Latino families to open up to 

white people because there is always a fear of rejection based on the family’s history of 

prejudice.  We know that parent involvement is one of the keys to student success overall and 

that family involvement is important culturally for Latinos.  As cited in HACER “Lee and Bowen 

(2006) found that involvement at school occurred more often for parents whose culture and 

lifestyle were more congruent with the school’s culture” (Shurilla et al., 2012, p. 16).  We all 
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want to be connected to places where people look like us and understand our 

experiences.  There are few schools in Minnesota where the school makes a point to provide 

the necessary programs and staff available for Latino students and families to be 

engaged.  When they do, like the case of the TORCH program in Northfield Minnesota, there 

seems to be a rise in success and graduation.   

 

Columbia Heights, a first-ring urban suburb of Minneapolis, is another example of a community 

having the foresight for equity and perseverance for developing programs for the benefit of all 

students. One of the interviewees I met with used to be a part of this school and talked about 

the programs created in this district.  The schools and community realized they had a high 

Latino population and wanted to meet the needs of the students attending the schools.  She 

reported the school engaged in after-school programs, as well as in-class instruction, to engage 

in cultural understanding and learning.  She reported that the school would help set the 

curriculum to focus on Latino cultural experiences and history and teachers would find ways to 

weave Latino culture into the common core standards needed to be learned by all students in 

Minnesota.  She shared how they would choose books such as Enrique’s Journey to read in 

English class that would focus on specific Latino subjects, to both connect the students to 

Latino culture as well as provide places for students to grow and share about their own 

experiences.   

 

This interviewee also shared that the school understood the importance of building relationships 

with families.  Together with community supports the school arranged many family nights that 

included cooking traditional foods, cultural dances, and other things relevant to these families. 

She said that it was amazing to see how it helped to build relationships with families beyond 

just talking about grades.  She reported that the initiative invited the school to be a part of its 

community and that relationships were built that then could also be leveraged when things got 

difficult for a student, or a behavior needed to be addressed.  She reported that these family 

nights did not focus only on the Latino community—all students and families in the school were 

encouraged to participate.  This allowed the other non-Latino students a chance to learn about 

new cultures and gave the Latino students a chance to show their knowledge and teach things, 

like dances, to the other students and families.  The Latino students “became the experts 

during the events and took pride in them.  There was real value in this.”  This interviewee 

happened to have also spent a few years teaching and working in Mexico and she noted that 

this is how things were done in Mexico.  “There were school presentations for everything in 

Mexico, constant cultural engagements.  Whole towns would come to the school to participate 
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in them.  In the U.S., there is disconnect between most schools and the families they serve, and 

this does not help the Latino youth.”  She explained that a lot of this disconnection occurs 

because of the lack of relationship-building time and appropriate resources offered to families 

through school experiences. 

Conclusion  

There are many ways that schools and communities can change to better meet the needs of 

our Latino students, as shown in the TORCH program, the Columbia Heights initiative, the 

voices of our youth and families, Latino support workers, teachers and administrators.  Change 

can occur in small ways, like recognizing our own involvement in the issues and impact of 

privilege, to large ways, like redevelopment of educational programs and supports.  The 

outcome to making these changes is to create equity for the Latino population and further 

develop the future workforce of our nation.  An intended consequence of this is the opportunity 

for other students and the communities at large, to have global exposure that more readily 

expresses the world we live in.  To meet these changes we need to: 

 unashamedly examine the realities of power and privilege within our schools, 

 use our tools of flexibility and ingenuity to foster innovative ideas to address the 

inequities,   

 develop and sustain the necessary resources to increase the engagement of the Latino 

community in ways that meet the community’s direct needs, and 

 encourage Latinos to be included in the active voice for change.  

I truly believe that a rising tide will lift all boats when we have the courage to have these 

conversations.  Through them, we can create actions and resources to ensure justice for all 

youth.     
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