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Figure 3. Sayra’s illustrated “I Am From” poem. 
 
The face depicting her experiences in the United States shows relatively abstract happy images, 

like her school, trees, and a bright yellow sun. Her Mexico face includes much more detail, 

including images of people walking and talking together. The juxtaposition of her life in Mexico with 

her life in the United States is a powerful illustration of the multitude of rich experiences these 

students brought to the classroom. These images and poems showed how students were 

encouraged to bring their whole selves into the classroom and to acknowledge and be proud of 

their histories. 

Exploring urban high schools, Antrop-González (2003) explained that “a school is a 

sanctuary when it (1) fosters student-teacher caring relationships, (2) provides a familial type 

environment to insure that its students are not marginalized, (3) provides a gang-free safe space, 
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and (4) affirms students’ racial/ethnic identities” (p. 243). The physical safety and emotional 

security students experienced in this ELL classroom fostered an environment built around trusting 

relationships and respect for the group. Students who arrive in the U.S. as children and 

adolescents need a safe “in-between space” (Sarroub, 2002) in which they can negotiate their 

“hybrid” identities. “[H]ybridity” is “the fusion of various cultures to form new, distinct, and ever-

changing identities” (p. 160). This classroom was a space in which all aspects of students’ lives 

were affirmed and valued, and they were encouraged to acknowledge their full biographies as they 

transitioned into a life in the United States. 

The ELL Program at WRHS 

Newcomer immigrant and migrant students at Washington River High School are tested for 

English proficiency when they enroll at the school since English is the language of instruction. 

English Language Learners (ELL) comprised 4.34% of the student population at Washington River 

High School, according to the state department of education. Last year alone, there was increase 

in the number of immigrant students who came to the United States as unaccompanied minors 

seeking asylum (Mrs. Durham, 2/27/15); even in the months since I have left the site, they have 

welcomed more than twenty new students into the program—that was within two months (Mrs. 

Sánchez, 2/16/17). When new students who do not speak English fluently register at the school 

they are tested in English proficiency and placed into one of four levels in the program: newcomer, 

beginner, intermediate, and advanced (Mrs. Durham, 2/27/15). The newcomer and beginner levels 

have English-language learning classes everyday at the appropriate levels; intermediate students 

have one class a day in ELL during which they receive assistance on core class material (i.e., 

English, history, mathematics, and science). 

There were 105 students who qualified for an English Language Learning class—levels 1 

(newcomer) and 2 (beginner)—during this study. 34 students were on a “tracking/monitor” status, 
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which meant that Mrs. Durham needed to keep track of their progress and intervene when 

necessary. There were, thus, a total 139 students in the program at the high school, with two full-

time ELL teachers (teaching three classes per day) and two part-time ELL teachers (teaching one 

class/day). Considering the paperwork required to maintain for each student in the program, this is 

a substantial load. By comparison, the middle school in the district employed one full-time ELL 

teacher at the middle school who had eight to twelve students at levels one and two. 

The two full-time and two part-time ELL teachers in the school’s ELL program are 

considered a part of the World Language Department. One of the school’s full-time Spanish-

English bilingual paraeducators works in the newcomer/beginner ELL classrooms. The school runs 

on a block schedule consisting of four 88-minute classes. ELL students take “sheltered” (Haneda, 

2009; Short, Echevarría, & Richards-Tutor, 2011) core classes—two from each of the full-time ELL 

teachers—thereby maintaining progress toward graduation while they also took intensive English 

language classes. Sheltered classes are those in which “efforts are made to make grade-level 

academic content more accessible to ELLs through various instructional strategies” (Haneda, 

2009, p. 339). The two full-time ELL teachers were certified in four content areas under the High 

Objective Uniform State Standard of Evaluation (HOUSSE) portfolio system, which grants 

certification to ELL teachers who have earned the requisite number of college credits for each 

content area. This special certification—established by the No Child Left Behind (2002) 

legislation—permits students to earn content-area credits for their work in their ELL classes. To this 

end, the school had adopted middle school level Access textbooks in math, science, English 

language arts, and history that align with high school curriculum standards (Mrs. Durham, 9/28/16).  

Mrs. Durham, in whose classroom I conducted this research, taught math and history to 

the newcomer/beginner students. The other full-time ELL teacher taught science and English 

language arts. While students were officially scheduled to have all four sheltered classes in one 
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day, both teachers alternated the days on which they taught each of their content classes. For 

example, Mrs. Durham taught history on Mondays and Wednesdays, and taught math on 

Tuesdays and Thursdays; Fridays alternated between math and history. The other teacher 

alternated her schedule in the same way, but with science and English language arts (Mrs. 

Durham, 9/28/16). 

Three ELL classrooms were located in one hallway of the school, and one was located on 

the opposite side of the building in the hallway with other English classes; the teacher who taught 

in that classroom was assigned to teach general education English part-time and intermediate ELL 

part-time. Since the newcomer and beginner ELL students began their day in ELL classes, the 

hallway outside the full-time ELL classrooms was a “home base” to them. Each morning ELL 

students crowded the hallway waiting for the arrival of their teachers, but it was seldom that non-

ELL students passed through this hallway.  

The Structure of the Day 

 The majority of the students normally arrived at school before 7:30a.m.—well ahead of the 

7:50a.m. start of classes—and lined the hallway outside Mrs. Durham’s classroom. I observed that 

this hallway was the ELL students’ “neighborhood” because very few non-ELL students even 

walked through it, opting instead to traverse through another parallel hallway to get through the 

area. Spanish words and phrases floated above the quiet din of the morning preparation for 

classes, and spoken English was a marked difference.  

Mrs. Durham’s and the other full-time ELL teacher, Mrs. Burton’s, classrooms faced each 

other from opposite sides of this hallway. The four-block schedule meant that general education 

students completed an academic year’s worth of credits in one semester, but the alternating 

schedule of the sheltered ELL content classes meant that it took newcomer ELL students a full 
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year to complete the course credits for each of four classes: science, math, English Language Arts 

(ELA), and history.  

Half of the newcomer students started their day in Mrs. Burton’s classroom and the 

sheltered content alternated daily between science and ELA; the ELA class mirrored the general 

education 9th grade ELA class which aimed to improve grammar and vocabulary skills and to 

engage students in a novel study. The other half of the newcomer students were placed in Mrs. 

Durham’s alternating sheltered history and math classes for their first block. Students switched 

classrooms for second block, which meant that newcomer students juggled four classes within their 

first two blocks of the day throughout the week. Newcomer and beginner level students had ELL 

class—with the explicit focus on English language development—during their third block, and they 

took varying general education (e.g., Physical Education, Art) or elective classes (e.g., Spanish) 

during fourth block. The students’ lunchtime depended on the classroom to which they were 

assigned during third block. Lunchtime (when students went to the school’s cafeteria) and fourth 

block were the only times students regularly ventured outside of this hallway.  

The Class Routine 

 I attended Mrs. Durham’s first and second blocks on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays 

from late September to mid-December, 2016. I learned the class’s routine fairly quickly and had 

frequent opportunities to observe and talk with students as a result of regular attendance. The 

students in Mrs. Durham’s classroom learned and enacted a number of routines throughout their 

day at school. Since they started the day in Mrs. Durham’s class, I arrived most mornings to find 

students lining the walls of the hallway outside of their classroom—congregated in small groups—

chatting quietly or reading while they waited for Mrs. Durham or Mrs. Sánchez to arrive and unlock 

the classroom door. I often sat alongside them on the cold tiled floor, leaning back on the red brick 

walls. Mrs. Durham usually arrived first—arms loaded with bags and supplies—and the group of 
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students closest to the door scurried around her to lift the bags from her shoulders and to help her 

unlock the door (Fieldnotes, 10/05/16). Once the door was opened, students flooded into the room 

and scattered into desks and chairs and sank into the small sofa. The following fieldnotes excerpt 

demonstrates how students set about plugging in the lamps and string lights around the periphery 

of the classroom and then settling in themselves. While some mornings the room took on a mellow 

and calm atmosphere, this morning was one in which the room buzzed with adolescent energy. 

The students are waiting in the hall outside the classroom when Mrs. Durham 
arrives. She was gone all of last week, and the students greet her warmly with smiles and 
a pat on the arm or shoulder. When she opens the door, students stream in and plop their 
books onto a desk and sink into the attached chair.  

Mrs. Durham and Alejandro begin plugging in lamps and string lights around the 
room. When those are all illuminated, Mrs. Durham turns off the overhead light and sighs, 
“Aah.”  

The room is full of kids today—there are 32 students in here. It’s noisy...lots of 
boisterous and excited chatter. Boys greet each other by slapping hands and exchanging 
handshakes. The girls sit with their phones and gather in a circle. It’s nice to see them all 
talking and acting like teenagers. They’re talking about soccer, girls, boys, some are 
pretend fighting, and many are speaking indigenous languages from Guatemala—what 
they call “dialects” in the classroom. (Fieldnotes, 10/24/16) 

When the warning bell signaled two minutes before the start of classes, half of the students in the 

classroom filtered out of the classroom and headed across the hall to the Mrs. Burton’s classroom 

where they alternated between ELA class and Science class—both sheltered ELL content classes. 

My in-process memo from a couple of days later conveys how I was beginning to think of the ELL 

classroom as a gathering place for students, even when they were not in class: 

This room is definitely the gathering place of the school for Spanish speakers—not just 
ELLs. There are so many kids! Everywhere...on the couch, chairs, in desks, sitting atop 
desks, lining the cabinets on the side of the room, and surrounding the tables at the back 
of the room. As always, a cluster of students stands around Mrs. Durham’s desk. (Memo, 
10/26/16) 

I had counted 38 students in the room that morning before school started, so there were also some 

students from the other ELL morning class in there as well. There were officially 23 students in 
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Mrs. Durham’s first block class, and while some were there early, others scurried in just before the 

bell.  

 Students settled into the day slowly, sharpening pencils and running back to their lockers 

for a pencil or notebook. Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez typically settled in slowly as well, 

checking in with each other and with students. These quiet moments were especially notable on 

the day following the 2016 election, when the normalcy of pencils sharpening and lockers 

slamming was oddly comforting as students began to go about their lives in spite of the new threat 

of Trump’s “America First” policies (Fieldnotes, 11/09/16). 

 The class started each morning with Mrs. Durham offering a “Good morning” as she 

surveyed the students’ moods and body language from her chair behind her desk. She called the 

students’ names as she documented attendance at her computer. Students responded as she 

called their names with “here” or “sí,” sometimes answering “no here” when they noticed a 

classmate’s absence (Fieldnotes, 10/26/16). When Mrs. Durham finished calling attendance, she 

prompted them to get out their notebooks to start on their “bell ringers.” Bell ringers were short 

warm-up activities that usually consisted of a few written questions that were projected on the front 

board and aimed to review the previous day’s material. Students had a few minutes to work the 

problems or write responses to the questions before Mrs. Durham asked for volunteers to share 

their answers with the class. A handful of students volunteered their responses by raising their 

hands and waiting for Mrs. Durham to call on them. As students shared what they had written, 

other students copied down the answers or made corrections to what they had already written 

(Fieldnotes, 10/03/16).  

Following the bell ringer, students opened their textbooks to the specified page, usually 

pausing to joke and chuckle about Mrs. Durham’s pronunciation of the Spanish word, “página 

(page).” This normally meant mimicking her pronunciation—in which she placed the spoken 
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emphasis on the wrong syllable—or making attempts to pronounce it incorrectly in a different way 

(Fieldnotes, 10/19/16). This never seemed to get old for the students, and Mrs. Durham laughed 

along with them, practicing the correct pronunciation they modeled for her. 

The remainder of the lesson almost always proceeded in the same way: Mrs. Durham read 

a few sentences from the textbook, and then paused for Mrs. Sánchez to translate the sentences 

to Spanish. (When Mrs. Sánchez was absent, Alejandro translated during first block unless the 

other bilingual paraeducator was free to help in the class. A school-to-career student often helped 

translate during second block in this situation.) Mrs. Durham read the remainder of the paragraph 

or page, and Mrs. Sánchez again translated. Most students appeared to follow along with the 

reading, and then looked up toward Mrs. Sánchez as she translated. Mrs. Durham then projected a 

slide, upon which students groaned and several students predictably asked, “Copy?” Mrs. Durham 

affirmatively answered this question consistently each time they asked, “Sí,” and then the students’ 

heads bent over their notebooks as they wrote.  

When they had made their way through the reading and notes for the day, Mrs. Durham 

distributed a textbook supplement worksheet as the students groaned in protest; the worksheets 

reviewed the highlighted vocabulary and concepts from the reading and notes. Students often 

worked in small groups, turning toward one another in their desks; they were also often allowed to 

use their phones to listen to music as they worked (Fieldnotes, 10/10/16). When the bell signaled 

the end of class, students scrambled to gather their books and other materials and rushed into the 

hallway to chat with friends or to visit the restroom. Students rarely ventured out of their immediate 

hallway, instead leaning against the walls or their lockers and chatting.  

The second block was similar in size to the first block with 22 students, but most students 

arrived in the classroom with plenty of time before the bell since they were coming from the 

classroom across the hall. This class followed a similar routine except for the time right after the 
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bell signaled the beginning of class. As soon as the bell sounded, the intercom beeped again and 

the students stood upon hearing it. The speaker asked students and staff to stand and recite the 

“Pledge of Allegiance” and then provided announcements, sometimes lasting for as long as five 

minutes. The following fieldnotes excerpt demonstrates how the students in Mrs. Durham’s 

classroom enacted this routine quite respectfully, in spite of the fact that the announcements were 

spoken only in English. 

Second block begins with the same monotone bell. Immediately, the intercom 
emits a short beep. “Good morning, Washington River High!” exclaims a boisterous male 
voice from the speaker. He sounds like a newscaster who’s had too much coffee! All the 
students in the classroom stand and face the doorway—I quickly noticed they were facing 
the flag—and the speaker continues, “Please join me in reciting the ‘Pledge of Allegiance’.”  
One student mumbles a few words of the Pledge, mostly the ends of the lines. Mostly, 
though, it’s quiet in the room.  

The speaker says, “Thank you. And now for your announcements...” That seems 
to be the cue for students to tune out and resume their conversations, as most of them 
begin to chat with those around them. Those who aren’t chatting are sitting staring straight 
ahead. (Fieldnotes, 9/28/16) 

 
The ritual of reciting the “Pledge of Allegiance” was always a moment that gave me pause. The 

students stood respectfully and some even attempted to recite the words intermittently, which 

provided a stark contrast to the pledge that the country the flag represented was making to them as 

immigrants. 

 At the conclusion of the announcements, second block proceeded almost exactly as the 

first block, with the same lesson and generally the same schedule. The main difference between 

the two classes was that the students in the second class were much more energetic and active in 

general; this may have been because they had had time to wake up their teenage brains or simply 

because of the mix of personalities in the classes. 

The Curriculum 

School is a place where young people have the opportunity to construct “fundamental 

principles of living together” (Oboler, 2006), and the primary aim of social studies as a curricular 
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area within schools is to educate democratic citizens.  “Democracy,” Parker (2005) notes, “is not a 

perpetual motion machine that runs on its own. It is a human invention that must continually be 

reinvented. Without democratic citizens, there can be no democracy” (p. 68). The context of school 

in which diverse students live together in a shared public space is a site for citizenship 

construction, and social studies as a program of study lends explicit attention to the skills and 

concepts of citizenship. 

Standards are an accountability measure for schools and also define the content areas 

through what is included and excluded from standards frameworks (Apple, 2004; Posner, 2004; 

Proefriedt, 2008). Standards “describe what students should be able to do and [...] describe 

processes towards achieving the learning outcomes” within a given curricular area (Posner, 2004, 

p. 6). The social studies curricular standards for the state in which Washington River is located—

newly constructed in 2012 by teachers, administrators, parents, and other stakeholders—includes 

four perspectives considered integral to the development of citizens:  

• The historical perspective requires students to “master and be able to use knowledge of” 

national, state, and world history; 

•  The civic perspective includes attention to the American government and political 

systems;  

• The geographic perspective explores “spatial patterns” in the world; and  

• The economic perspective examines the way resources are produced and used, especially 

within the free market system (citation withheld).   

Taken together, the standards listed within these four areas aim to prepare students—by grade 

level—to be informed and active citizens of the world.  
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 Social studies in the ELL classroom at WRHS focused on American History and closely 

followed the Access American History textbook (Duran, Gusman, & Shefelbine, 2005). Mrs. 

Durham worked closely with general education social studies teachers to align curriculum 

outcomes for the course. The content in this textbook was simplified and condensed, moving 

quickly through American history, and Mrs. Durham typically moved through one unit in 

approximately three weeks. The text clearly indicated a focus on “breadth over depth.” For 

example, the first unit in the text included three lessons: “The First Americans,” which described 

the settlement of the North American continent in just eight pages; “European Exploration,” which 

explained how “the search for new trade routes” prompted Christopher Columbus’s (and others’) 

explorations of North America during the 1400s and 1500s; and “The Thirteen Colonies,” which 

covered the establishment of the original thirteen colonies and the eventual expansion and 

colonization of what would become the United States, including a mere four paragraphs dedicated 

to explaining the slave trade (Duran, Gusman, & Shefelbine, 2005). 

 The second unit of study explored in the first lesson the steps leading up to the American 

Revolution, including the writing of the Declaration of Independence. The description of the 

American Revolution in the second lesson described the colonists’ victory over Britain even with 

fewer numbers of soldiers and supplies, and briefly described the help from European countries of 

Spain and France. The third lesson described the process of setting up a new government in a 

fledgling country and the debates that involved, with explicit attention to the ways in which the 

framers of the Constitution sought compromise. The fourth and final lesson of the unit described 

the efforts of the new United States to explore (Lewis and Clark’s expeditions) and to establish 

itself on the world stage, identifying boundaries and policies concerning its relationship to other 

countries. 
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 The next unit explored the westward expansion of the United States and briefly discussed 

the ways in which technology facilitated this movement. The second lesson explored how Andrew 

Jackson prompted the establishment of the Democratic Party and described his presidency as 

oriented toward “the common man” (Duran, Gusman, & Shefelbine, 2005, p. 118), but dismissively 

described the Trail of Tears as “Moving the Native Americans” (p. 122)— implying that Native 

Americans were not included as “the common man.” The period of the mid-1800s was explored in 

the third lesson and included information about industrial expansion and the wave of European 

immigration that expansion prompted, as well as a brief description of the beginnings of the 

suffrage movement. 

 Unit Four explored how Texas and California came to be new states in the young nation, 

noting “A war with Mexico gave land to the United States” (Duran, Gusman, & Shefelbine, 2005, p. 

139). The next lesson described how slavery became a divisive issue for the United States, with 

the North wishing to outlaw slavery and the South wishing to preserve it. The Civil War was the 

topic of the third lesson of the unit, which briefly included attention to the significant battles during 

the war and Lincoln’s eventual signing of the Emancipation Proclamation to lead to the end of the 

war.  

 The time period between 1865 and 1914 was the focus of Unit Five. The first lesson of the 

unit described Reconstruction, the process of integrating the South back into the nation, as well as 

the 13th, 14th, and 15th Amendments to the Constitution and the challenges prompted by Lincoln’s 

assassination. The second lesson focused on the next wave of immigrants who arrived in the U.S. 

from Northern Europe. The third lesson, “Becoming a World Power,” described the U.S. ‘s victory in 

the Spanish-American War, as well as Hawaii’s eventual statehood. 

 Unit Six included just two lessons, but spanned the years between 1914 and 1945. The 

unit included in the first lesson a discussion of World War I, the “Roaring Twenties,” the Great 
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Depression, and President Roosevelt’s “New Deal.” The second lesson described the development 

of World War II, and explained the many fronts of the war in Europe, the Pacific, and the ways in 

which the war influenced life on the mainland of the United States.  

 Unit Seven covered the Cold War, including a brief discussion of communism in the Soviet 

Union and the effects of the Cold War in the United States. The second lesson superficially 

explored racial prejudice—oddly the first point at which race was explicitly discussed as a cause of 

conflict in the U.S.—and described the Civil Rights Movement and how the African American 

struggle for equality prompted other historically marginalized groups (e.g., women, Mexican 

Americans) to fight for equality as well. The third lesson of the unit explored the time from the 

1990s forward, exploring the new world powers and “threats to world peace” (Duran, Gusman, & 

Shefelbine, 2005, p. 262).  

 The eighth unit of the Access textbook was entitled, “Civics in America,” and included a 

lesson on the United States Constitution and the three branches of the government. The next 

lesson described the Bill of Rights and the rights and freedoms these amendments guarantee; Mrs. 

Durham included this information in the second unit in which students learned about the 

establishment of the Constitution. The third and final lesson discussed “Responsible Citizenship,” 

including the rights and responsibilities fundamental to United States citizenship. 

 During my fieldwork, the students explored Units Two, Three, and Four, and Mrs. Durham 

included a two-week-long unit she had designed on elections in the weeks leading up to the 2016 

general election. This unit included a description of the two major political parties in the U.S., as 

well as the candidates from each party who were running for President of the United States. 

Students explored election issues through the ISideWith.com website in order to reveal how their 

stances aligned with the different candidates; notably, this website included all candidates for 

President including those from third parties.  
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 This “official” curriculum (Posner, 2004), while an important frame for the activity in this 

classroom, became background during my study. Curriculum is always planned and mediated by 

the teacher (Apple, 2004; Connelly & Clandinin, 1988) and taken up by students in response to 

lived experience (Dewey, 1934; Dewey, 1938; Greene, 1971). However, the “hidden curriculum” 

(Jackson, 1968)—situated in the quotidian life of the classroom—provided a window into the ways 

students constructed citizenship in this space. 
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Chapter Five: The Students 

 The students in this classroom were a vibrant mix of backgrounds and personalities. Some 

days, they shuffled quietly and slowly into the classroom, shoulders drooping; other days, they 

exuded boundless energy that reverberated throughout the room. The students made this 

classroom theirs, and they welcomed newcomers into their community, serving as guides by 

“showing them the ropes” and fostering belonging in the classroom and cafeteria. While there were 

many times I clearly saw the students as the teenagers they were, at other times, I found myself 

inspired by their strength, resilience, and perseverance as they encountered their new realities in 

their new school—many of them after having made stressful and dangerous journeys to the United 

States.  

Being Teens 

The students in this classroom ranged in age from 14 years old to 19 years. They wore 

many of the outward symbols of the all-American teen: acid-washed skinny jeans, Converse low-

top sneakers scuffed just enough but not too much, track pants, white Reebok sneakers 

reminiscent of the style of the 1980s (Fieldnotes, 11/11/16). Most of the girls wore their long dark 

hair piled on top of their heads in a messy bun or slicked back into a tight ponytail. The boys 

sported short-cropped hairstyles ranging from sleek and styled to purposely mussed. One 

particularly stylish young man, Armando, wore combat boots most days with his skinny jeans, his 

patterned shirt buttoned all the way to the top. His hair was always perfectly coifed, and he often 

helped style his peers shirts in just the right balance between tucked-in and untucked (Fieldnotes, 

9/30/16); a heavy waft of strong musky cologne preceded his entrance into the classroom and 

immediately permeated all corners of the room (Fieldnotes, 10/12/16). Most of the girls wore 

meticulously applied make-up each day, highlighting their eyes and framing their lips.  

Being Teens Together 
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Most of the students—indeed, all those who I interviewed—spoke about their peers fondly. 

Caterín Michelle said with a soft smile, “He llegado a quererlos porque se dan el querer...(I’ve 

learned to love them because they show me love).” This love she spoke of came out of their 

shared experience of being new and being in this classroom together. She explained, “Algo que no 

entiendo ellos me ayudan a que le entienda...(Something that I don’t know they help me to 

understand it).” Their friendships and fondness for one another also manifested in a typically 

adolescent way; Caterín Michelle laughed, “They’re always bothering me in a way that they bother 

me but not in a bad way” (12/13/16). I could see this in the ways many of them pretended to steal 

another’s seat or phone or teasingly tug on a strand of hair of the person seated in front of them, 

sometimes even poking him or her in the side to see him or her jump in surprise.  

Students in this classroom participated in a small number of extracurricular activities at the 

school and outside of school, which provided them with a chance to interact with students who 

were not in the ELL program. On one occasion, I noted a group of students talking about going to 

play soccer after school; they teased Isabel about being lazy because she had decided not to go 

(Fieldnotes, 9/29/16). Washington River’s large soccer complex—although not within walking 

distance of the school—provided a great place for them to gather to play. Mrs. Durham encouraged 

students who played soccer to play for the school’s teams (Fieldnotes, 12/05/16). Alejandro was 

excited to play basketball with the school’s team. I heard him mumbling to himself as he wrote in 

his notebook one morning, “Tomorrow! Basketball practice starts” (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16). Isabel 

and a few other girls were interested in joining the track and field team, and I saw them running the 

hallways for conditioning early in the winter.  

Other sure markers of adolescence were the loquacious Monday morning conversations 

about what they had done over the weekend. Few of them saw each other outside of school, so 
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they were eager to catch up with one another after two days apart. The following fieldnotes excerpt 

describes one such Monday. 

Students gather in groups and chat happily. Others lay their heads down on their desks for 
a brief respite from school. Two boys talk quietly on the rocking chair and teal chair, which 
they have moved closer together. There’s lots of giggling and chatting in the room. Six 
students sit in a group at the front of the room. One female student’s hand and elbow are 
propped on another student’s knee as he sits atop a desk next to her. They are all talking 
and laughing. It feels nice to see them being teenagers. (Fieldnotes, 10/10/16) 

 
They talked about who had been seen with whom over the weekend, and discussed the food they 

had at family gatherings. Students were almost always in good spirits on Mondays, which 

contrasted with the slumped shoulders and frowns I noticed on Mondays when I was a high school 

teacher.  

Teasing and Humor 

 Teasing and humor were important parts of the students’ classroom lives. They delighted 

in a well-timed joke or one-liner, and they found a wide range of topics to be worth a laugh—even if 

it was not necessarily funny. Alejandro took particular pleasure in performing imitations, often 

entering the room with a smirk and saying to Mrs. Durham in a perfect impression of the school’s 

principal, “Morning,” his voice deep and resonating (Fieldnotes, 9/30/16).  

There were also instances of wry humor that bespoke the students’ observations of the 

world around them. In one such instance, the morning announcements had seemed to go on for 

much longer than usual—of course in English and thus incomprehensible to most of them. When 

they finally came to an end, Diego dramatically looked and pointed up at the intercom device on 

the wall and asked, “¿Qué dijo (What did he say)?” Everyone giggled and chuckled, and I could not 

stifle a smile myself as I realized his question was a sarcastic rhetorical nod to the fact that the 

school’s announcements were not accessible to them (Fieldnotes, 10/21/16).    
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 Other times, there were jokes that prompted a sad laugh; the content of the joke was funny 

only because it made light of their realities. For example, when Jorge made a joke about the wall 

Donald Trump promised to build on the southern U.S. border with Mexico—“They gotta deport 

immigrants so they can help build the wall in Mexico”—students laughed. Mrs. Durham lamented, 

“Only in this room can you laugh about issues like this.” Observing this interaction, I noted, “This 

makes me so sad. It’s funny, but it’s so not funny” (Fieldnotes, 11/02/16).  

The election and the prospects of their lives in a Trump presidency served as material for 

sarcasm and moments of levity. Mrs. Durham attempted to reassure students the morning 

following the election that they would be safe in the United States in a Trump administration. After 

some serious words about how he did not have all the power just because he was president, she 

paused and said with a grin, “I don’t have a very large basement...but I do have a basement. You 

can come live with me” (Fieldnotes, 11/09/16). Mrs. Sánchez translated, with a smirk on her face, 

and when she finished speaking, students giggled and looked around at each other. This idea of 

Mrs. Durham’s basement as a space for them was recurrent that day and in the days and weeks 

following. Later that same morning, Alejandro looked around the room and asked where Mrs. 

Sánchez went, and Mrs. Durham explained that she was in the office registering another new 

student. He responded with mock seriousness, “God, Mrs. Durham, your basement really is gonna 

get full” (Fieldnotes, 11/09/16). Students around him smiled and giggled.  

 Weeks later, just after students had returned from a long Thanksgiving weekend, students 

worked quietly in groups, chatting as they completed a worksheet. One student periodically broke 

out into loud song, and Mrs. Durham gave him an admonishing look to quiet him the first few times. 

When he started to belt out the song’s chorus one more time, Mrs. Durham looked at him seriously 

and said, “If you sing like that, you’re not moving into my basement.” Students—including the 

singer—laughed at the reference to her basement and at the implication that the quality of his 
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singing would prohibit him from her basement (Fieldnotes, 11/28/16). These moments of levity 

were a sort of “gallows humor” as they watched a volatile political spectacle—over which they had 

no influence or control—unfold. 

The range of things that students teased each other about was wide and diverse. There 

was a pattern of teasing involved in their note-taking routine in which someone would yell, “Next!” 

seconds after Mrs. Durham projected a slide for them to copy. Predictably, most students would 

protest, retorting, “No!” or “Digo, hol’ on (Hold on)” (Fieldnotes, 11/11/16). No matter how many 

times they enacted this routine, Mrs. Durham ignored them and kept the slide projected. Students 

also teased each other about their English proficiency, especially when a substitute teacher asked 

them to read aloud. The differences in proficiency remained a sore subject, and students like 

Alejandro—whose pronunciation, fluency, and comprehension were quite developed—read loudly 

and confidently, whereas students who had less time learning English were teased for their quiet 

voices as they stumbled through the passages (Fieldnotes, 10/19/16). They seemed to take this 

teasing in stride, but the language teacher in me wanted so badly to intervene; language learning is 

such a vulnerable experience and the stakes for learning English were so high.  

Competition in the Classroom 

 Another part of their classroom life that resonated with my own experience of having 

taught high school students was the pervasiveness and intensity of competition among them. The 

students’ competitiveness also influenced how Mrs. Durham planned her lessons. When we talked 

one morning about alternate ideas for test review, she acknowledged that the review guide was 

mundane and routine. However, she noted that while she was familiar with a number of games she 

could play to review course material, she found that the students with higher levels of English 

proficiency always had an edge over students who needed more time to understand the English in 

order to answer a question about content. Competition turned bitter, in her experience, because 
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games revealed the differences in English proficiency too markedly. Because Mrs. Durham wanted 

to maintain a supportive and collaborative environment in her classroom and in the ELL program, 

she aimed to diminish competition over academic achievement. 

 While students faced the everyday challenges that come with being a teen, they also faced 

a substantial challenge in that they were newcomers to Washington River and—in the case of most 

students—to the United States. The next section explores how “being new” was an experience 

students shared and the ways in which being new constructed their daily lives.  

Being New 

 Welcoming new students was a part of the classroom routine. During the approximately 

three months I was in the classroom, I counted over 20 times that Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez 

enrolled new students; when I saw Mrs. Sánchez in late January, she told me they had enrolled 38 

more new students since the start of the second semester (personal communication, January 26, 

2017). Students in the classroom were well aware of what it felt like to be new—and the long list of 

things a new student must do—and they also were instrumental in making newcomers feel as if 

they fit in. 

New Everything 

The experience of being new to Washington River and to the U.S. meant that everything 

was new: Immunizations were required, school uniforms were not. They used lockers to store their 

personal belongings, which involved learning to open the locker with a combination lock. They had 

to learn their lunch code and to navigate the lunch routine in the cafeteria. They needed to 

complete and submit paperwork for free and reduced-price lunches and a number of other 

enrollment forms. Some students were even attending school for the first time or for the first time in 

many years. As if this long list of “newness” was not enough, students were encountering each day 

in English, a language that was brand-new to most of them. Alejandro—even with his well 
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developed English proficiency—remembered the feelings of alienation he felt when he was new to 

Washington River, noting, “Cuando recien llegue aqui todo era extraño. Las personas hablaban 

extraño, las escuelas de aquí tienes que usar loker y no ropa de uniforme. (When I first arrived 

here recently, everything was strange. The people spoke strangely, the schools here—you have to 

use lockers and there’s no uniform.)” (Alejandro, 12/14/16). For him, entering the new school 

brought a number of changes and unfamiliar routines. 

  The first order of business in getting students enrolled was to ensure that they had been 

immunized according to the district’s policy. Since most of them had very few—if any—

immunizations before coming to the United States, they had a long list of shots to receive 

(Fieldnotes, 9/28/16). At one point, the local clinic was unable to keep up with the demand for 

vaccinations, and they ran out of the polio vaccine. Students had to wait until the clinic received 

more doses before they could return for the shot. 

 Obtaining transcripts from previous schools students attended was complicated and 

challenging. In instances in which students had not been to school or had not attended for a long 

period of time, it became even more difficult to place them in appropriate high school-level classes. 

Mrs. Durham relied on Mrs. Sánchez to help interpret the transcripts they did receive, and they 

tried to award graduation credits to students whose transcripts listed comparable classes from 

other schools, either schools in their home countries or within the United States.  

 How it feels to be new. Caterín Michelle, remembering her first days at Washington River 

High School, said that although the experience of being new was lonely and strange, she 

appreciated the help of the students and teachers—Mrs. Sánchez included—in making the 

transition. “Llegué y...cuando vi que ellos...los otros compañeros...se hablaban con confianza. (I 

arrived and...when I saw that they...all my other classmates...would talk to each other with a lot of 

confidence in each other) (12/12/16). Anyelín admitted that it was daunting to imagine herself fitting 
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into this tightly-knit community, but she noted that new students should not worry—that others were 

there to help them: “Nosotros los ayudamos, ustedes los dicen como aprender, como hacer las 

cosas (The students, we help them, and the teachers tell them how to learn and what they have to 

do)” (Anyelín, 12/03/16). She offered the advice to new students who may feel isolated or anxious 

about being new: “Que no se sentiría mal, que aquí estamos nosotros para ayudarlos, que acepta 

ayuda...(To don’t feel bad, that we are here to help him or her, to accept help...)” (Anyelín, 

12/03/16). She acknowledged the important role current students served in helping new students 

learn to do school at Washington River High School. 

Saraí recalled that she felt nervous and strange as a new student; her first day at lunch 

was when other students started talking to her and that helped her feel less isolated (Saraí, 

12/13/16). Sayra, too, pointed to lunchtime as an important social time to get to know each other. 

She said, “Al principio me sentí extraña porque todo fue diferente (At first I felt strange because 

everything was different).” However, when lunchtime rolled around, one of her classmates raised 

her hand and waved at her from a table in the cafeteria, motioning for her to join them; this, she 

said, was when she began to feel accepted (Sayra, 12/14/16).  

 Caterín Michelle acknowledged that it just took time to get to know each other: “Me sentía 

nerviosa...pero...poco a poco...fui hablándoles, y...ya somos amigos. Y no para de molestar (I felt 

nervous...but...little by little...I started talking to them, and...now we’re friends. And they don’t stop 

bugging me)” (Caterín Michelle, 12/13/16). She laughed and rolled her eyes as she recounted how 

Diego would steal her seat or snatch her pencil from her desk when she was not looking. 

 New students are also in the position of having to trust others. They must give up a 

substantial amount of personal information in order to be enrolled. Since many of the new students 

wish to hold jobs and earn graduation credits from their work, many of them entrust Mrs. Durham 

and Mrs. Sánchez with the names under which they work; these names are most often not their 
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given names (Fieldnotes, 9/28/16). They trust that their teachers will not betray this information. 

They are likewise in the position to have to trust the translators when they visit the nurse, 

counselors, or office.  

Learning English 

 The students in the classroom felt very quickly the urgency to learn English. Even as they 

were earning credits toward graduation in the sheltered content classes, their primary concern was 

not earning a diploma but learning English. Anyelín was particularly frustrated by what she viewed 

as her slow progress. “A mí, no se me queda el inglés. Quiero aprender el inglés. (English just 

doesn’t stick. I want to learn English.)” (Anyelín, 12/03/16). Caterín Michelle agreed, explaining that 

learning English was the most important goal for her because it would make everything so much 

easier. She noted, “Em...el inglés es importante. Cuesta mucho...cuando el miss está dando la 

clase y no sabe...(English is important. It’s hard when the teacher’s giving us a class and we don’t 

know what she’s saying.)” (Caterín Michelle, 12/13/16). 

 Both Anyelín and Caterín Michelle felt that life in general would be so much easier if they 

just spoke English. Anyelín listed the specific contexts in which knowing English would be helpful 

for her: “Cuando estoy en una tienda, trabajo, necesito mucho. Me cuesta mucho en el trabajo 

(Like when we go into a store or at work, we need to speak English....It’s very hard at work)” 

(Anyelín, 12/03/16). For Caterín Michelle, knowing English would even make it easier to enjoy time 

with her mom out shopping. She explained, “Me gusta ir bastante con mi mamí a las tiendas a ver, 

pero...cuando llevamos a pagar es solo que me pone nerviosa porque hablo nada de inglés...que 

me van a preguntarme algo y yo no sé responderle. (I like so much to go shopping with my mom, 

but...when we go to pay it’s just that I get nervous because I don’t speak any English...like they’re 

going to ask me something and I won’t know how to respond)” (Caterín Michelle, 12/13/16). Sayra, 

who seemed adept at critically understanding the structures that privileged English, noted, “Tienes 
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que hablar inglés para conocer a las gringas. (You have to speak English in order to be friends 

with the ‘gringas.’)” (Sayra, 12/14/16). She used the word “gringas” to refer to White girls who 

speak English; it is notable that she held no expectation that “las gringas” ought to learn Spanish in 

order to be friends with her. 

 All around the classroom I saw the students working to learn English. Sayra described the 

structure of the sheltered classes as generally helpful because of the repetition of writing the same 

words, she acknowledged that it was still hard to speak it. She clarified in Spanish, “I can 

understand it more when I’m reading it rather than speaking” (Sayra, 12/14/16). I could empathize 

with this experience of language learning, as I still struggle with confidence in my Spanish-

speaking proficiency. I was again reminded of the everyday struggle of living daily life in an 

unfamiliar language when I saw Dario reading a book called 2,001 Palabras Inglesas para 

Hispanohablantes (2,001 English Words for Spanish Speakers) in between copying notes in history 

class (Fieldnotes, 10/31/16). On another day, I watched Jorge as he wrote his name on his 

worksheet, mumbling quietly as he wrote, “Hello, how are you? My name is Jorge” (Fieldnotes, 

10/19/16). These students clearly were trying to learn more English in order to address their 

everyday needs. 

 I knew from my own language learning experiences that there are a number of humorous 

anecdotes that come from mispronunciations and mistaken vocabulary. I recalled the time I tried to 

convince my host family in Mexico that I was so embarrassed when I fell on the stairs at school that 

day and kept using the false cognate “embarazada” to express my embarrassment. It took a 

drawing and several repetitions of the story to realize that “embarazada” means “pregnant.” 

However, these humorous anecdotes are not always funny to those who are trying so hard to 

learn.  
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 One troubling aspect of learning English in this classroom was that the students equated 

knowing English with being smart. Alejandro, who was easily the most proficient in English, was 

able to master the course content quickly; he often used his knowledge of English to mislead his 

classmates when they were answering questions from the review guide. Alejandro’s ease with the 

language naturally made it easier for him to learn the content. Because of this, his peers viewed 

him as the smartest in the class; Caterín Michelle verbalized what many students appeared to 

think: “Lo único de que pido ayuda a veces es Alejandro...es el más inteligente...porque sabe más 

inglés. (The only one I ask for help sometimes is Alejandro...he’s the smartest...because he knows 

more English.)” (Caterín Michelle, 12/13/16). Knowing English gave Alejandro faster, easier access 

to the content, but students perceived his mastery of the content as a signal that he was smart. 

Students all spoke about feelings of alienation and of not fitting in at their new school. The 

language, the classroom norms, and the group dynamics made them feel as if they did not fit in—

no encajaban (Isabel, 12/14/16)—and they expressed relief at having had someone reach out to 

them to invite them to join. The next section discusses the ways in which students served as 

guides to newcomers, walking alongside them to teach them how to do school.  

Help: Needing It, Finding It, Accepting It, and Giving It 

 As I described above, newcomers encountered a range of tasks they needed to do in order 

to attend school (i.e., get immunizations and provide transcripts and identification); however, there 

were also things students and their families needed to do as residents of the United States as well. 

Newcomers needed help in finding health insurance, registering for Social Security, and Selective 

Service. In the absence of a birth certificate, they needed to sign an affidavit confirming their 

identities; this affidavit needed to be notarized, and since the notary public at the school refused to 

continue to notarize these affidavits, they needed help finding a notary public who would sign for 

them.  
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 Newcomer students also needed help finding jobs, and while this was not an official part of 

the work of the school, Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez helped their students find openings and fill 

out applications (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16). Many students also needed glasses, and Mrs. Durham and 

Mrs. Sánchez kept careful watch for the students who squinted as they looked at the white board 

as they took notes. Many students were also in need of dental care, often complaining about 

toothaches at school. Because many of these issues required that newcomers pay fees, what 

newcomers—and especially refugees—needed most, according to Mrs. Durham, was money (Mrs. 

Durham, 12/16/16).  

Finding Help 

 While Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez worked to provide assistance with a range of needs 

to newcomers, the students were actually quite adept at finding help for themselves—whether it 

was with school-related needs or with situations outside of school. Even on my first day in the 

classroom (and before I had even been introduced to the students), a student approached me with 

a question about his math review; it was clear that he saw me as a resource, and he did not 

hesitate to ask me for help (Fieldnotes, 9/28/16). Students continued to ask me for help on their 

assignments throughout my time in their classroom. This help involved translating, guidance in 

responding to questions, and showing them how to use the glossary in the back of their textbooks 

(Fieldnotes, 9/29/16). I also attempted to help a student understand correspondence his family had 

received from the County Attorney, but the translation was not enough because I was not familiar 

with the systemic issue the letter addressed. Mrs. Durham ended up making a phone call to clarify 

the situation (Fieldnotes, 9/29/16).  

 ELL students enrolled in general education classes sought help in Mrs. Durham’s 

classroom for a range of situations. A student in the general education American Literature class 

came to the classroom to express concern about understanding the English language version of 
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novel they were reading. Mrs. Durham knew that the school library did not have a Spanish 

language version of the book, so she helped the student download a digital Spanish version from 

Amazon for 99 cents using Mrs. Durham’s account (Fieldnotes, 9/29/16).  

Others came to work on assignments for their general education classes—they asked to 

have tests read to them or to have questions translated (Fieldnotes, 9/29/16). Sometimes students 

jokingly asked me to finish their tests for them, as was the case with Alexis, who asked me, “You 

finish my test? I pay you.” I shook my head at him, so he walked to Mrs. Durham with his computer 

and asked, “You wanna make some money?” and she swatted him away (Fieldnotes, 10/26/16).  

There were typically extra students in the classroom who had come from other classes to 

get assistance or to take a quiz or test in a quiet environment with access to help if needed. They 

seemed to know the routine of this help: enter the room, explain what they had to work on (i.e., test 

or assignment), surrender their cell phones, and then sit spread out from one another and begin 

their work (Fieldnotes, 9/28/16). Sometimes they utilized the resources available to them (e.g., a 

dictionary or a textbook) if they were allowed (Fieldnotes, 9/30/16).  

Although students flocked to Mrs. Durham’s classroom for help, Sayra admitted that she 

did not talk much with Mrs. Durham because she would “rather look for somebody that can 

translate” (Sayra, 12/14/16). Indeed, translation was a primary concern for most students, 

especially those who were enrolled in general education courses. Students who were more 

proficient in English helped each other when they were available, and Mrs. Sánchez often 

translated for an entire group of students at a time. Sometimes when students saw a peer getting 

help from someone, they would slowly gather around that person in an effort to “share” the help.  

El Pasaje Subteráneo: A connection of secret places. It was clear to me that students 

knew how to find help; at the same time, students’ behaviors and movements were policed and 

they had to find ways to get around the restrictions. When I helped Mrs. Sánchez find a translation 
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for the Underground Railroad during a unit on the Civil War, it occurred to me that the students had 

their own connection of secret places within the school. The substitute teacher described the 

Underground Railroad as “a system that helped slaves escape,” and Alejandro suggested, “Like 

the office.” The sub explained that there was a connection of secret places. It clearly resonated 

with some of them that they, too, had a connection of secret places (Fieldnotes, 11/16/16).  

The following fieldnotes excerpt describes an episode in which a student came to the 

classroom for help on a test, and when Mrs. Durham left to ask the general education teacher to 

clarify the accommodations she could offer him, he set about finding the next stop for help. 

Alexis comes into the classroom to take a final exam and Mrs. Durham tells him 
that she needs to find out what she is able to do to help. She leaves to go talk with the 
teacher, and Alexis rolls his eyes dramatically. A few minutes later, Mrs. Durham returns 
and says him, “I can’t read ‘cold reads’ but I can read and translate questions.” The 
student’s shoulders fall, and then he asks, “Can I go to the TAC room?” This is a room 
where all students can get assistance with any of their classes. Mrs. Durham shoots back, 
“They aren’t going to help you any more than I am,” and she turns away. She mumbles, 
“Let me go somewhere else to see if I can manipulate...” and her voice trails off. It must get 
to her to have to police this kind of thing.  

The student leaves and Mrs. Sánchez goes to the TAC room to tell the 
paraeducators there about the limitations of the help he can receive on the work he has.  

Mrs. Sánchez returns a few minutes later and reports that Alexis was already 
getting help from the bilingual paraeducator in the TAC room. They roll their eyes in mutual 
frustration. (Fieldnotes, 10/10/16) 
 

The student had come to Mrs. Durham’s classroom from a general education class, and upon 

hearing that he would not get the help he wanted, went to the TAC room to see if he could get it 

there. 

 Other stops in this connection of secret places were the library—where students could get 

together and share answers—and the empty classroom next to Mrs. Durham’s room—where 

students entered quietly and left the lights dim in order to go unnoticed as they worked together on 

assignments. Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez seemed to be aware of the various places to which 
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students might go to get help, and they were often able to head them off by getting there first; at 

times, they caught students as they were in the process of cheating (Fieldnotes, 12/02/16).  

Accepting Help 

Most students were also willing to accept help, given the range of their needs. Anyelín 

listed the many people from whom she had accepted help since she had arrived in Washington 

River: classmates, teachers, and complete strangers (Anyelín, 12/03/16). Indeed, teachers and 

coaches alike helped students at different times; Mrs. Durham noted that Mr. Richards, the boys’ 

soccer coach, had paid for Diego’s physical the previous year. She doubted that he would do the 

same for a less talented soccer player, but nonetheless, Diego was appreciative (Fieldnotes, 

9/28/16).  

Students accepted help from community organizations as well. A local philanthropic 

organization, the Kiwanis Club, had contacted Mrs. Durham earlier in the school year to ask what 

students in her classroom needed and to offer their help. She asked for help with transportation, so 

the organization donated 15 bicycles, helmets, and bike locks (Fieldnotes, 9/28/16). These bicycles 

provided a quicker way to school for students who lived between two and three miles from school, 

given that they normally walked the distance. The local Salvation Army and the Children’s Fund—

provided by donations from the teachers in the district—were also sources of help for things like 

glasses and dental care (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16). 

Giving Help 

 The students in this classroom served as guides to newcomers. They made sure the new 

students knew how to open their lockers and enter their lunch codes, and they checked in with the 

new students throughout the day (Anyelín, 12/03/16). When I asked Isabel how they know how to 

help new students, she explained that someone had done the same for her when she was new. 

She emphasized the importance of showing the new student “how classes go and how things in 
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the school are” rather than just telling them (Isabel, 12/13/16). Saraí echoed this, recalling that 

Anyelín had helped her when she was new: “Anyelín showed me how to go through the lunch line 

and enter my code...twice...and she explained the rules to me” (Saraí, 12/13/16).  

 I routinely saw the students helping new students in the classroom as well. One morning, 

Alejandro sat down and talked with a new student about Mrs. Durham. He acted out what she does 

when she gets angry, placing his hands on his hips and talking loudly. The new student smiled and 

nodded, and when Alejandro sat back down, he offered his paper to the new student, suggesting, 

“Copy?” The student took his paper and started to copy onto his own paper. I noted as an aside in 

my fieldnotes, “He’s teaching the new guy how to get it done” (Fieldnotes, 12/12/16).  

The students—with few exceptions—took care of each other in this classroom, even if they 

were not new students. Almost unanimously, the students thought that they helped each other 

because that is what “buena gente (good people)” do. The ways in which they took care of each 

other ranged from answering a quick question to providing a place to live. I observed students as 

they worked together on a test review, and I noted them leaning across the rows to show each 

other where to find vocabulary words in their notes or in the book (Fieldnotes, 9/29/16). In another 

example, Mrs. Durham called on Alejandro to share the answer he wrote on a math worksheet: 

“Alejandro, what did you write down?” He began, “Eleven,” and then looked to another student and 

asked, “¿Cómo se dice ‘menos’ (How do you say ‘menos’)?” The other student answered, “Minus,” 

and Alejandro’s face lit up with recall (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16). 

The following fieldnotes example demonstrates a more dramatic example of the way 

students took care of each other. Mrs. Durham had been worrying all day about finding a student a 

place to live because his father was in jail and the student was living with an uncle who forced him 

to pay rent to live with him. 
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Mrs. Durham is still working on finding a place for her student to live without paying rent. 
Just before lunch, the third block students are entering the classroom as I am leaving. Mrs. 
Durham asks two of the students if they could take him in; one, without hesitation, nods 
and says, “He can live with us.” (Fieldnotes, 12/09/16) 

 
I was surprised to hear such ready willingness, but in retrospect, it aligned well with the collectivist 

nature of the students’ relationships. 

The students also helped Mrs. Durham throughout the day in different ways. Alejandro 

helped her plug in the lamps and the string lights almost every morning and he often helped her 

load supplies from her car into the classroom (Fieldnotes, 10/31/16). I surmised that Mrs. Durham 

asked Alejandro to help more often than others because she was able to communicate with him in 

English without a translator. Other students helped pass out papers and file papers into students’ 

mailboxes (Fieldnotes, 10/21/16). Alejandro often willingly translated in Mrs. Sánchez’s absence as 

well, and Mrs. Durham appreciated his assistance. School-to-career students were drawn on to 

translate in Mrs. Sánchez’s absence as well. They, however, did not do so as readily as Alejandro, 

and they appeared uncomfortable translating. Students were not paid, however, for the translating 

duties they performed in the classroom.  

 In the next section, I explore the ways students treated and talked about each other and 

how they described their reasons for such beliefs and behaviors.  

El Respeto in the Classroom 
 

 The cultural notion of respeto has much deeper and more complex implications for 

behavior than does its English counterpart. Valdés (1996) offers a definition that helps explain how 

the concept guides interpersonal interactions: 

Respeto in its broadest sense is a set of attitudes toward individuals and/or the roles that 
they occupy. It is believed that certain roles demand or require particular types of behavior. 
Respeto, while important among strangers, is especially significant among members of the 
family. Having respeto for one’s family involves functioning according to specific views 
about the nature of the roles filled by the various members of the family (e.g., husband, 
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wife, son, brother). It also involves demonstrating personal regard for the individual who 
happens to occupy that role. (p. 130) 
 

This concept provides guidance in understanding the culture of this classroom because the 

concept of family was purposefully cultivated among the members. Students, drawing on their 

cultural understanding of family, transferred the notion of respeto into the space; in fact, many of 

them used the word to describe the behaviors they hoped to live out in their daily lives.  

How to Treat Others 

 When I asked students to discuss how they treat others in the classroom, they described 

themselves in relation to respeto. Anyelín offered that it was alright to play and joke around to a 

certain point, but that it was important to stop when it was inappropriate (Anyelín, 12/03/16). Jesús, 

too, asserted, “Respeto de todos...cuando lo tiene respeto, me van a tener el respeto a mí (I 

respect everyone...when we have respect for others, they will have respect for us)” (Jesús, 

12/12/16). He explained that because he respected others, it meant that he behaved well; he 

described his behavior using the phrase “comportándome bien,” the reflexive form of the verb, 

which carries the implication that he behaved in the way that was expected of him.  

Caterín Michelle echoed the reciprocal nature of respeto when she said, “Me gustaría que 

como yo soy me trataron (I would like that people treat me the way I treat them)” (Caterín Michelle, 

12/12/16). She also made reference to her family when she described her reasons for treating 

others well: “No me gustaría que tal vez mirara mal a mis hermanos porque yo mire mal a 

alguien...o por la forma de quien soy. (I wouldn’t want anybody to look down on my siblings 

because I wasn’t being good to the others...or because the kind of person I am)” (Caterín Michelle, 

12/12/16). 

The students were inclusive of everyone when they discussed who they ought to respect. 

Anyelín noted that elders were deserving of respect, but that also those younger than she because 
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this was key in helping children learn respect. She explained, “Respeto a los chiquitos, así por la 

respetan, nos respetan (I respect children, through respecting them, they will respect us)” (Anyelín, 

12/03/16). Jesús made no exceptions to whom was deserving of respect, restating, “Respeto a 

todos (I respect everyone)” (Jesús, 12/12/16). 

Students consistently referenced their families—mainly parents and grandparents—when 

they described where they had learned how to treat others. Caterín Michelle explained that she 

had learned how to treat others “de mi mami, de mis abuelos...y de mi papá mientras que vivía 

(from my mom, from my grandparents...and from my dad when he was alive” (Caterín Michelle, 

12/12/16). Although her father had died ten years earlier, she still acknowledged the important role 

he played when he was alive. Anyelín echoed the important role of her parents in teaching her how 

to treat others; she explained that she had learned respeto “de mis papás (from my parents)” 

(Anyelín, 12/03/16). Sayra, too, asserted that she had learned how to treat others from her parents 

(Sayra, 12/14/16).  

Jesús, while acknowledging that his parents had taught him how to treat others, also 

pointed to the teachings of the church: “Porque en la iglesia nos enseña la palabra de Dios dice 

que debemos respetar a todos (Because at church they teach us that we should love others).” 

When I pressed for what that meant, asking how one learned to do that, he again pointed to his 

faith, noting, “Dios me cambió (God changed me)” (Jesús, 12/12/16).  

Respeto Meant Sharing 

 Given the significance of the notion of respeto in the students’ lives, I began to explore 

how their behaviors and words revealed what respeto meant in practice. One clear manifestation of 

respeto was that students shared with everyone—and they shared almost everything. They shared 

food, money, music, blankets and chairs, homework, and even brought gifts to share with Mrs. 

Durham.  
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Diego often brought a bag of Doritos that he shared with everyone as he walked around 

the room visiting with his classmates (Fieldnotes, 11/14/16). Jesús, too, often brought food that he 

shared with his classmates. One morning he carried a Walmart grocery bag, reaching in and 

plucking a few red grapes at a time from the package. Others near him reached in and grabbed 

grapes from the outstretched bag (Fieldnotes, 10/05/16).  

 Students also shared blankets in the chilly classroom space. I often observed them sharing 

blankets when they shared the sofa or the wicker sofa at the back of the room, but they also 

stretched blankets across separate chairs as well (Fieldnotes, 9/30/16). One morning, I saw two 

boys sitting on the wicker sofa at the back of the room sharing a blanket spread over their legs, and 

I smiled at the way they reminded me of two elderly men sitting next to each other in a park and 

talking over coffee (Fieldnotes, 11/02/16). 

 Students also routinely shared homework and—less often—test answers. They often 

worked in groups on worksheets and study guides, and as Sayra explained, “Sometimes we 

explain them to each other; sometimes we just share the answers” (Sayra, 12/14/16). One 

morning, Saraí even lent her study guide—which she completed during the first block—to Diego—

who took it out during second block, showing me and another student his prize (Fieldnotes, 

11/30/16).  Other times, the sharing was more covert—as in the case of sharing answers on tests. 

The following fieldnotes excerpt demonstrates an example of sharing answers in this more 

secretive way. 

The students have been working on their tests for about ten minutes. I notice two students 
exchange sideways looks. Saraí lifts her paper slightly, and the boy looks at it. He leans 
over, even lifting out of his seat a little. He’s clearly looking at her answers. Mrs. Durham is 
taking a phone call at her desk. (Fieldnotes, 12/05/16) 

In another example, I observed Diego as he went to the front to submit his test and on his way 

back to his desk, walked behind Isabel and looked at her test; he covertly whispered answers as 
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he walked away (Fieldnotes, 12/05/16). While the testing situation warranted a more surreptitious 

form of sharing answers, the students nonetheless found ways to do it. 

 Students often brought gifts of food or beverages to share with Mrs. Durham. It was rare 

for a morning to pass without a student stopping in to deliver something to Mrs. Durham. They 

knew that she loved Takis—a brand of spicy rolled tortilla chips—and Jarritos—a Mexican brand of 

fruit-flavored sodas made with real cane sugar, and they periodically delivered these treats to her. 

Toward the end of the first quarter, I noticed an abnormally large pile of gifts on her desk; there 

were pupusas wrapped in foil, fresh-baked bread, and two bags of Takis and a two-liter bottle of 

fruit punch-flavored Jarritos. Mrs. Durham graciously accepted each gift as they were delivered, 

saying an enthusiastic “thank you” and even sometimes giving the student a hug. This gift-giving 

seemed to be an important part of respeto, the gesture communicating their appreciation of the role 

of the teacher. 

 The notion of respeto helped illuminate the interactions of students within the classroom, 

and even though most of their behaviors purported to be valued in the district given their focus on 

being respectful, the students remained in the margins of the school community. In the next 

section, I turn to exploring the ways in which the rules and structures of schooling kept these 

students marginalized.  

Living in the Margins of School 

 The students in this classroom lived a vibrant life in their classroom, to be sure. They 

enjoyed one another’s company, balanced work with play, and were rewarded for hard work. 

However, they seemed to be a peripheral part of the wider school community. They encountered 

outright discrimination and more subtle microaggressions like being underestimated, being 

accused of wrongdoing, and being ignored or neglected.  

Being Discriminated Against 
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 Alejandro articulated how he felt others viewed him in the school; he explained, “Cuando la 

gente mira que hablas español te queda biendo raro como si tuvieras un gran moco en la cara 

(When people see that you speak Spanish, they keep looking at you strangely, as if you had a big 

booger on your face)” (Alejandro, 12/14/16). Clearly, he felt that being a Spanish speaker wrought 

prejudice and discrimination. Sayra felt excluded in whole-school contexts—like the lunchroom—

explaining,  

“There’s some days, every time we sit down, we’re just a little Hispanic group. Some of 
them even have talked about they had to sit in a group where some white kids were sitting 
and the other kids just stood up and basically left the table, so that’s why it’s weird. I 
haven’t had the experience to see it, but they say that happens.” (Sayra, 12/14/16) 
  

She sensed that she (and other “Hispanics”) were not welcome in places where the “white kids” 

had already laid claim. Even though she had not seen for herself this phenomenon in which white 

kids left a table when Hispanic kids sat down, this story was part of the lore of belonging for her. 

Jorge explained to me a situation for which he had been disciplined—unfairly, he 

thought—for standing up for himself in a racist verbal attack: 

There was a fight last week involving Jorge and some White students in his art 
class. When the teacher pointed out an area of the classroom that needed to be tidied, one 
of the White students said to him, “You’re Hispanic. You clean it up.” Jorge got angry 
(rightly so) and started yelling back at the kid. Another student (a bilingual school-to-career 
student) was translating, but Mrs. Sánchez said the translation was wrong—that the 
translator was purposefully inciting trouble by miscommunicating what was said. Jorge was 
disciplined for his role in the altercation.  

Mrs. Sánchez questioned whether students ought to be interpreting in classes. 
This is something a number of Spanish-speaking students do for school-to-career 
experiences. I wonder if they want to or if they are tracked into that work? I also wonder 
how often this happens. (Fieldnotes, 10/10/16) 

 
Jorge was clearly very justifiably angry at the whole situation, and when he discovered that the 

school-to-career student might have fabricated the trouble, he felt betrayed and even more 

vulnerable because of his developing English proficiency. He did not understand why he had been 

disciplined when he was the one who had suffered the attack. 
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 Students were also underestimated because of their English language development. For 

example, when a substitute teacher found herself unclear about the structure of the United States 

Congress—that the two houses were the Senate and the House of Representatives and that 

jointly, they were called Congress—she wondered if that was not too much for the students to 

understand. “That’s probably too much for them, don’t you think?” she asked me—not Mrs. 

Sánchez. I answered hesitantly, “No, I don’t think so,” then looked to Mrs. Sánchez and asked, 

“Don’t you think...?” Mrs. Sánchez, smiling, asserted firmly, “They need to know it.” The sub 

nodded and walked back to the front of the room (Fieldnotes, 10/21/16). That episode left me 

feeling sick that the substitute had consulted me before Mrs. Sánchez, and that she assumed that 

because it was not something she remembered that the students probably would not be able or 

need to understand it. 

 Sayra talked with me about the lack of challenging course content she experienced. She 

noted, “What we have learned here are things that we learned in elementary already, but [now 

we’re learning] in English” (Sayra, 12/14/16). She was, of course, referring to the experience of 

students who had attended school, and I wondered how much of American history students in 

other countries learned, but the fact remained that Sayra felt the expectations for their learning 

were low. 

 Students also felt that they were accused of cheating or of being rude when they spoke 

Spanish. Mariaelena complained to Ana about Mrs. Burton, their other ELL teacher: “She doesn’t 

speak Spanish so she always says we’re copying” (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16). They both thought it 

unfair that the teacher would assume they were doing something inappropriate just because they 

were speaking Spanish. 

Being Ignored and Overlooked 
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 The students were also ignored and neglected within the school community. It bothered 

me to watch them each day as the announcements blathered on and on in English with no 

acknowledgement that there were students in the school who could not understand them. On my 

first day in the classroom, the announcements reminded students to obtain and display parking 

passes in their cars and to register for classes to prepare them for the ACT, a college entrance 

exam (Fieldnotes, 9/28/16). Although Mrs. Durham said that many of the ELL students would not 

be college bound (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16), I still thought they ought to understand the options 

available to them. That the school made no effort to communicate this information to all students 

was troublesome to me, even though Mrs. Durham tried to communicate relevant announcements 

to students in her classroom.  

 On another occasion, the assistant principal reminded “all junior and senior social studies 

classes” via the announcements that Washington River’s representative in the U.S. House of 

Representatives would be at the school that day to speak with them in the school auditorium. While 

I assumed it would be more of a “talking to” than a “talking with,” it seemed appropriate that the 

students in the same age-range as the juniors and seniors be able to attend and to have the 

speech made accessible to them (Fieldnotes, 10/24/16). Their exclusion seemed like a missed 

opportunity for a civic education experience.   

 Even in the curriculum, there were moments when I lamented the missed opportunities to 

make connections between the students and the content. The following fieldnotes excerpt 

describes one such episode. 

Mrs. Durham, sitting at her desk, finishes the passage in the textbook about U.S. 
immigration in the 1820s and when Mrs. Sánchez finishes translating it, she asks, “So, 
who are immigrants?” There is laughter from all the students. She smiles, “I know we have 
a roomful...” and Alejandro suggests, “Nosotros.” She nods, and rephrasing her question, 
asks, “Which two countries had the most immigrants?” Someone shouts, “Guatemala!” and 
they all laugh again because clearly, he was right. The room was full of Guatemalan 
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immigrants. Mrs. Durham clarifies, “...in 1820?” and someone mumbles, “Ireland and 
England,” and Mrs. Durham praises their answer. (Fieldnotes, 11/11/16) 

 
This seemed like a good time to show different groups and waves of immigration through our 

nation’s history—placing these students in the national narrative of the United States; however, no 

connection was made to the more recent wave of immigrants from Mexico and Central America. 

 While the students spent the majority of their day in ELL classes—both language and 

sheltered content classes—they were enrolled in classes outside ELL for the last block of the day. 

Isabel was enrolled in Spanish, and knowing that I had designed and taught a class at this very 

school for proficient Spanish speakers just like her, I was surprised to hear that she was in Spanish 

1—the introductory class. When I asked what she did in the class given that she already knew how 

to pronounce the words and what they meant, she admitted through a laugh, “Pues, hago lo mismo 

que los güeros, repito todo (Well, I do the same as the White kids, I repeat everything).” When I 

asked whether the teacher had mentioned that perhaps she ought to be in a different Spanish 

class, she shrugged and answered, “No. No me dijo nada (No, he hasn’t said anything to me)” 

(Isabel, 12/13/16). While I was frustrated that the class I had worked so hard to build had been left 

unassigned, I was more frustrated that students like Isabel spent precious class assignments 

“learning” something they already knew. 

 Until Mrs. Sánchez started fielding attendance phone calls from Spanish-speaking parents, 

the school had ignored some parents, too. According to Mrs. Durham, some parents were not 

notified for months that their child had been absent from school (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16); finding 

out months later—or after multiple absences—made it difficult to address the issue before it 

became a larger problem.  

 The field trip to the zoo had been Mrs. Durham’s idea in an attempt to give them a 

“childhood experience.” Students needed to raise funds to be able to go, and so Mrs. Durham 
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organized a fundraiser—una colección—to that end. “For the first time since I’ve been here,” she 

explained proudly, “we will be selling shirts with Spanish on them. This is the first time we’ve had 

Spanish on shirts,” she repeated. The shirt they would be selling was gray with gold writing; the 

school colors were black and gold. The front of the shirt read, “Hear us, see us,” the words shaped 

into a tiger paw to symbolize the school mascot. On the back of the shirt, the lines alternated 

between Spanish and English, reading:  

ESE MOMENTO (THAT MOMENT) 
WHEN YOU START 
PENSANDO EN (THINKING IN) 
DOS IDIOMAS (TWO LANGUAGES) 
AT THE SAME 
TIEMPO (TIME) 
 
Mrs. Durham explained—while Mrs. Sánchez translated and clarified—what sizes and styles of 

shirts and hoodies were available and how to fill out the orders. The field trip had been Mrs. 

Durham’s idea, and I wondered where they might have chosen to go if given the choice. Moreover, 

given their proclivity for going unnoticed—as I will discuss in the next section—I wondered whether 

the “Hear Us, See Us” message on the shirt was what they wished to say or was a message 

projected on them. 

 In the next section, I explore the ways in which these students lived dual lives as 

adolescents and adults, as students and workers, and as dreamers and realists. 

 The Dual Lives of Students 

 The students in this classroom lived dual lives in many different ways. Some were by age 

adolescents, but by life experience, adults. Some worked full-time jobs and attended school full-

time, and I argue that all of them had dreams but tempered those dreams with a realist perspective 

about what was plausible for their futures.     

The Duality of Adolescence and Adulthood 
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 Many of the adolescents in this classroom had more life experiences than most adults 

have ever imagined. In their young lives, they had traveled great distances—many of them alone—

and seen violence and tragedy through no fault of their own. The students in this classroom, under 

the “no cell phone policy,” found themselves needing to break the rule in order to field a phone call 

from a parent who needed their help or an attorney with questions pertaining to their immigration 

case. In one instance, I observed Carolina walk quickly to Mrs. Durham with her cell phone in her 

hand as it buzzed insistently. Mrs. Durham asked who was calling and Carolina told her quietly that 

it was her attorney. Mrs. Durham nodded and Caroline walked to the corner of the room to take the 

call. She was on the call for only one minute and then returned to her desk where her history 

worksheet awaited her (Fieldnotes, 9/30/16).  

 In another instance, Mateo’s phone buzzed in his pocket, and seeing that Mrs. Durham 

was busy talking with another student, caught Mrs. Sánchez’s attention and gestured to his phone, 

jumping out of his desk and walking to the back of the room to answer the call. When Mrs. Durham 

noticed him holding his phone to his ear, she yelled, “What the heck, Mateo?!?” Mrs. Sánchez was 

quick to explain, “It’s his father.” This was a game-changer; Mrs. Durham nodded and walked back 

to the front of the room. Mateo’s father’s attorney, actually, had called him—in school—to discuss 

his father’s case (Fieldnotes, 11/07/16). 

The Duality of Work and School 

 Many students in the classroom left school to go to work. Some of them—those who were 

able to get an identification card that listed an older age—worked at a local meatpacking plant on 

the overnight cleaning crew (Fieldnotes, 9/28/16).  

Others worked shifts at McDonald’s, and some worked cleaning out semi-truck trailers. Students 

were able to earn elective credits for work experience, and they submitted their timesheets to Mrs. 
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Durham to document their hours (Fieldnotes, 9/29/16). Those who worked under names that were 

not their given names masked those names and wrote their given names (Fieldnotes, 9/29/16).  

 Jorge walked in one Monday morning and said sleepily to Mrs. Durham, “I trabajo (work) 

all weekend.” Mrs. Durham replied sympathetically, “O mi gatos...O-eme-je (both expressions like 

‘Oh my gosh’ and ‘OMG’).” She had a brief conversation with the student about getting enough 

sleep and not working too much (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16). Anyelín, who worked five to six hours each 

night, insisted that it was “easy work” and that five or six hours each night was “not a lot” (Anyelín, 

12/03/16). Working hours like those did not leave much time for participation in extracurricular 

school activities. 

 Sometimes students had to choose between being a student or a worker. Mrs. Sánchez 

described one student who quit school because he was offered a morning position at Hormel. He 

was 18 years old, and an opportunity to work daytime hours instead of overnight was more 

productive to him than staying in school with limited prospects to finish before he aged out of the 

system. Mrs. Sánchez shook her head and said, “Everyday stories...” her voice trailing off. Her 

husband worked at the same plant as she, too, had done, and she understood well how 

infrequently the coveted daytime positions at Hormel became available (Fieldnotes, 11/16/16).  

The Duality of Dreaming and Being Realistic 

 All of the students in the classroom were immigrants, and some were either seeking 

refugee status or were caught up in immigration court. While American history textbooks often 

describe immigration as an inspirational, hopeful experience, the students in Mrs. Durham’s 

classroom recognized their own experiences when they learned about Dred Scott, who lived when 

“a slave was not a citizen and had no rights” because the “Constitution protected slavery.” Being 

“not a citizen” and “having no rights” resonated with many of the students in the classroom, and 

those words felt heavy as the students copied them into their notes (Fieldnotes, 11/28/16). While 
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many of them told of their dreams to become a graphic designer (Sayra) or just to have a good job 

to be able to take care of their parents (almost all of them), they also acknowledged the reality that 

college was expensive and that they were in more immediate need of financial resources. 

 The anti-immigrant rhetoric and the promise of mass deportations of the Trump 

presidential campaign and eventual victory no doubt influenced how these students imagined their 

life chances. In the days following the general election, the students had an opportunity to write 

concerns and questions they had about what Trump’s election would mean for them. Indeed, they 

worried about deportation—whether they had immigration papers or not—and how Trump’s 

policies would affect their opportunities to work. One group asked, “Will remove (sic) work permits 

from hispanics (sic)?” They referenced “hispanics” here, and not all immigrants; to them, the anti-

immigrant rhetoric was aimed at people like them.  

Some students worried that they might lose the right to sponsor a family member after 

being granted legal status, and some were concerned about what would happen to undocumented 

parents of American citizens. Others worried more generally about the ways Trump could 

institutionalize discrimination based on sexual orientation and gender identity. They also felt as if 

Trump’s rhetoric had opened the door to more overt everyday racism and discrimination, asserting, 

“People judge by how I loock (sic).” They described feelings of fear, anger, sadness, surprise, and 

betrayal; they wondered why some Hispanics voted for Trump (Fieldnotes, 11/11/16).  

 The students acknowledged the way they were positioned in the context of a Trump 

administration, and dreams seemed to be a luxury they could not afford. Caterín Michelle admitted 

that she had thought about college and even talked with her mom about it, but her mom had told 

her that college “is so expensive.” She tilted her head and explained that “ever since [she] was 

little, [her] dad always told [her] that [she] would be a doctor someday.” Now, though, what she 
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wanted for her future was a “good-paying job,” one in which she would get along well with her boss 

(Caterín Michelle, 12/13/16).  

 Jesús, while asserting that his future was “en la mano de Dios (in God’s hands),” could see 

himself working in an office—maybe a bank—or even in a grocery store. College, he said, would 

be difficult because of “recursos económicos (financial resources)” (Jesús, 12/12/16). Saraí said 

that what she wanted was a “good future.” When I asked her what that meant, she explained that 

she wished to help her mother because she had helped Saraí and her sister so much, and she 

wanted to be able to give that back to her. Had Saraí remained in Guatemala, she would have 

been starting her career training as a nurse; here in the United States, she did not know how she 

could go about pursuing a career in nursing (Saraí, 12/13/16).  

 The dual lives of these students asked them to imagine more realistic dreams for 

themselves, and to understand how the context in which they lived in the United States limited the 

possibilities of what they could count as dreams. Their marginality at school perpetuated a 

marginal existence in the larger community. However, even given the limitations projected onto 

them, the notion of respeto carried implications of caring for each other through helping, sharing, 

and emotional support. In the next chapter, I describe Mrs. Sánchez’s background and her work in 

this classroom. 
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Chapter Six: Mrs. Sánchez 
 

Mrs. Gabriela Sánchez was a Spanish-English bilingual paraeducator who worked at 

Washington River High School and was assigned to Mrs. Durham’s classroom; her official capacity 

was that of a translator/interpreter although she was often called upon to tutor and assist students, 

teachers, and other staff members with a wide range of tasks. She translated a number of 

communications between the school and students’ homes and class materials (e.g., exams and 

notes outlines), and she interpreted in meetings for enrollment and registration, special education, 

and attendance concerns. Unofficially, Mrs. Sánchez’s position as a paraeducator also positioned 

her as an assistant to Mrs. Durham, as she helped with or took care of managerial classroom tasks 

and routines. 

Mrs. Sánchez was, in many ways, a mirror of the students with whom she worked. She 

was a 21-year-old Latina, an immigrant, a recipient of Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals 

(DACA), and her first language—like that of most of the students in this classroom—was Spanish; 

as such, she thought of herself as an English Learner as well. These intersecting identities were 

important to her role in the classroom and school space and, in important ways, influenced how 

she sponsored citizenship—especially in the midst of a Trump presidency that has shaken the 

security and stability of most immigrants’ and refugees’ lives. She was also a young mother and 

wife whose two small children and husband were all American-born citizens. Gabriela had also 

taken in a foster daughter who was a student at Washington River, and she treated her as a 

member of her family. In this chapter, I explore how Mrs. Sánchez’s multiple and intersectional 

identities modeled the construction of a citizen identity for students.  

The Intersecting Identities of Mrs. Sánchez 

 Mrs. Sánchez’s multiple and intersectional identities played an important role in this 

classroom. That is, the person she was mattered in how she influenced students and modeled the 
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construction of citizen identity in this space. In important ways, she modeled what Rosaldo (1994) 

calls “cultural citizenship” because she lived a life that so closely paralleled students’ experiences. 

“Cultural citizenship” is  

the right to be different and to belong in a participatory democratic sense. It claims that, in 

a democracy, social justice calls for equity among all citizens, even when such differences 

as race, religion, class, gender, or sexual orientation potentially could be used to make 

certain people less equal or inferior to others. (Rosaldo, 1994, p. 402)  

All the various parts of her “being” brought important experiences to bear as she went about her 

work in this classroom, especially within a political environment emboldened by Donald Trump in 

which immigrants and people of color are positioned as “less equal” than others and whose rights 

are deemed negotiable and conditional. 

Being a Mother 

 Gabriela’s first child, her son, was four at the time of the study; she was almost seventeen 

years old when she became a mother. Having no help from the child’s father in raising her son, she 

dropped out of high school to care for herself and her young son. She acknowledged that 

becoming a mother at a young age changed the course of her life.  

“I mean, there’s a lot of things that make me who I am. I mean...I see myself in the kids 
because they’re really young and they’re...they wanna be rebellious. They wanna be bad. 
And I used to be like that. And that didn’t take me to any good. But I mean, I was 16 when I 
was pregnant and 17—almost 17—when I had my first child. I had to—I chose to drop out 
because I was embarrassed to come to school while being pregnant. My mom always told 
me, ‘You need to go to school, you need to go to school.’ She was the main part of me that 
had me go and get my GED (General Educational Development diploma)—‘cause that’s 
what I have. I think after having my son, everything was just very different. I saw myself as 
a different person.” (Gabriela, 12/15/16) 
 

Gabriela acknowledged that as difficult as the journey had been, she treasured her children and 

even when she imagined how things might have been if she had not dropped out of high school 
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and pursued a General Educational Development (GED) diploma, she could not imagine a life 

without her kids. 

 Gabriela had also opened her home to a high school-aged foster daughter the previous 

February, which had come about through her work at the school. She explained how her foster 

daughter came to be a part of her family: 

“I didn’t know her... ‘cause I wasn’t working with ELL kids. I think I had just seen her twice. 
And...we were in class one day—I was helping Mrs. Jelanek (another ELL teacher) and 
her class that year, and um, [the girl] came up to me to ask permission to leave [school] 
because she had an appointment. And I saw that the whole time while she was sitting in 
the back of the classroom, she was covering her mouth and she never—I mean, as much 
as I’d seen her—she was never like that. And...I told her ‘no,’ and she went back [to her 
seat] after I told her she couldn’t leave. We have to have somebody come and check you 
out in order to be able to let you leave, and she went and she came back and she kept 
covering her mouth and...she asked, ‘But can I please leave? ‘Cause if I don’t leave my 
stepmom’s gonna get mad.’” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16) 
 

Gabriela sensed the girl’s anxiety, and asked her to talk in the hall; through this conversation it 

became clear that the girl did not feel safe at home. Eventually, the police got involved and when 

the social worker was unable to find any of the girl’s relatives nearby, Mrs. Sánchez took her home 

without even consulting her husband. She admitted, “I was really scared. I was shaking my whole 

way home” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16). Gabriela’s single-handed decision to take in this young girl 

had changed their family. It was clear that Gabriela had grown to love her foster daughter—even 

through all the frustrations of parenting a teenager—and felt that she was a part of the family. 

Being Latina 

Mrs. Sánchez had moved to the United States from Mexico with her parents when she was 

five years old. She did not remember a life in Mexico, but she did value her Mexican heritage. She 

delighted in showing me photos of her children participating in her church’s celebration of the Feast 

of the Virgin of Guadalupe; her son was dressed in a crisp raw cotton tunic and matching pants 

with huarache sandals in the style of Juan Diego of Mexican legend, and her daughter wore a 
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matching dress along with a crown of flowers. I had also observed Gabriela browsing Facebook 

photos on her phone of Mexican parades celebrating El Día de los Muertos (Fieldnotes, 11/02/16). 

It was clear that she held a deep emotional attachment to Mexico, even after having grown up in 

the United States. 

Part of being Latina was that Gabriela lived out the cultural expectations for women, 

especially wives, to be submissive to their husbands. I noted on two separate occasions that 

Gabriela had referred to her deference to her husband’s decisions for her. The following fieldnotes 

excerpt describes how she had to choose a Halloween costume that was acceptable to her 

husband. 

Today is Halloween and Gabriela is dressed like the Disney princess, Jasmine, with long 
flowing pants that tighten at the ankle and gold bangles hanging from the edges of her 
shirt. She wears a loose sweater over the top, given that “it took forever” to find something 
at the store that her husband would “let” her wear; most of the things she tried were too 
low-cut or too tight, she said. (Fieldnotes, 10/31/16) 

 
Her husband had decided what was appropriate for her to wear as she participated in the school’s 

dress-up day. Another instance of her deference to her husband occurred when Mrs. Durham 

wanted to take Mrs. Sánchez out for drinks to celebrate her 21st birthday. “He said ‘no’!” Gabriela 

defended when Mrs. Durham teased her about not wanting to go. “I’m not going to argue with 

him—he’ll tell my parents” (Fieldnotes, 11/02/16). A couple of days later, Mrs. Durham invited me 

to go along to celebrate Gabriela’s birthday, as Gabriela’s husband had decided to “let her go” out 

to celebrate with them (Fieldnotes, 11/07/16). Gabriela explained: “I think...the culture that we have 

is more like, once you’re married, your husband has control over you. I think that’s kind of what the 

Hispanic culture is. I really hate it. Because, I mean, I see, like...American marriages and...they 

seem like...they can both take their own decisions So...I really wish it was more like that” (Mrs. 

Sánchez, 12/15/16). I was taken aback by her reference to “American marriages” distinguished 

from her own, even though she was married in the U.S. 
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  I observed often, however, that Gabriela encouraged the young women in the classroom to 

be strong and to not shrink under “the gaze” (Foucault, 1977) of the young men or other women in 

the class. During one such instance, Gabriela praised the “mujeres (women)” in the class for their 

willingness to volunteer and for their work on their mathematics. 

Mrs. Durham, after having given students time to work on a section of the math review, 
asks for “brave volunteers” to put their work on the board. Students volunteer, all girls 
except for one, and Gabriela observes aloud from her desk, “Las mujeres están 
dominando el día de hoy. (The women are dominating today.)” Using the word “mujeres” 
was a strong message. She didn’t call them “girls.” Mrs. Durham agrees—it appears that 
she understood the Spanish—saying, “We might not have a woman in the White House, 
but we have them in the ELL room!” (Fieldnotes, 11/09/16) 

 
Mrs. Sánchez, having noticed the young women’s leadership, used her position in the classroom to 

affirm that leadership. 

Being Latina also meant that Mrs. Sánchez was racialized as a Brown person. The 

morning following Trump’s election, Mrs. Sánchez was subjected to taunts from a small group of 

Trump supporters as she walked into the school. She sat next to me and asked if I had seen the 

students with flags outside the school that morning. 

Mrs. Sánchez sits near me and asks if I saw the students with flags outside the school this 
morning. I had seen a group outside but had not taken notice of what they were doing or 
saying. She explains that on the way into school, a small group of White students (four to 
five) wearing homemade Trump t-shirts were waving U.S. flags toward them, pronouncing, 
“We did it!” and laughing as they walked by. She and her foster daughter had walked 
quickly into the school. So this is what we’re in for during this presidency? (Fieldnotes, 
11/09/16) 

 
Even the very morning after Trump’s election, Gabriela and her foster daughter were forced to walk 

through a small crowd of Trump supporters acting as if his election somehow granted them the 

right to try to intimidate people who had been targeted by Trump’s slurs and dog-whistle speeches 

throughout his campaign. Again, this episode was notable in that Mrs. Durham did not have the 

same experience walking in the same doors. 

Being an Immigrant 
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Mrs. Sánchez, like the students in the classroom, was an immigrant to the United States. 

As such, she could relate to students’ immigrant identities in a way that none of their other teachers 

could do. Mrs. Sánchez held a strong tie to her Mexican heritage, but she thought of the United 

States as her home (Fieldnotes, 11/02/16). Mrs. Sánchez’s immigration status was a constant 

concern for her. She had applied for and received DACA, and she was hopeful that she would 

continue on to obtain her residence and then legal citizenship status. The process was long, 

though, and the vitriol incited by Donald Trump toward immigrants during the 2016 election 

campaign—especially those who are undocumented—was emboldened by his election. I listened 

incredulously as she translated for Mrs. Durham the morning after Trump’s election. Mrs. Durham 

assured students, “If anything happens to you...this room will always be a safe place.” Many 

students smiled, and they were all silent as they listened. When Mrs. Sánchez translated, I could 

tell it was so hard for her. Her own life experience so closely mirrored that of the students 

(Fieldnotes, 11/09/16). 

Two days later, I sat talking with Mrs. Durham when Mrs. Sánchez approached us with 

tears in her eyes.  

Mrs. Durham takes her hand and just listens. Mrs. Sánchez is afraid. I don’t know what to 
do. I kind of feel like I’m intruding, but it’s her story to tell when and where she wishes. She 
discusses the fear and anxiety she feels about the possibility of her own family being 
separated with the election of Donald Trump and the promises he made to deport the 
millions of people living in the U.S. without documentation. It’s infuriating that he gives no 
time to understanding the family dynamics at play, the role of the U.S. in creating this 
situation, the economic impact of such a bold enforcement of deportations, or the 
shortcomings of our government’s ability to handle immigration cases in a speedy way. 
People’s lives go on, even if their court dates are years away. It must be terrifying to have 
your life feel so uncertain. (Fieldnotes, 11/11/16) 

 
Overnight, her recent stability gained through DACA had become questionable. Her family became 

one of the thousands of families making contingency plans for the possibility of being separated. 

And yet, she stood each day to pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America. She, 
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along with the classroom full of immigrant students, pledged allegiance to a country that they felt 

did not want them. 

 There were moments, though, when Mrs. Sánchez’s calm demeanor cracked enough to be 

able to see that she held some resentment toward the country she called her home. The morning 

when Mrs. Durham asked students to write their concerns about how this election would affect their 

lives, Mrs. Sánchez translated between the teacher and the students, but she added her own 

opinions and perspectives about the topics throughout the discussion. For example, one group of 

students asked, “Will the Americans replace the jobs of Hispanics?” Before Mrs. Durham 

responded, Mrs. Sánchez interjected spitefully, “Nobody’s gonna go work with the pigs at Hormel.” 

Students nodded in agreement (Fieldnotes, 11/11/16). There was agreement all around that no 

“Americans” would choose to do the work immigrants did in the meatpacking plants in Washington 

River. Students wondered whether visas would be canceled, and Mrs. Sánchez explained “due 

process” to them when Mrs. Durham was at a loss for how to explain it. Mrs. Sánchez, it was clear, 

knew the process too well (Fieldnotes, 11/14/16).  

One group expressed their general anxiety about what could happen with their question: 

“¿That things is going to happen with the new president?” Mrs. Sánchez responded in Spanish, 

“Mexico is not gonna pay for the wall—they’re not gonna hire immigrants to build that...can you see 

the White people doing that work?” She repeated the question, “Can you see Americans doing that 

work?” Students responded in unison, “NO” (Fieldnotes, 11/14/16). 

 That was not the only time that Mrs. Sánchez equated being American with being White in 

her translations. I observed her use this translation during lessons as well. When students copied 

notes about the United States’ role in enslaving people in West Africa and bringing them to the 

U.S., Javier asked, “Why?” The substitute teacher explained that Americans wanted free labor for 
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their plantations; Mrs. Sánchez translated “Americans” as “Whites” (Fieldnotes, 11/16/16). I was 

saddened, but not surprised, to hear her equate being American to being White.  

 Donald Trump had positioned immigrants throughout his campaign as targets for contempt 

within the United States, and I asked Mrs. Sánchez what she would say to Donald Trump if given 

the chance. She paused thoughtfully and then spoke: 

“Don’t judge us...by the way people want you to see us. Get to know us and really 
understand what we’re going through...because we’re not all—like he says—we’re not all 
rapists, we’re not those people. Some of us have really big hopes to be somebody in life 
and...we can’t because of people who judge us because of the color of our skin or from 
where we are from. I mean, I would just say, ‘Don’t judge us.’” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16) 

 
These words revealed that she felt unfairly judged by Trump and his supporters, and her use of 

“us” conveyed her solidarity with all immigrants against the vitriol of “them.” 

Being an English Learner 

 Mrs. Sánchez could also relate to students’ experiences of being English learners. She 

explained:  

“I came here to the United States when I was five, so until I was five years old, I took 
kindergarten with a teacher that spoke both English and Spanish and it’s maybe when I 
was in second grade is when I kind of started learning...more English. I could communicate 
in first grade but I still remember that I was struggling.” (Gabriela, 12/15/16) 
 

She could recall the experience of not understanding and not being understood in English, and she 

drew on this experience in her interactions with the students. Although her English was fluent and 

she rarely struggled for words in translation, there were times that pronouncing unfamiliar words 

gave her pause. For example, she would often pause to check her pronunciation of unfamiliar 

names—like Elizabeth Cady Stanton—with me when I sat near her desk. She tested out the 

pronunciations with a furrowed brow, and I was reminded of my own experiences of pronouncing 

unfamiliar words in Spanish.  
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 Mrs. Sánchez understood well how students felt when their language was viewed as a 

deficiency in learning. She recalled that her kindergarten teacher had been frustrated by her pace 

in her English language development, noting that she “didn’t have anybody at home that spoke 

English, so it was a struggle” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16). She continued, “But so that’s why I try to 

help the kids more and...explain things to them more so they understand and they don’t have that 

same struggle” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16). She drew on these experiences of learning English—and 

feeling deficient—as she interacted with students in the classroom.  

Mrs. Sánchez admitted that she still thought of herself as an English learner: “Every day 

I’m learning more words. There are some words that I don’t know what they mean so I just look 

them up so I know what it means” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16). However, I was fascinated by her 

facility with Spanish and English, especially when I watched her read from an English textbook and 

speak the meaning in Spanish! The words went in in English and came out simultaneously in 

Spanish.  

Mrs. Sánchez leveraged her experience of learning English in her translation work with 

students as well. I observed that sometimes she would translate exactly what Mrs. Durham or other 

teachers said, but other times she would add details or offer an alternate word. I asked her to 

explain why she did that and she explained that she had been observing students in the time she 

had been working with English learners at the school; in this way, she was informally assessing 

their understanding and adapting what she said to accommodate their language needs.  

“We have kids that haven’t had any previous schooling, so if [Mrs. Durham] says 
something about like ‘the sum’ of this number, I know they’re not gonna understand what 
‘the sum’ means. So I try to go more in detail. Just...if I can’t really understand it in English, 
I mean I understand English, but if I can’t figure it out myself, I know they’re probably not 
going to be able to figure it out, so I try to explain it to them more. Or when I’m saying 
something and I see on their faces that like, ‘What did she say?’ or even if they’re talking 
amongst each other, they’re like, ‘What does that mean?’ that’s when I know I have to 
explain it to them more because they’re not understanding it.” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16) 
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Mrs. Sánchez knew well the experience of needing more clarity or even simple rephrasing, and this 

experience allowed her to see and address the same needs in the students. As I will discuss in 

later sections of this chapter, Mrs. Sánchez’s translation was a form of teaching in itself. 

Being a Spanish Speaker 

Mrs. Sánchez, being a Spanish speaker, was able to communicate with families and 

parents that many school personnel could not. She was able to do much of the work without having 

other professionals present; rather than translating or interpreting in these situations, she did the 

same work as the guidance counselor, nurse, or attendance clerk, but she spoke to the students 

and families in Spanish instead of English. Thus, Mrs. Sánchez did the same work as many of the 

professionals in the school.  

Enrolling new students was a constant job for Mrs. Sánchez. Mrs. Durham explained to me 

that they had decided to do all new registrations on Wednesdays because daily enrollments were 

so disruptive to their classes. Registration of new students required that they test new students’ 

language proficiency and place them in the appropriate level of English class, and also that they 

collect necessary transcripts and health records (Fieldnotes, 9/29/16). Rather than having a 

guidance counselor say everything and then be translated, Mrs. Sánchez was able to 

independently enroll and register a new student. She delivered health documentation to the nurse 

and thus, took on responsibilities of the school nurse as well.  

Mrs. Sánchez also did the work of an attendance clerk. Because the attendance phone 

calls from Spanish-speaking parents and students had been routed through Mrs. Durham’s 

classroom phone, Mrs. Sánchez fielded those calls and also made calls to families to verify 

absences. After Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez spent four hours calling families at the beginning 

of the year, it was decided that all attendance phone calls from Spanish-speaking families would go 

to Mrs. Durham’s classroom phone, and Mrs. Sánchez would field those phone calls.  
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These examples demonstrate how Mrs. Sánchez did not necessarily function as a 

translator at all times, but rather, that she actually did the work of other school professionals in 

Spanish. Her multiple roles speak to the necessity of bilingual or multilingual professionals across 

the school staff and faculty. 

 Mrs. Sánchez brought to bear in the classroom multiple intersecting identities and 

experiences, including being a mother, being Latina, being an immigrant, and being an English 

Learner and a Spanish speaker; in the next sections, I turn to exploring the work that she did within 

the classroom and school. 

Mrs. Sánchez at Work 
 

“I think everything is part of my job. I mean, working with the ELL kids, that’s what I was 
really hired for, and I think that’s the main part. I mean, everything else that I do for the 
office and any other teacher that’s just extra.” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16) 

Mrs. Sánchez was rarely seated for long stretches of time while she was at work. She was 

the quintessential multitasker as she translated lessons and course materials, ran errands for Mrs. 

Durham, and made phone calls to verify absences with Spanish-speaking parents and caretakers; 

she also assisted students when they needed to communicate with the administration and 

guidance counselors or with the school nurse. When she was seated, she usually had a student 

sitting beside her who she helped with coursework in a range of subjects or for whom she 

translated correspondence they received in the mail.  

 Mrs. Sánchez was able to simultaneously complete a dizzying array of tasks each day. 

One day, I documented how many different things she did in the space of only about fifteen 

minutes: 

Mrs. Durham moves on reading in the book. Mrs. Sánchez translates while 
simultaneously printing (to the other room) a giant star for a student from another class. 
Minutes later, a student runs out of the classroom and Mrs. Sánchez follows her to the 
bathroom after being alerted by another student that the girl is probably sick. Mrs. Sánchez 
returns to the classroom and looks at the papers on the sick girl’s desk. She tells Mrs. 
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Durham that the student is sick and Mrs. Sánchez sits down while Mrs. Durham calls the 
nurse to request that the student be allowed to go home.  

The girl comes back in, walks to her desk to collect her things, and walks back out. 
Mrs. Durham asks Mrs. Sánchez, “Did she call?” Mrs. Sánchez answers, “No...I told her to 
call.” She gets back up and goes to the hall to tell the student (again) to call home. 
Gabriela has been up and down a lot today.  

Mrs. Sánchez returns to her desk a few seconds later, and the student taking a 
test at the back goes to her with a computer. Mrs. Sánchez begins to answer a question 
for him, then turns, translates for the class what Mrs. Durham had just read from the 
textbook, then goes back to finish answering his question for him. Holy cow—she’s 
amazing. (Fieldnotes, 11/02/16)  

Most days, attendance phone calls to the classroom phone added to this up-and-down routine; 

when the phone rang, Mrs. Sánchez hopped up from her desk and scurried to the phone behind 

Mrs. Durham’s desk. When she was not able to make it to the phone, or if she was preoccupied 

with something else, she would handle the voicemails when she had a spare moment during the 

day (Fieldnotes, 10/19/16). 

 Mrs. Sánchez also helped Mrs. Durham with paperwork throughout the day, and she was 

able to sit and translate as she sorted or filed or graded papers (Fieldnotes, 11/07/16). When Mrs. 

Durham was absent, Mrs. Sánchez’s multitasking abilities were put to the test because more 

students came to her with questions. She could switch between helping a student with American 

Literature and translating from the history textbook in an instant (Fieldnotes, 10/21/16). I was struck 

by her ability to switch between tasks so easily. Mrs. Sánchez was also called upon to assist the 

substitute teachers to make sense of the lesson plans and instructions left by Mrs. Durham. Typical 

days during which both Mrs. Sánchez and Mrs. Durham were present were still busy, but the days 

when Mrs. Durham was absent, Mrs. Sánchez took on even more responsibilities to assist the 

substitute teacher in understanding the procedures in the classroom.  

 Mrs. Durham often called upon Mrs. Sánchez to go to the school’s administrative office or 

to another teacher’s class to inquire about an assignment or to return tests or quizzes students had 

submitted in the ELL classroom; she also went to the faculty work room to make copies or retrieve 
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printer paper when necessary. Even as Mrs. Sánchez was running errands for Mrs. Durham, she 

attended to multiple tasks at once. One morning she went to the faculty workroom to make 

additional copies of a worksheet, and when she returned, she spoke to a student who had fallen 

asleep on one of the chairs in the back of the room (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16).  

Mrs. Sánchez’s Desk: A Hub of Activity 

 Mrs. Sánchez’s desk was situated toward the middle of the long wall of the classroom, and 

it (and the space around it) was a hub of activity throughout most of the day. At the beginning of 

the school year, her desk was positioned perpendicularly to the wall and allowed students to gather 

around it and to access the drawers. Midway through the semester, she moved it so that it sat 

parallel to the wall, and she sat facing the classroom with her back toward the wall. She had 

positioned it this way in order to try to “get some privacy” (Fieldnotes, 10/19/16).  

 On any given day, at least one student was using the outlet next to Mrs. Sánchez’s desk or 

her computer to charge their cell phone. One morning when Alejandro had plugged in his phone 

beside her desk, Mrs. Sánchez greeted him warmly and asked about his morning when he came to 

check his phone charge (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16). When students entered her desk space, she took 

the opportunity to talk with them and to connect in one-with-one conversations. 

 Students who came to the classroom from other classes to take a test or quiz or to get 

assistance with coursework often sat beside Mrs. Sánchez’s desk. The student would sometimes 

seek help from her, but other times would just sit nearby to complete the work. Mrs. Sánchez was 

there to clarify words and phrases, but most of the time students seemed to find comfort in knowing 

they could ask for help if they needed it. Mrs. Sánchez kept two makeshift mailboxes on the wall 

near her desk, one into which students could deposit “finished” tests or quizzes, and another into 

which students could place “unfinished” work to which they needed to return (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16). 

Mrs. Durham often purposefully placed students next to Mrs. Sánchez to take a test or quiz if she 
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knew they might need extra help or if they needed a deterrent from copying answers from other 

test-takers: “Germán, you’re going to sit by Mrs. Sánchez” (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16).  

 Mrs. Sánchez’s desk was also a space where students went to just talk with her as well. 

Jorge, a particularly gregarious student, often sauntered back to Mrs. Sánchez’s desk to sit in the 

chair next to her and tell her about something that had happened in another class or at home 

(Fieldnotes, 11/02/16). One morning he was particularly agitated because he had gotten in trouble 

with the office; a student in his art class had said that Jorge ought to clean up the supplies because 

he was Mexican—even though Jorge was from El Salvador—and they had exchanged heated 

words. Jorge was angry that he had been punished for standing up for himself against the bigoted 

remark—using the strongest English words he knew, and he went to Mrs. Sánchez to explain his 

side of the story. He plopped down in the chair beside her desk and ranted for five minutes while 

Mrs. Sánchez just listened (Fieldnotes, 11/02/16). Jorge and other students clearly saw her desk 

as a safe space for them to vent about their frustrations, and they saw her as a safe person in 

whom they could confide.  

 On Mrs. Sánchez’s 21st birthday, she entered the classroom to find her desk covered in 21 

bags of Takis—a lime resting atop each bag of the spicy chips—as a gift from the students and 

Mrs. Durham; it was appropriate that the gift be waiting for her on her desk, the place where she 

gave so much of her time and energy to the students. When I entered the dimly lit classroom a 

couple of days later on the morning following the election, Mrs. Sánchez sat at that same desk—

now cleared of the chips and limes. Absent any evidence of celebration, Mrs. Sánchez’s desk 

served that day as a podium from which she translated to students the grim reality with which 

Donald Trump’s presidency threatened them (Fieldnotes, 11/09/16).  

Translating Words: Facilitating Communication 
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A significant part of Mrs. Sánchez’s job was translating and interpreting. She explained 

that she was paid differently for different parts of her day that involved translating and interpreting 

outside of the responsibilities of the ELL classroom to which she was assigned. The translating and 

interpreting pay for extra duties was significantly higher than what Mrs. Sánchez earned for her 

work in the ELL classroom. It seemed unfair to me, since she was interpreting and translating all 

day in the ELL classroom, that she was not paid that wage for the entire day.  

 The beginning of the school year was the time when most teachers sought Mrs. Sánchez’s 

help in translating materials. She was inundated with course syllabi, course materials, and forms 

that teachers wanted translated, but because she was also working with the students in the 

classroom, she found it difficult to keep up with their requests.  

“At the beginning of the year there were a lot of teachers that would just send me...more 
and more stuff to translate. I think I delayed some of them, getting back to them...like right 
away because I had to work with the kids here in class, and they’re my priority.” (Mrs. 
Sánchez, 12/15/16) 

 
Clearly, one person was not enough to fill the requests that teachers had. I wondered if they were 

able to translate all the materials they distributed to their students. Mrs. Sánchez’s work was 

important in giving students and their families access to the information they needed to understand 

for their classes, and while she worked tirelessly to do it, the school needed more than one person 

to fill the requests. 

Teachers also asked for impromptu interpreting from Mrs. Sánchez when they needed to 

address an issue with a student immediately. One morning before school started, another ELL 

teacher came into the classroom with a student and walked straight to Mrs. Sánchez’s desk where 

she was seated; she asked Mrs. Sánchez to “ask him why his homework is still not finished.” They 

were in the classroom for a mere two or three minutes, and then the teacher thanked Mrs. Sánchez 
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and they left (Fieldnotes, 10/21/16). Mrs. Sánchez did not document moments like this, but I 

wondered if she should in order to provide a more accurate account of—and pay for—her work. 

 Mrs. Sánchez was also called upon to interpret during meetings. The administrators asked 

her to interpret in parent meetings or in disciplinary issues with students. Special education 

teachers and case managers asked for her interpreting skills in meetings, and guidance counselors 

asked that she interpret for meetings to discuss registration and new student enrollment. 

“Interpret-wise, in the office when they need or they have a parent that comes in and they 
can’t speak to them because of their language, if, even if it’s just talking about their kids 
that aren’t ELL kids, if they have to talk to the principals because they have some 
concerns, I go and do that.” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16) 

 
Indeed, Mrs. Sánchez’s calendar was littered with reminders of times of meetings for which she 

was needed to interpret (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16).  

Translating American History. The bulk of Mrs. Sánchez’s work in translating was in the 

course of the daily activities of the ELL classroom. She explained: 

“For the whole class, the whole class day, Mrs. Durham—she says her lesson in English 
and then I just interpret it in Spanish so the kids can understand...or even when the kids 
need to ask her a question and they don’t know how to ask her, I interpret that for them.” 
(Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16) 

 
This was a rather simplistic description of what was actually a very complex task. Mrs. Durham and 

Mrs. Sánchez did have a practiced lesson routine in which Mrs. Durham would read, pause for 

Mrs. Sánchez to translate, project a slide of notes that she would also read, and again wait for Mrs. 

Sánchez to translate; the students would then copy the notes from the slide. However, the ease 

with which Mrs. Sánchez seemingly accomplished those translations was deceiving. 

 A day when Mrs. Durham introduced a new unit in the weeks leading up to the 2016 

election aimed at helping students understand elections and political parties in the United States 

provides a useful demonstration of the complexity of the Mrs. Sánchez’s translation work in class 

lessons. 
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Mrs. Durham has introduced students to the Democratic and Republican political 
parties in the United States, and briefly discussed the occasional strong third-party 
candidate. She directs them to a website called ISideWith.com which allows a person to 
make selections in response to their values and views on a range of social, economic, and 
environmental issues, and then it tabulates to which presidential candidate their responses 
most closely align.  

When all students are successfully logged on, they work through the questions. 
The topics run the gamut of our shared lives. How do they feel about Affirmative Action, 
“decriminalization” of drugs—which Mrs. Durham contextualizes by offering, “like if we 
caught a student smoking marijuana in the restroom.” Should presidential candidates be 
required to release their tax returns? Wow! Mrs. Sánchez is expanding the explanations so 
that students understand the responses; she has to have so much background knowledge 
to translate these real issues.  

They spend extra time on the abortion question, taking time to click “other stances” 
so that they have more nuanced options from which to select. She didn’t do this for any 
other question. Students listen closely as Mrs. Sánchez translates. They compare answers 
on this one. Mrs. Sánchez asks Mrs. Durham about what she thinks about that one while 
the students are making their selections. Mrs. Durham sighs and answers, “It’s a hard 
one.”  

The next question is about fracking. Mrs. Sánchez asks me what that is before she 
translates. Mrs. Durham tells her to click on the button “Explanation below”; she does and 
translates that. But saying the words doesn’t mean it prompts understanding. Mrs. 
Sánchez translates and students make their selections as they shrug their shoulders. 
(Fieldnotes, 10/26/16) 

Mrs. Sánchez took on the task of explaining some deeply thorny and nuanced issues; most of the 

questions assumed background knowledge—at least having heard of the issue—and Mrs. 

Sánchez built that knowledge as she translated. The translation here went beyond merely 

providing students with the Spanish words for what they were reading; she wanted them to 

understand what these unfamiliar concepts and diverse perspectives were. As my asides in my 

fieldnotes revealed, Mrs. Sánchez’s task in this lesson was daunting and complicated, but she 

helped them construct understanding of these very real issues by going beyond mere literal 

translation to offer them a conceptual interpretation as well. 

 Mrs. Sánchez also inserted Spanish into the notes slides when she had enough time to do 

it ahead of the lesson. Most of the time, though, she and Mrs. Durham fell into the rhythm of 

reading, translating, projecting a slide, reading and translating it, then allowing time for the students 
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to copy it. The students mostly appreciated this routine because it provided structure to they could 

anticipate—they knew the drill. Of course, there were always complaints about taking more notes 

and having to do so much writing, but they understood and accepted the routine.  

Translating relationships. Mrs. Sánchez also translated interpersonal interactions in the 

classroom between Mrs. Durham and the students. When Mrs. Durham noticed Anyelín wearing a 

shirt similar to one she owned, she asked her in English about where she had purchased it. 

Anyelín looked back at her confused, and Mrs. Durham turned to Mrs. Sánchez for help: “Tell her I 

have a shirt just like that; I wanted to know what brand.” Mrs. Sánchez translated and Anyelín 

responded with the brand. She and Mrs. Durham nodded at each other and smile (Fieldnotes, 

10/03/16). In this instance, Mrs. Sánchez facilitated a simple conversational exchange, the 

nonthreatening kind of exchange upon which relationships begin to build. 

Mrs. Sánchez played an important role in helping new monolingual Spanish-speaking 

students adjust to the culture of the classroom. I observed one morning as a new student sat 

quietly beside Mrs. Durham’s desk; when Mrs. Sánchez came into the room she immediately went 

to him and translated what Mrs. Durham wanted to tell him. When Mrs. Durham finished with a 

wave of her hand, “Make yourself at home,” Mrs. Sánchez watched as he found an empty desk. 

She smiled when he looked back at her and then put a notebook on his desk (Fieldnotes, 

10/26/16). 

Translating business. Mrs. Sánchez also facilitated communication about grades, 

attendance, and missing homework in the classroom, and about other issues students faced in the 

school. One morning when Mrs. Durham changed her plan in order to accommodate an 

unexpected visit from the guidance counselors for registration meetings, she wanted to give 

students updates on their grades so that they could use the time to complete missing work or to 
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study for missed exams. Mrs. Sánchez sat beside Mrs. Durham and translated the updates 

(Fieldnotes, 11/21/16).  

Sometimes Mrs. Sánchez’s translations served to clarify what Mrs. Durham had asked of a 

student. For example, when Mrs. Durham sent Alejandro to get one of the school-to-career 

students, he stopped at Mrs. Sánchez’s desk to clarify that he understood what was asked of him. 

Mrs. Sánchez nodded and he thanked her and left the room (Fieldnotes, 10/12/16). This 

momentary interaction provided clarification for Alejandro as he wished to ensure he had 

understood the request correctly. 

Not translating. Mrs. Sánchez also chose not to translate in some instances, mostly when 

a student said something that she did not translate into English for Mrs. Durham or a substitute 

teacher. For example, Mrs. Durham complimented Diego in Spanglish, “Me gusta (I like) your 

haircut,” and then considered what she had said. She asked, “How do you say ‘haircut’?” Mrs. 

Sánchez replied, “corte de pelo,” and Mrs. Durham tried out her pronunciation. Diego added with a 

smirk, “cortapelo de arriba y abajo (haircut above and down low),” and all the students laughed. 

Mrs. Sánchez, having heard his comment, did not translate it to English. She gave him a stern 

look, a smirk teasing at the corner of her mouth (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16). I asked her why she chose 

to not translate in moments like this one: 

“I mean, I’m not very strict with them ’cause I know they’re kids and I was their age and I 
know what they’re gonna be like, but sometimes I know when they know they said 
something they just look over at me and I’ll just look at them and give them the look, like, “I 
heard what you said.” [chuckles] So they know that I heard. They know that I was listening 
to them, so...” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16) 

 
Rather than translating these moments, she chose to remind Diego subtly with her stern “I heard 

what you said” look that she had understood him.   
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In later sections, I discuss how Mrs. Sánchez’s translation made her another teacher in the 

classroom. First, however, I discuss the interpersonal and intercultural “brokering” she did through 

translation.  

Translating Worlds: Cultural Brokering 

 Mrs. Sánchez’s bilingualism also facilitated understanding of culture; that is, she did not 

just translate words—she also translated the norms, values, and routines of the diverse cultures in 

the classroom. Gentemann and Whitehead (1983) describe the “cultural broker” as a “bicultural 

[actor]” who is “able to straddle both cultures, to take mainstream values and communicate them to 

the ethnic cultures, and communicate the ethnic culture to the mainstream” (p. 119). The cultural 

broker, therefore, is able to function within and between cultures in a multicultural context. Mrs. 

Sánchez was a cultural broker in this classroom and school space, helping Mrs. Durham 

understand the cultures in which her students lived and helping students acculturate to the culture 

in the United States. 

 Mrs. Sánchez helped with new student enrollment for Spanish-speaking students. Part of 

the enrollment process was to analyze the new student’s academic transcripts in order to 

determine the appropriate grade level and class registration. Mrs. Sánchez’s assistance was 

essential to this process, given that she needed to interpret and explain the way the school system 

was set up (i.e., she explained that a grade of 9 or 10 was equivalent to an A.)—even though she 

herself had never attended school outside of the U.S. The following fieldnotes excerpt reveals how 

Mrs. Sánchez was able to distill important information from the transcript that Mrs. Durham may not 

have been able to do without her help. 

Mrs. Durham says to Mrs. Sánchez, “I need you to tell me what grades he has.” 
She is referring to the school file for Miguel, who is a student from Guatemala. Mrs. 
Sánchez goes to her desk and they both start examining the transcript. It looks very 
organized and quite thorough. Mrs. Sánchez explains the 0-9 grading system and 
translates the names of the courses. 
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Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez are attempting to decipher what to use in the 
school record (i.e., what classes could count for class requirements in Washington River). 
Mrs. Sánchez asks Miguel some questions about what he learned in his classes, and she 
translates that information back to Mrs. Durham. “We can probably bump him up (in grade 
level),” Mrs. Durham suggests. (Fieldnotes, 10/05/16) 

 
Mrs. Sánchez was able to facilitate the translation of these school documents in order to more 

accurately position Miguel in his academic program at Washington River. With the number of 

students who entered Washington River High School with limited formal schooling, any little bit 

they did achieve was important in helping them earn enough high school credits toward graduation 

before they aged out of the school system. 

 Mrs. Sánchez served more often as a cultural broker for the students and their families. 

She helped them navigate the new and unfamiliar systems in which the students participated. For 

example, Mrs. Sánchez attended meetings for sports teams in order to convey the information to 

Spanish-speaking students. However, she also explained to students that they would need a sports 

physical, which they submitted to the school to show that they were cleared by a doctor for 

participation in the sport. She also explained the activity fee—which was waived when students 

participated in the free and reduced-price lunch program.  

 Mrs. Sánchez also helped students understand systems outside the classroom. Many 

students were working to get their residence cards with help from an immigration attorney, and 

they often brought in correspondence to Mrs. Sánchez to seek help in understanding it. The 

following example illuminates the nuanced familiarity Mrs. Sánchez had with the students’ 

experiences. 

A student brings paperwork in an envelope to Mrs. Sánchez and takes out the paper, 
disposing of the envelope in the trashcan next to her desk. Mrs. Sánchez glances at the 
envelope and tells the student to keep the envelope so that she has the postmark date 
documented, and the student fishes it out of the trash can. Mrs. Sánchez points to the 
corner of the envelope to show her where the date is on the envelope and the student 
nods in understanding. Where did she learn that? How does she know to do that? 
(Fieldnotes, 10/10/16) 
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Mrs. Sánchez knew that keeping the envelope was important in proving dates received, should the 

need to do that arise. The student learned an important lesson in self-advocacy with a small, but 

powerful teaching moment.  

 Mrs. Sánchez explained to me that she knew that many students were trying to get their 

residence status, so she tried to add information about the systems and structures in the United 

States—including privileged knowledge—based on her own experiences that would help them in 

that process. I observed that she added in subtle details and cues when she translated, such as 

when Mrs. Durham asked about who George Washington was. When Alejandro asked, “He is on 

the dollar bill?” Mrs. Sánchez confirmed that and added that they should know that for the 

citizenship test (Fieldnotes, 10/05/16). I asked her why she decided to add that information: “It just 

comes to me ‘cause I’m working on eventually getting [U.S. residence]. And I think knowing who 

the first president was is very important” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16). She took advantage of the tiny 

moments in which she could add this important teaching, and the teaching was based in her own 

experience.  

Students recognized that Mrs. Sánchez was a resource for cultural brokering. Saraí noted 

that Mrs. Sánchez gave them help with a number of things; she explained, “Nos ayuda en los 

trabajos cuando no entendemos y nos explica. (She helps us with our work when we don’t 

understand and she explains it)” (Saraí, 12/13/16). Sayra echoed this, adding that Mrs. Sánchez is 

a resource outside the classroom as well, saying, “Pues, si necesitaramos, que es como...como 

hablar en la oficina...o con otras cosas en la escuela (Like, if we need her for like, how to talk in the 

office...or with other things in the school)” (Sayra, 12/14/16). Indeed, Mrs. Sánchez even 

accompanied five students and another ELL teacher on an out-of-town college visit (Fieldnotes, 

10/24/16). When Mrs. Durham planned a trip to the nearby zoo for the spring and needed to have 



	
   	
   172 

	
  

the students raise money for the trip, Mrs. Sánchez explained the process of selling to other 

people, the sizes and styles available, and how to record the sales and payments on the order form 

(Fieldnotes, 10/12/16).  

It was clear that Mrs. Sánchez was a role model for students who wished to be able to 

operate within both the U.S. culture and their own. Gentemann and Whitehead (1983) explain that 

cultural brokers serve as role models through language and through what they do: 

The cultural broker not only carries out communication functions, but he or she is also 
important as a role model for those in the ethnic community who aspire to participate in 
mainstream activities. The model helps to shape behavior patterns which when exhibited 
in the appropriate setting will be interpreted as successful by the wider community. (p. 119) 

 
Mrs. Sánchez humbly acknowledged that she was a role model for students, and she felt strongly 

that she needed to be a support to them. She explained: “These are kids that want to be able to be 

part of society, and they struggle every day to be able to be there because not everybody’s gonna 

be able to take them in and understand them” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16). She admitted that the 

society in which these students wished to claim rights and belonging was one that would not easily 

accept them; to her, it meant that she had an obligation to help them understand this new world as 

she straddled the space between cultures. 

Being “Maestra” 

 Mrs. Sánchez was a teacher in all ways but credentials inside and outside this classroom 

space. Aside from translating skills, Mrs. Sánchez was another teacher in the classroom, 

manifested in ways ranging from helping a student understand the math lesson he had missed to 

policing behaviors in accordance with the student handbook; students also saw her as an authority 

figure with whom they could speak Spanish. She built relationships with the students through 

humor and tough love, just as a teacher might do. There were moments in which I observed her 
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thinking like a teacher, assessing students’ understanding and deciding whether or not they were 

ready to move on. 

Mrs. Sánchez’s bilingualism afforded her opportunities to add information to a lesson or to 

clarify points Mrs. Durham made, and her English learning experiences also helped her understand 

what students might need in a given situation. She acknowledged her important role in the 

classroom while also pointing to the difference credentials made in the system of schooling: “A lot 

of times I feel like...like I am their teacher. And I mean, the kids make me feel that and they make 

me see that I...I am a teacher to them” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16).  

Translating and being maestra. Mrs. Sánchez described the delicate way in which she 

gained entree into the students’ lives and learning worlds in this classroom, and continued to 

navigate midway through the year: 

“I know at the beginning last year when I first started they—a lot of them--didn’t like me. I 
don’t know why. I think because I was meaner, or more serious, and I wouldn’t joke around 
with them like I do now, but um...I wasn’t the same. Like, I was getting to know them but I 
felt very out of their ELL circle, that I wasn’t really in it, and I think, they didn’t know me. So 
I knew a lot of them didn’t wanna talk to me or just didn’t take me serious, but now I think a 
lot of them have gotten to know me and it’s really...nice because they can see somebody 
that they probably thought was a really bad or mean person, you know?” (Mrs. Sánchez, 
12/15/16) 

 
From the students, though, I heard something very different. Anyelín pointed to Mrs. Sánchez as a 

main reason this classroom is different than her other ones; motioning toward Mrs. Sánchez, she 

explained, “Es bien diferente porque ella explica las cosas, ...para que ayuda uno...(It’s very 

different because the way she explains things and then she’s here to help us)” (Anyelín, 12/03/16). 

Caterín Michelle, too, noted that Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez were helpful in the class because 

“nos están enseñando (they’re the ones teaching us)” (Caterín Michelle, 12/12/16). She went on to 

assert that “if it weren’t for Mrs. Sánchez, we wouldn’t learn anything” (12/12/16). Saraí also 

acknowledged the important role Mrs. Sánchez played in the classroom, echoing that if Mrs. 
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Sánchez were not there, “we wouldn’t understand what Mrs. Durham is saying” and explaining that 

“if we don’t understand what Mrs. Durham is saying, Mrs. Sánchez helps us understand better” 

(Saraí, 12/13/16). 

 Mrs. Sánchez created opportunities for students to understand the material more deeply 

and to be someone they could ask when they had questions. Mrs. Sánchez opened these 

opportunities by expanding on or breaking down what Mrs. Durham said—usually by connecting 

ideas to students’ lives, rephrasing questions, affirming students’ responses, and creating space 

for students to ask questions. In this way, her translation and interpretation were their own form of 

teaching.  

Mrs. Sánchez often added information into what Mrs. Durham said; in this way, she 

connected the curriculum to students’ lives. One example of this was when they were studying 

women’s suffrage. Mrs. Durham noted as she projected the slide, “Now in America, anyone over 

18 can vote.” Mrs. Sánchez translated that and then added, “as long as they are American citizens” 

(Fieldnotes, 11/16/16). Clearly, this was relevant and meaningful information in these students’ 

lives. Not everyone over 18 can vote in the United States, and many of these students were among 

them. Sayra explained that Mrs. Sánchez enriches an otherwise simple curriculum. This allowed 

them access to information and more “details” about what they were learning: 

“There are things that we understand but in a short version and [Mrs. Sánchez] kind of 
prolongs it and explains it to us better. She gives us more details. We understand Mrs. 
Durham but there are certain words that when Mrs. Sanchez explains it better we’re like, 
‘Ah! Yes, we understand what she’s trying to say now.’” (Sayra, 12/14/16) 

Sayra valued Mrs. Sánchez for the extra information to which she gave them access.  

Mrs. Sánchez also often rephrased Mrs. Durham’s sentences and questions in a way that 

was more accessible to students. For example, when Mrs. Durham was checking for students’ 

understanding about the Great Compromise, she asked, “What did they debate?” Mrs. Sánchez 



	
   	
   175 

	
  

repeated the question, and then rephrased it, asking, “What were the steps?” (Fieldnotes, 

10/21/16). She knew they were meant to answer with the steps leading up to the Great 

Compromise, so she lead them in that direction. Another time I noted that Mrs. Sánchez rephrased 

one of Mrs. Durham’s questions without prompting from Mrs. Durham (Fieldnotes, 10/05/16). This 

teaching strategy—rephrasing a question to be clearer about the intent of the question—is 

common among very experienced teachers.  

Sayra gave an example of how Mrs. Sánchez helped in class, explaining: “Es difícil 

cuando nosotros queremos hacer comentario a que la maestra pregunte (It’s difficult when we 

want to make a comment about what the teacher asks),” but “Mrs. Sánchez nos ayuda traducir lo 

que queremos decir, y pues, es fácil porque nos ayuda Mrs. Sánchez (Mrs. Sánchez helps us 

translate what we want to say, and well, it’s easy because Mrs. Sánchez helps us)” (Sayra, 

12/14/16). Clearly, Sayra felt that Mrs. Sánchez created space for her intelligence to be 

recognized; Mrs. Sánchez allowed for Sayra’s voice and thoughts to be heard.  

 Mrs. Sánchez also validated students’ learning when they volunteered answers to 

questions in class; she nodded her encouragement when students reluctantly ventured an answer. 

The following fieldnotes excerpt illuminates how Mrs. Sánchez’s affirming support of Alejandro’s 

answer did much to tamp down the dubious reaction of the substitute teacher. 

The first part of the worksheet—the part that asks them to give the main idea of 
the paragraph—they work through together. In response to the question, “What is 
ratification?” Alejandro gives the correct answer in Spanish. Mrs. Sánchez translates and 
the sub praises him. “Woohoo!” he says with smirk and a brief pump of his fist. 

The sub asks the next question, and Mrs. Sánchez translates it as she reads off of 
Alejandro’s paper. Alejandro says an answer in Spanish to her, and she tells him he’s 
correct. He volunteers the answer to the sub, and the sub says jokingly, “She told you!” 
gesturing toward Mrs. Sánchez. Mrs. Sánchez shook her head adamantly, insisting, “No! 
He knew it!” Oh, man. I wish the sub hadn’t said that, but I can see why she may have. It 
looked like Gabriela spoke, then Alejandro spoke, then she nodded and he raised his 
hand. But what did that say to him? Ugh. (Fieldnotes, 10/21/16) 
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Alejandro did not seem to react to the sub’s teasing accusation, but I was affronted by it. So many 

non-Spanish speakers tend to assume that something covert is happening when people speak 

Spanish together, and I was frustrated that this was yet another microaggression they had to 

tolerate in school. At the same time, I was thankful that Mrs. Sánchez had been so supportive; I 

hoped that was what would stay with him.  

Building relationships. Mrs. Sánchez built caring relationships with the students in the 

classroom. She supported their needs, learned about their backgrounds, and connected with them 

through humor and teasing; she also used tough love with the students when necessary. When I 

asked the students about their relationship with Mrs. Sánchez, Caterín Michelle noted that she felt 

Mrs. Sánchez was a good person, and that “nos apoya bastante...siempre (she supports us so 

much...always)” (Caterín Michelle, 12/12/16). She cited as an example of this care the morning 

following the election when Mrs. Sánchez had hugged her in the hallway. “Pues, la vez que venía 

llorando...la verdad no pensé que Ms. Sánchez se fuera acerca de mí...y me abrazó y me sentí 

bien (Well, the time that I came to school crying, and the truth is I didn’t know Mrs. Sánchez was 

near me...and she hugged me and I felt better)” (Caterín Michelle, 12/12/16). Anyelín said over and 

over that Mrs. Sánchez had helped her in so many ways, and it was clear that she felt Mrs. 

Sánchez cared for her. “Me ayuda mucho...con mis tareas, y me ayudó a buscar trabajo también 

(She helps me a lot...with my homework, and she helped me look for a job too)” (Anyelín, 

12/03/16). 

Mrs. Sánchez made connections among students in a quiet way, and in this way, built 

community in the classroom. She drew on what she knew about their background experiences, 

their home countries, and the languages they spoke as she connected students to each other. One 

example of this is demonstrated in the following fieldnotes excerpt, in which she sought out Mateo 

to tell him that she had just registered a new student who spoke Q’anjobal. 
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Mrs. Sánchez tells Mateo there’s a new student who speaks Q’anjobal; his face bursts into 
a huge smile and he raises his arms. I wonder how that feels? The far northwest area of 
the map of Guatemala hanging at the back of the room only has two arrows pointing to it—
one is blank and the other is Mateo’s. Now there will be three. It seems like such a tiny 
area where Q’anjobal is spoken; it’s no wonder there aren’t a lot of people here who speak 
it. Mrs. Sánchez sits beside Mateo and talks with him about when the new student will 
start, where he’s from, and the family members she met. (Fieldnotes, 11/07/16) 
 

Mateo’s excitement at meeting someone else who spoke the same indigenous language he did 

was obvious. He went back to Mrs. Sánchez’s desk to ask more questions after she had gone to sit 

down, and she smiled softly as she observed his eager anticipation.  

 There were times, however, when Mrs. Sánchez adopted a more rigid and unsympathetic 

demeanor when dealing with students; this was a noticeable change from her gentle and caring 

personality. When she sensed that a student was trying to make her feel sorry for him or her, or 

that the student was wallowing in self-pity, she changed how she interacted with them. 

“When the kids tell me, ‘You know, I’m gonna drop out. I don’t wanna go back to 
school.’ The first thing—I don’t know if you’ve heard me tell them, ‘You have to stay in 
school. It’s either school or go work somewhere where...where you’re not gonna like the 
job.’ You know? And...I always tell them, ‘You know, you just have to...either way, you 
have to get your education and think about yourself first.’ I think they need to hear that 
from somebody else that’s not their guardians or their parents. 

Even if they come in to tell me, ‘You know, I’m gonna leave. I’m gonna drop out.’ 
There comes to a point, like today I had with one of the kids and he’s like, ‘You know what, 
miss? I’m just gonna drop out. I’m not coming back to school.’ I was like, ‘Okay. Tell me 
when and I’ll fill out the applications. Just turn in your books and you can just leave.’ He’s 
like, ‘You’re not gonna tell me that I have to stay?’ And I’m just like, ‘No, because you’re 
always telling me this. If you really wanna do that, if you really want your life to change that 
way, then I’m okay. I’m not gonna be the one that’s telling you stay if next thing you know 
you’re gonna be like, ‘I’m leaving again.’ You know? If you want to, just tell me when and 
we can do it.’  

And then I’m like, ‘But...just so you know, we’re working on your transcripts and we 
might get you to another grade to go higher in a different grade and...but if you’re gonna 
leave just tell me and I will stop doing that...’cause I took so much time yesterday to do 
that.’ Like, ‘Just tell me.’ And he said, ‘Really?’ And I’m just like, ‘Yeah!’ He’s like, ‘So what 
grade do you think I will be in?’ And I’m like, ‘I think you’ll get some credits to be able to 
graduate earlier.’ He’s like, ‘Nevermind, miss. Don’t...just forget about that.’ And I’m just 
like, ‘Yeah, that’s what I thought.’ [laughs] But sometimes I’m just like, ‘Okay. Just tell me 
when and I’ll just fill paperwork out.’  

I think sometimes they just wanna ask my attention and I think they want us to be 
sorry for them. But I think sometimes they need somebody to just be like, ‘Okay. Do 
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whatever you want, but you know, this is gonna happen, this is gonna change, and you 
can’t come back’—even though I know they can come back, I tell them, ‘You can’t come 
back, so this is your final decision if you wanna make it or not.’ That normally makes them 
stay.” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16) 

 
This form of “tough love” was important in encouraging students to stay in school; she seemed to 

know just when to offer them a little kernel of hope that they were making progress and would be 

able to finish high school.  

Seeing Worth in Her Work 

Mrs. Sánchez was a support for the students in this classroom; she could empathize with 

students because in so many ways, her identity intersected with theirs. Her immigration and 

English learning experiences cultivated understanding of what students were going through and 

helped her equip them with what they would need to move forward. Her liminal DACAmented 

status allowed her to empathize with the many students who felt that their lives were on hold as 

they awaited immigration hearings and court dates, and she leveraged her own experiences with 

an unjust and outdated immigration system to be sure the students were prepared to claim their 

rights as citizens. She was indeed a support to students, noting that what students needed most 

was support: “It’s support from somebody. Just feel that support. Feel that no matter what you’re 

going through that there’s somebody that you can go to all the time.” (Mrs. Sánchez, 12/15/16). 

She was also a role model, a cultural broker, and a teacher. Her daily life was a testimonial of her 

role en la lucha for a more just United States for all citizens.  

The next chapter describes Mrs. Durham and the ways in which she influenced how 

students constructed citizen identities. 
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Chapter Eight: Mrs. Durham 
 

 Mrs. Durham put her whole self into her work at Washington River High School. When 

students entered her classroom, they became a part of the “family tree” (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16) 

within the room—an intricate web of relationships that spanned states and countries. Having been 

employed at Washington River High School for ten years, Mrs. Durham was the thread that wove 

the relationships together. She scurried about the classroom, managing the needs of different 

groups of students and keeping a lesson moving, while at the same time making a cup of coffee.  

The students are working on a review guide for their upcoming test. Mrs. Durham makes a 
phone call to inquire about health insurance for a former student. Two students enter from 
another class to take a test in her room, and she gets them settled and reminds them that 
they may not use notes. She goes back to her desk—stopping beside a student’s desk to 
answer a question—and makes another call to fix a student’s birth certificate because the 
mom’s name is not on it. (Fieldnotes, 12/02/16) 
 

In this chapter, I explore how Mrs. Durham influenced the construction of citizenship within this 

classroom. She was responsible for many of the ways in which the classroom was a sanctuary. In 

addition, I describe how she led a “sacrificial life” (Antrop-González, 2003, p. 253) so typical of 

teachers in sanctuary spaces in order to meet her students’ needs and to encourage them to 

thrive.  

The “Sacrificial Life” of Mrs. Durham 

“For me, my day’s never done. Whether it’s taking something home, grading, or whether 
it’s trying to find a resource for a student, or just worrying about them. I used to say I 
needed a pen and pencil next to my bed every night to write down things I would randomly 
think of when I couldn’t sleep—that helping students. An old para and I used to joke that 
we’d have these random shower thoughts and we wish we had a note pad in there, you 
know? Like how can I help? How can I change?” (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16) 
 

Mrs. Durham realized the wide scope of needs of her newcomer students, and she spent long 

hours completing a multitude of tasks in order to help meet their needs. She explained that 

although the students were in her classroom in order to learn English and to earn graduation 
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credits for 9th grade history, the most important things she felt students learned in her classroom 

were survival skills: 

“Obviously learning English, it can be tops, but for me, it’s ...[sighs] learning how to 
survive. A lot of these kids are not going to be college bound, and not because they’re not 
able to, but because when it comes to needing work to send money home, college 
becomes not an option. But survival skills—just the things that so many kids don’t know 
when they come here—how to manage the system. I mean, it’s just...we have a society of 
rules and...[sighs long]...that, if you’re a newcomer to this country, you’re not aware of. 
Um, especially coming I think sometimes from the countries where they’re coming from. 
They don’t have those in place. I always think like brand-new kids come in, they’ve never 
opened a locker before...so like, teach ‘em how to open lockers on the first day, you teach 
‘em how to go work the lunch system. I mean, and through that we’re always gonna be 
learning English, but I think for kids I think that’s probably one of the most important things 
that they may get out of this. Survival skills.” (Mrs.  Durham, 12/16/16) 

 
Indeed, the list of things with which students needed her help in order to “survive” was extensive 

and daunting. In the sections below, I detail Mrs. Durham’s work and I demonstrate how this work 

sponsored citizenship as she occupied an “in-between” (Sarroub, 2002) space, her work at once 

directed inward toward her students and outward from her classroom. 

Working Inward 

Much of Mrs. Durham’s work was aimed inward toward her students as she tackled the 

challenges of each new day. She demonstrated care (Valenzuela, 1999) for her students through 

patience and humor, as well as in the ways she complimented and encouraged students. She 

provided a physical space that was comfortable and flexible for the students, offering frequent 

breaks, infusing the space with humor, and planning field trip experiences. Mrs. Durham also 

provided structure in the classroom, helping the students practice—and sometimes subvert—the 

rules, but she recognized the individual students’ realities and needs within this structure; this often 

positioned her as a sort of “watchdog” as well.  

Mrs. Durham also took great care to prepare students for upcoming tests and schedule 

changes, which spared them the stress of surprise. However, she also prepared students for more 
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long-term endeavors, like understanding their rights in the United States—especially in a United 

States with a President Trump—and helping them learn the symbolic rituals of American 

citizenship, like reciting the Pledge of Allegiance, voting, and standing up to show respect for the 

flag. The following sections explore how she cared and prepared students in more detail. 

Caring for students. Mrs. Durham cared for students as she learned and attended to their 

unique needs. Her students spoke fondly of her. Anyelín (12/03/16) described her teacher: “Que 

buena persona. Pues, su forma de ser. Le gusta hacerme sonriente. No le gusta ser enojona, pero 

se enoja si se enojamos. (She’s a very good person. The way she is. She doesn’t like to be cranky, 

but she gets angry if we make her angry. She likes to make me smile.).” Clearly, her students saw 

her as a human being just as she saw them—generally cheerful but able to be angered if pushed 

to it; Anyelín’s description, however, revealed how the students accepted the blame for causing 

Mrs. Durham’s anger.  

Mrs. Durham was exceedingly patient, especially when it came to allowing students time to 

acculturate to their new classroom when they first arrived in Washington River. She understood 

that newcomers needed time to trust her, and she allowed them as much time as they needed. She 

had faith, though, that her students would indeed come to trust her: 

“I know they feel safe in the room...when they start coming to me for help. When they 
come to me to ask a question instead of maybe a para or another student. I think it helps 
the kids see how other kids have built a relationship with me and so the kids talk and they 
know.” (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16) 

 
She trusted that they would, in time, accept their position in the “family tree” of her classroom. 

 Another aspect of Mrs. Durham’s personality that fostered relationships with her students 

was her ever-present humor. It was a part of her that infused the room with laughter and provided 

levity in darker moments. Taking a cue from her students, she was also able to make light of 

situations that were unfair or frustrating, and together, they found humor in the mishaps and 



	
   	
   182 

	
  

misunderstandings that occur with language development. One such instance occurred when Mrs. 

Durham used an idiom and the student—who generally understood most of what Mrs. Durham said 

in English—looked at her blankly: 

Mrs. Durham starts to hand out papers. “¿Examen?” one student asks with a worried look. 
“No!” she answers. Two students look at the paper and comment, “No speak English.” Mrs. 
Durham responds, “¡Chancla!” (a cultural reference to the threat of using a sandal to 
punish someone) and they all laugh. Mrs. Durham walks to a student sitting in a chair next 
to Mrs. Sánchez and talks to him about being in his seat. “I no talk here but my desk yes!” 
he protests. “When pigs fly!” she retorts. The student stares blankly at her—I think he 
didn’t understand the idiom—and then we all laugh. Mrs. Sánchez explained the idiom in 
between giggles. (Fieldnotes, 10/26/16) 
 

Mrs. Durham laughed delightedly when she used phrases that seemed to her students so 

nonsensical. Their ability to laugh about the absurdity of such phrases gave them meaningful 

moments to refer back to as they learned. 

 Mrs. Durham also gave frequent compliments to her students, ranging from compliments 

on haircuts to good work in class. She sat at her desk one day and began calling attendance. 

“Mario?” she called. “Sí,” he answered quietly. She looked up at him and pointing to her hair, said, 

““Me gusta (I like) your haircut.” The student smiled and smoothed his hair as he looked down at 

his desk sheepishly (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16). In another example, Mrs. Durham was walking to her 

desk and paused beside a male student and gestured to his new glasses. “Mucho guapo,” she 

said, meaning “very handsome,” although the literal translation was “much handsome.” He knew 

what she meant, and he smiled and nodded back at her (Fieldnotes, 9/30/16). 

 Mrs. Durham also complimented their academic successes, particularly when she knew 

they had worked hard to achieve the expectations. For example, she was excited to share with 

them the results of their standardized test scores for reading. “EVERYONE raised their scores! 

One person even raised her score by 700 points!” The students cheered and looked around to see 

if they could identify who had earned such a jump in her score (Fieldnotes, 10/26/16). 
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 Mrs. Durham rewarded students with encouraging notes, GROWL tickets (laminated paper 

“tickets” that students could drop in a jar in the office to be eligible for a drawing for free lunch items 

and admission to school activities), and high-fives. She always wrote a supportive message on a 

sticky note that she attached to tests before returning them. The sticky notes could then be 

transferred to a bulletin board at the back of the room; the class that accumulated the most notes 

at the end of each quarter earned a party.  

 Mrs. Durham also provided structure, a much-needed element of sanctuary (Bloom, 1995). 

She insisted that students know the school and classroom rules, and she enforced them. One 

persistent problem she encountered was students arriving tardy to school. Students who arrived 

after the tardy bell had to visit the attendance clerk in the main office in order to get a pink “tardy 

pass” that served as a pass to their first class and that indicated the thirty minutes the student was 

obliged to serve after school as the consequence for having arrived late. Mrs. Durham, although 

she understood very well the number of circumstances that could cause students to be late, 

enforced this school policy.  

 Mrs. Durham also insisted that students take care of the physical space of the classroom. 

She provided comfortable chairs and side tables infused the space with a touch of home, and she 

did not allow students to abuse these items. When three students were teasingly pushing each 

other and one fell onto the low-lying coffee table positioned in front of the sofa, she refrained from 

lecturing them on classroom behavior, and instead, she told the three students they would be 

staying after school to fix the table. Other times, she would shout, “Move your nalgas (butt)!” when 

too many students piled into a chair. She reminded them that they needed to take care of the 

furniture if they wished to have those options. 

 There were many times that I described Mrs. Durham in my fieldnotes as a “watchdog.” 

She was constantly on the watch for students who were breaking the rules. Sometimes she 
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dutifully enforced the consequences of the rule-breaking, but other times she handled the offenses 

herself. The use of cell phones for music or videos during instruction, for example, almost always 

resulted in Mrs. Durham confiscating the phones and taking them to the office, where the students 

would be able to pick them up after school.  

 Most often, however, Mrs. Durham handled disciplinary issues on her own—directly and 

simply. The following fieldnotes excerpt illustrates one such example of this. 

The students are chatting quietly as they wait for the school bell to sound. Mrs. Durham is 
outside the classroom in the hallway, and her voice suddenly rises above the quiet din in 
the classroom as she enters with a student. “And you! No más skipping school!” The 
student had posted photos of his girlfriend and himself on the day he skipped school; he 
had previously added Mrs. D. as a friend on Facebook. When Mrs. Durham walks away, 
he whispers to a friend sitting nearby, asking about the photos she had seen. Apparently, 
the girl with whom he spent the “skipped days” had tagged him in a photo, allowing Mrs. 
Durham to see what he was doing those days. (Fieldnotes, 10/05/16) 

 
She had communicated with a simple stern message that the student had been caught. The 

student heeded this warning and was present for the rest of the week.  

 Student chattiness was also a transgression Mrs. Durham handled on her own. When the 

students were talking with each other when they were supposed to be watching a movie, which 

Mrs. Durham deemed as more fun than taking notes, she was direct in her threats to them: “You 

guys...if we’re not watching the movie, I have plenty of work for you to do,” or “Chicos y chicas 

(boys and girls)...princesas y príncipes (princesses and princes)...if you’re not watching the movie 

you’ll come in after school” (Fieldnotes, 9/30/16). These threats were effective in quieting the 

students for a few minutes and redirecting their attention to the movie. 

 There were a number of students who came to Mrs. Durham’s classroom for assistance 

with assignments and tests from other classes. Mrs. Durham collaborated with the general 

education classroom teacher to understand which accommodations she could provide (i.e., 

defining words, reading the questions aloud to the student, etc.), as the students often misinformed 



	
   	
   185 

	
  

her when they came to her room. In the following example, Mrs. Durham listened dubiously to the 

students insisting they could use their notes on the exam.  

Two students enter the classroom, explaining that they are there to take a test. 
Mrs. Durham takes their test papers to the hallway and calls to catch the other teacher in 
order to ask about accommodations. The students run to the other classroom door—which 
is open and close to the teachers’ position in the hallway—to eavesdrop on the teachers’ 
discussion. They listen and exchange worried glances with each other. 

Mrs. Durham returns to the classroom and says to the students, “I can’t read ‘cold 
reads’ but I can read and translate questions.” The students’ shoulders fall—realizing they 
would not get the help they wanted—and then one asks, “Can I go to the TAC room?” (The 
Tiger Achievement Center—TAC—is a place for students to go for individual assistance 
and tutoring.) Mrs. Durham shoots back sternly, “They aren’t going to help you any more 
than I am,” and she turns away.  

She mumbles to Mrs. Sánchez, mocking the students’ attempted manipulation, 
“Let me go somewhere else to see if I can manipulate...” and her voice trails off. It must get 
to her to have to police this kind of thing. The student leaves and Mrs. Sánchez goes to the 
TAC room to inform the paraeducators there of the limitations of the help he can receive 
on the work he has. (Fieldnotes, 10/10/16) 

I observed that Mrs. Durham was frustrated by the students’ attempt to scam her, and then to find 

another place where he could manipulate someone else into helping him. The warning to the TAC 

room workers seemed to be enough to foil the student’s attempts at manipulating the system in his 

favor, and to be enough to satisfy Mrs. Durham’s duty to enforce the rules.  

 The structure Mrs. Durham provided, though, was tempered with her acknowledgement of 

students’ realities and their individual needs; sometimes, this meant that the rules needed to be 

subverted or broken. Most often, students were granted a temporary pass on the rule that students 

could not use cell phones in class. The following excerpt from my fieldnotes demonstrates one 

instance in which Mrs. Durham nodded her approval for a student to use her cell phone: 

The class works on their homework assignment—it’s really quiet in here this morning. A 
girl suddenly stands and walks quickly to the teacher and asks to take a phone call on her 
cell. Mrs. Durham asks who’s calling and the student tells her quietly. The teacher nods 
and the student walks to the corner to take the call. She is on the call for one minute, 
hangs up, and returns to her seat. (Fieldnotes, 9/30/16) 
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The teacher’s nod signaled her acknowledgement that the student’s need to take the phone call 

was greater than the rule that stated she could not use it.  

In another instance, I watched as Mateo held his phone up in an effort to gain Mrs. 

Durham’s attention, and presumably, her permission to take a call. Mrs. Durham, however, was 

preoccupied in a conversation with another student, and so the student stood and walked to the 

back of the room, answering the call. Mrs. Durham saw him after he had been speaking with the 

caller for only thirty seconds and called out to him. He turned and gestured to her that his father’s 

attorney was on the call. She nodded and later explained to me that the student had to serve as a 

translator between his father and his immigration attorney; this required making himself available 

during school hours.  

Mrs. Durham acknowledged students’ realities in her enforcement of the rules. She took 

students’ biographies into account before she enforced the policy-driven consequences for 

infractions. She was aware of students’ lived realities because she asked often about their lives; 

while this is a seemingly simple gesture of care, it is also one that I found difficult to do with every 

student every day when I was a high school teacher. The fact that she made time to “touch base” 

with her students demonstrated that she found this to be an important part of helping students.  

 Mrs. Durham was also apt to change her lesson plan when she knew it was in the 

students’ best interests. After having taken class time to talk to students about the election of 

Donald Trump, she had gone on to teach a math lesson. Math, she had decided, would take their 

minds off of the election. However, two days later on the Friday following the election, Mrs. Durham 

had consoled two students in the hallway before school started. The election results and the 

implications of it were clearly still weighing heavily on students’ minds. She made the quick 

decision to postpone the history lesson she had planned and to allow students an opportunity to 

discuss their concerns and ask questions in a safe environment. There were a number of questions 
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to which she did not have the answer, but just having time to discuss them made the students feel 

more comfortable, or as Caterín Michelle said, “Mucho más tranquila (Much calmer.)” (Caterín 

Michelle, 12/12/16). 

 Mrs. Durham also arranged for the students to raise money for a day trip to a zoo in the 

spring. She distributed order forms and explained that they would be doing a fundraiser—una 

colección—in order to earn money toward the trip. They would be selling tee shirts and hoodies for 

$10.00 or $20.00. She explained proudly: 

“For the first time since I’ve been here, we will be selling shirts with Spanish on 
them. This is the first time we’ve had Spanish on shirts,” she repeats. They sell shirts 
often—every year, I think. This year’s shirt/hoodie is gray with gold writing—resonant of 
the school colors. School colors are black and gold. The front reads, “Hear Us, See Us,” 
above the school name and mascot, the words shaped into a tiger paw to symbolize the 
school mascot. On the back the lines alternate between Spanish and English, reading:  
 

ESE MOMENTO (THAT MOMENT) 
WHEN YOU START 
PENSANDO EN (THINKING IN) 
DOS IDIOMAS (TWO LANGUAGES) 
AT THE SAME 
TIEMPO (TIME) 
 

There is an image of both sides of the shirt on the order form and Mrs. Durham explains—
while Mrs. Sánchez translates and clarifies—what sizes and styles of shirts and hoodies 
are available and how to fill out the orders; she writes the prices on the board.  

Students inquire about the trip to the zoo, asking when they will go—“sometime in 
the spring when it’s warmer outside”—and if everyone in the ELL program will get to go—
“only if you sell three shirts.” (Fieldnotes, 10/12/16) 
 

Students were moderately excited about the prospect of a day out of school, and the trip to this zoo 

was indeed one that all the district’s students enjoyed as a field trip during their elementary school 

years. Having arrived in Washington River as high school students, Mrs. Durham wished for them 

to have the experience as well. She noted, “Most of them don’t have a childhood” (Mrs. Durham, 

12/16/16); she aimed to give them what she viewed as a childhood experience with the trip to the 

zoo.  
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 Preparing students. Many of Mrs. Durham’s interactions with students also had to do with 

preparing them—either for the short-term or the long-term. This also provided structure and routine 

and avoided surprises for the students. For example, when Mrs. Durham knew she would be gone 

for four days in a row in mid-October, she alerted students of it two weeks prior to her absence. 

She explained who the substitute teacher would be and reminded them of her expectations for 

good behavior in the days leading up to her absence. Mrs. Durham also informed students early of 

when tests were scheduled in her classroom and in their general education classes. She took extra 

care to prepare students for the quarter-final exams, giving them an entire week’s time in class to 

prepare for the final exams they would take for the end of the quarter; Mrs. Durham also prepared 

students for how their exams would look, sometimes pausing in instruction to note, “There will be a 

question like this on the final” (Fieldnotes, 10/05/16). 

 Mrs. Durham also prepared students for changes in the schedule, including alerting them 

to vacation days. As she prepared them for the extended Thanksgiving holiday break on the 

Monday preceding it, she checked in with each individual student about their grades, printing and 

highlighting the missing assignments they needed to complete before the break, and Mrs. Sánchez 

sat beside her translating the information (Fieldnotes, 11/21/16). She reminded them throughout 

the week that there would be no school on Thursday or Friday. In addition, she generally made 

time each day to ask students about their appointments for immunizations or court dates, and 

reminded them of those as the time approached.  

 Mrs. Durham also prepared students for long-term issues and events. She emphasized 

parts of the curriculum that she felt were particularly relevant to the students’ lives. For example, 

she paid special attention to the rights bestowed upon people in the United States when they 

studied the Bill of Rights and the Constitution. In her discussion of the Fifth Amendment—the rights 

of the accused—she asked Mrs. Sánchez to translate: “I would always recommend that you guys 
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remain silent...don’t speak...don’t say ‘yes’ or ‘no.’ Ask for a lawyer.” They nod in understanding. 

She continued: 

“If you are arrested, you have the right to remain silent...Don’t say anything. Don’t say ‘ya’ 
like you do with me when you don’t understand me.” I think she means when they don’t 
understand her but say ‘ya’ in response to her questions...I do that sometimes in Spanish 
conversations. (Fieldnotes, 10/24/16) 
 

Mrs. Durham took this opportunity to remind students that they have rights as human beings in this 

country, and that they should exercise them. 

 Students also learned symbolic gestures of American citizenship, like reciting the Pledge 

of Allegiance. Each morning after the bell sounded, the intercom beeped and a boisterous voice 

boomed into the room: “Good morning, Washington River High!” Students stood at the sound of his 

voice and faced the small flag hanging over the doorway—even on days when Mrs. Durham and 

Mrs. Sánchez were outside of the room. I recorded in my fieldnotes the experience of watching the 

students recite (most of) the words of the Pledge of Allegiance: 

That announcer sounds like a newscaster who’s had too much coffee! All the 
students in the classroom stand and face the doorway—they were facing the flag hanging 
over the doorway—and the speaker continues, “Please join me in reciting the Pledge of 
Allegiance.” He recites the Pledge: “I pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of 
America, and to the republic for which it stands, one nation under God, indivisible, with 
liberty and justice for all.” One student says a few words of the Pledge, mostly the ends of 
the lines. Mostly, though, it’s quiet in the room. The speaker says, “Thank you. And now for 
your announcements...”  

That seems to be the cue for students to tune out and resume their conversations, 
as most of them begin to chat with those around them. Those who aren’t chatting are 
sitting staring straight ahead. I wonder how they get their school-wide announcements? 
Does Mrs. Durham act as the intermediary for the news they receive about school events 
and other announcements? The speaker talks about ACT test prep classes, reminders to 
display parking passes, and other odds and ends about team practices and meetings. The 
speaker on the intercom declares after four minutes of announcements, “Thank you, and 
have a marvelous Wednesday!” and clicks off. (Fieldnotes, 9/28/16) 

 
Indeed, Mrs. Durham did serve as the intermediary, delivering announcements and other news that 

she thought relevant to the students. To her, however, learning to stand up for the flag and to recite 
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the Pledge of Allegiance was an important way of preparing students for citizenship in the United 

States. They had the opportunity to practice this every day when second block started. 

 The students learned about the U.S. elections and politics in Mrs. Durham’s class as well; 

this was another way in which she prepared them for long-term American citizenship in the United 

States. She taught a two-week unit on politics and elections in the two weeks leading up the 2016 

general election. She stated emphatically, “I cannot say enough...this election will affect your life, 

one way or another. I’ve never said that before about any other election” (Fieldnotes, 11/02/16). 

She knew the gravity of the implications of the election for the students and their families. She 

began by cautioning students about the political polarization in the United States: 

“Politics,” Mrs. Durham says, are “a taboo in society.” She gives an example of her family 
holding differing political opinions. She advises that they never discuss politics at work; it 
“won’t get a person fired,” she says, but it “can hurt relationships.” She adds that it can 
also cause a divide or make it hard to work with each other. (Fieldnotes, 10/26/16) 
 

Later, the students completed a worksheet. “On #9,” she told the students, “write in Spanish why 

politics are taboo. Then get a computer and get logged on” (Fieldnotes, 10/26/16). I watched as 

students scribbled in answers to number nine. “Miss, ¿está bien?” a student asked me as she held 

her paper out to me. I read in Spanish, “Porque puede hacer daño a las amistades (Because it can 

damage relationships).” I nodded, because I knew that is what the teacher had explained to them 

(Fieldnotes, 10/26/16). It was difficult for me to agree with that response, but I knew Mrs. Durham 

merely wished to convey wisdom to them that would benefit them in the workplace. It might be 

more justice-oriented to tell the students that they should speak their truths loudly and with 

conviction, but she seemed to believe it would certainly not gain them favor in the very 

conservative political context of Washington River. She did not, however, invite students to share 

their experiences from within the community, and thus, to provide insight into their realities. 

Being an Intermediary  
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Mrs. Durham served as an intermediary between students and their school, their teachers, 

and their community. She delivered news and announcements to students and informed them of 

special activities and deadlines in the school and community, and she also communicated 

messages from other teachers, coaches, and extracurricular sponsors in the school. In addition, 

she completed paperwork about each student and provided a bridge between community 

resources and students. 

Mrs. Durham and I discussed the school’s practice of delivering announcements solely in 

English over the intercom once a day, and it was clear she felt responsible for figuring out how to 

integrate her students into the school announcements and other activities:  

“I think we need to do so much more in both languages, and I think there’s...I don’t know if 
there’s a fear of that... but like...announcements, perfect example. There’s gotta be a 
way...you know, they miss so much of that stuff because it’s not in their language. Same 
thing with pep rallies or an assembly. There just needs to be more done in both languages. 
And...I mean, it’s time-consuming.” (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16) 
 

Mrs. Durham already felt overwhelmed by the tasks she took on in order to meet her students’ 

needs, and it was clear that getting the school announcements translated into Spanish was not 

something she felt she could do. To her, it would mean asking an already over-burdened bilingual 

paraeducator to do it on a quick turnaround; it would also mean that the information would not 

necessarily come through her. 

 Mrs. Durham communicated messages on a range of topics from the school administrators 

to the students. For example, in the days following the general election, she explained to the class 

that she spoke with the principal about some of the racist and nativist slurs that were directed at 

them, and he was planning to make an announcement during their TST meetings. Mrs. Durham 

told the students that the “school [was] not going to stand for” the kinds of negative comments they 

had heard. She also urged students to report any incidents of racism they saw or experienced 

(Fieldnotes, 11/14/16). 
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 Mrs. Durham also attended meetings for the school’s sports teams so that she could be 

informed and help communicate the information her students needed. At a recent meeting of the 

soccer team, she was able to explain—with Mrs. Sánchez translating—that students needed sports 

physicals in order to participate in school sports. Knowing that many students did not have a sports 

physical on file at the school, they took time to explain and translate the information about 

physicals offered at a local clinic for discounted fees (Fieldnotes, 12/09/16). 

 The ELL classroom was also a space where other teachers sent information they wanted 

to communicate to students, like when many boys were turning the bathroom lights off and on 

repeatedly. Sometimes, though, Mrs. Durham was also caught in the uncomfortable position of 

having to defend her classroom policies to her students on behalf of other teachers. “Other 

teachers have different policies. Just because you can do something in here doesn’t mean you can 

do it in other classes. I am this way because I’ve been doing this a long time” (Fieldnotes, 9/30/16). 

Mrs. Durham later explained to me that another teacher had complained that students expected to 

have breaks and to be able to leave the classroom in her classroom. It was fine for Mrs. Durham to 

offer that to students, but the other teacher did not feel that she should be expected to grant them 

the same freedoms they had in Mrs. Durham’s class. Mrs. Durham agreed to explain to them that 

all teachers have different expectations that ought to be honored. 

Coordinating Help  

Mrs. Durham’s classroom often reminded me of triage in a hospital emergency room, each 

morning assessing the needs of the students and the urgency and immediacy of those needs. Her 

desk was often littered with reminder notes about who needed what: Lupita needed glasses, and 

Mario needed a lawyer; Pedro needed a place to live. Mrs. Durham coordinated help in meeting 

those needs from resources within the community and within the school, as well as among 
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students and their families. Students needed help with situations involving their homes and 

families, the school offices and personnel, and resources in the community. 

 Mrs. Durham handled a number of needs students brought from home and the community, 

including understanding a piece of mail they had received, securing housing arrangements, getting 

the correct paperwork completed (e.g., Social Security numbers or passports) with the correct 

accompanying documentation, communicating with a relative in jail, and securing legal counsel as 

well as communicating with their attorneys. Mrs. Durham rattled off a list of things she had been 

doing to help meet students’ needs: 

“Um, doctor’s appointments, um, setting up immunization appointments, when a student 
needs a physical, finding different places for physicals. Um...how to get to the Social 
Security office. I’ve gone with parents to pay bills. I find that every day there’s something I 
need to do that was not on my plan, but it’s a dire need. Recently, we had a student whose 
brother got taken by ICE and so we’re trying to find the location of him, so I’ve had to call 
on that. And even last year I had a student who got arrested and we had figured out how I 
could talk to him in jail to find out what he needed because he had nobody here. Another 
student last year who was also arrested, he needed to get his police report and had no 
clue how to do it, so I met him down at the police station to go up and go through that with 
him. Helping them find a lawyer when they don’t have anyone to help them find a lawyer or 
they can’t afford one...um, finding someone to go translate for them at a lawyer.” (Mrs. 
Durham, 12/16/16) 

 
The list was long and continually growing. The day I interviewed Mrs. Durham she had been busy 

coordinating a holiday party for her class and another ELL class, but in the background she was 

managing a web of contacts involving the father of one of her students; the father had been in a car 

accident and no one knew to which hospital he had been taken. In addition, she was fielding phone 

calls from an attorney who was trying to help her find financial assistance to keep a student in 

school (Fieldnotes, 12/16/16). She reiterated how long the list was of things she had learned to do 

in order to help students. “God, I don’t know, there’s SO many random things. I always think I 

should write a resume of the weird things I’ve learned how to do” (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16).  
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Seeking appropriate medical care for students was also something that took up a lot of her 

time. Mrs. Durham discussed with me how so many students have eye trouble when they arrive 

from Central America. She wondered if it were a burn from the long trip through the sun. Indeed, I 

had read a lot about “La Bestia, a train that runs through Mexico from the southern border 

northward to the U.S. border. People ride atop it, and some carry pieces of cardboard boxes to put 

over their heads. Many people die each year as a result of slipping off the moving train, many of 

them having fallen asleep (Sayre, 2014). Mrs. Durham, shaking her head, noted that she had taken 

“a bunch of students” to the eye doctor last year (Fieldnotes, 11/07/16). 

 Mrs. Durham also coordinated with the school to allow students to earn graduation credits 

for the hours they worked. Students delivered their hourly time cards or paycheck stub copies to 

her, as in the following example. 

Another student comes in with his work timesheet to document his hours for high school 
credit. He hands it to Mrs. Durham and leaves. She laughs and tells me that she once had 
a student from Guatemala who worked under the name, “Doug O’Brien.” She laughed 
again at the hilarity of this name being used by this young man from Guatemala. I asked 
her how she remembers all those names, and she says, “They take up most of the room 
for remembering things.” (Fieldnotes, 9/29/16) 
 

This, too, was another task she took on outside of her teaching duties. She documented the hours 

students worked and communicated that information to the program coordinator. 

 Mrs. Durham also helped coordinate housing arrangements for students when necessary. 

She explained that there was a student whose father was in jail and the lawyer would not proceed 

with his case until all debts were paid; the debts totaled $6,000. The son, therefore, was living with 

his uncle and was told he had to pay rent. Mrs. Durham was not happy about that situation, and 

she hoped to find another place for the student to stay where he would not have to pay rent. It 

preoccupied her all day as she went about her work. Later that day, I noted:  

Mrs. Durham is still working on finding a place for her student to live without paying rent. 
She asks two students if they could take him in; one, without hesitation, nods and says, 
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“He can live with us.” And that was it. This reminds me that Mrs. Sánchez told me the 
foster system is struggling to accommodate the large numbers of Spanish-speaking 
minors. (Fieldnotes, 12/09/16) 
 

Mrs. Durham moved full-force ahead to look for a place for the student to stay; she was not shy 

about asking anyone. With that task accomplished, she moved on to the next thing. 

 Mrs. Durham also coordinated help that was offered to her and her students from outside 

the school. A local philanthropic organization had contacted her at the beginning of the school year 

to find out what her students might need—they wanted to help. She was quick to express her 

appreciation and explained to them that students could use help getting to school. They donated 

15 bicycles, helmets, and bike locks, and Mrs. Durham decided who would receive them. She 

explained this to me after one of the last students to receive a bicycle came to pick his up. 

A student comes to the door, and Mrs. Durham takes him to another room to get a bike. 
This student was one of the last ones to pick up his new bike and gear. Mrs. Durham told 
me that students who had received theirs all together earlier in the month had taken a ride 
together around the main atrium down the hall from her classroom, much to the dismay of 
several staff members. She clearly had no time for a few disgruntled staff members to dull 
their joy. “It was fun, dammit!” she declared. (Fieldnotes, 9/28/16) 
 

The staff members’ negative response to her students’ impromptu celebration also weighed heavily 

on Mrs. Durham. They clearly did not appreciate the excitement the students felt at having received 

a reliable mode of transportation.   

 Mrs. Durham also coordinated help within the school in order to meet students’ needs. She 

worked with the school guidance counselors on registering new students and scheduling students 

for subsequent semesters, she assisted the school nurse with updating health records and 

maintaining medications, and she worked with the office personnel (including administrators) to 

document absences and mediate discipline issues.  

 Mrs. Durham’s classroom served as a proxy attendance office for Spanish-speaking 

students and families. She explained to me that all absence phone calls for students whose 
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families speak Spanish came through this room; the attendance associate had declared that she 

would not call Spanish-speaking home because she did not speak Spanish. Mrs. Sánchez was 

assigned to be in Mrs. Durham’s classroom, but was expected to field these phone calls and return 

phone calls whenever she could fit that into her schedule during the day. She explained to me that 

documenting absences had gradually become their job: 

“Well, basically the [Spanish-speaking] population’s gotten higher and higher, and last year 
we found out that a lot of parents were not getting contacted when their child was missing 
school because there was nobody in the office who could communicate that to them in 
their language. And, for me, I mean, a parent needs to know if their child’s not in school. 
And so, this year they were able to get a new phone in place because we got a new phone 
system for the whole district, where they can leave voicemails in my room and we can call 
out and they call directly in.” (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16) 
 

This somewhat makeshift solution to the attendance dilemma allowed parents and caretakers to 

have communication with the school, but it burdened Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez as well. 

Other teachers may have pushed back against this extra duty, but Mrs. Durham added it to her 

long list of duties.    

 Mrs. Durham also assisted the school nurse with documenting immunizations and 

updating other health records. It was part of Mrs. Durham’s daily routine to ask students in each 

class if they had “immunizations” to give to her (Fieldnotes, 9/28/16). One day, I observed as the 

nurse entered and handed to Mrs. Durham her “most wanted list”; the list included those students 

who had not yet gotten the required immunizations. The students on the list would not be allowed 

to return to school until they had documented them. This list had grown due to the local 

Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS) clinic having run out of one of the vaccines, 

which left many of the newcomers waiting for it to arrive (Fieldnotes, 10/26/16). 

 Mrs. Durham’s room was the first call the guidance office made for assistance in enrolling 

Spanish-speaking newcomers. One day, three new students came to enroll during the three hours I 

was in the school (Fieldnotes, 11/07/16). She explained:  
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“From the day a student comes in, we do enrollment, we do the free and reduced lunch 
forms, we do, you know, are they driving to school, you have to get ‘em a sticker, you 
know? Lunch accounts, putting the money on, all of that. Then I do scheduling when 
they’re a new student; I decide what classes they’re gonna go into. If a class is full, it is my 
job, or it’s expected of me to go talk to that teacher and see if they’ll take one more 
student.” (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16) 
 

Mrs. Durham also mediated “freshmen conference meetings,” during which 9th grade students 

would meet with their guidance counselor to prepare their schedule for the following year. Her 

involvement also extended into the following years of the students’ high school scheduling: “We sit 

with the counselors, we discuss what classes they should be doing next year and what classes 

they’re actually able to do. And what ELL class they should be in, but whether are they ready for 

English 9” (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16). It was clear that the guidance counselors relied on Mrs. 

Durham and Mrs. Sánchez to help decipher transfer paperwork (i.e., transcripts) and to place 

students in the appropriate classes as well.  

 Mrs. Durham also served as a mediator between the administrators and the students. She 

explained that the students’ English language proficiency was challenging for the administrators 

when they needed to communicate with the students and/or their caretakers. She explained that 

one of the principals—when he was new to the school—did not feel comfortable talking with the 

kids when it came to discipline issues, so Mrs. Durham was called in to be there to mediate the 

conversation. She added that when students got in trouble at school, either she or Mrs. Sánchez 

was called in to help communicate that with them and to broker their understanding of the rule they 

had violated (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16); the language was only sometimes the greatest challenge in 

these situations because sometimes they needed to understand why they had to submit paperwork 

or to learn the attendance policies of the state.  

 General education teachers also relied heavily on Mrs. Durham for advice about how to 

modify coursework or which accommodations to provide on tests, and sometimes just for 
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communicating with a student. Mrs. Durham appreciated when general education teachers sought 

out her help; it showed that they wanted to help the students in their classroom rather than sending 

them to her for modified instruction in an area in which Mrs. Durham may not have possessed the 

same expertise as the other teacher. When I asked her about what the general education teachers 

needed from her, she acknowledged that it varied widely depending on the course and the 

teacher—from reminding students about test dates to helping students learn to access online 

textbooks (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16).  

Some teachers, however, preferred to send their students to Mrs. Durham’s classroom to 

take tests or to complete assignments after they finished instruction in the general education 

classroom. Every day that I was in Mrs. Durham’s classroom, students came breezing into the 

classroom, holding up their paper and explaining simply, “Test.” They knew where to go (to the 

back of the classroom) and they knew to sit apart from one another, phones stowed away while 

they took their tests. Sometimes students came for help with an assignment for another class. 

When her students were busy working on their own assignments or having free time, Mrs. Durham 

went to the back of the room to help students who had come from other classes.  

Mrs. Durham helped coordinate student translators for other teachers as well. Teachers 

who had large numbers of Spanish-dominant speakers would often come to Mrs. Durham to ask if 

she could arrange for a student to come and translate in their classes as a “school-to-career”33 

student. Mrs. Durham was regarded as a sort of contractor in this way (Fieldnotes, 10/26/16). 

Aside from coordinating student translators for other teachers, Mrs. Durham also served as a 

translator herself. Although she was a monolingual English speaker, she knew key words in 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
33 School-to-career was a class in which 11th and 12th grade students were placed with teachers who worked with them 
to develop an understanding of what the teacher’s job entailed. Some students were also placed in the office and 
mostly ran errands for the office staff when needed. Students who worked in Mrs. Durham’s room were often asked to 
translate in her room, but they also translated for other teachers when necessary. 
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Spanish, Mam, or K’iche, as well as nonverbal cues and gestures, that could get the point across 

to students. She had an understanding of what her students could comprehend in English, and she 

also sensed when more than mere translation was necessary. While certainly not ideal, this 

improvised communication served to handle the immediate dilemma in the absence of an available 

bilingual staff person.  

Coordinating El Cuidado 

 The Spanish noun, “el cuidado,” translates to English as “care,” defined similarly to the 

English word; however, it connotes that someone is taking care of someone or something, beyond 

caring about someone or something. Mrs. Durham coordinated el cuidado in her classroom as she 

coordinated help among and between students. She artfully constructed networks of friendships 

and supports, found peer tutors to assist with general education class work, paired students whose 

language skills benefitted one another, and in general, drew on the students to help make the 

classroom go. In the following fieldnotes excerpt, Mrs. Durham had learned that an incoming new 

student spoke Q’anjobal, and she enlisted the help of one of the only other Q’anjobal speakers in 

the room to welcome the new student.  

The new student—the one who speaks Q’anjobal—enters with another adult—maybe a 
parent? Mrs. Durham tells Mateo to introduce himself in Q’anjobal; he stands up from his 
desk, walks to the new student and the accompanying adult, shakes hands, and speaks 
with them. Mrs. Durham walks over to the newcomers after a couple of minutes; Mateo 
puts his arm around her shoulders and introduces her to the new student and the adult. He 
offers a light-hearted description of her, noting that the new student should not make her 
mad. They all laugh, and then Mateo turns serious, explaining that Mrs. Durham will help 
him with anything. This is pretty cool. He’s the welcome and he’s acting as the bridge 
between home and school. HE is the face of the school to this new student and parent. 
Mrs. Durham hanging back allowed this to happen. (Fieldnotes, 11/07/16)  
 

Mrs. Durham had drawn on Mateo’s linguistic resources as a way to build a bridge into her 

classroom and the school for the newly enrolled student. It sent a powerful message that Mateo 

then introduced Mrs. Durham to the newcomers, as he was positioned to be an intermediary 
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between the two—just as capable of providing help and of being a source of information as the 

adults in the room. Later that morning, Mrs. Durham asked Mateo to help the new student learn 

how to get his lunch and how to do his locker combination, and Mateo nodded his agreement to 

help. 

 Mrs. Durham also drew on students’ linguistic “funds of knowledge” (Moll, et al., 1992) to 

facilitate communication between them. She often called on Alejandro for help translating between 

Spanish and English because his English language proficiency was strong. The day Mrs. Durham 

needed to get the last student his bike from the community organization, she asked Alejandro’s 

second block teacher if she could “keep Alejandro for a few minutes” to help translate for the 

student. The other teacher asked if there were another time he could do it and resisted a bit, but 

Mrs. Durham answers curtly, “He’ll be back in five minutes” (Fieldnotes, 9/29/16). She was 

frustrated that if the teacher had just agreed, Alejandro would probably not have been late to her 

class at all. 

 The Monday morning following Mrs. Durham’s one-week absence, she sat at her desk to 

greet her students. “Did you have a good week?” Mrs. Durham began with a tilt of her head. When 

no one responded—and in Mrs. Sánchez’s absence—she prompted, “Alejandro, ask them if they 

had a good week.” He repeated her question. “Mucho trabajo (a lot of work),” a couple of students 

mumbled. She nodded, smiling, and then flipped through the slides on her computer. “Did you get 

to this slide? No copy?” followed by another long pause. “Alejandro, ask them.” He translated and 

several students nodded (Fieldnotes, 10/24/16). In this case, translating was Alejandro’s way of 

cuidando—taking care of—his peers. 

 Mrs. Durham also coordinated help with “core” classes; she knew which students to ask 

about which courses. The school-to-career students placed in her classroom—having advanced 

proficiency in English—had taken most of the courses the current students were taking. In the 



	
   	
   201 

	
  

following example, Mrs. Durham attempted to help a student and then realized that one of the 

school-to-career students might remember her experience of that same course, and asked her to 

help. 

Mrs. Durham works with a student on an American Literature course study guide. She 
seems to get stuck on a question and calls a school-to-career student to her desk. “Do you 
remember To Kill a Mockingbird?” she asks her. “Yes,” the student answers nodding. “Do 
you think you could come in this week to help him (gesturing to the student beside her) 
with his English (class)?” The school-to-career student nods. (Fieldnotes, 10/03/16) 

 
The peer tutoring was set up in a matter of seconds, and allowed the student to get assistance 

from another student who had recently been in the course. Again, students learned that they had 

an obligation to use what they had learned in order to provide el cuidado for their peers. 

  Students also pitched in to make the classroom run smoothly, and Mrs. Durham reminded 

them of what needed to be done to that end when they did not immediately recognize the need. 

Students met her at the classroom door in the morning when her arms were loaded down with 

bags and 12-packs of soda, taking a bag or a 12-pack of soda from her to help her carry them. 

Once inside the classroom, they knew the drill: unload the soda cans into the refrigerator at the 

front of the room. Students who were not helping unload Mrs. Durham’s bags began switching on 

lamps and plugging in string lights. Mrs. Durham’s gentle reminders that she was not the only 

person who made the classroom “go” generally prompted students to help. 

Working Outward 

Mrs. Durham’s work was also aimed outward from her in-between position. She advocated 

for students within the school and community, supporting them in their roles as students and as 

workers at their jobs. She was also active in discussions of education policy among English 

Language educators. Mrs. Durham’s advocacy work inside the school was notable because of the 

resistance she met as she worked to better serve newcomer students and to integrate them into 
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the school. She explained that the hiring of faculty members for their coaching abilities over other 

skills (like bilingualism) was predictable and frustrating.  

Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez discuss the teachers and coaches at this school. They are 
frustrated that the administration had moved a high school science teacher into a guidance 
counselor position over a bilingual applicant so that, presumably, they could move the 
football coach from his position at the middle school to the high school to the newly open 
science teaching position. The bilingual applicant for the counseling position eventually 
was hired at the middle school, but the frustration remains when they are stretched so thin 
and doing the work of many offices—including guidance counseling—with their Spanish-
speaking students. There’s “not enough of us to support all the teachers and students,” 
Mrs. Durham laments. (Fieldnotes, 12/09/16) 
 

Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez felt that their willingness to help was taken for granted when things 

like this happened. The passing over of a qualified bilingual guidance counselor was a message to 

them that the school did not sense an urgency in alleviating that part of the work the two did to help 

the guidance office with Spanish-speaking students and newcomers.  

Mrs. Durham encountered resistance from other teachers when she tried to arrange ways 

to assist them in a more coordinated way. She explained to me how she had proposed to the 

science department the idea to co-teach a 9th grade class with them. Two teachers had been 

opposed to the idea, so it failed to go farther (Fieldnotes, 12/09/16). I was surprised that two 

teachers wielded so much power in a department of nine science teachers. Mrs. Durham spent so 

much time helping students outside of their science classes, and the sheltered science class they 

took with the other full-time ELL teacher was certainly not of the same caliber as a class they would 

take with a teacher who specialized in science (Oakes, 1985). In addition, there is a “didactic 

tension” in sheltered ELL content classes that privileges the learning of English vocabulary and 

terms over the practice of the skills of the field (Richardson Bruna, Vann, & Perales Escudero, 

2007); notably, I sensed this same tension in the U.S. History class.  

Even within the ELL teacher cohort, teachers espoused differing philosophies in how to 

meet their students’ needs. One morning, the other full-time ELL teacher pulled Mrs. Durham into 
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the hallway for a conversation between classes. She wanted to devise a strict attendance policy for 

the students in the ELL program, believing that strict requirements would deter the recurrent 

absences; Mrs. Durham was vehemently opposed to the idea, asserting that the students in their 

program needed to be handled on an individual basis due to their widely varied circumstances and 

needs (Fieldnotes, 9/30/16). She felt that increased punitive measures—like suspensions and 

truancy proceedings—would only serve to cause students to miss more school, which would do 

very little to further their English language development or their education in general. 

Mrs. Durham also felt compelled to reach outward within the school to implore teachers 

and staff members to show the students that they accepted them. Following the election of Donald 

Trump—along with the racist and nativist actions of several Washington River students outside the 

school the day after the election—Mrs. Durham discussed the safety pin symbol with me as a 

simple gesture for teachers to show their solidarity with immigrants and intolerance of hateful acts. 

She had talked with the principal and he supported her idea to do something to express support for 

students who felt both targeted and marginalized in the political discourse following the election. 

Mrs. Durham talked briefly with students about the safety pin idea—and asked for other ideas—to 

get their feedback. The students agreed that the safety pin was simple (Fieldnotes, 11/11/16). The 

following Monday, Mrs. Durham covertly placed the safety pins—which the ELL students had 

helped affix to a flier explaining the gesture—in staff members’ mailboxes. She did not want them 

to know that she was the person behind the effort because she felt that it would sway their feelings 

about wearing the pin; she admitted, though, that the staff would know it was she who placed them 

in their mailboxes (Fieldnotes, 11/14/16).  

The safety pin effort was met with quick resistance when one teacher sent an email to the 

entire staff, arguing that students should not have to see a safety pin affixed to his shirt to know 

they were supported and accepted in his classroom. Thus, the safety pin gesture was dismissed as 
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unnecessary and redundant. Therefore, even given Mrs. Durham’s efforts to advocate for her 

students within the school, her efforts were not taken up seriously by the majority of her 

colleagues. However, it also speaks to the disregard for ELLs demonstrated by most teachers in 

the school.  

Mrs. Durham also worked outward to advocate for her students within the education 

profession. She took opportunities to voice her concerns within the district and at the state level. 

She attended a meeting at the Department of Education in early October to discuss pathways to 

graduation for high school newcomers (Fieldnotes, 10/05/16). She also expressed to the teachers’ 

union her wish to hire more bilingual paraeducators. 

Mrs. Durham served as an advocate for students by working to ensure that they were 

being treated fairly by their employers. When she and Mrs. Sánchez heard students complaining 

about their lack of overtime pay, they began keeping track of the hours they worked to verify that 

their paychecks were correct. Students were often asked (i.e., required) to stay at work past their 

ending time of 9:30pm until 12:30am, and Mrs. Durham reminded them often that they should 

receive overtime pay when they did that. She was also concerned that they were working more 

hours than allowed for minors by state laws (Fieldnotes, 9/28/16). 

 Mrs. Durham’s efforts to work outward to advocate for her students were less fruitful—at 

least in the short-term—than her efforts to work inward to meet her students’ needs. The 

bureaucratic layers of de jure policy-making amounted to long, drawn-out efforts to make change. 

However, by keeping one foot in the policy discussion, she was able to insert her students’ de facto 

experiences into policy.  

Fostering Hybridity 

Mrs. Durham fostered “hybridity”—the “fusion of various cultures to form new, distinct, and 

ever-changing identities” (Nieto & Bode, 2012, p. 160)—in her classroom. She supported and 
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encouraged students, and she affirmed their identities by welcoming their cultures and their 

languages into the classroom. She often codeswitched as she spoke with students, sometimes 

flowing between two or three languages in one sentence (Lewis, Jones, & Baker, 2012). 

Mrs. Durham’s teasing threat to use the chancla to discipline students—as I discussed in 

previous sections—was a surface aspect of the students’ cultures she had absorbed into the 

classroom. Each time she gestured toward her foot or shoe in a mock display of motherly 

discipline, students reacted with surprised expressions and mock fear. This lighthearted gesture 

communicated the necessary message about the undesirable behavior, but it was a code only 

understood by those who shared the culture. Students even shouted out, “¡Chancla!” to teasingly 

show their displeasure with something Mrs. Durham had done, like when she accidentally or not 

accidentally let a curse word slip. 

Mrs. Durham also intentionally learned parts of the students’ cultures through language. 

Mrs. Durham’s Spanish language proficiency had progressed in the ten years that had passed 

since we had shared a classroom one block each day. When I first met her ten years ago, her first 

ELL class of the morning met in the classroom where I taught Spanish for the remainder of the day. 

I often spent time in the classroom during her class, and she spoke very little Spanish as she 

worked with the intermediate- and advanced-level students in her class. I was surprised to hear her 

periodically use Spanish words ten years later, regularly slipping Spanish (or K’iche or Mam) words 

into her English-structured sentences. She began one morning: “Okay!” and she waited for the 

students to quiet, adding, “tu respecto (sic) y silencio...(your respect and silence)” (Fieldnotes, 

9/28/16). On another day, I heard her shooing away a student as she worked with another student 

at her desk: “Shute...”(literally meaning ‘nosey’ but connoting ‘go away’ in Mam). She turned back 

to the student beside her and affirmed what he’d written on his paper, “Sí, mon. ‘Yeah, man’ in 
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Spanish slang)” (Fieldnotes, 11/21/16). Two girls working together near Mrs. Durham’s desk looked 

up and giggled as they heard their teacher use slang in their languages. 

 Students enjoyed when Mrs. Durham learned and used phrases from the their languages, 

even when she used them incorrectly. For example, she often used the phrase “mucho bueno” to 

praise students’ work; however, the phrase was a mistranslation of “very good” literally translating 

as “much good.” I noticed a couple of students giggle when she said it to them, and she turned to 

them, smiling. “Are you laughing at me?” she asked with mock incredulity. The two girls shook their 

heads vigorously, their eyes wide and twinkling with suppressed laughter (Fieldnotes, 9/30/16).  

 Mrs. Durham’s relaxed humor blended with her attempts to learn and use phrases in the 

students’ languages to “hybridize” her classroom space; these attempts positioned the students as 

holders of knowledge. The context of Washington River, an NLD community, did not always afford 

them that position—English being privileged over their languages. I was reminded of that as I read 

a bumper sticker affixed to the car in front of me at a stoplight on the way to the school that 

morning: “Speak English or go home.” Its message was clearly directed at newcomers who had yet 

to learn English. These kinds of messages thrive under the Trump administration in the United 

States, with threats of a revised immigration policy that would require immigrants to earn 30 points 

from a list of desirable credentials in order to be allowed entry into the United States. Speaking 

English would earn immigrants between zero and 12 points, depending upon their proficiency 

(Westneat, 2017). In Mrs. Durham’s classroom, however, students’ home languages were valued 

as an important part of students’ identities. 

Toward a Wider Circle of Care 

 Mrs. Durham established a network of care in her classroom, perhaps at the expense of 

her own wellbeing. She spent numerous hours outside of her work schedule to make phone calls, 

complete paperwork, and coordinate help to meet her students’ needs. However, this “sacrificial 
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life” (Antrop-González, 2003, p. 253) is both admirable and seemingly unsustainable. As teachers 

take on more responsibilities within the school, they mask the injustices of social and economic 

policies outside the school. I questioned the appropriateness of asking teachers to take on the 

added responsibilities of caring for students’ needs outside the school and allowing society to shirk 

responsibility for creating and enforcing more just policies for all people.  

I asked Mrs. Durham what she would need in order to feel that a broader network of 

resources supported her work. She admitted that it would be difficult to entrust her students to 

someone else, but that it would be helpful to have a “go-to person” to whom she could pass off the 

non-teaching parts of her work: “A ‘go-to person’ where I could say, ‘Hey, I have a student who 

needs this, this, and this...Can you help me with that?’ Instead of always trying to figure out where 

to go” (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16). I posed the idea of a school liaison to Mrs. Durham—a person who 

could coordinate between the school and the community resources or do the things Mrs. Durham 

was doing at 10:15 at night. She admitted that it would be difficult to entrust her students to 

someone else. She explained: 

“It would have to be someone who...believes in why these kids come here...and respects 
that. I mean you could tell somebody, yeah, I need you to find this for me...but I also need 
somebody who can then talk to the kid. ‘Hey, this is where we’re goin’,’ and explain that. 
When and where, and you have to build that trust, and so it would have to be somebody 
who...knew the kids first, maybe, or was around ‘em at least enough.” (Mrs. Durham, 
12/16/16) 

 
She acknowledged the vulnerability of newcomers, and her reluctance to entrust them to someone 

else revealed her protectiveness of them. She felt that a trusting relationship was essential to 

helping students make sense of their new realities in the United States. 

 Mrs. Durham conceded that while it would helpful to have someone who could coordinate 

the help students needed, it was difficult for her to reach out to and trust someone else. She 

explained: 
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“It’s partly probably my fault too. I’m not good at...telling other people what I need because 
sometimes I feel like it takes too much time to explain. In the amount of time I take to 
explain to somebody what I need them to do, I could have done it. But yeah, I just...I need 
to duplicate myself. And just time. I think [it would be helpful] if I taught half a day and had 
the other, you know a block of plan but also a block where I could use this time to find the 
resources I need.” (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16) 

 
Mrs. Durham just wished for more time to do the work she needed to do. She did not begrudge her 

students for needing her; rather, she begrudged that there were so few people tasked with helping 

them meet their needs. Indeed, Mrs. Durham was fiercely protective of her students. She gave the 

example of needing to teach students how to take notes in class. She said, “I think about note-

taking, they don’t know...those basic skills that [students who grew up in these schools know]. And 

it’s not because they’re not smart enough. It’s because they haven’t had those experiences” (Mrs. 

Durham, 12/16/16). She wanted to protect her students from anyone who might devalue the 

experiences they did have. 

 Mrs. Durham acknowledged that it was tempting sometimes to think about going to a 

district in which the students’ needs were not so dire and all consuming. She knew, however, that 

she would not be able to leave Washington River High School. “I’m staying,” she asserted, 

“because there’s somebody else who needs me. I love what I do” (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16).  

 I discuss in the next chapter the three major themes that emerged, and offer conclusions 

and implications of the study. 
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Chapter Nine: Discussion, Conclusions, and Implications 
 

 Mrs. Durham’s ELL classroom was a vibrant and busy space in which students found help 

and guidance with a wide range of needs and issues. I began this study with two research 

questions about how students in Washington River High School construct citizen identities: How do 

high school newcomer students construct citizen identities in social studies? Who are key 

individuals who influence the construction of citizenship and how do they influence students? As is 

expected in ethnographic work (Agar, 1996) and all qualitative research in which the researcher is 

the instrument through which data collection and analysis took place (Hatch, 2002) my 

commitments and experiences influenced what I wrote down and the questions I asked. As such, a 

third question emerged through my engagement in the site: Given the institutional nature of 

schooling, how do newcomers transform the school and how does the school transform them?  

As I made sense of my data, I learned that what I understood as citizenship was 

unrecognizable to me in this space. Instead, drawing on Levine’s (2007) and Abu El-Haj’s (2009) 

reminder that citizenship practices are situated within the routine of everyday life, I began to 

understand the relational, emotional, and cultural expressions of citizenship within Mrs. Durham’s 

classroom and the conditions and context in which students constructed citizen identities. In 

addition, I began to question the school’s commitment to integrating newcomers into the school 

and by extension into the community; in acts both subtle and overt, I observed how newcomer 

students’ experiences of school lacked aspirational guidance and instead focused on meeting 

newcomers’ (many) immediate needs. In this way, WRHS became a context in which newcomers’ 

marginalized positions narrowed their biographies and their aspirations for their futures.  

I discuss in this chapter the three major themes that emerged in this study, and I offer my 

conclusions about how these themes speak to the construction of citizen identities. I also share 

lessons learned from Washington River High School’s response to newcomer students. Finally, I 
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discuss the implications of this study for responding to newcomer students in school and offer 

ideas for further study.  

My analysis of the data I collected in this study yielded three themes that speak to the 

experiences of newcomers in Washington River High School and the growing pains the school has 

experienced as it has attempted to respond to its new students. First, it was clear that schooling 

structures were unwilling to change to adapt to newcomer students’ dual realities, brought into 

sharp focus after the election of Donald Trump in November of 2016. Trump’s “America First” 

agenda and anti-immigrant rhetoric affected students by adding another kind of stress to their 

already stress-laden life experiences. Second, different people in this classroom—the teacher, the 

paraeducator, and the students—manifested care in different ways, which carried different 

implications for the aims of schooling for newcomer students. Third, even with the best of 

intentions, there were missed opportunities to connect school to students’ lives and to integrate 

students into the school and community in meaningful and justice-oriented ways, both on the part 

of Mrs. Durham and of Washington River High School.  

Taken together, these themes speak to the need for schools to transform in order to 

provide newcomer students an equitable opportunity to construct citizen identities within the full 

realm of the public space rather than being relegated to the margins. These themes also point to 

the resistance to change in this NLD community and in the public high school that serves its 

residents, as well as the need for the community to step up to meet some of the newcomers’ 

needs. Mrs. Sánchez’s presence in the classroom also offers useful lessons to schools and 

communities wishing to move toward more inclusive schooling and community experiences for all 

students. 

“Mismatch”: School Rules Versus Students’ Realities 
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 The newcomer students in Washington River High School experienced duality in their 

everyday realities. They were at once adolescents and adults, being teenagers starting at a new 

school and also dealing with the stress of acculturation that bespoke their very adult lives—getting 

the required immunizations, consulting with immigration attorneys, and securing housing and jobs. 

Students who held jobs faced the duality of being a worker and a student—many of them working 

under an assumed name that literally marked this duality. Students negotiated the duality of being 

a human—“equal in dignity and rights” (United Nations, 1948)—and of being an immigrant in the 

United States—a criminalized identity that racialized them and qualified their rights based on legal 

status (Santa Ana, 2002). Students also lived the duality of dreaming of a future they would choose 

for themselves and the need to be realistic about the financial and legal limitations of those 

dreams. Finally, the newcomer students’ native language(s) were necessary and meaningful at 

home, but were marginalized at school as they became “English Language Learners,” framing a 

duality between linguistic and cultural proficiency and deficiency. The extant policies, expectations, 

and operational procedures of school did not acknowledge or accommodate these dual realities, 

and students navigated school by breaking rules and constructing an “Underground Railroad” to 

work around the mismatches. The school clearly managed newcomers as a problem, and the 

structure of their classes communicated to them that learning English was their most important 

goal in school. 

Policing at School Required Students to Break the Rules and Hide 

 Students at Washington River High School had to contend with rules that limited what they 

could do at school and, therefore, limited how they could function in their adult roles. Students 

learned either to hide or to overtly break the rules in order to do what they needed to do (i.e., take 

phone calls under a “no cell phone” policy). They also constructed a network of safe spaces in 

which they sought help, going from place to place until they got ahead of the policing of their 
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behavior. For Mateo, the “no cell phone” policy meant that if he wanted to help his father with his 

immigration case by speaking with his immigration attorney, he needed to frantically gain 

permission to break the rule or suffer the consequence of having his phone confiscated and 

withheld from him for the rest of the day.  

Mateo’s phone buzzes and he looks at Mrs. Sánchez pleadingly as he holds up his phone 
to her. He walks to the back of the room to answer the call without having gotten her 
permission. Mrs. Durham yells, “What the heck, Mateo?!?” Mrs. Sánchez is quick to calm 
her, “It’s his father.” This is a game-changer; Mrs. Durham nods and walks back to the 
front. Mateo’s father’s attorney had called him—in school—to discuss his father’s 
immigration case. Looks like students multitask too. Mateo has handled two ‘adult’ 
situations—the introductions and the attorney phone call—in the last hour. He is at once a 
youth and an adult. (Fieldnotes, 11/07/16) 

 
Mateo’s cell phone use—even though it was not during instruction—was policed, and he was 

forced to break the rule or risk missing the opportunity to speak with his father’s attorney. If I zoom 

out on the situation, it seems absurd for Mateo to have to apologetically take a phone call to help 

his father. The “no cell phone” policy and other “rules of school” were clearly not sensitive to the 

students who handled adult situations like Mateo did. 

 Students were also policed as they searched for help. ELL students who were enrolled in a 

general education class often came to Mrs. Durham’s classroom for assistance on their 

assignments and exams for these classes. Since their general education classes (i.e., art, 

American Literature, physical education, etc.) were conducted in English, they often sought help in 

understanding the content. Alexis demonstrated how students searched for help and when they 

were denied help, went to the next stop on their “Underground Railroad.” They were policed, 

however, as they scurried from one stop to the next. 

Alexis comes into the classroom to take a final exam and Mrs. Durham tells him 
that she needs to find out what she is able to do to help. She leaves to go talk with the 
teacher, and Alexis rolls his eyes dramatically. A few minutes later, Mrs. Durham returns 
and says him, “I can’t read ‘cold reads’ but I can read and translate questions.” The 
student’s shoulders fall, and then he asks, “Can I go to the TAC room?” This is a room 
where all students can get assistance with any of their classes. Mrs. Durham shoots back, 
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“They aren’t going to help you any more than I am,” and she turns away. She mumbles, 
“Let me go somewhere else to see if I can manipulate...” and her voice trails off. It must get 
to her to have to police this kind of thing.  

The student leaves and Mrs. Sánchez goes to the TAC room to tell the 
paraeducators there about the limitations of the help he can receive on the work he has.  

Mrs. Sánchez returns a few minutes later and reports that Alexis was already 
getting help from the bilingual paraeducator in the TAC room. They roll their eyes in mutual 
frustration. (Fieldnotes, 10/10/16) 
 

In this case, Alexis was able to get to the TAC room before Mrs. Sánchez arrived to tell the 

paraeducators there the limitations of the help he could receive. This routine of policing seemed 

more focused on catching students in the act of “manipulating” the system than on critiquing the 

system that Alexis felt the need to manipulate. I do not mean to imply that rules have no place in 

school, but rather that it would be wise to reconsider the rules in response to newcomer students’ 

realities.  

Learning English Was More Important than Learning Course Content 

 Students learned that mastering the content of their courses was less important than 

learning English. This was especially problematic in the case of social studies, a program of study 

explicitly aimed (at least in theory) at developing democratic citizens. Privileging English also 

meant that students equated knowing English with being smart. Mrs. Durham’s sheltered U.S. 

History class provided an illustration of how newcomer students were able to earn graduation 

credits while they were learning English. This structure was an attempt to beat the clock that most 

newcomer students faced because they arrived with few credits that could be applied toward 

graduation and had many to earn before they reached 21 years of age (i.e., when the state was no 

longer required to provide free public education). However, the class also offered important 

observations about what is actually learned and not learned in these kinds of classes. Mrs. 

Durham’s history class was conducted in English—with one-time translations in Spanish—and as 

such, English was positioned as more important than the history content. Furthermore, the 
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textbook, ironically titled, Access American History, was in English only and included content that 

was included in middle school-level general education history classes in the district. Students took 

notes in English and regurgitated those same notes on the routine worksheet; the absence of 

discussions about the course content contributed to a shallow understanding—at best—of U.S. 

history and the ways that it has shaped our present.  

 Caterín Michelle noted that she relied on Alejandro for help with history because he “...es 

el más inteligente...porque sabe más inglés. (...is the smartest...because he knows more English.)” 

(Caterín Michelle, 12/13/16). Alejandro’s proficiency in English afforded him access to the content 

because the content was delivered in English. Even with Mrs. Sánchez’s translations in Spanish, 

the students had only the one opportunity to understand the content in Spanish. If they were to 

reread the text, their notes, or the study guide as review for an exam, it was all in English. This sent 

a clear message that students needed to understand English before they could understand the 

content; English was positioned as a prerequisite to learning U.S. history. Anyelín acknowledged 

as much when she explained that she did not remember anything from history class because she 

needed to learn more English first.  

 Newcomer students clearly need to learn American history (including the evolution of the 

rights and responsibilities of citizenship) if they are to develop a fuller understanding of their 

positions and agency in U.S. society. They also need to learn English if they are to navigate the 

institutional structures that constitute the American democracy. However, in the case of Mrs. 

Durham’s classroom in which students were engaged with learning U.S. history through English, 

the experience was counterproductive; students neither felt comfortable with the content nor with 

their English language development as a result. They looked to Alejandro, whose English was 

more developed, as the only student knowledgeable about U.S. history. This was problematic, 

obviously, and supports the idea of a U.S. history class taught in Spanish. The persistence of 
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English as the language of instruction demonstrated the school’s unwillingness to adapt to its 

newcomers and to draw on their “funds of knowledge” (Moll, et al., 1992) in order to help them 

learn. I turn now to how the school instead viewed newcomers as a problem.  

Newcomers Were a Problem for the School 

Spanish-speaking newcomers from Mexico and Central America to this Midwestern 

community of mostly White monolingual English-speaking residents were viewed as a problem by 

the school. This was evident in how the newcomer students were segregated, marginalized, and 

ignored within the school. Their placement in the English Language Learner program meant that 

they had all but one class in the ELL hallway and rarely ventured outside of it. The school made 

few—if any—attempts to acknowledge and integrate the newcomer students’ cultures and 

strengths into the school. 

The morning announcements were a daily reminder that the school did not acknowledge 

the presence of its newcomers. The announcements droned on and on, usually for almost five 

minutes, all in English. Given the ways in which the school leveraged the bilingualism of some 

students to translate (for free) in classes, it was surprising to me that announcements were never 

offered in Spanish. The following fieldnotes excerpt demonstrates how the announcements were 

shared via intercom each day. 

Second block begins with the same monotone bell. Immediately, the intercom 
emits a short beep. “Good morning, Washington River High!” exclaims a boisterous male 
voice from the speaker. He sounds like a newscaster who’s had too much coffee! All the 
students in the classroom stand and face the doorway—I quickly noticed they were facing 
the flag—and the speaker continues, “Please join me in reciting the ‘Pledge of Allegiance’.”  
One student mumbles a few words of the Pledge, mostly the ends of the lines. Mostly, 
though, it’s quiet in the room. 

The speaker says, “Thank you. And now for your announcements...” That seems 
to be the cue for students to tune out and resume their conversations, as most of them 
begin to chat with those around them. Those who aren’t chatting are sitting staring straight 
ahead. I wonder how they get their school-wide announcements? Does Mrs. Durham act 
as the intermediary for the news they receive about school events and other 



	
   	
   216 

	
  

announcements? The speaker talks about ACT test prep classes, reminders to display 
parking passes, and other odds and ends about team practices and meetings.  

The speaker on the intercom declares after four minutes of announcements, 
“Thank you, and have a marvelous Wednesday!” and clicks off. (Fieldnotes, 9/28/16) 

 
The message was clear that the announcements did not apply to anyone who did not speak 

English; any access to the school wide announcements for the students in Mrs. Durham’s 

classroom came through her. The school did not see it as a priority to be certain that all students 

had access to the announcements. Mrs. Durham admitted: “They miss so much of that stuff 

because it’s not in their language. Same thing with pep rallies or an assembly. There just needs to 

be more done in both languages. And I don’t know how you necessarily do that without...I mean, 

it’s time-consuming” (Mrs. Durham, 12/16/16).  

Some parts of the school actively shirked their responsibility to serve the needs of 

Spanish-speaking students and their families. The attendance clerk who stopped making calls to 

families to verify student absences clearly did not think it was her responsibility to find a way to 

communicate with these families. The nurse’s office and guidance office demonstrated the same 

kind of response to newcomers. The students’ and families’ Spanish dominance was viewed as a 

problem; thus, the monolingual English speakers working in these offices bore no responsibility in 

adapting to meet the realities of the newcomers, and Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez took on their 

responsibilities as well. 

Isabel’s experience of Spanish class—an introductory-level Spanish class—demonstrated 

how her proficiency in Spanish was ignored. In this class, she said, she did “the same thing as the 

White kids—repeat everything” (Isabel, 12/13/16). I was frustrated by the unavailability of the 

course for proficient Spanish speakers that I had designed and taught at WRHS less than seven 

years earlier, and I wondered how many students sat in an introductory Spanish class that 

privileged Castilian Spanish over Central American and Mexican dialects; this echoes Eckerson’s 
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(2015) conclusion that “working class” varieties of Spanish were dismissed in school and in 

Spanish class. At the same time that the school ignored Isabel’s Spanish proficiency, the school 

labeled her and others like her as deficient in English; this deficiency was viewed as a problem to 

be remedied with her isolation in the ELL program. 

Washington River High School and its newcomer students were a “mismatch”; that is, the 

“social, cultural, or economic backgrounds of students [were] identified as problems” (Deschenes, 

Cuban, & Tyack, 2001, p. 527) within the longstanding structure of school in Washington River. In 

terms of linguistic mismatch, the “business” of the school was conducted in English—and with 

interpreters in Spanish—and prompted an urgency for new students to learn English, but there was 

not a reciprocal urgency for teachers or other school professionals to learn Spanish. This echoes 

López and Velásquez’s (2006) anecdote of the teacher in their study who thought it “not realistic” 

for her to learn Spanish to communicate with her students and their families. However, students’ 

already-established proficiency in Spanish was not necessarily helpful in Spanish classes either; 

learning English was privileged over developing their Spanish language skills. This is a 

longstanding debate in the education of newcomer students—whether to cultivate and draw upon 

bilingualism or to immerse them in English (Valdés, 2001); few would argue that English is not 

important in the education of newcomers, but privileging English neglects the influence of “bilingual 

literacies” (Fránquiz & Salinas, 2011) in learning.  

Next, the students’ dual lives required that they break rules or hide in order to fulfill their 

obligations as family members and friends, and the policing of students’ behaviors in school 

mirrored that of the criminalization of immigrants in governmental policies like California’s 

Proposition 187 (Castañeda, 2006) and the Immigration Reform and Control Act of 1986 (De 

Genova, 2006). Finally, Washington River High School problematized and segregated newcomer 

students, which expands Hamann’s (2003) descriptions of NLD community responses to 
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newcomers—xenophobia, disquiet, and welcome (see also Hamann, Eckerson, & Gray, 2012)—to 

include disregard. Washington River’s response demonstrates disregard because the school, 

having segregated newcomer students in a single hallway of the school for the majority of the 

school day, did not purposefully integrate them into the larger school context in any meaningful 

way. This segregation provides an apt illustration of Valdés’s (2001) description of the “ESL 

ghetto”; however, it also speaks to Sarroub’s (2002) concern for a safe “in-between space” in which 

newcomers can negotiate their “hybrid” identities (p. 160). The students in Mrs. Durham’s 

classroom clearly felt belonging inside the classroom, but I worry that they did not experience this 

belonging in other places in the school. 

Care in the Classroom 

The students in this study described the classroom and their teachers34 as “helpful” and 

“caring”—qualities they attributed to “good people.” Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez both 

mentioned on several occasions how much they cared about their students; however, their words 

and actions expressed care very differently. The ways in which different people demonstrated care 

in the classroom conveyed important implications for the purposes of schooling for newcomer 

students. Labaree (1997) offers three conflicting aims of schooling that have undergirded 

educational policy debates in the United States and which provide useful background in exploring 

care in this classroom:  

1) Schooling with the aim of “democratic equality” forefronts the development of citizens; 

2) Schooling with the aim of “social efficiency” prepares students to be workers in a 

stratified society (i.e., students are prepared for jobs for which they are best suited); and  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
34 I use the term “teachers” to include Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez because the students referred to both of them 
as teachers. 
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3) Schooling with the aim of “social mobility” prepares students to be competitive in the 

social world (i.e., positioning students to compete for their desired “social positions”). (pp. 

41-42) 

This framework is useful in understanding how the ways in which individuals expressed care in the 

classroom oriented their work toward different aims of schooling. 

Mrs. Sánchez served as a “cultural broker” (Gentemann & Whitehead, 1983) and 

demonstrated “culturally relevant care” (Watson, Sealey-Ruiz, & Jackson, 2016) as she critiqued 

the position of immigrants in the U.S.; she also demonstrated characteristics of a “warm demander” 

(Ware, 2006) as she held students to high expectations and employed “tough love” to promote 

students’ persistence and perseverance in school. I argue that when taken together, her work was 

oriented toward preparing students for democratic citizenship (Labaree, 1997) because she 

modeled a critique of oppressive societal conditions and quietly encouraged students to exercise 

their rights to transform them. 

Mrs. Durham’s care for students was motivated by good intentions to help students 

navigate their new realities, but she reminded them frequently just how much she did for them. She 

cared about her students, but regardless of intentions, the ways in which she sheltered them (e.g., 

discouraging them from discussing politics and insisting that they come to her for help) were 

aligned with the aim of “social efficiency” (Labaree, 1997) and perpetuated the production of a 

working class in school (Willis, 1978).    

I also noted throughout my data collection that the students manifested care for 

themselves, their families, their teachers, and each other by helping each other in all kinds of ways 

and by serving as guides to the frequent new students. As students demonstrated care for each 

other, they also modeled how to navigate and manipulate the structures of schooling. The 

expressions of care manifested by the students pointed to an aim of schooling related to Labaree’s 
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(1997) “social mobility” in that students learned to take a social position in society. However, while 

students learned to navigate some of the social institutions of U.S. society and were, thus, “socially 

mobile,” I problematize the degree to which their mobility depended on how well they learned to 

remain hidden in society. I suggest that, given the centrality of school as a site for citizenship 

production (Parker, 2003), the aim of schooling reflective of how newcomer students demonstrated 

care is more accurately described as “underground navigation.” 

Noddings (1988) notes that the caring relation in teaching is motivated by love and a 

desire to foster growth in others and to connect in meaningful relations; she explains, “From the 

perspective of caring, the growth of those cared for is a matter of central importance (p. 221, 

emphasis added). 9(1996), drawing upon Noddings’s work, demonstrates the challenge of the 

“reciprocal” relation of caring in teaching—which begins with the teacher communicating 

“acceptance and confirmation to the cared-for student” and becoming complete when the “cared-

for student” opens up and “[reveals] her/his essential self” (p. 21). Valenzuela (1999) distinguishes 

between “aesthetic care”—with an orientation toward “things and ideas” (p. 22)—and “authentic 

care”—with an orientation toward learning through relationships. Schools, she argues, are 

organized around an ethic of aesthetic care, privileging notions of achievement and overlooking the 

need to nurture authentic care-based (i.e., relational) learning experiences for students.  

The Students: Caring through “Cultural Community Wealth”  

 The care that teachers demonstrate for their students is much more widely explored in 

research than the care manifested by students toward each other (Watson, Sealey-Ruiz, & 

Jackson, 2016). Mrs. Durham’s classroom provided insight into how care manifested itself at 

school and offered a unique context in which to understand how newcomers demonstrate care. 

Students in this classroom demonstrated care for each other by serving as guides to new students 

and as “cultural brokers” (Gentemann & Whitehead, 1983) to each other. They drew upon and built 
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their “cultural community wealth” (Yosso, 2005)—encompassing “aspirational, linguistic, familial, 

social, and navigational capital” (p. 78)—to help each other navigate their new realities and to 

imagine futures for themselves.  

New students enrolled in Washington River High School with dizzying frequency. The 

students in Mrs. Durham’s classroom served as guides for the new students, helping them 

navigate their new school. Anyelín explained, “We help [the new students], and the teachers tell 

them how to learn and what they have to do” (12/03/16); all students in this classroom could 

empathize with the feeling of being new. As ambassadors, the students helped new students open 

their lockers, showed newcomers how to navigate the lunch line, and invited them to eat lunch at 

their table in the cafeteria. Saraí pointed to the importance of walking alongside newcomers to 

show them the ropes rather than just telling them what to do (12/13/16).     

As new students grew more comfortable and gained experience in the classroom, they 

grew into the role of guide as well. Caterín Michelle named Anyelín as the person who had helped 

her “learn the ropes” of her new school, and Saraí remembered Caterín Michelle having been her 

guide when she first arrived. Therefore, Caterín Michelle had been a newcomer and transitioned to 

guide within the space of only a few months. These relationships continued as more experienced 

students helped students who had been at WRHS for a shorter time with coursework, translating, 

and understanding school policies. In this way, students leveraged their various forms of capital to 

welcome and encourage newcomers. 

As students grew to understand the policies and routines of schooling in the United States, 

they served as “cultural brokers” for newcomers as they navigated their school experiences. 

Cultural brokers, according to Gentemann and Whitehead (1983), are “bicultural actors” who are 

able to navigate “both cultures, to take mainstream values and communicate them to the ethnic 

cultures, and communicate the ethnic culture to the mainstream” (p. 119). This was especially 
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evident in the experiences of the school-to-career students who routinely translated between 

monolingual English-speaking teachers and newcomer students. Alejandro, too, was able to 

function as a cultural broker although he had been in the U.S. for only a few months; however, his 

school and life experiences in his home country of Costa Rica had provided him with a life that was 

much more similar to life in the U.S. than the experiences of other newcomers (i.e., those students 

from Guatemala, Honduras, or El Salvador). 

Students also demonstrated care by drawing on “familial capital” (Yosso, 2005) as they 

navigated their schooling experiences. As Valenzuela (1999) has pointed out, students bring to 

bear in school cultural notions of educación, which means their behavior is a representation of their 

families—a role they take seriously. Caterín Michelle acknowledged that she did not want others to 

view her siblings in a poor light because of her actions: “No me gustaría que tal vez mirara mal a 

mis hermanos porque yo mire mal a alguien...o por la forma de quien soy. (I wouldn’t want 

anybody to look down on my siblings because I wasn’t being good to the others...or because the 

kind of person I am)” (Caterín Michelle, 12/12/16). Educación implies courtesy, helpfulness, and 

comporting oneself in a way appropriate to the place and occasion (Valenzuela, 1999). Jesús’s 

frequent willingness to share his food illustrated how he regarded his peers much like a family. 

Students also drew on the “funds of knowledge” (Moll, et al., 1992) they had developed as family 

members when they reciprocated help, either by helping with coursework, translating, or by sharing 

food, and in their roles as guides to new students. 

Mrs. Sánchez: Care as a Cultural Practice 

 Mrs. Sánchez, culturally similar to the students in her care, demonstrated care for students 

in a number of ways. She served as a “cultural broker” (Gentemann & Whitehead, 1983), much like 

the students, but she also leveraged her position of authority to help students and their families 

learn and navigate WRHS and the institution of school in the United States. She was the first 
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institutional representative most new Spanish-speaking students and families met at WRHS; thus, 

she played an important role in helping families understand the expectations for school entrance 

and the process for obtaining transcripts from previous schools. Mrs. Sánchez’s role as cultural 

broker also helped bridge families and the school by fielding attendance phone calls, explaining 

registration procedures and guidelines between guidance counselors and the students, and 

translating between administrators or teachers and students when necessary. In this way, she 

provided access to the parts of WRHS that expected English proficiency and a cultural 

understanding of U.S. schooling. 

Being a role model was part of Mrs. Sánchez’s role as a cultural broker. She modeled 

learning as she continued to learn Spanish vocabulary and spelling, and she frequently mentioned 

facts or ideas that were important to know in relation to pursuing U.S. citizenship. She did not hide 

from the students what she did not know, and instead modeled how to be a learner. Relatedly, she 

validated and affirmed students’ efforts in class, especially when they volunteered responses to 

questions about course content. She also advocated for students in her role as a professional 

within the school and classroom, watching out for fairness in disciplinary actions (such as when 

she followed through on her word by defending students when she had granted permission to use 

their phones) and accuracy in translations.   

Another way in which Mrs. Sánchez served as a “cultural broker” for students was by 

policing them in the school and in the classroom (i.e., calling them out when they used their phones 

when they were not allowed or indicating a violation of the school’s dress code to a student). 

Policing their behaviors was a way of teaching the “mainstream culture” to newcomers. When she 

commented on a young woman’s shirt being too short because it showed a few inches of her belly, 

she explained that it was not appropriate dress for school. Similarly, when she gave Diego a stern 
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look for his inappropriate (although hilarious) witticisms, she communicated that the mainstream 

culture would not condone this behavior.  

Mrs. Sánchez’s translation and interpretation in Mrs. Durham’s classroom expanded and 

enriched the content of the curriculum for students. She leveraged her experiences of learning 

English as she identified what to take apart and on what to elaborate and enrich. Sayra 

acknowledged that Mrs. Sánchez explained the content in more detail, providing background 

information and scaffolding vocabulary development. She also added information that was relevant 

to their lives, thereby connecting the curriculum to their lived experiences, as when she explained 

due process as it relates to immigration cases or reminded students in the wake of Trump’s 

election that “Americans” would probably not do the work they were doing in meatpacking plants 

and trailer washes. For this work, she leveraged her experiences as an immigrant and a language 

learner to know what students needed. In this way, she demonstrated what Roberts (2010) calls 

“culturally relevant critical care.” “Culturally relevant critical care” (Roberts, 2010) integrates care 

theory (Noddings, 1988) with culturally relevant pedagogy and critical race theory (Ladson-Billings, 

1995), an intersection in which the teacher offers a critique of societal structures and how students 

are positioned within them.  

Mrs. Sánchez’s high expectations for what students ought to know in order to navigate 

American life also manifested “culturally relevant critical care.” She could empathize with and 

model what it meant to be a “person of color,” an immigrant, and a Latina in the school world and in 

life. For example, she resisted the substitute teacher’s low expectation that students learn the 

umbrella term, “Congress” and not learn the names of the two houses of Congress, and insisted, 

“They need to know it.” She also noted when something in the curriculum was noteworthy because 

of its utility on the path to American citizenship status (i.e., George Washington was the first 

president).  
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Mrs. Sánchez also knew the importance of encouraging the young women in the class to 

speak with confidence in their abilities, especially academically. Her quiet verbal observation, “Las 

mujeres están dominando el día de hoy (The women are dominating today.)” (11/09/16), was a 

message to the young women and men in the class that the women were intelligent and capable. 

Her own cultural life experiences had reinforced the expectation that Latina women be submissive 

and deferent to men. In this way, she acknowledged cultural understanding and, viewing it as 

oppressive, disrupted it at the same time.  

Mrs. Sánchez’s Spanish and English proficiency afforded her the opportunity to establish 

relationships with students from the day they enrolled in WRHS. Caterín Michelle seemed touched 

that Mrs. Sánchez had extended a hug to comfort her on the morning following Trump’s election. 

Furthermore, the frequency with which students sat in the chair beside her desk to talk with her 

was evidence of the trusting and safe relationship she fostered with students. Jorge confided in her 

about his frustration regarding the incident in art class in which a school-to-career student had 

escalated trouble between him and another student; Mrs. Sánchez wondered whether the school-

to-career student had mistranslated on purpose, and voiced her concerns to Mrs. Durham. At the 

same time, Mrs. Sánchez was clearly not a “friend” to her students; she described herself as “more 

strict” than others in her position. Just a look from Mrs. Sánchez could silence or change the 

behavior of even Diego or Jorge, the most rambunctious of the students. The students’ willingness 

to talk with her about their daily lives and respond to her as an authority figure aligned with 

Valenzuela’s (1999)“authentic care,” in which the vitality of the caring relation depends on the 

cared-for student opening himself or herself up to the teacher. 

Finally, Mrs. Sánchez also acted as a “warm demander” (Ware, 2006) as she employed 

“tough love” with students who threatened to drop out of school or even skip school for the day. 

Her first response to students who threatened such action was gentle and pleading, reminding 
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them that they would give up a high school diploma and commit themselves to a life of work. When 

they persisted in their threats to drop out of school, she facetiously agreed to prepare the 

paperwork for them and mentioned offhandedly how she had been working with their transcripts 

and noticed how much closer they were to graduation. She seemed to know when they needed to 

hear that there was hope they would finish high school, but she offered it without begging them to 

stay.  

Mrs. Sánchez demonstrated care in the classroom as a “cultural broker” (Gentemann & 

Whitehead, 1983), a “warm demander” (Ware, 2006), and through “authentic care” (Valenzuela, 

1999) and “culturally relevant critical care” (Roberts, 2010). She acted as a bridge between the 

students and their teachers, the school, and the community, and she supported students as they 

worked toward a high school diploma—which sometimes required tough love. She did, however, 

help them to see and critique the way they were positioned within the school and society. Although 

she did not explicitly describe her stance as oriented toward social justice, she fostered an 

understanding of the stratified and hierarchical society in the U.S. and encouraged them to push 

back against it.   

Mrs. Durham: Care for Survival 

 Mrs. Durham demonstrated care for her students as well. She worked hard to meet 

students’ needs and to help them feel welcome in the school. However, the ways in which she 

demonstrated care were more oriented toward her earning students’ favor than for helping them 

gain independence. While she worked tirelessly to help meet students’ needs—coordinating help 

within the school and community—she also reminded them often of how much she helped them. 

She seemed to thrive on being needed, and she enjoyed the gifts and gestures of appreciation 

students bestowed upon her. She wished to be understood as “different” from other teachers, 

allowing students special privileges in her classroom that other teachers did not permit. Mrs. 
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Durham positioned herself as the gatekeeper for communications between students and the world 

outside her classroom, which meant that she discouraged students from confiding in other 

teachers. 

 Mrs. Durham diagnosed and helped newcomer students with a range of needs. Her 

classroom was like a triage in which she assessed students’ needs and the severity of them before 

she acted. She prioritized the direst needs and documented those that could wait. She admitted 

that although her official role was to teach students English, she felt more strongly about the ways 

in which she could help students learn survival skills for life in the U.S. She was a resource for 

everything: obtaining health insurance, scheduling immunizations, securing copies of birth 

certificates, finding notaries for families who signed affidavits in lieu of providing a birth certificate, 

registering for Selective Service, obtaining a social security number, finding jobs and money. Even 

former students came to her for help. This kind of “sacrificial life” (Antrop-González, 2003, p. 253) 

is common for teachers who work with students with a range of substantial needs. She used her 

own money and resources to provide for her students, and she made the classroom space homey 

and welcoming to students. Students valued and appreciated her help, but her help positioned the 

students and their families to need and depend on her rather than equipping them with the 

knowledge and skills to navigate societal institutions themselves.  

 Mrs. Durham’s classroom was a space that was comfortable and flexible, offering students 

comfortable places to sit, food and drinks for purchase, and frequent opportunities to listen to 

music and enjoy some free time. Humor and silliness pervaded the culture of the room, and it was 

clear that students were comfortable and safe there. The comfort and safety students experienced 

in this sanctuary-like space were especially relevant to their lives outside of school, in which 

discussions of “sanctuary” had real-life implications for their security from authorities with 
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deportation orders. Even authorized immigrants felt anxious and insecure in the current context of 

Trump’s threats of mass deportations. 

Mrs. Durham demonstrated care in her interpersonal relationships with students, 

complimenting their haircuts or new glasses, and there was no doubt she cared about them. She 

also acknowledged that students’ life situations did not fit well within the structure of school, and 

therefore, bent rules (i.e., allowing cell phones at appropriate times) to make it possible for 

students to navigate school while serving as an interpreter for a parent or as a caretaker for a 

younger sibling. However, she also rewarded students with parties and GROWL tickets—tokens 

that students could submit to a drawing for prizes—when they demonstrated behaviors that were 

valued by the school and mainstream society. In addition, she had observed that so many of her 

students “did not have childhoods,” and so she worked to give them what she thought of as 

childhood experiences (e.g., riding bicycles in the hallway or taking a field trip to the zoo). The 

newcomers did, in fact, have childhoods; their childhoods were just not what she imagined or 

acknowledged as a childhood. 

 Mrs. Durham also demonstrated care in more symbolically supportive ways. For example, 

on the morning following Trump’s election, she took time to reassure students that Trump would 

not alone have the power to rule. She joked that students could come and live in her basement if 

necessary; while they all giggled at that invitation and joked about it in the days to come, the idea 

that they would be safe from deportation (or the racism Trump’s election emboldened) in her 

basement was misguided and false. Similarly, her advice to students that they come to her if they 

felt threatened or experienced racist attacks—while born of good intentions—conveyed that she 

alone was the person who could save them from the attacks. She repeated these promises to 

protect students when they felt threatened—as in the example of Jorge’s situation in art class with 

a classmate’s bigoted implication that he should clean up the table because he was “Mexican” 
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(although he was actually Salvadorian).  Jorge brought his concern to Mrs. Durham but opened up 

to Mrs. Sánchez because he could speak Spanish with her and did not have to utilize a translator. 

In this way it was Mrs. Durham’s classroom, not Mrs. Durham per se, that served as the safe 

space.  

 Another symbolic gesture of care Mrs. Durham demonstrated was her occasional effort to 

learn phrases in the students’ languages. Students taught her short phrases that were relevant to 

what they were doing or phrases they said often, but she learned them playfully with no earnest 

attempt at being able to communicate with students and their families in their dominant languages. 

So while it was fun to play with the language—learning rhymes and playful phrases like “I love 

you”—Mrs. Durham spoke English the vast majority of the time. When pressed because of Mrs. 

Sánchez’s absence or when another translator was unavailable, she attempted to thread Spanish 

words into her communication with students, and for the most part, students understood enough to 

rely on the more proficient English learners to translate for them. 

 Mrs. Durham’s roles as the helper, the comforter, and the advocate were focused on 

making school a place where students felt safe, secure, and cared for. Her efforts were oriented 

toward building relationships with students, but her efforts yielded relationships that were more 

self-serving (i.e., earning students’ favor) as she enjoyed being needed and reminded students 

often about how much she had helped them. Their relationships, though, were more utilitarian than 

authentic. Valenzuela (1999) notes that because immigrant students want to respect their teachers’ 

positions, they accept the “aesthetic care” that perpetuates the idea that school is “impersonal, 

irrelevant, and lifeless” (p. 22). While the relationships were clearly important in Mrs. Durham’s 

classroom, they were quite separate from the learning they did about American history, and the 

message was clear that school outside of this classroom was not a welcoming space.  
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 The ways in which the students, Mrs. Sánchez, and Mrs. Durham demonstrated care in 

this classroom were oriented toward different aims of schooling. This is especially important to 

analyze because of the important role that school plays as a “public space” (Parker, 2003) for 

newcomers. As the students helped each other to navigate the school in a way that allowed them 

to “play the game” of the institution that was dismissive of their presence, they worked toward an 

aim of  “underground navigation”—learning to map the safe spaces within the school while also 

remaining unnoticed. Mrs. Sánchez—through “critically relevant care” (Watson, Sealey-Ruiz, & 

Jackson, 2016) and her roles as a “cultural broker” (Gentemann & Whitehead, 1983) and a “warm 

demander” (Ware, 2006)—oriented her work toward “democratic equality” (Labaree, 1997) and 

fostering a sense of belonging for students. Finally, Mrs. Durham’s care was oriented toward an 

aim of “social efficiency” (Labaree, 1997)—helping students learn to assume a position within 

society’s already stratified structure. I turn now to how this care disregarded opportunities to 

integrate students’ lives into the curriculum and the life of the school. 

Missed Opportunities in the Classroom and School 

The arrival of newcomer students to a school most certainly prompts some growing pains; 

however, Washington River High School’s response to newcomer students was more focused on 

fitting students into the existing structure of the school than on transforming itself to integrate 

newcomers’ lives. Throughout my research in WRHS, I noted a number of missed opportunities to 

integrate newcomers into the classroom, the curriculum, and the daily life of the school. What I 

viewed as opportunities were regarded by the school as problems or sometimes overlooked 

altogether. First, the school dismissed students’ linguistic skills in Spanish and other languages 

indigenous to Guatemala as a deficiency in English; the school did not acknowledge their linguistic 

“funds of knowledge” unless these skills could be deployed to translate. Second, there were 

missed opportunities to integrate newcomers into U.S. history and the national narrative. Third, 
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there were missed opportunities to cultivate civic education, especially following Trump’s election 

when students had to grapple to understand life in “America” and to simultaneously make sense of 

life in “America under Trump.” Finally, there were missed opportunities to integrate newcomer 

students into the school community.  

Missed Opportunities to Draw on Students’ “Funds of Knowledge” 

 Newcomer students to WRHS came to school with “funds of knowledge” (Moll, et al., 1992) 

learned through their experiences in their home countries, on their journeys to the U.S. and 

Washington River, and in the brief time they had lived in Washington River. Students had 

developed proficient linguistic skills in one or more languages; almost all students from Guatemala 

spoke at least two languages. Most students had attended school—many with gaps and 

interruptions—in their home countries, and thus, held understandings of schooling. The ways in 

which newcomers made their way to the U.S. and to Washington River varied, but the knowledge 

they learned and practiced during their journeys “al Norte” provided opportunities to connect new 

learning to these experiences. 

 Students’ deficiency in English was evident as soon as they enrolled in WRHS and were 

labeled “English Language Learners (ELLs).” The goal of learning English was forefronted through 

this placement, especially because it comprised the majority of their school day. Students took 

“sheltered” content courses during the first part of the day, then took a full block of “ELL”—focused 

explicitly on English language development—and during the last block of the day, students were 

enrolled in elective courses like physical education or art or Spanish. Students’ proficiency in 

Spanish was valued only in instances in which it served utilitarian purposes (i.e., translating for 

other students or for teachers in relation to school). School-to-career students who spoke Spanish 

were rarely offered the opportunity to participate in classrooms for purposes other than translating. 

Students who had previously completed general education courses (e.g., American Literature) 
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were utilized as a resource for helping students who were currently enrolled in those courses. The 

expectation that students serve as translators (without being compensated in a way equal to the 

service they provided to the school) exploited their linguistic skills. 

 Isabel’s experience in an introductory Spanish class was illustrative of another way in 

which students’ funds of knowledge were neglected. Having attended school regularly in El 

Salvador, her Spanish literacy skills were quite developed. She was, however, placed in a Spanish 

1 course during the fourth block of the day, during which she “learned” introductory vocabulary 

(words and phrases that were most likely among her first words as a toddler) and simple 

grammatical structures. She explained, “Pues, hago lo mismo que los güeros, repito todo (Well, I 

do the same as the White kids, I repeat everything)” (Isabel, 12/13/16). Her teacher had not 

questioned the appropriateness of her placement in this Spanish class—or at least had not 

achieved an alternative placement for her—treating her with the same expectations as the non-

Spanish dominant learners in the class.  

The Spanish program at WRHS privileged Castilian Spanish, which differed in important 

ways from Isabel’s Salvadorian Spanish, so even when she should have had the opportunity to 

experience academic success, her “funds of knowledge” (Moll, et al., 1992) in Spanish were 

dismissed. This placement in an introductory Spanish class completely disregarded her Spanish 

proficiency and literacy, and the absence of attempts to differentiate the curriculum to acknowledge 

her linguistic skills communicated that her Spanish was “less than” Castilian Spanish and 

sometimes even incorrect. This missed opportunity to draw on her linguistic skills in Spanish class 

was culturally insensitive and unresponsive, and her placement in the introductory class simply 

“filled space” in her schedule. Moreover, the school’s erasure of the Spanish class for proficient 

speakers (which I had developed and taught) took away the opportunity for her enrollment in 

Spanish to further develop her Spanish literacy skills.   
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 Another example of a missed opportunity to draw on students’ background experiences in 

a meaningful way, although deployed with good intentions, was when Mrs. Durham asked students 

to explore the duality of their experiences of living in their home countries and in the United States. 

Sayra’s drawings representing her life in Mexico and in the United States (see page 106) were 

meaningful, but the face in the middle in which her Mexico face and United States face were cut 

down the middle and joined to create a new face was a simplistic representation of how 

newcomers construct identities. The nuanced ways in which their experiences in their home 

countries influence and transform their lives in the U.S. were lost through this crude mash-up of 

their identities. Attempts to bring students’ cultures into the classroom—such as the maps 

displaying students’ home countries and the miniature dresses completed as art projects—were 

largely symbolic and depicted a shallow dimension of culture (Lee, Menkart, & Okazawa, 1998). 

Missed Opportunities to Integrate Newcomers into U.S. History  

 I also noted missed opportunities to integrate newcomers into United States history and 

the national narrative of the U.S. In some instances, students seemed dumbfounded by the neglect 

of how the course material related to their lives. As students were learning about the wave of 

immigration from Northern Europe during the mid-1800s, Mrs. Durham referenced a chart from the 

textbook that depicted Ireland and Germany as the two main “sources of immigration” between 

1820-1860 (Duran, Gusman, & Shefelbine, 2005, p. 132).   

Mrs. Durham, sitting at her desk, finishes the passage in the textbook about U.S. 
immigration in the 1820s and when Mrs. Sánchez finishes translating it, she asks, “So, 
who are immigrants?” There is laughter from all the students. She smiles, “I know we have 
a roomful...” and Alejandro suggests, “Nosotros.” She nods, and rephrasing her question, 
asks, “Which two countries had the most immigrants?” Someone shouts, “Guatemala!” and 
they all laugh again because clearly, he was right. The room was full of Guatemalan 
immigrants. Mrs. Durham clarifies, “...in 1820?” and someone mumbles, “Ireland and 
England,” and Mrs. Durham praises their answer. (Fieldnotes, 11/11/16) 
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The passage in the textbook most certainly resonated with the students in the room, including 

sentences like, “[Immigrants] came in search of jobs and freedom,” and “The immigrants left their 

home countries to escape huge problems. Some people left because of wars” (Duran, Gusman, & 

Shefelbine, 2005, p. 132). However, the connections to current immigrants searching for jobs and 

an escape from the “problems” and “wars” in their home countries were completely neglected. The 

opportunity to explore current immigration in relation to the broader history of U.S. immigration and 

to validate their own reasons for im/migrating was lost as the immigrants of the mid-1800s were 

isolated in time. 

 Another example of a missed opportunity to integrate newcomers into the narrative of U.S. 

history came when they were learning about the Civil War era. The experience of Dred Scott, an 

enslaved man who had been taken from Missouri (in which slavery was allowed by law) to Illinois 

(in which slavery was outlawed) and then back to Missouri, served as fertile ground for an honest 

discussion of the United States’ racist history. Scott and his wife, Harriet, who argued that they 

became free when they entered Illinois, sued for their freedom in Missouri. The Supreme Court’s 

“Dred Scott decision” of 1857 ruled that “a slave was not a citizen and had ‘no rights which the 

white man was bound to respect’” (Duran, Gusman, & Shefelbine, 2005, p. 157). The way in which 

the status of “citizen” was equated with having “no rights” begged for discussion, especially in light 

of the many students who did not have legal status; however, the students simply copied the 

statement into their notes and they quickly moved on to the next page of the textbook (Fieldnotes, 

11/28/16). Mrs. Durham ignored the blatantly racist Supreme Court decision and the legacy of such 

racism in the modern world.  

 The brief passage included in the textbook about the Underground Railroad would have 

provided an important connection to students’ lives as well.  
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Other people worked together in secret to help slaves escape from the South. They let 
runaway slaves hide in their houses, barns, and basements. At night, the slaves would 
travel from one house to another. Eventually, they reached the North—and freedom. This 
way of escaping to freedom was called the Underground Railroad. (Duran, Gusman, & 
Shefelbine, 2005, p. 134, emphasis added)  
 

The students’ experiences of school mirrored the description in the passage and begged for 

connection, especially in light of Mrs. Durham’s earlier reference to her basement as a safe space 

for immigrants following Trump’s election. In addition, the passage would have served as an entry 

point into discussing “La Bestia,” the train that runs northward through Mexico into the United 

States and which is named “the beast” because migrants ride atop it in the blistering sun and many 

are injured or killed on the journey. This comparison may have helped students conceptualize the 

danger and urgency of the enslaved persons seeking freedom.  

 One final example of missed opportunities to integrate students into the American 

historical narrative came when they learned about the women’s suffrage movement that led to 

women earning the right to vote in 1920. Mrs. Durham concluded matter-of-factly, “Now in America, 

anyone over 18 can vote.” Mrs. Sánchez’s translation offered an important caveat, adding, “as long 

as they are American citizens” (Fieldnotes, 11/16/16). Mrs. Durham’s statement was an idealistic 

portrayal of the country, but completely left out the millions of citizens who do not have legal status 

that would afford them the right to vote. Mrs. Sánchez’s quick addition to the translation clarified 

this, but there was still no discussion of the implications for how people without legal status could 

participate as citizens. This is related to the next section in which I discuss the missed 

opportunities to cultivate civic education, a critical facet of immigrant students’ education with the 

aim of democratic equality (Labaree, 1997).  

Missed Opportunities to Cultivate Civic Education  

Even though Mrs. Durham’s class was a history class, there were missed opportunities to 

integrate civic education into the course. Students learned symbolic gestures of American 
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citizenship, like standing and reciting the Pledge of Allegiance each day. However, amidst an 

enormously impactful historical moment, students grappled with learning to do life in America and 

to do life in America under Trump. Trump’s election added to the stresses that students already 

experienced, as Caterín Michelle explained that she felt “at the same time nervous, fear, 

surprised...” when faced with living in the U.S. during a Trump presidency (12/13/16). They 

wondered if they would be deported and if their work permits would be removed or if their 

immigration cases would be disrupted. They questioned the politicization of their bodies in the U.S., 

asking, “Why doesn’t Trump like Hispanics?” (Fieldnotes, 11/11/16). The historical moment was 

ripe for discussion of civil rights and civic participation.  

Students, however, were discouraged from participating in political dialogue. Mrs. Durham 

advised them with a serious tone as she introduced a short unit on elections in the two weeks 

leading up to the general election of 2016, “Politics are a taboo in society” (Mrs. Durham, 

10/26/16). She explained that discussion of politics can damage relationships and even asked 

students to explain back to her in writing why discussing politics was dangerous. This was 

contradictory to what they had learned about the Bill of Rights earlier in the semester. The First 

Amendment, it seemed, guaranteed freedom of speech and expression unless the speech was 

political. By discouraging political dialogue and action, Mrs. Durham negated the activism of people 

like Dolores Huerta and César Chávez, who fought for the rights of migrant farm workers during the 

1960s, and encouraged students to remain hidden in the margins of society. The expectation 

seemed to be that students learn the rights guaranteed by the Bill of Rights in the U.S. Constitution 

but that they not exercise them. This dangerously implied that “We the People” was not inclusive of 

people like them. The tension, though, between teaching to amplify students’ voices and 

acknowledging the reality of a political context that limits the rights of people who do not have legal 

status is real and one with which Mrs. Durham grappled.  
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Trump’s promises to remove “bad hombres” (Salama, 2017) carried implications for how 

newcomer students saw themselves (Hamann & Morgensen, 2017). Du Bois (1903) reflected on 

how this “double-consciousness” positions oneself in the world:  

It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s 
self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks 
on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness,--an American, a Negro; two 
souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, 
whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. (p. 3) 
 

The racist alienation and nativist claims to the privileges of U.S.-born citizens most certainly 

prompted students to experience this “double-consciousness,” positioning themselves as a “person 

of color” and sensing the implications of their “dark bod[ies].” The absence of any discussion of 

racism—even amidst the promised intolerance of “racist” comments—assumed a shared 

understanding of the experience. Understanding one’s positionality and agency within a raced, 

classed society, such as the U.S., requires critical analysis of the concept of racism and the forces 

that work to perpetuate it. 

Missed Opportunities to Integrate Students into the School Community 

 The school as a whole segregated and distanced newcomer students and their families in 

a number of ways. The missed opportunities to integrate students into the school community 

pointed to the way the school regarded newcomers as problems—with deficiencies in schooling 

and in English—and managed the problems by isolating them from the rest of the school. 

Newcomer students rarely left the hallway in which the ELL classrooms were located, and when 

they did, they seldom did so alone. As I noted earlier, non-ELL students rarely walked through the 

ELL hallway, and there was no interaction between them and ELL students when they did. This 

physical segregation from the rest of the school distanced students from the daily life of the school 

and literally relegated them to the margins—as their hallway was located in a corner of the school. 
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 The administration’s decision to route attendance phone calls from Spanish-speaking 

families from the main office to Mrs. Durham’s classroom distanced families from the office of the 

school. The attendance clerk’s refusal to continue to make and field phone calls from Spanish-

speaking parents and caretakers was dismissive of an entire swath of the student population. Mrs. 

Durham’s willingness to accept the phone calls in her classroom—a task that was then relegated to 

Mrs. Sánchez—was an attempt to serve Spanish-speaking families in the same way that English-

dominant families were served. However, this added to the already long list of tasks Mrs. Durham 

and Mrs. Sánchez had taken on and lifted from the duties of the main office. In this way, newcomer 

students were out of sight and out of mind. 

 Similarly, the school wide announcements broadcasted over the intercom each morning 

were solely in English, ignoring the student population who were non English-dominant. 

Broadcasting announcements in Spanish would have communicated to the whole school 

community that Spanish was a part of their school and community. Although Mrs. Durham 

recognized the inequity in English-only announcements, she admitted that most of the 

announcements (i.e., where to get parking passes or how to register for ACT-preparation courses) 

did not apply to newcomers anyway. Diego’s cheeky question, “¿Qué dijo (What did he say?)” after 

an especially lengthy series of announcements—and the ensuing laughter from the rest of the 

students—indicated that the students recognized that they were not the intended audience for the 

school wide announcements. Likewise, the rest of the school was allowed to ignore that a portion 

of the student body was marginal to their own existence at school. 

 Another example that pointed to the marginalization of newcomer and ELL students was 

on the occasion of a visit to the school from the district Representative in the U.S. House of 

Representatives. “All junior and senior” social studies classes were invited (i.e., required) to go to 

the school auditorium to hear him address the group. No ELL students attended because “they 
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wouldn’t understand what he was saying anyway” (Fieldnotes, 10/24/16). ELL students could have 

benefitted from the experience of coming face-to-face with the Representative from their 

community who had a voice in Washington, DC, and English-dominant students would have 

benefitted from seeing ELLs in the same public space with them; moreover, keeping the ELL 

students out of the auditorium during this meeting allowed the U.S. Representative to ignore their 

presence as well. However, the additional logistical considerations of translating the monolingual 

Representative’s remarks outweighed the perceived benefits to ELLs, the school, and the 

legislator.  

 Finally, the curious decision on the school’s part to overlook a qualified bilingual applicant 

for the position of guidance counselor in the school—and instead choosing to shift personnel so 

that the high school football coach could be placed at the high school—belies the school’s 

purported commitment to serve all students well. Instead, they continued to rely on Mrs. Sánchez 

to enroll new students, evaluate transcripts, and register students for classes. Although Mrs. 

Sánchez was dedicated to helping students and their families navigate WRHS, ELLs and their 

families did not have access to the same professional guidance non-ELL students had. The 

disregard for the need to recruit and hire bilingual professionals—in addition to more bilingual 

paraeducators—revealed their lack of concern for transforming the school to accommodate the 

needs of its newcomer students.  

Conclusions 

 The themes of mismatch, the implications of care, and missed opportunities speak to the 

ways in which newcomer students were marginalized and problematized at WRHS. The 

assumption was that newcomers ought to integrate into the extant practices and structures of the 

school. While Mrs. Durham worked tirelessly to meet students’ needs, she did so with a deficit-

based perspective (Nieto & Bode, 2012) about newcomers. Mrs. Sánchez offered a more critical 
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perspective of the students’ experiences (and her own) in the United States, and she worked 

toward more aspirational aims of belonging and claiming rights (Flores, 2003). The students 

supported each other by carving out space in the “underground” of the school and guiding each 

other through it. Finally, there were missed opportunities throughout the school to leverage 

students’ “funds of knowledge” (Moll, et al., 1992) in order to help them make meaningful 

connections to their lives, and to make them visible and relevant in the lives of longstanding 

residents.     

Disrupting the Durable Institution of Schooling from Within 

Washington River High School was a “mismatch” (Deschenes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001) for 

newcomer students in this NLD context. It would be simplistic to blame the mismatch on the 

durable institution of schooling because institutions are not static structures. People make up 

institutions, and it is through their actions that institutions are transformed—or not. Institutions are 

not unchangeable, but it takes political will to act in service of change; efforts to integrate 

newcomer students were noticeably absent—or at best makeshift—throughout WRHS.  

 Care in WRHS was demonstrated in different ways and implied different aims of schooling. 

Mrs. Durham’s care was oriented toward what Labaree (1997) calls “social efficiency,” while Mrs. 

Sánchez’s care was oriented toward Labaree’s (1997) aim of democratic equality. However, the 

ways in which students demonstrated care positioned them to navigate the underground of 

school—and by extension, community—life, teaching each other to move quietly and unnoticed 

from safe space to safe space in order to accomplish what they needed to do.  

This prompts the question: Toward what aim ought we to orient schooling for immigrant 

students, especially those who arrive as high school-aged students? Labaree’s (1997) aim of 

democratic equality seems suitable but insufficient; an explicit aim of critical democratic citizenship 

(Abu El-Haj, 2009) more fully addresses the cultivation of citizenship practices that allow students 
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to claim rights and experience belonging (Flores, 2003)—to be equal—in the United States. 

Especially relevant to life for newcomers in the U.S. in a Trump administration, citizenship must be 

understood as “an active process of claiming rights rather than the passive acquisition of an 

arbitrary and limited set of rights” (Flores, 2003, p. 295). Mrs. Sánchez’s critical perspective offers 

useful guidance in orienting school toward this aim. 

 Mrs. Sánchez’s influence on the life of the classroom also demonstrates that cultural 

representation in school matters; paraeducators, more often than teachers, reflect the 

demographics of newcomer students (Ernst-Slavit & Wenger, 2006). Mrs. Sánchez’s presence in 

the classroom provided students access to the course content, and she leveraged her experiences 

of being an immigrant, an English learner, and a Latina as she worked with students. Students 

referred to Mrs. Sánchez as “maestra (teacher)” and, as Sayra pointed out, they relied on her to 

“add more details” to the simplified American history depicted in the textbook. However, Mrs. 

Sánchez’s role as paraeducator limited what she could teach and how often she could add her 

thoughts. Clearly, Mrs. Sánchez would have an even more powerful influence were she to be 

regarded with the status of a teacher by other professionals in the school.       

 I described a number of missed opportunities to connect newcomer students to the U.S. 

history curriculum and to integrate them into the school. I wonder, though, if some of the missed 

opportunities may have been neglected opportunities—teachers and other school staff actively 

shirking any responsibility to work with newcomer students. The persistence of the status quo—

and a general resistance to change—manifested the maintenance of a culture of Whiteness 

(including the privileging of English) at WRHS and in Washington River in general. The school 

changed their daily operations very little (if at all) in response to its newcomer students.  

Newcomers were the “problem” of very few staff members at the school; at WRHS, only a 

small fraction of the staff was involved in meeting the needs of newcomers, including providing 
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instruction to them. This required Mrs. Durham and Mrs. Sánchez to shoulder the responsibility for 

all newcomers and allowed everyone else to ignore them. It is no wonder that Mrs. Durham and 

Mrs. Sánchez felt so protective and responsible for meeting students’ needs, and so exhausted 

from doing so. Furthermore, since the school regarded newcomers as a problem, Mrs. Durham’s 

willingness to “contain” them was an easy out for the rest of the staff. Other staff members shirked 

the responsibility to integrate newcomers, and teachers relied on Mrs. Durham (which also meant 

Mrs. Sánchez) to communicate test dates and other course information. 

Finally, even though the school as a whole was dismissive and neglectful of its 

responsibility to meet newcomers’ needs, newcomers and their families looked to the school to 

meet the numerous and varying needs they had as they transitioned to a new country and 

community. Newcomers arrived with a range of needs as they transitioned to their new country and 

community. They had to manage immigration cases, enroll children (or themselves) in school—with 

all the accompanying requirements that entails—secure housing and work, and find 

transportation—including obtaining insurance and registration for vehicles. In cases in which they 

did not have documentation to secure the necessary requirements (e.g., not having documentation 

to obtain a driver’s license), they risked encounters with authorities and additional fines for 

infractions. In the New Latino Diaspora context of Washington River, school was the place where 

the bulk of newcomers’ needs were addressed. Acknowledging the important role of school as a 

public space, I problematize the notion that school—or more accurately, two individuals within the 

school—ought to take on all the responsibility for serving newcomers’ needs in NLD communities. 

School—that which is aimed at educating students equitably—simply cannot be faced with the 

choice of meeting students’ needs or leaving them to flounder on their own. 

Constructing Citizenship in the Margins 
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Returning to my research questions, it is notable that I went into this research with 

preexisting notions of citizenship that, even though framed by the construct of “cultural citizenship” 

(Rosaldo, 1994), were interpreted through my own lens of Whiteness. In exploring the context 

ethnographically, I attended to the shared understandings for constructing, describing, and 

navigating the social world (Spradley, 1979). The “epistemological humility” (Spradley, 1979) 

necessary in ethnographic work afforded me the opportunity to see through the students’ 

experiences how “being different” (Rosaldo, 1994)—embodying a reality of Brownness—had very 

real implications for the public space in which to construct citizen identities. The quotidian 

relational, cultural, and social practices in this classroom and school narrowed newcomers’ access 

to the public space in which they could see and be seen, and hear and be heard—the students’ t-

shirts proclaiming a very sincere message to the country and to the world: “Hear us, see us.” 

WRHS was resistant to change due to the durability of Whiteness entrenched in the 

community. The school was a “mismatch” (Deschenes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001) for newcomer 

students, and they largely operated in the underground and in the margins of the school. This 

location of citizenship construction negates opportunities for newcomers to experience the full 

realm of public space and to enter into the public consciousness. The challenges facing schools in 

NLD receiving communities are many, but the diversity that is so essential to democracy (Parker, 

2003) is enriched by the arrival of newcomers in these contexts as well. Newcomers and 

longstanding resident students must have deliberately cultivated opportunities for interaction and 

dialogue (e.g., offering bilingual social studies classes) in order to regard one another in “political 

friendship” (Allen, 2004). If this is to happen, schools must transform in response to newcomers 

rather than justifying segregated arrangements based solely on newcomers’ deficits in English.   

Mrs. Sánchez offered a portrait of “culturally relevant critical care” (Watson, Sealey-Ruiz, & 

Jackson, 2016) in which she modeled a critique of the stratification of society, and therefore, was 
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oriented toward an aim of schooling for democratic equality (Labaree, 1997); I have suggested that 

aims of schooling ought to be even more explicitly oriented toward “critical democratic citizenship” 

(Abu El-Haj, 2009) in order to provide them access to the public space alongside those who have 

been historically privileged. Likewise, historically privileged students (i.e., White students) will have 

a more realistic, honest, and inclusive experience of the public space. As Mrs. Sánchez’s presence 

attested, cultural representation matters in schooling with the aim of fostering belonging for all 

students.  

Evaluating Progress in Washington River 

Resistance to change in NLD receiving communities is normal and expected; change is 

hard. However, it must not be tolerated long term. So, is Washington River High School doing a 

good job in responding to newcomers? There are a number of signs that the school is neglecting to 

serve newcomers well, and at the same time, refusing to be transformed by them. There are also 

promising signs—although many fewer—that demonstrate small changes can make a big 

difference. I turn first to the ways in which WRHS is not responding to newcomers well so that I 

may end on a more hopeful note. 

The clearest sign that WRHS has refused to be transformed by its newcomer students is 

the absence of any school wide inclusion of Spanish-language announcements or assemblies. The 

school is not meeting the newcomer students in the middle and conveys the expectation that 

newcomers ought to assimilate to the established culture of the school and community. The 

language differences of newcomers were viewed as a problem instead of an asset, and the most 

striking result of this disregard was the segregation and isolation of newcomer students to the ELL 

hallway.  

While WRHS hired bilingual paraeducators, the school passed over a bilingual applicant 

for the guidance counselor position and did not actively recruit or hire bilingual teachers. This 
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demonstrated that the school was not committed to fostering change in the teaching demographics 

so that they might more closely mirror those of the their students. There was really no change at all 

in the general operation of the school (including hiring decisions) in response to newcomers. 

Newcomers were also asked to blend in—they were encouraged to follow the crowd and to learn to 

be a part of the school as it existed—which communicated to them that they were the ones who 

were expected to change. 

Finally, the Spanish classes were disappointingly ignorant of who was in them and 

privileged European Spanish. This was both dismissive of Spanish-proficient students’ “funds of 

knowledge” (Moll, et al., 1992) and neglectful of the opportunity to foster bilingualism that could 

facilitate relationships and interactions among the actual residents of Washington River. As I often 

reminded my own high school Spanish learners, monolingualism is curable; taking classes in high 

school to learn Spanish was one way to cure it, but neglecting Central American and Mexican 

dialects of Spanish was exclusionary and dismissive of the Spanish spoken right in Washington 

River. 

There were also signs that small changes made a difference in newcomers’ experiences of 

school. Clearly, Mrs. Sánchez’s presence in the classroom was a promising sign that the school 

wished to communicate with non-English dominant students and families. The addition of two other 

bilingual paraeducators gave access to the help and guidance newcomers needed as they learned 

to navigate their new school. WRHS also scheduled interpreters to be on call at parent-teacher 

conferences so that teachers could communicate with parents and caretakers who were 

monolingual Spanish speakers; this was an improvement from just a few years earlier when the 

school improvised communication by having students translate between the parents and teachers 

at conferences. Even the routing of attendance phone calls to Mrs. Sánchez demonstrated an 
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attempt on the school’s part to facilitate communicate between school and Spanish-speaking 

students and families—although this separate line distanced them from the main office. 

It was also encouraging to see ELL students integrated into classrooms with the rest of the 

school for the 20-minute homeroom time four days a week. General education students and ELL 

students had opportunities to interact in these environments, even if they could not communicate 

through spoken language. I also noted that more ELL and newcomer students—although still a 

very small number—had begun to participate in extracurricular activities (mostly just athletics) at 

the school. Again, these activities were informal opportunities for students of all backgrounds to 

interact.  

Implications 

The context of Washington River offers insight into the growing pains associated with 

demographic change in an NLD receiving community and school. It also offers useful lessons for 

moving forward toward more equitable and productive schooling practices for schools welcoming 

newcomers.  

Implications for Teacher Education 

First, there must be a systematic effort to recruit and hire bilingual teachers and other staff 

who can communicate with non-English dominant students and their families. Newcomers need to 

be able to communicate with the school’s office personnel to report absences and to be notified of 

students’ absences; they also need to be able to communicate with the guidance counselors to 

discuss class registration and mental health concerns. Bilingual staff members would also be 

helpful in facilitating communication between the nurse and new students and their families in order 

to inform them of the required immunizations and documentation needed. As Mrs. Durham 

admitted, the school “should do a lot more in both languages.” All students should have access to 
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all the information that is disseminated to the students in the school, and they ought to be able to 

participate meaningfully in the life of the school—outside of the ELL classroom and hallway.  

 Teacher education models that promote, recruit, and support bilingual teachers will be a 

crucial support to schools with multilingual student populations; a critical pedagogy component of 

these programs will develop teachers who can help students learn critical practices of democratic 

citizenship (Abu El-Haj, 2009). Similarly, schools need to be supportive of alternative teacher 

education pathways like teacher residencies that cultivate learning to teach within a specific 

context and “grow-your-own” programs that work to help paraeducators obtain teacher licensure 

(Bickmore, Smagorinsky, & O’Donnell-Allen, 2005; Gatti, 2016; Grossman, Hammerness, & 

McDonald, 2009; Grossman & Loeb, 2008; Hammerness & Matsko, 2012).  

Teacher preparation programs should require proficiency in at least one other language in 

order to foster a cultural shift toward multilingualism; these programs should also include courses 

in which teacher candidates learn language acquisition strategies and strategies for working with 

English learners (Hamann & Reeves, 2013). If teachers’ efforts to become multilingual are to be 

validated and encouraged, education funding should support their efforts through scholarships and 

grants to learn a language relevant to their communities (e.g., through immersive summer 

experiences in language schools). While preservice teachers largely shoulder the cost of 

international and multilingual experiences through study abroad programs, financially supporting 

this work would convey the public’s commitment to integrating multilingual citizens.  

Experiences to cultivate cultural proficiency and attention to multicultural education and 

critical pedagogy in all courses will be especially important in developing teachers who empathize 

with and support newcomers while denouncing inequities and disrupting the status quo of 

ideologically undergirded institutions (Bartolomé, 2004; Chou & Tozer, 2008; Conklin, 2008). 

Finally, bilingual paraeducators must also be compensated more appropriately for the work they 
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do. Additional training and development opportunities will provide paraeducators with the tools they 

need to purposefully assist students in their school experiences as well (Ernst-Slavit & Wenger, 

2006). 

Implications for Educational Leadership and Policy 

It is important to acknowledge that many newcomers arrive in the United States with 

limited formal schooling and/or gaps in their schooling experiences. Alternate pathways to 

graduation for these students would offer a remedy to the “race” students enter when they arrive in 

U.S. schools; these pathways, however, must include language support and careful attention to the 

background experiences of newcomers.  

Efforts by community organizations like the Kiwanis Club—which provided transportation 

(bicycles) to fifteen students—or the Children’s Fund—which provided funding for eyeglasses or 

dental care—were helpful; however, as Mrs. Durham acknowledged, their funds were not infinite. 

The participation of other community and civic organizations in meeting newcomers’ needs—

perhaps in cooperation with the schools—would alleviate some of the work of helping newcomers 

transition to their new community (Levine, 2007; Putnam, 2000).   

The corporations that hire newcomers—even those without authorization to work—also 

need to shoulder some of the work of helping newcomers transition to their new lives (Lamphere, 

1992; Lamphere, Grenier, & Stepick, 1994; Stull, Broadway, & Erickson, 1992). In addition, Mrs. 

Durham’s and Mrs. Sánchez’s work to ensure that their students were being paid fairly for the 

hours they worked and to monitor the number of hours the newcomer minors worked was 

admirable but an unfair burden to them. Corporations that continue to profit from low-paid workers 

must be forced to reckon with and bear the weight of the work it takes to make a life in a new 

place, including paying workers a living wage. 

Implications for Future Research 
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 This study illuminates a number of implications for future research as well. First, 

comparative studies in NLD contexts—especially in the field of social studies—would provide 

insight into how general education students and newcomer students construct citizen identities. 

Second, a more extensive ethnographic inquiry into the context of the whole community of 

Washington River and communities like it would illuminate other civic spaces in which citizens 

construct identities and shared visions of the “public.” Finally, studies that illuminate more 

successful and hopeful responses—in school and elsewhere—to newcomers would provide 

productive guidance in moving toward more equitable and inclusive classrooms, schools, and 

communities.  

A Final Note: Constructing Citizenship in a Time of Trump 

 It was by happenstance that this study coincided with the 2016 general election in the 

United States. I was keenly aware in the weeks and days leading up to the election on November 

9, 2016, that the polarized and vitriolic rhetoric surrounding the election was of historical import. 

This time provided me with a unique experience to understand how newcomers to the United 

States made sense of what I, as a lifelong American citizen, could not wrap my mind around. The 

bigoted and misogynistic assertions surfaced some of the most hateful factions of the underbelly of 

the U.S. social fabric. 

 I was heartened, even amidst the disequilibrium I experienced following the election, by 

the resilience and resolve of the students in Mrs. Durham’s classroom. I looked to Mrs. Sánchez, 

too—who gained her U.S. residence card on the very same morning Trump rescinded DACA after 

having been stuck in Houston as a result of Hurricane Harvey’s flooding—as a model of 

perseverance and quiet tenacity. Mrs. Durham’s efforts to support students emotionally in the wake 

of Trump’s election made it clear that we did not have to like the results of the election, but we did 

have to move forward.  
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Contexts like Washington River High School—in which students of diverse backgrounds 

and experiences come together—must be leveraged to teach civic skills (e.g., dialogue) and 

knowledge (e.g., civil and human rights) as students learn alongside and learn to “talk with 

strangers” (Allen, 2004; Parker, 2003). All students must see themselves in the U.S. Constitution’s 

promise to protect the “inalienable rights” of “We the People.”  
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Appendix B 
 

Consent Interview Questions 
 

Tricia Gray 

IRB #15770 

Consent interview 

 
1. What will I ask your child to do?  
 
2. Where will your child participate?  
 
3. How long will it take for them to participate?  
 
4. Will your name or your child's name be recorded?  
 
5. Are you required to allow your child to do this as part of a school activity?  
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this research; 

• not make copies of any raw data in any form or format (e.g., transcripts); 
• keep all raw data that contains identifying information in any form or format (e.g., 

transcripts, student work samples) secure while it is in my possession. This includes: 
§ keeping all digitized raw data in computer password-protected files and other raw 

data in a locked file; 
§ closing any computer programs and documents of the raw data when temporarily 

away from the computer; and 
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have completed the translation tasks; and 
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My signature verifies that I possess the qualifications to accurately perform this work. 

Signature of translator_________________________________________  Date _____________ 

Printed name of primary investigator_________________________________________________ 

Signature of primary investigator_________________________________  Date ______________ 
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Appendix D 
 

Semistructured Interview Protocol 
 

Thanks for taking time to talk with me today about your history class. Do you still wish to be a part 
of this study?  
 
#1: I am interested in hearing about your class from your perspective. Will you start by describing a 
typical day in your history class? 

 
#2: I’m trying to understand what you’re learning in history class about how people live together in 
Washington River and in the United States. Talk about what you think are the important things you 
have learned about that in history class. 

 
#3: Part of living together is knowing how to treat each other. Talk about what you have learned 
about how to treat other people.  
 
#4: It sounds like that discussion was important to a lot of the people in the class, and like you said, 
a lot of people were interested. Talk about how you know that people were interested.  
 
Thanks for taking time to talk with me. Are you still okay being a part of the study? 
 

 
 


