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Programming: A Multidisciplinary Approach

Paul Springer
Cody Hollist

University of Nebraska—-Lincoln

Karen Buchfink
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Abstract

Results from the 2000 United States census highlighted that the Latino population had exceeded the
African American population as the largest U.S. minority group. Furthermore, during the past 20
years, migration patterns for Latino families have spread throughout the West, Midwest, and South
and not merely in the border states. To meet the rising educational and human service needs, profes-
sionals have sought to develop programs that are effective at helping the Latino populations. This ar-
ticle presents a theoretical model for engaging Latinos in family and consumer science education and
outreach programs. The model was designed for family and consumer science educators and draws
from both the education and human service literature. A case study is used to outline the application
of the model and suggestions for implementation are described.

Keywords: engaging Latinos; culturally specific programs; teacher family involvement; parent educa-
tion; parent teacher programs

atinos are among the fastest growing populations in the United States. Dur-

ing the 2000 census, it was revealed that the Latino population surpassed

African Americans as the largest minority group in the United States (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2001). The census bureau projects continued Latino growth in
part because of immigration, but primarily because of large families among the
Latino population. With this population growth, comes a need for more cultur-
ally sensitive communities and schools to meet the new demands that are inher-
ent in working with Latino families. In fact, it is becoming evident that more and
more youth will be growing up in bicultural environments with higher numbers
of Latino families than any U.S. generation of the past (Sugunro, 2001; U.S. Cen-
sus Bureau, 2003). Consequently, educators must be ready and knowledgeable in
how they can effectively change the face of their teaching to meet the needs of a
changing population (Von Secker & Lissitz, 1999). Our belief is that family and
consumer science teaching takes place not only in the classroom but also through
outreach as they engage Latino families in community-based activities and edu-
cational programming.
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Because of the importance of parent involvement in education, there is an in-
creasing push to involve Latino parents in educational programming and the
need to develop culturally appropriate programs (Civil, Bratton, & Quintos, 2005;
De Gaetano, 2007). Education research has looked at ways of involving parents in
their child’s educational process but little exists that outlines methods of develop-
ing community outreach for family and consumer science programming within
the Latino community. The struggles seen in the process of engaging Latinos in
these types of programs are also experienced in the human service field (Delgado,
1998; Maldonado-Mulina, Reyes, & Espinosa-Hernandez, 2006). Human services
as well as community programming have produced literature on engaging fami-
lies in community-based programs (Auerbach, 2004; Cooper, 2002), which we be-
lieve may be beneficial as a foundation for more effective family and consumer
science outreach programming. The purpose of this article is to blend the research
from human services (e.g., social work, family therapy, mental health, commu-
nity programming, etc.) with the needs of family and consumer science outreach
programs to outline a method whereby educators may effectively develop educa-
tional/school programs that engage Latino families.

The intent of this article is not to outline the link between education and emo-
tional/mental health needs as that premise has been supported in past research.
Evidence exists linking childhood emotional distress and poor academic perfor-
mance (Gonzales, Tein, Sandler, & Friedman, 2001). Inversely, research has also
identified the tremendous stress that is caused by struggling academic perfor-
mance (Altermatt, 2007). That given, the goal of this article is to provide a method
for engaging Latino families in outreach educational programs, built on the hu-
man service literature about engaging Latino families in community-based pro-
grams. It is our belief that the similarities which are outlined in this article sug-
gest an overlap in the challenges faced by education and human sciences as they
relate to working with Latino families.

The disparity between services needed and services received for Latinos is a
concern for both educators as well as human service professionals. Engaging La-
tino families in programs continues to be a challenge at all levels of programming
(Delgado, 1998). Although different programs have been used in both education
and social services, the literature has not made explicit which, if any, barriers to
successful programs are similar between social services and education. Research
from both fields has identified the challenge of involving parents in programs
(Auerbach, 2004; Machen, Wilson, & Notar, 2005), both have identified some fac-
tors that affect engagement (Weaver, 2007), and both bodies of literature are strik-
ingly similar. These similarities exist at three different levels: First, the communi-
ties’ need for programmatic assistance; second, the factors that act as barriers for
Latino family engagement; and finally, some programmatic similarities between
education and human sciences. Bringing these similarities together, we will then
draw from human service literature regarding community-based program devel-
opment to outline a guide to developing culturally and community-specific edu-
cational outreach curriculum for Latinos.

Needs Not Equal to Services

Similar rates of mental illness exist between Latino and Caucasian children
and adolescents (Folsom et al., 2007). The educational need for Latino and Cau-
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casian children is also inherently similar with both groups needing high-quality
education. For example, educational success is seen as a key predictive factor for
economic stability within all cultural groups, with the minimum standard of edu-
cational achievement as completion of a K-12 education. Research related to high
school graduation rates indicates that dropout rates vary across cultures, with La-
tinos twice as likely to drop out of school than either African American or Cau-
casian students (National Center for Education Statistics, 2001). About 28% of La-
tino adolescents in the ages between 16 and 18 dropped out of school in the year
2000, with only 13% of African Americans and 7% of Whites dropping out in the
same time period. Latinos born outside the United States were the highest risk
category and were 3 times more likely to drop out of school (44%) than were first-
(15%) or second-generation (16%) Latinos (National Center for Education Statis-
tics, 2001). Consequently, the immigrant Latino population is difficult to engage
in educational and human service programs. Despite these staggering statistics,
research has shown that when Latino parents are involved in their children’s ac-
ademics, they are not only more likely to stay in school but also to excel academ-
ically (Riggs & Medina, 2005). This illustrates the need for family engagement
with the educational system. Research also highlights the challenges often felt in
the educational system in providing sufficient education to the Latino popula-
tion. Hence, although the need for education is the same for Latinos and Cauca-
sians, there is a disparity between the levels received between groups.

Just as with the need for education, the need for social assistance (i.e., mental
health, economic assistance, housing, job training, etc.) is similar between Latino
and non-Latino groups. Furthermore, Latino youth are about 2 times less likely
to receive services for mental illness than are Whites, with foreign born Spanish-
speaking clients the least likely to receive services (Alegria et al., 2002). Not only
are Latinos unlikely to receive services but also about one half of all Latinos who
enter therapy drop out after the first session, making successful treatment un-
likely if not impossible (La Roche, 2002). These examples are typical of the body
of literature that outlines the disparities between Latinos and non-Latinos in the
use and success of human service programs. Responding to the problem requires
looking at the factors that affect successful engagement and retention in both aca-
demic and human service programs.

Engagement

Both education and social services have been concerned with the process of en-
gaging Latino families in their programs. This initial engagement is crucial to the
success of both areas of service. For example, the quality of the therapist/client re-
lationship in therapy has been found to predict 30% of the client change (Lam-
bert, 1992). This impact is twice that of the techniques used by the therapist. It is
estimated that the quality of this relationship is established within the first few
sessions (Bachelor & Horvath, 1999).

Similar outcomes are found with engagement of parents and families in educa-
tional programming (De Gaetano, 2007). The potential positive impact of collab-
oration between social services and educational institutions is greatest for high-
risk youth (Massey-Stokes & Lanning, 2003). This is seen especially among Latino
youth, who are much more likely to drop out of school, struggle with academic
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achievement all the while experiencing similar rates of emotional distress as their
Caucasian counterparts (Alegria et al., 2002; La Roche, 2002; National Center for
Education Statistics, 2001). It is because of this interface between education and
social services that a clear understanding of how to engage families in both set-
tings is needed.

Engagement is more than just participation. Although participation is a neces-
sary first step, it is not sufficient. Engagement entails both attendance at and in-
volvement in the programs. This involvement is a higher predictor of success of
the program than is attendance (Santisteban et al.,, 1996). In many cases, youth
and their families are enrolled in programs because of some risk they are expe-
riencing. These families feel pressured into participation and are not invested in
the program nor do they believe it will help. It thus becomes important to iden-
tify the barriers that keep families from engaging in programs. Understanding
and explicitly addressing these barriers are important for educators developing
outreach programs.

BARRIERS TO ENGAGEMENT

Studies are consistently clear that there are unique barriers that contribute to
Latinos underuse of education and social services (Ho, Rasheed, & Rasheed, 2004;
Turner, Wieling, & Allen, 2004). However, it is important to realize when present-
ing these barriers that it would be culturally insensitive and professionally unsuc-
cessful to assume that what will work for one Latino group (e.g., Mexican immi-
grants) will work for others (e.g., Cuban and Puerto Rican immigrants), as their
culture, dialect, and circumstances for immigrating are vastly different. There-
fore, failure to adequately understand within-group differences among Latinos
would cripple even the best educational and human service programs and their
capacity to reach the very people they hope to help.

Within-Group Differences in Latino Immigrant Families

One of the challenges and dangers when attempting to engage Latino immi-
grant families is that Latinos are often viewed as coming from one large homo-
geneous group (Cauce & Domenech-Rodriguez, 2002) rather than the hetero-
geneous group that they are. In fact, Latino immigrants come from a variety of
countries, such as Mexico, Puerto Rico, Cuba, El Salvador, Argentina, Chile, and
Brazil, with very unique historical and cultural traditions (Cauce & Domenech-
Rodriguez, 2002; Falicov, 1998). As a result, there are unique differences that exist
not only among one nation to another but also from one cultural group to another
(Falicov, 1998). Usually, among Latin American countries, there exists a distinct
amalgamation of Hispanic values and native/indigenous languages and cultures
(Falicov, 1998). Consequently, in most Latin American countries, one can find at
least three groups: (a) the indigenous groups, (b) the mestizo group (which is a
mixture of the indigenous and Spanish blood), and (c) the pure descendents of
Spain (Falicov, 1998). This illustrates the dynamic differences that exist between
cultures typically described as Latino. Consequently, although the barriers faced
by Latinos may appear similar at “face value,” between-group differences will
drastically affect how these families experience them.
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The often silent, yet surprising between-group differences can be seen in the
prejudice between different Latino immigrants (e.g., Mexican Americans, Puerto
Rican Americans, and Cuban Americans; Falicov, 1998). Although these groups
share the same language, racial and cultural differences affect the intragroup inter-
actions. Shorris (1992) suggests that the prejudice interactions are based on myths
about prestige of national origin and race among the three Latino groups. How-
ever, it also clearly highlights cultural differences between these groups; differ-
ences that need to be understood to effectively address within-community needs.

Furthermore, even within Latin countries, there exists a wide range of racial,
ethnic, and cultural groups, much like what is found within the United States
(Ortiz, 1995). These vast cultural traditions and heritages among Latin American
countries make it easy to recognize how important it is for program developers
to understand the immigrant community they are attempting to engage. In ad-
dition, it provides a compelling argument for the need to move beyond general-
izations about Latinos, and make efforts to understand the local subcultures in
which these families live. It is believed that as programs are better able to recog-
nize the local subcultures, barriers, and needs of these families, they will be able
to develop culturally informed and culturally sensitive programs that can be suc-
cessful in engaging immigrant families (Hurtado, 1995; Uttal, 2006).

Acculturation and Adaptation

One of the primary sociocultural barriers faced by immigrant Latino fami-
lies is related to issues of acculturation and adaptation. It is important to under-
stand that for many families, the process of immigration and acculturation is par-
alyzing (Flores & Carey, 2000). Families are often struggling with how to adapt
to a culture whose values are very different from their own, while attempting to
maintain important aspects of their heritage (Falicov, 1998). Vega (1995) describes
this struggle as being related to the loss of important social support networks.
This sudden lack of family support and acceptance of traditional cultural prac-
tices appear to compromise many Latino immigrants’ ability to effectively and ef-
ficiently adapt to their new surrounding (Castro, Barrera, & Martinez, 2004). Con-
sequently, it is not uncommon for immigrant families, struggling with how they
fit into the new dominant culture, to begin experiencing various forms of mar-
ginalization. This is often because of their inability to speak English, their educa-
tional and economic levels, and their sociocultural values that are often in conflict
with the mainstream culture (Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001).

Language

One of the most pressing barriers to family involvement in community pro-
grams documented in the literature is rooted in the parents’ inability to speak or
understand English and/or the program’s inability to provide services in Spanish
(Ho et al., 2004; Quezada, Diaz, & Sanchez, 2003). Although much has been writ-
ten about the language learning of children of immigrants in the United States
(Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Alvarez, 2001; Laliberty, 2001; Worthy, 2006), it
is clear that the parents of these immigrant families often struggle in developing
a degree of proficiency in English that would facilitate the comfort needed to en-
gage in educational and social service programs. Furthermore, many immigrant
families remain in homes, jobs, or communities that shelter them from the neces-
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sity of learning English (Worthy, 2006). Without service provision modifications
in place, parents often become dependent on their children, and may even over-
burden them with multiple responsibilities such as translating in stores, clinics,
and other public arenas as well as maintaining other household chores such as
babysitting (Falicov, 1998; Worthy, 2006).

Economic Factors

Latino immigrant parents’ lack of proficiency in English further compounds
their ability to find and maintain gainful employment. As a result, parents of im-
migrant Latino families often have to tolerate a heavy work schedule, including
holding two or more jobs, working overtime, accepting low wages, and with-
standing exploitative working conditions (Falicov, 1998) just to afford the basic
needs for their families. Many times, these parents have little hope of job advance-
ment because of the language barriers that exist. Consequently, these families are
faced with unique economic hardships that infringe on their ability take part in
community, educational, and social service programs (Powell, 1995; Quezada
et al.,, 2003). In fact, research clearly shows that immigrant parents long to be a
part of their children’s educational lives (Ada & Zubizarreta, 2001; Worthy, 2006).
However, without financial freedom that is afforded to other middle-class fami-
lies, immigrant Latino parents often lack the time and the financial ability to leave
work to attend meetings that are “expected” by the schools or social service agen-
cies, such as parent teacher conferences (Powell, 1995). Even in instances where
families could benefit from programs, such as taking English as a Second Lan-
guage (ESL) classes, the financial challenge these families face paralyze their ca-
pacity to participate.

Trust

To facilitate a higher degree of participation in educational and community
programs, there is a need to first overcome the barrier of distrust that immigrant
Latino families often feel toward outsiders (Powell, 1995). In fact, immigrant La-
tino families have often received mixed messages about virtually every aspect of
their life in America (Arroyo, 1998; Worthy, 2006). For instance, the immigration
backlash of the 1990s was based on the assumption that Latinos are taking jobs of
U.S. citizens, wanting free handouts, not contributing to the U.S. economy, and
are not assimilating to mainstream society (Arroyo, 1998). Consequently, many
immigrant families are resentful of these sentiments and believe that educational,
community, and human service programs harbor some degree of prejudices that
create a deep sense desconfianza or mistrust (Falicov, 1998). As a result, Latino par-
ents inherently distrust the intentions of program developers, as they perceive
that their role is not particularly valued or respected (Powell, 1995). Therefore,
programs need to be deeply concerned with developing trust with these fami-
lies by focusing on building interpersonal relationships. In fact, literature de-
scribes the necessity to overcome this barrier by applying concepts of personalismo
that are centered around building relationships of respect, dignity, and kindness
(Bean, Perry, & Bedell, 2001; Falicov, 1998; Ho et al., 2004). This process and per-
son-focused approach are critical in developing confianza (trust) and in breaking
down perceived prejudices necessary for interfacing educational and social ser-
vices providers with Latino families.
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Immigration

Desconfianza as described by Falicov (1998) and Ho et al. (2004) also filters into
the educational and social service climate of parent/teacher and therapist— family
relationships, respectively. In fact, recent literature is clear that Latino parents rec-
ognize and desire to be more active in their children’s education and life (Chrisp-
eel & Rivero, 2001; Powell, 1995; Quiocho & Daoud, 2006). However, often these
families are apprehensive in engaging schools, community agencies, and social
service programs because of their documentation status. Naturally, these fami-
lies are fearful of detection and the threat of deportation (Falicov, 1998) and avoid
contact with schools or community programs as a means to avoid detection. This
avoidance perpetuates a lack of knowledge of the procedures for child enrollment
and lack of understanding of the expectations that schools and communities have
for family and child participation in these programs. The larger social debate re-
garding immigration has implications for families who have documentation be-
cause of the prejudice they often experience by individuals treating them as if
they were in the United States “illegally.” The U.S. census estimates that more
than 77% of the Latinos living in the United States have proper documentation
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2001, 2003); this means that the negative stereotypes are in-
correctly implicating a majority of the population. Naturally, this creates unique
challenges for those both with and without documentation when developing ed-
ucational and social service programs that can not only address these families’
needs but also seek to develop trust in the families.

Barriers From Misperceptions of Professionals

The education literature is also clear that teachers often hold negative per-
ceptions of immigrant Latino families. Unfortunately, these perceptions are al-
most always based on misunderstanding and miscommunications between par-
ents and teachers (Ada & Zubizarreta, 2001; Palermo, Hanish, Martin, Fabes,
& Reiser, 2007). One of the primary misperceptions is that immigrant families
do not care about their children’s education (Ada & Zubizarreta, 2001; Chrisp-
eels & Rivero, 2001; Quiocho & Daoud, 2006; Valdés, 1996). This is often based
on the assumption that if Latino parents had high hopes for their children, they
would express them similarly to European American parents (Ada & Zubi-
zarreta, 2001). When in actuality, immigrant Latino families often lack sufficient
understanding of the school system to know that they not only have a right to
participate but are also expected to be assertive in this process (Chrispeels &
Rivero, 2001). Therefore, it is important to understand the Latino concept of a
parents’ role in their child’s education.

There are two perspectives that are often shared by Latino cultures. First is the
pervading belief that parents are not to interfere with the teaching that occurs at
school (Quezada et al., 2003). In fact, Latinos have such a high level of respect for
educators; they often “feel that interfering with school activities would be coun-
terproductive” (Quezada et al., 2003, p. 32). Consequently, they are not as vocal
in asserting their beliefs in the educational process. Second is the belief that the
parents’ role is to create a strong foundation in the home (Ada & Zubizarreta,
2001; Valdes, 1996). This foundation also includes the teachings of morals, beliefs,
etiquette, respect, persistence, and manners (Ada & Zubizarreta, 2001; Falicov,
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1998). With this understanding, it is critical that parents are educated about ex-
pectations and program requirements to give permission for their participation at
a higher level.

Family Structure

Before discussing the general structures in Latino families, it is important to
state that family structure in all cultures is affected by many factors such as coun-
try of origin, socioeconomic factors, education, and acculturation (Castro et al.,
2004; Falicov, 1998; Powell, 1995). Consequently, family consumer science profes-
sionals will find variations of hierarchical structures, suggesting caution when
applying these characteristics to all individual cases. With that understanding,
the Latino literature in the social service arena has described hierarchy as both
gender and generational (Ho et al., 2004). In traditional Latino families, the father
occupies the role as the authority figure, with the wife and the children’s roles to
follow. This hierarchical structure has often been linked to the term “machismo,”
which is understood by the Anglo culture to mean domineering, insensitive, and
controlling (Falicov, 1998; Ho et al., 2004). Conversely, authors have argued that
the Latino meaning of machismo should not be pathologized, as it can be posi-
tively equated to a man being an honorable husband and father, responsible for
providing and protecting one’s family (Bean et al., 2001; Falicov, 1998). This con-
cept of hierarchy has important implications for educational and social service, as
it speaks to the importance of appealing first to the father figure, as a necessary
part in facilitating engagement (Bean et al., 2001; Falicov, 1998; Powell, 1995). In
fact, fathers play an important role in issues of family honor and decisions about
what occurs with the family unit (Bean et al., 2001), and should not be excluded
from this process. Failure to engage fathers may lead to minimal involvement by
the family.

Despite the emphasis of a man’s roles as leader and decision maker in Latino
families, it would be inaccurate and unwise to underestimate the mother’s role in
the family. Although Latina women and mothers are not recognized as the head
of the family, they are widely viewed as the heart and soul (Madding, 2002). In
fact, the role of mother carries considerable status and respect, as they are primar-
ily responsible for raising and caring for the children (Falicov, 1998). Although
this role may be viewed as restrictive and oppressive, by mainstream Anglo cul-
ture, it represents and validates the marriage. In many ways, wives covertly run
the home behind the scenes, while publicly supporting the husband (Ho et al.,
2004). Consequently, involvement by both father and mother in educational and
social services will provide the greatest likelihood of success.

Collectivism Versus Individualism

Finally, sociocultural differences in the way family unit is structured are a criti-
cal component that if misunderstood may limit success when engaging these fam-
ilies. Latino families come from a rich collective or family-oriented culture (Fali-
cov, 1998). Latinos use the term famalismo to reflect the cultural value in which
family relationships are highly esteemed and individual identity is tied to those
associations (Bean et al., 2001; Falicov, 1998; Ho et al., 2004). This collectivistic
worldview stands in contrast to the dominant Euro-American (non-Hispanic) in-
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dividualistic worldview in which the emphasis is on individual ownership and
competition (Bitar, 2007). As such, many family functions, such as caretaking,
problem solving, and financial responsibilities are traditionally shared among
family members (Falicov, 1998).

Typically, Latino families also define who is included as family with a much
broader lens than the dominant Euro-American culture. For example, many La-
tino families include grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins as part of their im-
mediate family. As a result, children who come from divorced, widowed, or or-
phaned families may actually be taken in by relatives and raised as their own
with the seamless perception that the individual is and has always been a mem-
ber of the family (Falicov, 1998). Consequently, ascertaining key family figures
that may not “traditionally” be viewed as part of the dominant Anglo culture is
critical in successfully engaging these families. In fact, recent human service re-
search has documented that the failure to involve the family in psychotherapeu-
tic treatment may lead to additional family-functioning problems instead of elim-
inating them (Szapocznik & Prado, 2007).

In addition, the context of familismo acts as an immigrant’s family main social
support group and creates a sense of cohesion and solidarity. In fact, familismo dic-
tates that parents guard family conflict or problems from outside inquiry (Falicov,
1998). Consequently, in safeguarding the family’s problems and out of respect for
auxiliary parties, immigrant families feel compelled to handle behavioral and or ac-
ademic problems privately. This may often be misinterpreted by teachers and ther-
apists negatively, and leads to incorrectly labeling these parents as inattentive or
unresponsive to what is occurring in their child’s life (Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001).

Bridging Expectations and Situations

One of the unique challenges in engaging Latino immigrant families is the need
to bridge the gap between what educational, community, and human service agen-
cies expect to encounter when working with Latino families and the reality of the
family situation. To do this, these organizations need to be educated in how to be
more culturally competent and sensitive when engaging this population (Hernan-
dez, Isaacs, Nesman, & Burns, 1998). Cross, Bazron, Dennis, and Isaacs (1989) de-
fined cultural competence as “a set of congruent behaviors, attitudes, and policies
that come together in a system, agency or among professionals, and enables that
system, agency or those professionals to work effectively in cross cultural situa-
tions” (p. 13). In other words, cultural competence is an action-oriented concept, in
which people, regardless of race or ethnicity, are capable of achieving (Hernandez
et al., 1998). As a result, cultural competence should be conceptualized as a devel-
opmental process that evolves over time (Hernandez et al., 1998).

Uttal (2006) makes the case that becoming culturally competent requires a
model of cultural engagement that goes beyond adapting programs, building
community relationships, and removing barriers (Uttal, 2006). In fact, profes-
sional cultural competency entails a degree of sensitivity in evaluating commu-
nity needs, which can inform program curriculum and deliverance. Consequently,
a degree of cultural immersion and engagement by human service providers is
implied within the cultural competent practice literature (Hernandez et al., 1998;
Uttal, 2006). Therefore, developing community-specific programs in conjunction
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with local Latino families is necessary to facilitate optimal program effectiveness
to motivate and sustain engagement by Latino immigrants in educational com-
munity and social service programs (Castro et al., 2004).

There are essentially three levels of program specificity that categorize out-
reach efforts in education and social services. These categories were articulated
by Uttal (2006) when talking about different degrees of cultural sensitivity. In this
article, they will be used to provide the foundation for the discussion about how
to develop effective programs for Latino families, regardless of programmatic in-
tent. The first level is cultural adaptation, the second level is cultural specific, and
the third level is community-based programs. Although these are described cate-
gorically, we recognize that in reality three different and often parallel processes
exist that blends together in developing effective programming. Furthermore,
each of these levels contributes to successful programmatic development.

Culturally Adapted Programs

The literature is clear that to create and/or develop culturally effective pro-
grams, there is a need to adapt curriculum that can take a more culturally com-
petent stance to achieve success (Bartolome & Balderrama, 2001; Diaz & Florez,
2001; Uttal, 2006). Cultural adaptation is a process of modifying the delivery for-
mat of a previously used program to fit with another group or population (Ut-
tal, 2006). One of the most common forms of adaptation spoken in the literature
is modification of program content, or what Castro et al. (2004) describe as cog-
nitive information processing. This requires structural changes in the program
that makes the services visible and assessable to the target population. This in-
herently requires community agencies and human service providers to account
for age, developmental level, and language barriers of the participants. Conse-
quently, programs will need to translate materials into Spanish (Uttal, 2006) as
well as offer delivery materials or services entirely in the participants’ native lan-
guage. Next, the process of recruiting families may need to be modified in a way
that advertises to the Latino community, including providing proper incentives to
increase enrollment (Gross, Julion, & Fogg, 2001). For example, professionals may
find it more effective to recruit Latinos by advertising in Latino churches, Latino
markets, and Spanish newspapers instead of primary newspapers or calling lists.

Although overcoming the language barrier is the first hurdle that needs to be
overcome, it is not sufficient to be successful (Uttal, 2006). Language translation is
a delivery change but does nothing to modify content for specific groups. Facets
of human service programs need to adapt for cultural appropriateness to respect
the target’s cultural practices (Hernandez et al.,, 1998), subsequently increasing
cultural comfort. Therefore, awareness of the dynamics of cross-cultural interac-
tions can assist in preventing “cultural discomfort” (Uttal, 2006, p. 252), which
is vital in increasing retention and engagement of participants. In addition, pro-
grams should be sensitive to the educational diversity among Latino families (Or-
tiz, 1995) as well as cultural norms of the group (Falicov, 1998). For example, exer-
cises that require a lot of writing, or that ignore the gender and social hierarchical
structure, would undermine the retention of the group as well as possibly offend
the cultural beliefs of those participating (Uttal, 2006). In other words, human ser-
vice programs should be sensitive in using examples that are meaningful, appli-
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cable, and culturally relevant to the participant’s life. In addition, these programs
should be sensitive to the educational level and cultural norms of the group.

Culturally Specific Programs

Making programs culturally specific entails transcending language and practice
patterns of a cultural group; moving beyond “surface structure” (Castro et al.,
2004, p. 43) to achieve the depth necessary to incorporate Latinos core values and
beliefs in the program implementation. Castro and colleagues (2004) further de-
scribed this as affective-motivational adaptation. In other words, programs need
to adapt activities that would create cultural conflict or resistance among the
groups’ values or traditions. For instance, parenting programs that take a child-
centered approach or assertiveness programs that teach youth to express them-
selves openly (Castro et al., 2004; Uttal, 2006) fail to understand the collectivis-
tic ideal in which family relationships are highly valued and individual identity
is tied to those associations. Additional examples of content changes in programs
would include recognizing and respecting the hierarchical structure of Latino
couples, and the focus they place on parenthood rather than partnerhood (Fal-
icov, 1998). Consequently, programs should understand the value systems they
will be accessing and engaging, and respecting these values and worldviews in
not only the material they present but also how they present it.

Community Based

Although culturally adapted and specific programs are essential components
in developing and engaging Latino families in human services, this is often not
enough (Uttal, 2006). In fact, one may assume that by addressing the barriers of
language, recruiting procedures, and sociocultural differences that this would
lead to better engagement because, in fact, the program developer has made cul-
tural modifications as have been identified by literature. However, although these
factors may help, it may not necessarily increase the engagement of these fami-
lies, as these programs fail to identify the specific needs of the community (Guti-
errez- Mayka & Contreras-Neira, 1998).

Often ultimate success of a program hinges on the ability to evaluate and un-
derstand the needs of the community one is attempting to serve (Greenbaum,
1998; Gutierrez-Mayka & Contreras-Neira, 1998). Where many professionals fall
short is this final step of looking beyond generalizable characteristics of Latinos
(Cauce & Domenech-Rodriguez, 2002; Falicov, 1998). Even within Latinos from
the same country of origin, there are often vast differences in regard to needs
(Ortiz, 1995; Shorris, 1992). This is critical, as many programs assume that target
populations come in with a certain knowledge base as outlined in some written
text about said population, or that certain basic family needs are securely in place
(Uttal, 2006). However, without assessing the community’s characteristics, mis-
matches between programs and target populations will be unacknowledged, thus
undermining program effectiveness.

Ultimately, the responsibility falls on the program designers to explore the
community, understand its indigenous structure, and determine the most effec-
tive ways to make contact with and to gain trust of its members (Greenbaum,
1998). This step is one of the fundamental principles of cultural competence, as
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one works in concert with the community liaison’s in which services are provided
(Greenbaum, 1998); which can have a profound impact on program effectiveness.
We recognize that for many educators or social service professionals, this is a
daunting task. In many cases, well meaning professionals have recognized a need
in the community and are trying to do their best to help but do not have previ-
ous experience working with the demographic changes currently occurring in the
United States.

PRACTICAL APPLICATION AND CASE EXAMPLE

Because the intent of this article is to provide a useful model for educators to
establish culturally effective programming, practical application is an important
component of the model outline. To help illustrate how to apply these principles
in a real setting, a case example will be used. This example is a description of a
program developed and used by one of the authors of this article. The purpose of
the program was to inform Latino parents about the system of higher education
in the United States, including steps to prepare for higher education, the impact
of higher education, methods of paying for higher education, and the role of par-
ents for students seeking higher education. This author is a school counselor and
became involved in the program following a failed attempt at reaching out to the
Latino community by a national organization whose sole mission is to help stu-
dents transition into college. This organization, which we will call “Project Help”
(the name has been changed to protect organizational identity), has a series of na-
tionally acclaimed programs developed to help students and families understand
the university admissions processes, financial aid, housing, and other university-
related topics. Our author was contacted by this organization to assist in the de-
livery of one program in the local community.

Project Help had taken many steps to create a culturally sensitive program that
implemented culturally adapted and culturally specific modifications to reach
out to the Latino community. This included translating and providing presenta-
tion materials in both Spanish as well as having bilingual presenters. To further
adapt to the population they wished to present to, they advertised the presenta-
tions in locations that were frequented by Latino families (i.e., Latino markets,
Latino churches, Latino business, etc.).

In addition, Project Help moved beyond cultural adaptation by identifying
important culturally specific issues to address in their presentations. First, they
made extra efforts to talk to the parents about family solidarity in terms of their
children living away from home. They also made explicit efforts to include the fa-
thers in the discussion as they knew they were an important figure in family deci-
sion making. In fact, this program went to great lengths to reduce cultural conflict
or resistance among the Latinos families, while incorporating their values in their
presentation style and language. However, despite all of these efforts, the pro-
gram was not well received by the Latino community. This was surprising to the
presenters as the modifications they had made to their program had given them
confidence that they had produced an important and helpful set of materials. It is
important to note that programs that produce ineffective materials are often por-
trayed as insensitive or uncaring; this was not the case with Project Help. In fact,
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it is our contention that it is not the case with most program developers. Rather,
these programs stop short of being truly culturally successful and useful for the
local Latino community by not making their program community based.

It was recognized that although the presentations from Project Help were ex-
ceptional, additional foundational information was needed for the community. As
a result, the author felt compelled to go to the very people she was trying to help
to figure out what they needed to better understand higher education. This had
two impacts, a community-based presentation and unintentionally, a more firm
relationship with members of the Latino community.

Because of these outreach efforts, it became clear that many Latino families
lacked a more foundational introduction to the higher education system in the
United States as well as what the expectations are of families and schools in pre-
paring students for college. Consequently, this was included in the final commu-
nity- based program, aimed at increasing understanding and basic knowledge
of the educational system. The presentation addressed many of the “taken-for-
granted” assumptions about high schools and universities in the United States. It
also addressed issues such as “why it is important to get a college education,” dif-
ferences between 2 and 4 year Universities, and required high school courses and
needed grades for students to be eligible to go to college. This presentation was
received very well in the community, as it met these families where they were at;
thus, providing the necessary foundational knowledge requisite for families to
be engaged in the educational process. In addition, it forged a stronger bond be-
tween the Latino community and the community programmer. Many Latino fam-
ilies echoed their sentiment that they felt that their needs and unique challenges
were not only understood by the community program but were also specifically
addressed in a helpful and non-demeaning way.

Like many other programs, Project Help had taken important steps and used
valuable resources in making their material useful for the Latino population in
general, but not for this community specifically. We believe that this final stage
of community-specific modifications is the most neglected and yet the most sig-
nificant in terms of effectiveness. Many professionals are committed to develop-
ing programs in an effort to meet the needs of Latinos but fail to understand the
unique needs of their local Latino community. Furthermore, we acknowledge that
cultural adaptation and cultural specification are the safest methods of program
modification/development because they do not require the professional to take
interpersonal risks needed to engage with the Latino community. To facilitate this
often daunting process, we would like to suggest several methods of reaching out
to the local community. This list is not meant to be comprehensive, and in each
case, the professional must think about specific circumstances within his or her
community and take those into account when engaging the Latino population.

There are likely many factors that impede educators from reaching out to their
local Latino community. However, as we talk to educators, two seem to be very
common: Time and nervousness about not knowing how to develop a relation-
ship with the Latino community. We propose that although outreach may ap-
pear to require significant investment on the part of the professional, it may in
fact save time in the long run. As professionals verify with the local communities
the best methods of meeting their needs and integrate those suggestions into pro-
gram developments, it may eliminate programmatic failure, additional modifica-
tions, and redelivery. These integrations may also improve outcomes, strengthen
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group engagement, and make better use of professional resources. This justifica-
tion for basing programs on the community may be logical and we believe impor-
tant, but it still does not eliminate the struggle many educators feel about how to
develop relationships and get feedback from the local community.

Educators have also told us that they feel nervous because they do not want to
appear unknowledgeable, prejudice, or offend others. Being conscientious about
the point of entry into the Latino community can ease many of the concerns regard-
ing negative responses from families. One method of calculated community entry
is to make a list of local Latino institutions and/or leaders in the Latino community.
These institutions may be formal or may be informal. Some very important com-
munity leaders often do not occupy explicit positions. Some common leaders may
also be other local educators at both a primary and secondary level, leaders of lo-
cal churches, local business owners, professionals in the community, ethnic com-
munity organizations, translators, and agencies that provide services to the Latino
population (e.g., health clinics, Latino markets, restaurants, job sites, etc.). Educa-
tors can use this list to identify who they should talk to and how that person should
be approached (i.e., phone, in person, e-mail, or introduced by another individual).

The next step, how to approach the individual, can be difficult as many people
find calling a stranger blindly and asking for help uncomfortable and daunting.
It is our experience that most community leaders appreciate collaborative efforts
and are more than willing to give feedback to local professionals on program de-
velopment. In an effort to assist in this initial outreach, we have developed an
outline of some questions that may be used to initiate the conversation. We have
developed these questions from our experiences working with Latinos. All the au-
thors of this article are Caucasian, and each has worked with Latinos for several
years (ranging from 9 to 26 years). Each has been immersed in a Latino culture,
is bilingual, and has effectively worked with Latinos professionally. By drawing
from these experiences, we have developed some suggested conversation open-
ers for professionals to reach out for the first time to their local Latino community.
These questions are designed to neutralize formality and focus on the important
contribution of the local leaders. Although these questions may be helpful, they
must also be adapted to your specific circumstances.

1. T work with (identify school/program) and have noticed (identify issue of concern)
and was wondering if this is something I could help with?

2. We want to be able to help but I do not know enough about the local Latino cul-
ture. Could you help me? What could you share with me about our community
to help me better understand the issues faced by Latino families here?

3. Are there specific cultural factors I need to remember when trying to address this
issue? Are there people in the Latino community here that you know that may be
willing to help me with this?

4. What do I need to remember when trying to involve families in this process? How
could I approach parents about this sensitive issue without offending them or dis-
respecting them? and How might I be able to get to know the local Latino com-
munity better?

These questions are merely a start but it is our belief that most professionals if ap-
proached in this manner will be pleased with your agency/school’s investment in
reaching out and will respond positively.

The final suggestion we have for engaging local leaders in program develop-
ment is to follow-up with the local Latino leaders to report on what you have
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done with the information they have shared with you. Their feedback is as cru-
cial to making a program that is relevant to your local community than any other
source of information. We believe that the more you explicitly draw from research
and community leaders when developing community-based programs, the more
success you will have.

SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH/INTERVENTION

The broad diversity of Latinos within American society underscores the need
for future research that can articulate and advance the implementation of commu-
nity- based interventions from a multidisciplinary perspective. In fact, it is clear
that many social service and community agencies are trying to be more cultur-
ally competent (Hernandez et al., 1998), but are primarily attempting to achieve
this only through culturally adapting these programs (Uttal, 2006). Similarly, al-
though much has been written in the education literature about the language
learning and curriculum development of children of immigrants in the United
States (Gutierrez et al., 2001; Laliberty, 2001, Worthy, 2006), these studies fail to
take a community- based intervention approach in bridging the sociocultural dif-
ferences that must be understood before having successful engagement of par-
ents and family members in their children’s education.

Further research needs to be done to develop systematic methods of identify-
ing important characteristics that are specific to a given community, which would
allow professionals to move beyond generalizations, and develop community-
based educational programming. In fact, cultural competency goes deeper than
translation and adapting components of a previously existing program (Utall,
2006). Rather, community characteristics will move teachers and educators to-
ward ways that they can approach work that builds on and strengthens children’s
vital relationships with families and communities (Ada & Zubizarreta, 2001),
while subsequently inviting the parents to share their wisdom and experience
as valuable contributors to the educational community programs. Additional re-
search needs to be done to assess the differential impact of community-based pro-
grams verses culturally adapted and culturally specific programs.

One way that this can be accomplished is educating community leaders, gate-
keepers, educators, and stakeholders of the importance of community involve-
ment in designing and implementing educational and community programs
(Castro et al., 2004; Gutierrez-Mayka & Contreras-Neira, 1998). In so doing, par-
ents and community leaders can feel a part of this process, thus being empow-
ered with a voice in this design. It is our belief that this process will help in bridg-
ing many of the unique barriers and sociocultural differences that impede Latino
families from using educational and community programs.

Next, the education literature is clear that teachers often hold negative percep-
tions of Latino families because of their lack of involvement in their children’s
education (Ada & Zubizarreta, 2001: Palermo et al., 2007). Consequently, future
research in the education literature would benefit from assessing the changes in
teachers perspective as they engage effectively with Latino families from a com-
munity-based perspective. These findings may build a stronger case that educa-
tional interventions need to shift from a client-centered perspective to a holistic
community-based orientation (Uttal, 2006) to help overcome misperceptions that
are created from barriers of engagement when working with Latino families.
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Additional research needs to assess the amount of time it takes for teachers
and or educators to create community partnership within the local community
in meaningful and effective ways. It is believed that culturally effective programs
need to be seen as different from a service provider-client relationship to one of
community residents’ (Gutierrez-Mayka & Contreras-Neira, 1998). As this is ac-
complished, the power is decentralized to the local level, which creates a sense of
empowerment in the minority community that is likely to affect the process of en-
gagement. In addition, educators and human service professionals will also save
time by being involved in the local community. For example, it is believed that at-
tendance or utility of educational and human service programs among Latinos
will be greater. In addition, as program designers build relationships in the com-
munity, they will simultaneously address issues of trust, which is imperative to
building effective community programs.

ADDITIONAL IMPLICATIONS

This model has utility for curriculum and teaching as well. Many of the stu-
dents in family and consumer sciences plan on working with individuals in the
community in some capacity. The principles and steps in this model may be eas-
ily adapted to teach students methods of engaging individuals from other cul-
tures in community-based programs. Teaching this model to university students
in a field where they will directly work with the Latino community would pro-
vide a good foundation for their future work.

Although this article was designed to outline the model for use with engage-
ment in the Latino community; it is believed that the principles contained therein
have utility when engaging other cultural groups as well. Clearly, the types of ad-
aptations and specifications would be different but the need to adapt program
delivery and program content is consistent for other cultural groups. It is sug-
gested that an extensive reviews of literature regarding how to modify both the
delivery and the content of a program for a specific population be performed be-
fore contacting the specific cultural group. In so doing, one will have a better un-
derstanding of cultural norms and values that is necessary when working with
different groups.

When conducting research on community-based programs, it will become nec-
essary for researchers to make explicit the local modifications that were made and
the justification for those modifications. Replication of research evaluating these
types of programs will need to assess programmatic similarity in terms of the
methods used to identify the community-based needs and compare those meth-
ods to ones used in other studies. It is the method of this final step in program
development that must be evaluated, not the outcome of the content developed.
Further research needs to be done to test the capacity to compare programs based
on methodological approaches and not content delivery.

SUMMARY

This theoretical article presents a model for engaging Latino families in out-
reach educational programs. The need for effective programs is clear in the ed-
ucational and human services literature. The model is developed from existing
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literature in human services and adapted for family and consumer science pro-
fessionals. An additional step was highlighted from the existing literature that in-
volves reaching out to the local Latino community. It is our experience that this
step is key to successful community-based programs with Latinos. Engaging di-
verse populations in programming is a difficult but important task for program
developers. It is our hope that the model and subsequent suggestions will be use-
ful in orienting professionals in the process of developing community-based and
culturally specific programs.
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