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commuted, but I was just happy to have the option of going to college.  This is an 
issue that I am deeply concerned about due to this very stressful experience.   

Monica.   

I moved out of home but it was still a local school, I wasn't allowed to leave so 
my choice was made by proximity.  I could get home in about 40 minutes.  
College and home was very hard for me, because I still had to contribute to the 
household budget, but no longer live there.  I felt like I was either working or 
taking out loans in order to do both.  There was some relief not living at home and 
being able to send money.   

Second theme: Preparation and ability.  Feeling prepared and capable to be a 

student at the university affected the principals’ perception of self.  They discussed 

having academic difficulty for the first time in their education.  All participants were put 

on academic probation at the university and were fearful of being kicked out.  There were 

different ways they coped through this difficulty, for example, Brisa explains that “I 

started combining my general-ed with my major early on, I knew I could rock those 

classes, it would help even out my GPA.” The value of a meaningful diploma from high 

school, one that truly prepared them for their university experience, was discussed, as 

well as feeling disappointed in their high school education as they now had a different 

lens as to what was helpful and what wasn’t in their academic journey.   This particular 

experience propelled a sense of purpose related to improving education for students of 

color to better prepare them to compete at the university level.  Participants expressed not 

wanting to recreate the conditions that led to their academic probation or feelings of 

incompetence at the university.   
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Marina.   

I went to a few different high schools and that caused me to not be very prepared 
for college.  I had to teach myself how to study and how to write academically.  I  

took a remedial writing course a few times because I had so much work to do and 
kept struggling through it.  

Idania.   

Community college was a joke, it was so easy and it made me get a little cocky as 
to what I could do once I got to the UC, and boy did UC kick my butt.  I walked 
in there like I was going to own the place and I almost got kicked out in the first 
quarter.  I’m still mad at both my high school and community college for 
providing me with a horrible education.  And I’m mindful of that now, of how 
meaningful is this piece of paper and is it equal to the one being received at a 
more affluent high school? 

Mary.   

I was really alone at the university.  I had never been this far away from the world 
I knew and I was always questioning what I was doing there.  I mean, I knew I 
was smart, but I didn’t know if others thought I was smart.  I was hardly ever 
called on, nor did I volunteer any opinions or thoughts.  I remember receiving a 
paper from a professor that said “please speak up in class there are good things in 
here” and that helped, but there was no reaching out to students, it was very 
different for me. 

Azucena.  

I was so driven, and well, I’m still a very driven person, that I didn’t have time to 
notice my feelings.  I was working over forty hours a week to be able to support 
myself and going to school full time.  I didn’t have the normal college experience, 
or join a fraternity, wait it’s sorority for women, so nope, no time for that, or 
drunken nights, or anything like that, I’ve always been too busy trying to make 
sure I’d get through this with everything I needed.  I guess that’s the difference, 
then, that I had to work extra hard for that diploma and to support myself at the 
same time. 

Miroslava.   

The university made me feel small, in everything, it was so big and much more 
demanding than my high school.  And it is so different than any schooling I’ve 
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had.  And I didn’t look like anybody, and it just silenced me a bit.  I got really 
good at studying, but it was a culture shock. I even tried to go to counseling once, 
I felt so different there, I only went to one session cause I got frustrated with that 
counselor.  To this day, I still have arguments with him, I wish he would have 
said other things instead of validating my outsider concerns. 

Montserrat.   

I gave myself the time to grow into my studies, because I was able to stay home 
during these years, so I didn’t have to work.  So it was a slow process for me, a 
constant part time status.  It allowed me to sort of transition slowly and with 
comfort, but I was never able to fully connect. 

Noemi.   

State was weird for me, I didn’t like it, it was another world even if it was super 
close to home.  It became a chore, something to get done, just couldn’t be myself 
there.  I didn’t look like anyone, I didn’t sound like anyone, we had different 
environments, it was very obvious, even to them.  I heard a few comments they 
would make about me. 

Brisa.   

I remember being in biology and hearing other students say how they already did 
that lab and how easy it was, and then there’s me, I studied all day Sunday (and I 
mean over 10 hours) and I was still getting a D.  My high school didn’t even have 
a lab.  I just kept noticing how the chips were stacked against me and how much 
harder I had to work. 

Claudia.   

I was put on academic probation my first semester.  That was really difficult.  I 
had never received anything lower than a B in school and I wasn’t slacking off, I 
was studying really hard, and that’s how behind I was.  At one point I was the 
only one showing up for the chemistry section with the graduate student, and still 
getting a C.  I had to get really inventive with how I was going to maneuver 
through this.  I was strategic about what to take and mixed in classes I enjoyed 
with the harder science and math courses necessary in order to “fix” the GPA.  I 
think if I would have continued like the rest of the freshmen who took all their 
requirements up front I would have gotten kicked out. 

Monica.   

I was put on academic probation my first semester and then had to leave at the 
end of the school year.  This was a shock to me because I was always a straight A  



81 

 

student.  I went back to community college and then was able to transfer back to 
another local university.   

Third theme: Teaching credentials.  All participants have a BCLAD credential, 

which deems them capable of teaching in bilingual settings, yet many of them spoke 

about this being a determinant because of who they were and not necessarily what they 

wanted to do.  Meaning, they wanted to teach, but were not actively pursuing being a 

bilingual teacher.  The decision to become a bilingual teacher as expressed by some 

participants, was for employment opportunities more so than a passion to become 

bilingual educators.  Many of them discussed their informal Spanish skills as a concern 

for the responsibility of teaching academic Spanish to students.  Most of the participants 

did not have formal Spanish education, they were bilingual because they spoke fluent 

Spanish at home, but it was informal, everyday Spanish, not academic, which was in 

direct opposition to what they were now responsible to teach others.  A few participants 

discussed that it was different to now pursue a language they had hardly used before in 

academic settings. There was also Proposition 227 in California in the late nineties that 

eliminated all bilingual settings; this affected their employment and their self-efficacy. 

Marina.   

I wasn’t sure what I was going to do when I graduated from college so I got my 
teaching credential.  I got a BCLAD in order to be a bilingual teacher but I wasn’t 
sure if that’s really what I wanted to do. My Spanish wasn’t even that good. And 
then Prop 227 happened and I was surprised I even got a job.  There was so much 
controversy over teaching students in their native tongue. 
 
Idania.   

So what I didn’t know was what I was going to do after the BA—now what? No 
one talks about that.  Well, into my lap fell a teaching credential program that 
would hire you as a teacher at the same time as granting you a BCLAD credential.  
I needed a job with benefits and this was it.  I hated it for a few years and even 
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left the profession, began a second career and then came back to it.  I just wasn’t 
sure if I was able to make a difference and questioned my ability.  Now as a 
leader, I am aware of how I can contribute in a positive way. 
 
Mary.   

I always looked up to my teachers and wanted to be one, so I worked to get my 
teaching credential after my degree.  An advisor suggested a BCLAD so I could 
use my bilingual skills and be a more desired candidate.  My family was always 
such a supporter of learning and speaking English well that I didn’t think I would  
pass the Spanish writing exam; to my surprise I did, but the whole time I taught 
bilingual I had my trusty English-Spanish dictionary handy. 
 
Azucena.    

I didn’t know what I was going to be or what I was going to do with my degree.  
We never really talked about that, about a career—I think it’s cause we don’t 
know what we don’t know, I didn’t grow up around “careers.   Well one of my 
college jobs was at the preschool and I was good at it, so I decided to go with 
teaching and get my BCLAD to be more hire-able.  

Miroslava.   

I always wanted to be a teacher, it’s what I felt I could do well, I wanted to work 
at schools like where I went to school because I never had a Mexican teacher.  I 
thought I could show kids that they can go to college and have a career. 

Montserrat.   

I went into this college journey not knowing where I’d end up.  And I guess I 
loved school so much that I stayed there.  I started off being a teacher’s aide and 
she is the one that suggested I become a teacher because I was good with our 
students.  She also suggested I get a BCLAD so I would get a job quicker, I told 
her I could order tacos but not teach Spanish! But it turns out, I could pass the 
exam. 

Noemi.   

Ok, so this job—I didn’t know I wanted this job, or that I would like it.  I just 
knew I needed a career after graduation.  I got my bachelors and was able to get a 
job at a school site.  The principal liked my work and recommended me to be an 
intern to earn my BCLAD and then she hired me. It was a huge snowball. 
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Brisa.   

I feel super guilty that I have a BCLAD but I don’t use it.  I had to be so 
meticulous about my informal Spanish and how I taught students.  I was glad to 
have a job but felt a great deal of responsibility on ensuring that the Spanish I was 
teaching was accurate.  

Claudia.   

In all my years of trying to hide my “Mexicannness” I lost a lot of my language, 
so now going back into a classroom setting where I was supposed to teach 
Spanish? Yikes, I felt stupid, and a bit of a fraud to my own culture.  

Monica.   

I swore I wanted to write and be a writer, but I needed a job, and I spoke Spanish 
and had a degree, what else does one do? That sounds horrible, I know, I promise 
I really love it now! 

Third Interview  

In the third and final interview, we discussed the participants’ current role as 

principal, centered on the third research question: In what ways does the organizational 

culture of the K-12 setting influence a Latina leader? The participants were asked to 

reflect on themselves and their current occupational setting.  There were three significant 

themes that emerged from this reflection.  First, their role in teaching about culture and 

affecting the overall issue of institutional racism. Participants described situations as 

principals where they specifically intervened on behalf of Latino students in order to 

form an understanding between a White teacher and their Latino students (and vice 

versa).  One participant described having to often intervene between African-American 

students and Latino students due to the Spanish word “negrito” when referring to Black 

people.  This term is specific to color, just like saying Black, but because of it’s close 

proximity to the American racist term this involves conflict between two communities.  



84 

 

As Noemi describes “I have a Black school supervisor who has helped me engage in this 

dialogue with the community”.   Second, the need for schools to create an organizational 

culture of shared leadership, for many different reasons in order to collectively impact the 

academic achievement of students, and to set the conditions for collective responsibility 

for all children.  And lastly, Latina principals lead schools where students mirror their 

own upbringing and ethnic culture, there is question of whether or not this is 

advantageous to their leadership or their students.   

First theme: A teacher of culture.  As principals discussed their role, the 

importance of being a teacher to their teachers about culture became evident.  The Latina 

principals interviewed felt strongly that they had to ensure there was a cultural 

understanding between the ethnic cultures of student and teachers, and also the 

mainstream culture of society and finally the inherent culture of the organization they are 

leading.  They described several “cultures” at play: ethnic majority, ethnic minority, 

mainstream, and organizational.  As principals, they believed that they must be mindful 

of all cultures at play and help engineer conditions for new learning among their faculty.  

Marina.   

A really important piece of how I see myself as principal is a broker of culture; of 
building a bridge between students and their teachers of understanding each other.  
Especially because so many of our students are Latinos and the majority of 
teachers are white.   

Idania.   

I’ve had to take a very clear role of teaching teachers the differences their culture 
has to the culture we are teaching.  Many times we hire new teachers that have 
had no prior experiences that would mirror our students, and there is a layer of 
judgment that I need to intervene on, but with the lens on teaching them.  
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Mary.   

I know that I have a lot of teaching to do, and it has more to do with teachers than 
with students, especially in the field of language acquisition. If you are an English 
native, you have a very different understanding of language.  For example, saying, 
“does that word look right?” when questioning spelling, that’s not a realistic 
strategy for an English learner.   

Azucena.   

I’ve been in many situations where I have to stop what was on the agenda to 
address some stereotypical statements, made from well meaning and caring 
teachers, but without cultural sensitivity.  One of the statements I hear often, and 
usually from new teachers who haven’t heard my lecture about it, is the disbelief 
of “families don’t buy pencils or school supplies but they have the latest $100 
sneakers!” I stop everything when I hear comments like these to teach about how 
parents in poverty know they are being judged by how they dress their children, 
so it’s almost an overcompensation.  And it’s not about creating pity, it’s about 
understanding the communities we chose to work for.  

Miroslava.   

One of the hardest parts for me to lead, but also one I do with pleasure, is to help 
our cultures understand one another.  My school is extremely diverse and it upsets 
me to see the tension that exists between the communities.  I am always 
attempting to engineer learning opportunities for all to understand each other as 
immigrants to this country.  

Montserrat.   

I have had to teach things about our culture that I never thought I would.  My 
biggest pet peeve is when teachers get mad at students for not calling them by 
their name and instead saying “teacher.”  I have explained and will continue to 
explain that they are simply translating from Spanish where the one of the most 
respected professions is teaching and that they are calling you “professor” or 
“Maestro.”  It is of upmost respect, so the passive aggressive response from a 
teacher to respond to this by saying “student” is disrespectful.  

Noemi.   

I have a vice principal who is older than me and who is also white.  And when 
community members, or even people from our district offices want to address the 
principal and we are standing side by side, they address her.  I feel like one of the 
most important things I could do is break that stereotype.  
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 Brisa.   

I see myself in my students all the time.  I hear it in their Spanglish and in their 
slang and in their choice of games and snacks.  I’ve had events at professional 
development sessions where I introduce these to teachers, so they could get to 
know their students a little more.  

Claudia.   

One of the funniest things that has happened is the home remedies that some 
teachers are shocked to see—and I say, yes, I also went to school with a garlic 
clove in my ear.   

Monica.   

One of the first things I did as principal was to organize a bus tour of the 
neighborhood.  All my teachers drive to work and then drive home and don’t 
know or understand the community, so I took them and was their tour guide. We 
got to see where students play, where the local clinic was, where the hubs for the 
community were, but also got a real eyeful as to the reality of our students’ lives.  

Second theme: Shared leadership.  As principal participants discussed their 

leadership role, all of them discussed the importance of shared leadership.  Principals felt 

strongly about building a team and leading through a collective.  Other studies on Latina 

leadership have described these types of leadership belief systems and styles (Bordas, 

2009).  

Marina.   

I like to empower others, to tap into what their purpose is, to why they chose to 
work at this school—that’s how I try to run my site but embracing the shared 
responsibility we all have to our students.   

Idania.   

I’m a very good listener, and observer, I like to understand things and to try and 
harness support from groups before leading forward.   
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Mary.   

I know that my teachers work with English Learners because they want to, and 
sometimes when we see the academic results and they are low, it’s because we 
don’t know how, so that’s how I see my work, in trying to figure out the how 
alongside them. 

Azucena.   

I like to go big.  I have big ideas that sometimes have never been done, but I also 
like to vet it, to see how teachers feel about the idea—to get multiple perspectives 
on it.  What I have found is that the more I share this ideation the better the idea 
gets. 

Miroslava.   

I like to do things with a team.  I have teams and groups for almost everything, 
and it’s voluntary, I don’t think it works as effectively if you force people to be on 
your team.  It did start out a little slim, but now that teachers know that this is 
their voice and their leadership, there is active participation.  

Montserrat.  

I give it all up, all control is shared, I’m not there trying to be the best principal 
for the school, I want to be the best co-teacher for students.  There’s no ego there.  

Noemi.   

I worked as a teacher for some leaders that wouldn’t ask my opinion, which made 
me never share it.  I have these sorts of dialogues with my teachers and they were, 
at first, shocked that a principal was asking about how they felt or what they knew 
about certain topics without making assumptions.  

Brisa.   

The work of leading an urban school is difficult and cannot be accomplished 
alone.  It is imperative that the leader build teams and shares both leadership and 
that there is a collective sense of responsibility.   

Claudia.   

I just went to a workshop that discussed how the most important job a principal 
has, or any leader has, is building teams.  And how important shared leadership is 
across any organization.  This is how I lead, I don’t make isolated decisions, I 
consult, I ask questions, I stay curious. 
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Monica.   

I treat my teachers as professionals; I know how hard they worked to get their 
degree and their credential.  I don’t take it for granted.  This makes them feel 
respected and they actively participate in the operations of the school day.  

 Third theme: Population similarity.  Principals expressed an interest and a 

desire towards working with and for populations that mirror their own background. 

Whether it’s a background of poverty or ethnic culture, their schools and their 

experiences are quite similar.  However, one question emerged from this testimony that 

warrants further research.  Is this truly a choice? A preference? Or are these schools the 

ones that will hire them? I did not want to ask that question because as researcher I felt 

that it was a different inquiry all together.  

Marina.   
 
I had the opportunity to work as a principal at a very affluent school, and even 
with this light complexion and green eyes, I kept being called Maria.  I couldn’t 
believe it.  My name is so far off and I wondered how this affected the perception 
of my leadership ability. 
 
Idania.   

I’ve only ever worked with populations that I connect with, whether they are poor 
or of color, it’s my personal preference.  I want to make a real difference and be a 
role model for communities. 

Mary.   

I am very passionate about language acquisition and the role of language 
development in children who speak other languages and recent immigrants.  I’ve 
dedicated my entire career to this and wouldn’t change it.  

Azucena.   

I love that I can connect with the families I work with, there is an ease for me to 
speak to them, they are my aunts and uncles and I get them, and they get me.  
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Miroslava.   

I have only worked at schools with large populations of Latino students.  It is my 
preference; it is who I feel comfortable teaching.   

 Montserrat.   

I love that the community feels comfortable with me, and I in turn feel 
comfortable with them.  Sometimes I think this is where I still get some of my 
culture, since I don’t really get it anymore.   

Noemi.   

I have only worked at schools with low socio-economic students and prefer it that 
way.  I feel connected to this work and I feel like I can offer a real change.  

Brisa.   

Because I have a BCLAD, and began as a bilingual teacher, by that credential I 
have been placed where students speak Spanish.  Sometimes I wonder if I would 
be as successful somewhere else as I have been here.  

Claudia.   

I love where I work. I think it is a truly beautiful location full of diverse thoughts 
and cultures and religions.  I like to be within this melting pot where we co create 
beautiful outcomes for students.  I see the real work for our future in settings like 
these.  

Monica.   

I worked at a high performing school for one year and I remember thinking, wow, 
no child gives me a hug, and in my prior schools I was practically mobbed daily.  
One of my colleagues said “they don’t need you that way” so I decided to go 
back, where kids needed me that way.   

This chapter described using direct narrative, the themes and answers from each 

Latina principal.  Throughout our interviews, these Latina leaders would share some 

nuggets of personal stories that I was interested in and was able to look into a little more 

deeply.  In attempting to capture the essence of their story, I decided to write short 

vignettes with what they described.  During the third interview, I shared all vignettes with 
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all participants.  They expressed joy, but they also expressed a connection to each other.  

Below are the vignettes that emerged from their stories. 

Vignettes 

I had the honor of listening to many different stories from amazing Latina leaders 

and wanted to capture a little bit of their personality in the form of vignettes.  I took the 

liberty of taking their testimony and shifting it into more of a story form, specifically 

short vignettes.  At our third, and final interview, I shared these stories with all 

participants and they approved and appreciated the efforts to re-tell their stories.  I 

believe that these are stories that have contributed to their leadership development.  The 

following are the vignettes.  

Tap Shoes 

My grandmother loved to walk to the local thrift store on Sundays and I always 

felt lucky if I got to tag along.  This particular time, my mom suggested that I buy my 

back to school shoes there.  It was the first time I was handed money and going shopping 

to choose by myself (I knew my grandma wouldn’t oppose anything I selected).  I was 

eight years old. 

The thrift store was huge, with cement floors, and long hanging racks and big 

bins.  My grandma would search through the racks, hoping to find things she was able to 

re-sell at the local swap meet.  She taught me to look for the word “Paris” on any of the 

tags. 
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My favorite thing about shopping with my grandma was that she let me walk off 

whilst she was neck deep in clothing.  “I have to go find some shoes!” “Alright!” she 

would say. 

I skipped through the aisles and got to the shoe bins and there they were, 

beautifully black and shiny shoes with a ribbon tie.  I went straight for them and just 

begged pretty please, fit! 

I put them on and they were magical, they sparkled in every which way- I hopped 

and skipped and tied the beautiful ribbon- they were magical. 

I found my grandmother walking towards the cash register “Oh good, did you find 

some? It’s time to go.”  I nodded happily and put my magical shoes on the conveyer belt, 

paid for them and went home. 

The next day I was getting ready to go to school and the shoes were the first 

things I put on.  My mom nodded and smiled in approval. 

As we exited our apartment and walked down the hallway my mom says, “What’s 

that noise?” I smiled and said, “That’s not noise! That’s magic!” She grabbed my calf and 

raised my foot.  “You can’t wear these to school, these are tap shoes.”  She sounded 

frustrated.  We didn’t have any other shoes and we’re already on our way so we 

continued.  I was worried that my teacher would be as upset as my mom. 

Today was my first day in second grade.  I shyly walked into the classroom and 

was relieved that it had carpet.  I found my name on the desk and sat down.  I was so glad 

that my magic shoes weren’t noisy, and they still looked beautiful; I remember looking 

down at how shiny they were and loving that I could tie a bow with the ribbon. 
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Then it was recess.  Recess meant walking in a straight line outside, and I could 

hear them, I could hear me.  Clink, clink, clink.  They no longer sounded magical, more 

like tin cans being thrown into the garbage.  My teacher noticed.  She took me aside and 

said that I couldn’t wear those shoes anymore. 

When I got home I told my mom that I couldn’t wear the shoes.  She said she 

didn’t have money to buy new ones and then she said something mean about my 

grandma.  She took my shoes off and grabbed a pair of pliers.  I watched her destroy my 

shoes, no longer with sparks on the bottom, but with a few holes.  These would do for a 

few weeks. 

I continued to wear the shoes until mom could afford some new ones, but now I 

had to always make sure that no one could see the bottoms or that I wouldn’t hop in 

puddles because there were a couple of holes in them, small ones, but large enough to 

notice them. 

Dance Class 

My mom’s part time job wasn’t going to be able to continue to fund our family.  

She knew she needed a craft and was happy to find free community classes at the local 

rec center.  Luckily for me, there were free (to some) dance classes happening next door 

at the same time so I wouldn’t need to stay home alone. 

Mom would drop me off in her leotard and I was excited to have my first dance 

lesson.  It became very evident who were the free kids and who paid.  I practiced the 

dance moves barefoot, while others had beautiful, silky shoes, mostly pink, with skirts 

around their white or pink leotards.  Mine was black and too big for me.  Mom was next 
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door learning how to decorate cakes.  All the other parents were there watching and 

cheering for their children. 

Because I didn’t know anyone and they were so different than me I became very 

involved in whoever was dancing or practicing with the teacher.  I knew all the steps, 

every one for each routine.  I practiced along her instruction in the corner, by myself.  

Sometimes I could hear the kids laughing at me, but they got used to me doing that too. 

I learned jazz and tap and ballet (and wished so much to have some point shoes 

like the teenage girls that would show up once a week).  I would go home and dance for 

my grandfather as he ate dinner and he would tell me how much I’m improving week by 

week, so “Keep practicing!” 

By this time I had a little bit of an audience.  The laughing became smiles and the 

teacher began to include me in dance routines that weren’t meant for my age group.  I 

began to help others, especially the new students or the younger students. 

Then it happened, the big show that would highlight all of our dance routines.  I 

remember “All That Jazz” and “Babyface” and “The Nutcracker.”  I knew the lyrics and 

the moves and was so excited to be a part of this.  Then I received the dreaded sheet, with 

the costume costs and everything I would need to be a part of any of the routines.  Me, 

with my old black leotard and no dance shoes.  I didn’t even ask my mom.  I knew I 

wouldn’t be able to be a part of it.  And for the first time that week, I didn’t even want to 

go to dance class.  I walked in and sat down on the bleachers.  My teacher asked me to 

come see her and I refused, shook my head, and stayed up there the whole time, truly 
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containing myself—from my want of dance and sing and my want of cry that I couldn’t 

be a part of it. 

One of the older ballerinas, Lillian, that I admired so much, one of the ones with 

the pointy shoes, came up to say hello and I almost burst in tears.  She hugged me and 

told me that if I wanted to talk she would stop her dancing to do so.  I didn’t interrupt her, 

but to this day I remember her face and her kind expression of care. 

I stopped dancing for grandpa, I stopped singing and practicing my steps whilst 

walking to school.  I didn’t want to go back.  Mom kept asking me what was wrong, but I 

didn’t want to tell her, didn’t want to burden her more. 

The following week when I arrived at dance class again, there was Lillian at the 

door waiting for me.  She had two grocery store bags with her and she said “I brought 

these for you,” and there were silky skirts, and sparkly accessories, and dance shoes that 

were too small for her.  I remember there was a big black hat, all in black sequins.  She 

said it was perfect for “Babyface” and that I might even get the lead. 

I did get the lead and my whole family went to the show.  I remember I was able 

to wear lipstick and mascara and I made a big thank you drawing for Lillian.  She told me 

that if I kept dancing I could someday have her point shoes. 

Pennysaver Mice 

When my dad left my mom and my brother and I, we had to move to a one-room 

studio.  I was too sad to care or think about the conditions of the place, but I remember 

mom always being upset about it. 
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I remember mice and spiders.  And they would make my mom scream, and then 

curse, and then cry. 

I was in third grade when I read about snakes, and how people who had snakes as 

pets would feed them live mice.  This is how I got my grand idea! 

We lived on top of a Chinese food restaurant and a liquor store and they always 

had boxes out back.  I grabbed a bunch of different sized boxes and begin to poke holes 

in the largest one.  I created different traps to catch these mice and then I would sell them. 

My mom bought our new furniture in the Pennysaver and I looked to see how I 

could sell mice in it.  They did have a section for pets and I thought my ad should be 

close to that section.  I called the number and told the lady on the other line that I wanted 

to sell the mice I was catching in their pet section.  She laughed and exclaimed “No one 

wants mice for a pet!” and I told her it was to feed them to pet snakes.  Her only other 

response was “How old are you?” After I told her how old I was I think I amused her so 

much she ran the ad without charging me; she told me she would give me a deal until I 

had my business up and running. 

At this point I had three mice and an ad in the Pennysaver.  Every time the phone 

would ring I would jump and wait for it to be my first customer.  Three days later, it was 

hard to keep the mice hidden from my mom, but then it happened.  The first phone call.  

He said he was interested and wanted all three.  I gave him my address and told him the 

price.  He said he’d be over in thirty minutes. 

This went on for about a year and funded anything that I knew mom would say no 

to because we didn’t have the money—candy, book fairs at school, cute pencils, etc.  To 
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this day I can’t believe nothing happened to me—no mice bites and no dodgy strangers 

coming to our apartment to buy mice.  I thank my lucky stars.  And no, my mom never 

found out. 

Cooking for 10 by 10 

When my sister turned five my mom could no longer stay home.  I understand 

now that this is the age that welfare recipients begin to receive less monthly money.  I 

was in third grade and was now responsible for watching my sister. 

I remember having to promptly leave my elementary school in order to make it to 

my sister’s bus stop.  For some reason, kindergarten for her was at a different school.  It 

was on my way home, but they wouldn’t release her until someone picked her up.  I 

remember the bus driver being surprised by my age but then getting used to it. 

My mom would get home three hours after we would get home, right at 6 p.m.  

She told me she was going to start teaching me how to make dinner and that it would be 

my responsibility from now on.  I remember starting with simple dishes, quesadillas, 

burritos from weekend leftovers- and the hardest one, rice.  I remember having one pot 

that my rice would always come out perfect, but if I made it in any other pot, it would be 

sticky. 

By the time I was in fifth grade I was making dinner every night.  My sister and I 

were now at the same school; we would meet by the flagpole and walk home.  We lived 

behind a grocery store, so on the way home I would pick up the ingredients for dinner 

and have it ready for our family of three. 
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At this point, my mom would give me a weekly allowance and our food stamps.  I 

remember not thinking much about the food stamps until a friend walked home with me 

and went with me to the store.  She pointed and heckled and said “You’re on food 

stamps??!!” I didn’t know what it meant, but I knew I should be embarrassed—I always 

raced away from school so she wouldn’t walk home with us. 

I was responsible for the weekly food budget and for making dinner, and I 

sometimes would walk through the aisles we never walked through, like the pasta aisle, 

so full of ingredients that I wasn’t familiar with.  I saw this box with these tubes in them 

and it said “manicotti.”  I wrote it down.  I bought my ingredients for enchiladas and left. 

Next to the grocery store was our public library.  I ran in with a backpack full of 

ingredients and found the recipe books.  I looked up manicotti and found instructions on 

how to cook them.  I copied all the instructions in my notebook.  I was determined to 

make manicotti. 

The next day I bought all the ingredients in the recipe.  I spent a lot of money on 

something called ricotta cheese and I began to worry about the weekly money.  The 

house smelled beautiful and exotic to me.  I kept opening up the oven door and being so 

excited to see the bubbling cheese.  I had tried ricotta cheese raw and didn’t like it, but it 

smelled good while cooking so I was hopeful. 

I made a salad with the leftover ingredients from the enchilada toppings and 

proudly took out my manicotti baking dish.  Everyone was oooohing and aaahing and we 

enjoyed every bite. 
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This dish began a series of practices for me.  I would find a product at the grocery 

store I never heard of, would go next door to look it up, write down the recipe, and then 

budget for the ingredients.  I calculated that these new recipe “splurges” would allow for 

one new recipe a week with exotic ingredients, which would equal one quesadilla and 

bean dinner to keep the cost equal. 

To this day manicotti is still delicious for me, and the second most exotic flavor in 

my mouth? Barbecue sauce. 

Quince 

I was both dreading and excited for the quinceanera age group.  I had gone to 

many of my cousins’ quinces and now my friends would be planning theirs.  My mom 

had warned me that I wasn’t getting one—too expensive, and all the guests do is criticize 

you for your fashion choices! 

The entire school day was taken up by looking at bridal magazines, talking about 

the waltz, who would be in whose party.  I was also warned about that—can’t be a 

“dama” in anyone’s quince, it’s too expensive to buy a bridesmaid dress for a fifteen-

year-old party! 

So I did what teenagers learn to do—I loathed the quince parties, refused to go to 

any, boycotted the whole thing.  Pretended to be against this cultural practice of 

debutante—of saying “My daughter is a virgin and available” while inside longing to 

have a big beautiful waltz with my boy crush in a fancy dress. 
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All this rebellious talk got me invited to NO Parties.  So I made it worse.  Now I 

wasn’t in the loop of any of the talk in ninth grade.  Couldn’t laugh at their references of 

what happened during the weekend and wasn’t a part of any of the preparation. 

I hated the ninth grade.  All this pressure to be Mexican by my family but 

financially couldn’t be Mexican and participate in any of these coming of age practices. 

Applying for College 

I was always told about college, or university—same thing right? It was always 

something I was bound to do, supposed to do.  And that’s all I knew.  Luckily, my class 

was full of kids who knew how to actually get there.  There was lots of looking over 

shoulders, pretending to know what they were talking about, and then researching what 

they meant—what was a PSAT? or an ACT? Oh, you’re stressed about application 

deadlines? That means I need to get on it quickly! 

Where do I even apply? I’ve heard of Berkeley, Stanford, but I know those were 

hard—didn’t want to go to SDSU, too close to home, and I needed to leave.  My 

counselor said to apply to the UC schools or CSU, that there were other options outside 

of San Diego.  I also decided to look up where my favorite poet went to school, I’d apply 

there too. 

Now everyone is talking about SAT scores and GPA—what the hell is GPA? I 

always got good grades.  I saw a box on the UC applications that had SAT and GPA 

correlations; my 3.9 didn’t require much on SAT so I only took that damn test once.  I 

heard others taking it multiple times, but I couldn’t afford it.  I had hustled as much as I 

could to buy that money order. I had ironed lots of shirts for my uncle for that money. 



100 

 

What’s the next step? FAFSA? What the hell is that? How much is college? Oh 

dang, how the hell was I going to do that? As I was pondering my realization that this 

college thing might be out of reach, I was walking into my physics class.  Mr. Cook says 

to me “You look down, what’s going on?” “I don’t know how I am going to pay for 

college.”  “Listen, in this country, everyone is always in debt over something or other, a 

house, a car, whatever, might as well be about your education.” 

From that point on he gave me every single scholarship application he would 

come across, especially those for females or females of color in physics—which was so 

not my interest.  He helped me read the FAFSA, get my documents in place, and apply to 

everything I could muster. 

He was the first person I told about Berkeley.  He was my cheerleader and still 

said I would make a good physicist and I would get hired in a “jiffy!” 

Border 

The border isn’t the border, it’s el otro lado, or the other side.  The other side of 

what? It depends on which side you are on—you’re always referring to the other.  That’s 

how it feels to grow up Mexican in the United States, always the other side of something, 

sometimes it’s clear and sometimes it isn’t. 

I don’t know how many times I spent in the back of the car crossing the border, 

from one side to the other.  Completely fluid.  The biggest worry was my parents’ jalopy 

overheating and us having to push it across the border—yes, literally push the dang car—

that’s actually why I always lease a car now.  I don’t ever want to push one again. 
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My students, when they’d say they didn’t finish their homework because they had 

to go to Tijuana, I’d say, hey, I remember that, you have plenty of time in the back seat 

waiting for that line to cross.  After that they never turned in anything late.  Gave them 

high fives for making the best out of that long wait. 

When I was a senior in high school we had to move to Mexico.  I did the 

commute every day, back and forth from Mexico to the US.  That taught me so many 

things, the first one is how Americanized I was—even in my Spanish.  And then there 

were the traditional roles—most of my neighbors were shocked that I was close to 18 and 

still going to school.  All the other girls in my neighborhood were already married at that 

age or were in charge of the household, but they definitely were not at school. 

Being legal in Mexico and not being of age in the United States was an interesting 

dimension to a high school senior.  I think back and thank my luck that I didn’t get into 

more trouble, but I learned to negotiate all the different needs in both languages and in 

both countries very well. 

Black Sheep 

I grew up with so many cousins! I remember my dad counting them one day and 

saying I have 86 of them.  I have beautiful memories of playing together, getting into 

mischief together—our favorite was blowing out all the candles on my grandma’s shrine 

to the “Virgen de Guadalupe.”  She would get so upset and say funny things to us that 

didn’t make much sense. 

I was also the first one to go to college in my family, one of the few—2 out of 86 

of us.  And we were seen as the “black sheep.”  We didn’t have kids in our early twenties, 
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were single well into our thirties, worked for free—meaning we volunteered at local 

organizations. 

It’s still hard going back home for family functions.  The two of us have become 

very close, but the other 84 still like to poke fun at our American way of life. 

Chemistry and Academic Probation 

My high school chemistry class had no lab, my psychology class had no books 

and the football coach was the teacher.  I was the star of my cohort—highest GPA, ASB 

president, and was applying to every single elite school I could think of. 

My first semester in college I had to take both chemistry and psychology as 

general education and promptly failed the courses.  I studied for hours, pored over the 

books, went to all the sessions while the other students laughed at how they “did this in 

high school” and how this was “repeating lots of the same concepts.”  And the chemistry 

professor actually said “You don’t really have to come to class if you read my book.”  

I’m pretty sure there were a few sections that I was the only student there. 

I read and I studied and I went to the free tutoring center.  I became friends with 

the graduate student TA.  I was at her office hours so much.  I thought I was going to fail 

out of college.  I was so mad at the falsehood of my high school experience. 

I remember submitting my final and shaking my head as I turned it in and the TA 

whispering, you won’t fail, you worked too hard.  Two D’s later, I was put on academic 

probation—where’s the star student? My high school diploma was not as valuable as the 

others. 
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Checks Are Fake Money 

My parents were always cash people.  My dad would cash his construction check 

at the local liquor store and get a weekly wad of cash.  This was normal to me.  “This is 

real money, not fake money—don’t ever buy anything you can’t pay for in cash” was my 

life lesson from my father. 

Our bills would be paid for with money orders.  My mom would neatly arrange 

each bill, electricity, water, etc., along with the money orders and then buy her stamps to 

mail off our bills. 

When all the fees began to appear for college, AP exams, SATs, college 

applications, they always said somewhere “make the check out to” and then the name of 

the organization.  I had never even seen a check before.  For the first PSAT my dad 

bought me a money order.  I filled it out like I would see my mom do it and brought it to 

school for my counselor.  She said “You don’t have a check?”—her tone made it sound 

like I had done something wrong—I shook my head no and she took it. 

After that I was determined to have a check. 

On my way home from school I walked to the local bank.  I said I needed an 

account where I could write checks.  The lady told me that it was called a checking 

account and that I would need to have an adult with me because I was too young. 

When I asked my mom to come with me she said the money order was fine and 

that I didn’t need a check.  That the money orders worked just fine.  I begged her.  I told 

her that I was embarrassed because everyone else had checks.  I also told her I had money 

to put into the checking account from odd jobs and chores.  She went with me but wasn’t 
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too happy with this—the belief was that checks weren’t real money and that it makes it 

easy for people to spend when they don’t see it’s real worth.  I got the “in Mexico we 

don’t use checks” lecture.  It was always a comparison of Mexican and American values, 

and how silly American ways were, how silly and false. 

From then on I had my own checking account and would deposit the money I 

needed to pay for these things into my account.  I remembered that in math class there 

was a section about balancing a checking book and I looked it up in order to help me with 

it.  I still have that habit, even now with all the online banking, of keeping a very neat and 

detailed checking book. 

First to Go to College 

I grew up with a very large extensive family living in very close proximity, 

always talking about how we are in this country to succeed.  And how in this country 

education gets you to many places.  This message was played for us at every occasion, 

with every consejo that was told to us by our family. 

So when I began to get letters pursuing me to attend their college all over the 

USA my family turned.  You can’t go here, too far.  This is too far—aren’t there schools 

in San Diego? You will have to live here with us—you can’t move, you’re not married.  

No 18-year-old girl will leave our family without a husband.  It was all the same message 

with a different spin depending on which family member said it. 

I applied to all the close schools and then to some dream big schools—surely if I 

got to Harvard, or Stanford, or Yale they would feel differently, no? 
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When the acceptance letter to Stanford arrived, I knew this was going to be the 

best college anyone got into in my high school.  I was so proud! 

“Where is this school?” was the first question I heard.  And then a reminder 

lecture of the importance of staying at home—that we don’t do this to our kids in our 

culture.  That it is improper for a girl to leave home. 

I was right.  It was the proudest moment for our high school class to have 

someone be accepted at Stanford.  My principal gave me a shout out at a pep rally and 

everyone cheered.  He made his way to me later that day to congratulate me once again 

and I burst into tears.  I told him I couldn’t go, that I had to stay in San Diego. 

A couple of days later there was a knock on the door during dinner time—there 

were always at least fifteen people eating dinner at my house.  It was Mr. Goycochea, the 

principal.  He said he wanted to talk to my parents about Stanford.  They replied that he 

would talk to everyone there.  I remember the one that put up the biggest argument was 

my grandmother.  I was so worried that we were being disrespectful to my principal.  

This heated debate went on for over an hour.  My principal had negotiated me going to 

college, in San Diego, but living on campus.  On his way out he winked at me and said, 

“Transfer out of there as soon as you can!” 

White People’s Home 

The first time I went to a white person’s house was when I was in 10th grade.  I 

was a part of the Science Olympiad and our biology teacher was in charge of the Science 

Club.  She would drive those of us without a ride to the competition.  We didn’t have a 

car so I was always under her care. 
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During a big competition, she said she lived around the corner and needed to run 

an errand and would I go with her.  I said yes, and I remember her big beautiful home.  

She didn’t have many neighbors, and the size of her living room was probably the size of 

our entire apartment.  She also had a backyard AND a front yard.  I was in awe.  I 

promised myself that one day I would have that too, a home of my own, with a garden 

like hers and a big living room. 

I never told anyone that before, but it has driven my ambition in many ways.  

Maybe I should look her up and tell her that. 

Summary 

These vignettes are an important component of this study because  they bridged 

all participants together, into a collective space of experience.  I attempted to pick the 

“just right” share in order to create these pieces in deep appreciation of their participation 

and trust of their stories.  When I shared all of the vignettes with each participant, they 

each had emotional connections, tears, laughter, and many “me too’s.”  I created these 

pieces with their stories in their honor, to connect them, and also to perhaps give them 

some vignettes to share with the students they now teach as a way to further connect with 

young Latinas.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

Summary of Study 

 This study was prompted by the need for educational research that provides an in-

depth portrayal and analysis of the journey towards leadership roles for Latinas in the 

United States given that this particular journey is still regarded as an anomaly.  This study 

was guided by the following research questions: (a) How do Latina school principals 

describe their lived experiences as an academically successful student in K-12 grade? 

(b) How do Latina school principals describe their lived experiences during and after 

college as related to their development as leaders? (c) In what ways does the 

organizational culture of the K-12 setting influence or is influenced by a Latina leader?  

The literature review spanned across the academic trajectory of a Latina in the United 

States, beginning with being a student in the K-12 setting, then as a student at the 

university, and finally, being a leader of a public educational organization.  Research on 

Latina leadership is sparse, and the literature describes the academic life of Latina 

students as very negative—from low socio-economic communities and all of its woes to 

ill-equipped and low performing schools that produce failure.  Thus, Latinas feel ill 

prepared for university coursework and often have difficulty with graduating from the 

university.  They also find themselves in a constant struggle of ethnic culture and 

mainstream culture with confusion as to where they belong.  With this narrative, I sought 

to tell a counter-story, to give voice to successful Latinas who are now leading schools in 

southern California.  I also wanted to honor a cultural tradition of story-telling.  More 
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intentionally, the goal of this study was to investigate and understand their leadership 

development.  In this chapter, I present the discussion of findings and conclusions drawn 

from the study, implications for practice, and recommendations for future research which 

provides an overall sense of this study.  

Discussion 

 As a result of three individual interviews with 10 participants, there were several 

themes that emerged across their stories of leadership development and their experience 

as a Latina in the United States.  The major themes that were present were the following: 

the role of language and how having the role of family translator affected voice and 

leadership development; the role of family, both with support throughout participants 

academic journey, or not, and the misunderstandings that arose once the college 

acceptance letters arrived; the tension between being Mexican versus being American 

and how the participants experienced what Chicana Feminist theorists have described as 

a dual identity; preparation and ability questioned at the university due to feeling 

unprepared by their high school and having a rough start in a university setting; being a 

teacher of culture and embracing this responsibility as they return to schools with Latino 

population; and finally, leading a school with a high Latino student population and 

whether or not this is a choice, and the difference they make in students lives.  The 

following section is organized by each of the themes that surfaced from the study along 

with a brief statement about the connection to the current literature and possible 

implications for further study.   
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The Role of Language 

 The participants’ bilingualism (Spanish and English) appeared several times 

across all interviews.  All participants described the responsibility of translating for their 

family and how this reverse role of power and authority either helped build their voice or 

aided in silencing them.  They shared stories of translating important documents like 

letters from the IRS, rental contracts, even filling out Social Security applications for 

older neighbors.  Participants described being highly sought after by family members for 

their skill; however, they also shared that this experience also put them in difficult adult 

situations.  An example Azucena describes:  

I learned from a young age how to communicate and problem solve without fully 
translating.  I have vivid memories of my mother being angry at whoever was on 
the phone line or in person and wanting me to translate telling them off.  I learned 
to sift through her anger and get the real message across.  I learned at a young age 
that I wasn’t going to get something resolved by arguing—this skill has really 
helped me do some problem solving and listening now.   
 
Similarly, Claudia states  
 
This is a funny question because I know my cousins were in a similar place with 
their parents, and some of them would lie, flat out, when they were translating just 
so they wouldn’t upset their parents.  I would just freeze because I was torn 
between trying to help my parents but also giving them the news that they weren’t 
going to get whatever they wanted.  It’s a lot of responsibility for a young child.  
As the messenger I was often the one killed.   
 

 However, the skill underneath these stories, of being able to connect and 

communicate understanding whilst trying to problem solve, is an important skill that 

leaders must develop in their leadership.  This connection to leadership was offered by 

one participant and I began to look for leadership themes as one piece of themes within 

coding.  There is a subtle context within the stories that the participants shared about this 
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skill.  The ability to stand in a space between two factions (parents/family and an outside 

organization) and have the responsibility to forge understanding is a difficult.  Although 

specific connections to leadership were not explicitly made by all participants, this is 

noteworthy, and previous literature has not examined the role of the translator, nor has it 

examined fluidity between two languages with a positive, leadership development lens. 

Language played a different role when they entered the teaching profession as 

bilingual teachers.  They expressed that their Spanish, although functional, was not 

academic.  There was real trepidation of being discovered as a fake Spanish teacher and 

of being able to speak fluently to families without the difficulties of searching for 

translations.  All participants did not receive formalized Spanish education, and 

expressed that their Spanish skills were developed at home, in a very informal way.  As 

an example, Marina shared  

I got a note that still haunts me, from a parent that described “el aula” and I kept 
thinking, what is that? I’ve never heard of that before in my life! I went to my 
handy Larousse dictionary and found that it was the proper term for “classroom” 
and that my use of the word “clase” was more Spanglish than Spanish—a 
bilingual teacher that doesn’t know the word for classroom, go figure.   
 
There was an expression of relief when the population they served  was low-

socioeconomic or low levels of educational attainment in Mexico, as Miroslava states  

I remember my first letter to the parents, I was so nervous translating that letter 
into Spanish, I worked on it for hours, looking up words and ensuring that it was a 
proper Spanish letter—two days later one of my parents jokingly asked me “nos 
escribio esa carta en italiano o que? No le entendi nada (did you write that letter 
in Italian or what? I didn’t understand any of it).  
 
Another example from Noemi:  
 
My community spoke my Spanish and my slang, I am able to connect with them 
because I am them—every once in a while there’s a well educated recent 
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immigrant that I immediately have to shift my use of language to more proper 
vocabulary. 
  

 According to Yosso (2006), as a school principal, the role of language is also 

important and is true linguistic capital.  Participants expressed the comfort and welcome 

families feel when they can speak directly in their language, and also the gratitude 

parents initially express when they find they have a bilingual school leader.  As one 

participant shared, “My last name throws them off, and then I look white, with my green 

eyes and blonde hair, so there’s this actual sigh of relief when I greet them in Spanish and 

ask how I can help.”  They also shared other examples throughout the normal operation 

of a school that their bilingual skills are an asset, yet they are remain concerned about the 

academic component of Spanish.  For example Montserrat shared:  

I tend to translate IEP [Individualized Education Plans for Special Education] 
meetings and those get really technical.  I find myself describing what things are 
instead of directly translating, but it’s important for me to ensure that parents 
understand these concepts too, I actually think that my lack of technical terms is 
helpful in these descriptions for families. 
  

 The literature review did discuss bilingualism as an asset and as linguistic capital 

(Yosso, 2006), but the subtleties such as the role and responsibility of being a translator 

for family members or the perception of the participants Spanish as not being strong 

enough to teach to others that were uncovered in this study have not been addressed in 

empirical studies.   

The role of translation and bilingualism is complex as indicated by the comments 

of the Latina principals in this study and warrants more research.  Specifically, the 

dimensions that emerged touch upon the following:  The responsibility that the translator 

role for their families causes for young Latinas; the adult, real life situations that this 
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necessary dynamic places them into (representing family members with IRS, Social 

Security, Border Patrol, etc.); the role reversal of power and authority when the child is 

able to communicate but the parent is not; and finally, the dynamic of seeing bilingualism 

as social capital and not as language deficit.  The other, more positive dimension is how 

this connects to their ability to communicate, to bridge between two cultures, and to 

problem solve, all skills learned very young and which now aid in their leadership and 

which are also described as positive assets for any leader to have within leadership 

literature.  This discussion began in the first interview, as I sought to understand the 

academic experience during the K-12 years and specifically their role within their family 

as a successful student.  The responsibility that participants described of the English 

voice for the family poured out of them.  

The Role of Family 

 This theme is interesting as it offers some very dichotomous experiences between 

and within the pool of participants and in the literature review.  There is a clear divide 

when it comes to Latino/a academic achievement and parent engagement.  Current 

Latino/a scholars actively tell the stories of how supportive and how caring their families 

are, as a counter story to the narrative of lack of parental engagement in the Latino 

community in education.  The term familiasmo was coined to describe the important and 

caring role of this tight knit familial space.  The literature that surrounds familiasmo even 

sounds resentful towards any sort of critique of parents when it comes to academic 

achievement in the United States for Latino/a students.  The literature describes that 

Latinas often seek guidance from their families for important decisions and have largely 
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influenced the strong values and morals for this community (Gloria, Castellanos, & 

Orozco, 2005).  There is also a description of the awareness that develops for Latinas as 

they come to understand the immigrant journey of their family and the sacrifices they 

make for the improvement of the next generation.  This develops a sense of obligation to 

family in the form of gratitude (Gandara, 1995; Suarez-Orozco, Todorova, & Louie, 

2002).  The literature also describes another strong sense of obligation towards having 

opportunities that other family members do not have (Valverde, 2008).  For example, as 

Idania describes:  

The border is fluid for me, I come and go all the time, and I know that my cousins 
in Tijuana would have had a much different life if they were born here, or vice 
versa.  This country gave me lots of opportunities that they did not have and it’s 
not right to squander them away.  This has added tension between family 
members as I’m the rich one, so I’m often the one that contributes financially to 
things that families need, especially around weddings, deaths, that kind of thing. 
 
The findings that emerged from this study were stories of family support, or 

familiasmo (a strong identification and attachment of Hispanic persons with their nuclear 

and extended families (Smith-Morris et al., 2012), as well as the complete opposite of 

that. Instead, they are stories of intragroup marginalization.  The further Mexican 

American students move up the educational ladder, the more difficult it is for them to 

connect with their families, and vice versa (Castillo, 2013).  Castillo (2013) describes that 

this is not a lack of support, but more of a lack of understanding an acceptance and 

development of a culture that is foreign and sometimes opposite of cultural norms.  These 

two examples of the Mexican American experience emerged in this study.  For example, 

two of the participants continue to live with parents because they are not married and the 

cultural norm is to stay home until this occurs.  They don’t express this negatively, it 
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simply is.  Hence the straddling of two cultures continues to be a part of their daily life.  

There are also tales of lack of academic support because families don’t understand.  For 

example Brisa shares, 

What I do is often misconstrued—teacher was closely understood, yet I have 
cousins who are preschool teachers (they don’t need degrees) and I was under the 
same group, we are all teachers to our families, then when I became a teaching 
coach, that was really nebulous, what do I do all day?  
 

And Monica:  
 

I have been a university student most of my kids life, masters degrees, credentials, 
and they all stopped coming to the graduations or the parties, everyone was there 
for high school, but the higher I get the less they understand and participate in 
celebrations and . . . when I go to family functions and meet new people, I simply 
share that I’m in “education” the assumption is always either substitute teacher or 
teachers’ aide—I wonder about the level of expectations we have for our 
community when that’s the highest we assume we go. 
 

There was also a deep tension between family support to succeed in school and go to 

college, but not allowing Latinas to leave home for college.  All participants went to a 

local university due to this restriction.  Many of them described giving up their dream 

schools or negotiating living in a dorm whilst in the same city as their family.  This 

caused much misunderstanding within the families themselves “My school principal 

helped me talk to my family about college—I was accepted into Berkeley but couldn’t go 

cause it was too far.  All this talk about being successful, but when it came down to it, 

culture rules.”  This also appeared as principals, participants described situations where 

they would broker understanding of the American school culture and the Latino culture.  

For example, Azucena noted:  

When I was in sixth grade my mom didn’t let me go to sixth grade camp, 
something about young girls don’t leave their families for a week, and now as a 
principal at a school that has sixth grade camp, I’m constantly having these 



115 

 

conversations with families, of assuring them that boys and girls sleep separately, 
that the camps is a school, with its own principal and nurse, that I’ve never, in all 
my years, seen any tragedy happen—I wish someone had done that for me when I 
was 12. 
 

 The literature review is extensive and encompasses the role of parent engagement 

and the correlation with academic success, along with the thick descriptors of strong 

familial ties in Latino families.  However, there is very little research that describes the 

separation of families when one of its members begins to excel in the new mainstream 

educational culture.  There is some literature that references intragroup marginalization 

(Castillo, 2013) amongst Mexican American families where the first college student in 

the family is forced to choose between family obligations and academic ones.  This 

difficulty of feeling like you have to choose between your ethnic culture or being 

academically successful causes psychological conflict for young Latinas (Elenes, 1999) 

also is connected to the following theme. 

Tension Between Cultures: Mexican and American 

 This was a very prevalent theme throughout all three interviews and is also deeply 

present in the literature describing the Latina experience.  The description is strong, such 

as a triple oppression that Latinas face: racism, sexism, and culture traditions that 

encourage passivity and submissiveness (Barragan, 1980; Melville, 1980).  Chicana 

feminist theory accentuates the imperative dexterity of living and thriving between two 

cultures: learning how to maintain two distinct identities, one tied to an ethnic/cultural 

identity; and also the ability to adapt and adopt the dominant mainstream culture (Vera & 

de los Santos, 2005).  In her theoretically pioneering book titled Borderlands: La 

Frontera, Chicana feminist Gloria Anzaldua (1987a) proposed a third, hybrid identity 
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that emerges from the process of continuously straddling two cultures, called the 

“mestizo” identity.  The mestizo survives and even manages to thrive by a broadening 

acceptance for contradictions, ambiguity, and learning to manage cultures even when 

they are in direct value conflict with one another.  The term “mestizo” has also been 

defined as living with ambivalence while balancing opposing powers (Bernal, 2001).  

These important feminist theories illuminate the internal borders Latinas cross on a daily 

basis, constantly shifting and adjusting in and out of different social contexts with diverse 

gender and cultural expectations.  Absent from the literature are empirical details of 

exactly how Latinas successfully negotiate these borders and how these skills deepen 

their leadership ability.  For example, Fullan (2001) described the ability of good 

principals to be able to live positively with ambiguity— a skill well developed by 

successful Latinas.   

This tension, or hybrid identity, or negotiation between cultures emerged 

throughout this entire study—in small ways, such as families outwardly stating “you are 

not gringa!” at things such as roller skating with friends, choice of television shows, 

dress, mannerisms, friend choice, but also in more impactful ways, such as moving away 

for college, or living as a single female.  Participants described being able to be covert in 

their ways so as to not deny their own culture but also be accepted into mainstream 

culture.  For example, Idania stated: “I think if you’re a first generation immigrant to the 

United States you are living a double life, one that maintains all the cultural or religious 

rules of home, and one that takes in and loves the freedom of the American way” and 

similarly Noemi noted that “Music was a clear line of separation for me, I knew what I 
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could listen to at home and what I could listen to at school or with friends, both sides 

didn’t accept each other.”   

 This very clear message of “you are not one of them” followed these participants 

into college and now into careers.  And whilst this clear distinction was drawn at home, 

there were other distinctions drawn at school and in the work place, thus supporting 

Anzaldua’s hybrid identity, and the duality of continuously existing in “non-belonging” 

spaces (Elenes, 1997).  This space, connected to being the school administrator versus 

being a classroom teacher, also exists within the context of a public school—a space that 

Latina principals are very familiar with.  

 The literature for this duality, or straddling of cultures is thorough and thick with 

different metaphors and descriptors and has a long tradition in Chicana Feminist Theory 

and in LatCrit.  Yet, what this research points to is how these skills of easily maneuvering 

through and even thriving in this “hybrid” space can contribute to leadership 

development.  Leadership theory discusses the need for close listening, for dealing with 

adaptive challenges, for being calm in ambiguous times (Fullan, 2001)—all three of these 

examples have surfaced in this study for Latinas in their youth.   

Preparation and Ability 

 In this study there was much discussion of feeling prepared or not, of feeling 

fearful of not being able to do something different than what has been done before as a 

first generation college graduate or as the first Latina principal of a school.  The internal 

dialogue and maneuvering of the hybrid space, of belonging and not belonging, fed this 

narrative.  One very strong theme was the discussion about a meaningful high school 
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graduation diploma.  All 10 participants were successful in K-12 settings, some even 

were at the top tier of their high school class! However, once at the university, many 

experienced academic difficulty on top of cultural alienation.  Latina students in this 

research and in other studies who attend a university report having feelings of alienation 

and experience culture clash. In most instances, the student population and the academic 

culture of higher education are vastly different from their prior experience and thus many 

Latinas struggle to make sense of their new environment.  Many Latinos grow up in 

Mexican neighborhoods where they are the majority population.  Entering a college 

campus flips this experience altogether.  Due to socio-economic environmental factors, 

most Latina college students graduated from low achieving high schools.  This fact also 

contributes to feelings of being ill prepared and fuels self-doubt in their college going 

experience.  The university becomes a place of cultural shock, discomfort and isolation 

(Vasquez, 1997). 

Many empirical studies have reported that compared to other ethnic groups, 

Latinos have lower college aspirations and expectations (Bohon et al., 2006; Hurtado, 

Inkelas, Briggs, & Rhee, 1997) and are more likely to be concentrated in schools that 

offer limited college-related information and a lack of commitment from staff to facilitate 

students’ access to these resources, possess less knowledge about the costs of college 

(Grodsky & Jones, 2007), and are least likely to apply to college and to engage in an 

extensive college search and choice process (Desmond & Lopez-Turley, 2009; Hurtado et 

al., 1997).  All 10 participants are deeply aware of these findings, because of their own 

experience as students and the level of commitment and work necessary to break through, 
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but also through their scholarly knowledge.  This is exactly why they choose to work at 

schools populated with Latino students.  They want to offer college information, hope, 

and commitment to students.  

The literature review is full of quantitative and qualitative studies about the dire 

circumstances of the Latino/a academic trajectory.  Currently, strength-based counter 

stories, such as this study, are beginning to emerge.  This is a necessary continuation to 

promote the knowledge that there are other trajectories and that it is possible for those in 

the Latino community to succeed.  The literature is much more sparse as Latinas move up 

the educational ladder.  

Teacher of Culture 

 As Latinas begin to enter the professional workforce, their ethnic minority status 

continues to demand that they live in the hybrid space described throughout this study. 

Participants expressed that although there was discomfort amongst work colleagues, 

working at schools that mirrored their own ethnic culture was helpful in “belonging” but 

also aided their feelings of purpose and effectiveness.  As Brisa describes, “I was so 

excited to do my student teaching in National City; I was at the University for too long, it 

was like coming home” and Claudia concurs, “I wanted and still want to provide the 

things I know work for students, what helped me navigate my way to college, I talk to 

students and families about this all the time.”  Although many people of color do not like 

to take on the role of being a representative from their group, all 10 participants 

expressed the necessary teaching they had to do as a representative of the Latina culture.  

Azucena stated, “I was the token Mexican, but I also felt like I needed to speak up, I 
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needed to change the things I knew didn’t work for my community.”  One particular 

piece was discussed by many of the participants; one example from Miroslava:  

I think on a yearly level I have to have the discussion of “teacher teacher.”  My 
colleagues get very aggravated at not being called by their name and even 
snarkily reply to students “student, student.”  This is a clear example of not 
knowing the community you teach, I have to tell them that this is a sign of utmost 
respect and not to respond with such a mean comeback, especially towards young 
children.  And other times, they see themselves in their mis-understood students, 
My favorite one was when a teacher was appalled that a little girl showed up with 
garlic cloves in her ears—my grandma often sent me to school this way and no 
joke, I still do it.  
 
And thus, while Latina leaders are in the hybrid space within their cultures, they 

are also attempting to teach their organizational culture within their educational settings.  

This third cultural lens related to one’s organizational culture is very present and warrants 

future research.  As Latinas continue to attempt to teach about the Latino culture to 

teachers who are responsible for academic outcomes of this population, they 

simultaneously have to engineer the organizational culture conditions for teachers to be 

open to learning about their students’ ethnic culture in relation to their teaching, yet also 

feel that they are a part of an efficient and safe organization that values them as 

employees.  One strong link between all participants was their utmost devotion for social 

justice and equal educational opportunities for all students and their attempts to create 

this sense of urgency within their organizational culture.  

Leading a Latino Populated School 

 Gandara (2010) asserts that the Latino community is consistently the least 

educated of all major ethnic groups.  The Latinas in this study were able to navigate 

through complex systems in order to now lead the schools that help produce the outcomes 
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Gandara (2010) discusses.  The Latinas in this study described that their ability to 

connect with the community in meaningful ways helps them to lead a school in an 

effective and equitable way.  Participants expressed their ability to see the social capital 

that students bring to school and their ability to shift the narrative and stereotype of the 

Latino student.  For example, Noemi stated:  

We value experiences of children who travel, or who go to museums, we 
somehow created a hierarchy of acceptable skills and learnings that students 
experience, but I have students who are responsible for five younger cousins, who 
help with all homework assignments, who cook dinner and who know how to do 
laundry, why have we categorized one skill set and not the other? 
 
Castillo et al. (2009) found that the influence and expectation of school faculty 

and staff was one of the top three most significant factors in the academic success or 

failure for Mexican American Students.  Effective leaders create the culture and school 

environment to ensure that all students achieve.  The Latinas in this study spoke 

passionately about the strategies and commitment they have to end the achievement gap 

at their schools and understood that this shift requires special attention, as Claudia 

captured,   

Many teachers come to these schools to save students—their purpose and their 
heart is in the right place, but their ability to do so isn’t.  If you see someone as 
less than, as needing your particular help, then you’ve already placed them at a 
lower level.  
 
Principals play a pivotal role in creating school cultures that value diversity, 

leading to increased minority student achievement (Gardiner et al,. 2008; Ross & Berger, 

2009).  The Latinas in this study were aware that their ethnicity positively affected their 

campuses.  Because they were able to fully communicate with families and students in 

both Spanish and English, they shared similar life experiences.  They were passionate 
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about being at these schools and they serve as role models for students and community 

members.  

Research is beginning to emerge on Latina leadership in general and in education.  

However, even as Latinas continue to enter the education field, there are still very few of 

us in leadership positions.  The few that exist are leading schools where the majority of 

the population is Latino students.  This raises an interesting and unstudied topic: Is this 

placement truly a choice? Or, is this where Latina principals are deemed necessary and 

useful? Research on African American female principals describes the same dynamic—

they lead in schools that serve primarily African American students (Byrd, 1999).  This 

topic needs further study, and perhaps even a longitudinal study to see if there is a 

marked academic achievement difference when leadership mirrors student population. 

And also if leadership at Latino populated schools is truly a choice for a Latina principal.   

Implications for Practice 

The participants in this study were very generous with their prior and present 

experiences as both Latina students and Latina educator practitioners.  Their stories can 

help guide assumptions, biases, expectations, and promote a bridge of understanding with 

this growing population.  This next section will suggest some implications for the current 

practice in our public schools, parent and family engagement and education, and 

postsecondary faculty. 

Public Schools 

Understanding the Latino cultural attitudes towards women leaving home for 

college is necessary for all educational practitioners, will deepen the connection from 
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teachers and counselors to families, and will build an understanding of the differences in 

cultural practices, perspectives, and expectations.  Creating a “college going” culture 

from a young age and incorporating information on the American school system is 

imperative, as parental roles have proven to be a key indicator of academic success (Lee 

& Bowen, 2006).  Although not explored in this study, parental education should 

incorporate differences between degrees, credentials, community colleges, and 

universities.  There seems to be a larger aspiration of growth for families, but 

uncertainties when it comes to specifics, or specific action to take.  This includes 

knowledge about financial aid applications, college choices, and other standardized 

necessary examinations.   

Parental Support 

The dichotomy of parental support found in this study (either fully supportive and 

engaged in strong family units, or lack of support and intragroup marginalization) 

demands future research on the factors that create resilient and independent students with 

or without parental support.  In addition, 8 of the 10 participants discussed that their 

siblings either dropped out of high school or did not pursue higher education.  The 

participants and their siblings shared the same environmental and genetic factors, yet 

there was a marked difference in academic achievement.  Future research that examines 

the intrinsic factors that differentiate academically successful Latina students from their 

less successful siblings or other family members will add to the understanding of Latina 

academic achievement. 

  



124 

 

Postsecondary Faculty 

It is profoundly critical that Latina college students become acclimated to their 

universities by way of purposeful and relevant affiliations. The role of faculty and staff is 

essential as a source of support that draws strong relationships for Latina students 

(Castellanos & Gloria, 2007). The universities’ diversity of employment is also an 

important role for students of color, in general.  As Marina states:  

It’s difficult to be in a setting where the adult Latinos or Latinas are all either 
cleaning bathrooms or mowing the lawns.  It wasn’t until I took a Spanish 
Literature class for a Spanish minor that I had a Latino professor, but he was from 
a Mexican University and was only there for one semester.   
 

Contribution to the Literature 

This study highlighted the lived experiences of 10 Latina elementary school 

principals in southern California.  All participants in this study were first generation 

college graduates, hold postgraduate degrees, and lead large organizations.  Much of the 

literature describes the experiences of Latino students, without separating this population 

by gender.  This study brings forth the unique and complex gender specific barriers that 

Latinas face, including ethnic culture specific gender expectations, yet currently Latinas 

are outperforming their Latino male counterparts.  This research focused on the narratives 

of successful women, and did not mimic the current narrative of deficits often told of 

Latinas.  And although research on Latina leadership and Latina school administrators is 

starting to emerge, this particular study delves into the positive attributes of the 

academically successful Latina, and how these prior educational experiences emerge 

within their current leadership, especially since Latina principals are returning to the 

schools that produced them.  
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This study also uncovered the possibility that currently defined barriers in the 

Latina experience have positive potential as a leadership asset.  For example, according 

to Fullan (2001) an effective school leader can move others through complex change by 

exercising certain components of effective leadership:  They understand the process of 

change as an on-going re-culturing process and are motivated by making a positive 

difference in the lives of students.  These leaders are adept at forming relationships with 

diverse people and groups by fostering purposeful interactions and problem solving. They 

are proactive in generating and sharing knowledge inside and outside the organization, 

and they seek coherence even as they live with the tensions inherent in ambiguity and 

creativity wrought by change.  This connects to the experiences described by the 

participants in this study throughout their youth that have often been deemed as 

“barriers.”  Specifically, the hybrid identity that is created, with an ability to navigate 

ambiguity, is described in Chicana Feminist Theory (Anzaldua, 1989), and by Fullan 

(2001) as an asset. The participants’ experiences as translators in different familial 

situations developed their ability to listen with intention and to problem solve.  Although 

it might have seemed like a burden, especially to a young child, this helped to develop a 

different way of brokering connectivity and of understanding.  These specific and 

identified barriers have not been connected to leadership assets in current literature.  

Lastly, what also emerged throughout this study and throughout the described 

experiences in these Latina leaders is the consistent negotiation between being Mexican 

and being American.  I attempted to capture that tension by stating the difference in 

ethnic (Mexican) and mainstream (American) culture reported by the Latinas.  What also 
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emerged is their negotiation between cultures that adds a different and complex 

dimension as the Latina principals are now leading, creating, and contributing to the 

organizational culture of a K-12 public school setting.  Organizational culture is a very 

important component to leading a school setting (Fullan, 2001) and now their own 

personal ethnic and mainstream culture tension exist within an organizational culture. 

This was subtle and nuanced and warrants more explicit study.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study was conducted in southern California, close to the international border 

and specifically with Mexican-American Latinas.  Thus more research that incorporates a 

larger geographical sample and encompasses a more diverse Latina ethnic culture is 

necessary.  The role of the international border adds a somewhat unique dimension to this 

study and might warrant different findings if the same issues were examined with 

populations that live further from the border.  However, there are also a lack of studies 

that describe the effects of living in a border town and how that aids or deters academics.  

Hence, more studies about the role of literal international borders would also be helpful 

to understand if this intensifies the tension between being Mexican or being American.   

Many of the issues discussed by the participants were tied to how their family 

views success and the American school system, and how sometimes the two views 

collide.  For example, leaving home for college is an American rite of passage for 

successful students, yet this transition for Latinas is in complete opposition of what their 

ethnic culture view as appropriate for single young women.  It is important to develop 

and understand these cultural norms and values in order for practitioners to enact.  These 
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principals are attempting to be actively engaged in re-framing cultural and academic 

norms, but more research is warranted in these efforts. Specifically, are Latina leaders 

successful in teaching their White teachers in order to impact academic outcomes and is it 

sustainable?  

As the Latina population continues to grow in the United States, their career 

development and leadership growth is still underrepresented in the literature (Hite, 2007).  

This study showcased the voices of Latina principals and shared counter-stories about 

being a Latina in the United States whilst simultaneously honoring the cultural tradition 

of storytelling.  However, in educational leadership, there is a significant gap in the 

literature on Latina school principals and the contribution they make towards bridging 

academic achievement gaps for students.  The gap in Latina leadership literature is even 

greater and there is much research to be done in this area.  

 This study also discussed the passion and drive Latina principals have for 

returning to schools that served them as students in the K-12 setting.  In order to fully 

understand this relationship and to analyze any causation, I recommend the following 

studies:  A longitudinal study of the effects of Latina leadership on Latino/a students at 

the schools they lead; whether Latina leaders truly choose to serve these schools or if 

these are the only schools they are deemed purposeful; and whether Latina principals also 

have a positive academic effect on students of all ethnicities.   

Conclusion 

It has been 67 years since the historical and pivotal Méndez v. Westminster (1946) 

case.  Yet, Latina students in California and across the nation are still continuously 



128 

 

underperforming academically.  As one of the fastest growing demographic groups in the 

United States, Latina/os will play a pivotal role in the future of the United States.  The 

failure to meet the needs of Latina/o students can have negative repercussions for our 

society where, as Horace Mann has said, “Education is the great equalizer of the United 

States” (quote carved on the side of Horace Middle School, San Diego, California).  

The personal stories of these Latina principals were used to provide a voice to an 

often-disenfranchised group.  The narratives may serve aspiring Latina/o leaders in their 

pursuit of the principalship and of connecting possibilities for an entire community.  

These counter stories were told not in despair, but to create an ethos of hope (Gandara, 

1999).   
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INTERVIEW #1 
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Interview #1 

Questions 

Tell me about your background, in general. 

Tell me about your experience as a Latina student? K-12 
x What were some supports? 
x What were some barriers? 

 
Define any primary attributes from your family, how have they contributed in your 
academic success? 
 
When you encountered adversity how do you manage it? 
 
How did your role of academically successful Latina play out in your household? 
 
Discuss any stories that continue to live within you from your K-12 school years.  
 
What were some formative experiences? 
 
Why are these significant to you? 
 
How would you describe leadership development through your youth? 
 
Do you notice how any of these experiences emerge in your current practice? 
 
I’ve been asking you about specifically Latina experiences, what do you make of that? 
 
Is there anything I did not ask that you would like to comment on? 
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW #2 
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Interview #2 

Questions 

Tell me about your experience as a Latina college student. 
x What were some supports? 
x What were some barriers? 

 
If you encountered adversity how did you manage it? 
 
Please share any stories that continue to live within you from your college experience as 
a Latina student. 

x What were some formative experiences? 
x Why are these significant to you? 

 
Define any primary attributes from your family, how have they contributed in your 
academic success? 
 
How did your role of Latina college student play out in your household? 
 
How would you describe leadership development through your college experience? 
 
Do you notice how any of these experiences emerge in your current practice? 
 
Is there anything I did not ask that you would like to comment on? 
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APPENDIX C 

INTERVIEW #3 
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Interview #3 
 

Questions 
 
Tell me about your experience as a Latina principal. 

x What were some supports? 
x What were some barriers?  
x When you encounter adversity how do you manage it? 

 
Leaders create culture, as a current educational leader, how does your Latina ness 
influence (or not) your org culture? 
 
What does it mean to exist/live in a state of leading education process? 
 
What strategies do you believe you bring to principalship? 
 
Define any primary attributes from your family, how have they contributed in your 
leadership as principal? 
 
What advice would you give a Latina aspiring to your position? 
 
How does your role of Latina principal play out in your household? 
 
If you /how do you see yourself in this community? 
 
As a current educator, what is something you would like to tell your younger, student 
self? 
 
How does your prior student experience as a Latina manifest in your leadership practice?   
 
Is there anything I did not ask that you would like to comment on? 
 

 


