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A Phenomenological Study of Latinas who did not complete high school 

Thesis by  

Francisco E. Manriquez-Torres 

 

ABSTRACT  

Purpose of this study: The purpose of this phenomenological study was to try to 

understand the lived experiences of three Latina women who did not complete high 

school and the meanings they made from those experiences just before they ended up 

leaving school and as they recalled the experience of leaving school. Another purpose of 

the study was to provide a platform where these three Latina participants could use their 

voice on the topic of dropping out. This study found that for these three participants, the 

act of dropping out could have been caused by environmental risk factors at home and in 

school. A phenomenological approach to a topic of dropping out added another 

dimension to research that has historically used quantitative data.  

Procedure: This was a phenomenological study with semi-structured interviews. It 

involved three participants, all who identify as Latinas and who did not complete high 

school. Each participant volunteered. They were all interviewed once for one hour and a 

second time in follow up interviews. Their responses were compared to the existing 

literature on Latino students who did not complete high school.  

Implications: Based on the experiences and reflections of these three participants, I 

would recommend that schools have in place an effective personal and academic 

counseling center that meets the social, emotional, and academic needs of all students, 

especially Latinas. For teachers, I would recommend that they ask for proper training on 

identifying and referring students who may have recently gone through trauma. Lastly, I 

would recommend that administrators be aware of the stories behind the achievement gap 

numbers for Latino students so that they can lead schools to be places where all students 

can use school not only as an academic setting but as a safe place to get help with social 

and emotional stressors.  
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Chapter I: Purpose 

Who I am  

I was born in Celaya Guanajuato, Mexico. My family immigrated to the United 

States when I was four years old. My father had come to the U.S a few years before my 

mother did. When we first arrived, we lived with my grandmother in Redwood Valley, 

CA. I entered kindergarten not knowing any English but soon learned to speak it well in 

class and on the school playground. I was not very excited about school, but I knew it 

was a place where I could socialize with my friends. In eighth grade, I started to focus on 

school and began to pay attention to my teachers in class. I realized being accepted into a 

college or university was dependent upon the academic success levels of grades 9-12.  

In high school, with the help of my counselor we requested that I be put in college 

prep classes and to be taken out of remedial courses. I was in remedial courses because I 

had been labeled an "at risk" student since kindergarten. It took me longer to comprehend 

the curriculum in some classes, but I stayed after class and asked for help from my 

teachers. I built relationships with all my teachers, and I believed that they appreciated 

that. I was respectful in class and did my work. Also, I also started wrestling in high 

school. It took up most of my time, and I made sure I did my homework before school, 

during break and lunch so that I did not have any homework left when I was done with 

practice in the evenings. Wrestling made me care about school even more and gave me a 

sense of discipline. My senior year I made the state finals and was recruited to wrestle for 

the University of Davis at California on a scholarship. When I was in ninth grade, I knew 
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that that was going to be the only way I could make it into college. My parents were 

working-class immigrants, and I was an undocumented student.  

At the University of California at Davis, I was offered a Division I scholarship. I 

did not cash in on it until my junior year in college because I was undocumented at the 

time and could not receive federal financial aid. My coach tried to funnel my scholarship 

money through another student-athlete on our team, but he ended up keeping the money, 

which later caused me to withdraw from school for a quarter. There were times when I 

was living off of a credit card. After I withdrew, I went to Sacramento City College for a 

summer to make up credits and then returned to UC Davis the very next fall quarter.  

My junior year in college I also focused on becoming a naturalized citizen but 

found out that the government had lost my application my freshman year in college. I had 

to start the whole process of applying to become a resident and U.S. citizen all over. I did 

not have a choice. I also worked 32 hours a week while in school at a Radio Shack in 

Woodland, CA. The summers that I could go home, I would go back to work with my 

stepdad at Burgess Lumber in Redwood Valley, CA. I have always stayed busy. After 

graduating from UC Davis, I worked for three years and then decided to get my Single 

Subject teaching credential in Spanish. Five years later I started the Masters of Arts in 

Education at Sonoma State University.  

My involvement in education  

Over the past five and half years I have been involved in education as a secondary 

education teacher and administrator for the last two of those five years. More recently, I 

left my administration position and the school at which I started my career, to return to 
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the classroom to teach Spanish. My decision to return to the classroom was based on a 

few factors but mostly because I missed being a teacher. This school did not have any 

Spanish teaching positions open, so I looked elsewhere.  

My short time as an administrator: After my third year of teaching I took a 

position as Dean of Students where I was in charge of student discipline. My role as the 

Dean was primarily as a disciplinarian and the purpose of the role was to hold the student 

body to the rules and guidelines of the school's student handbook. I taught discipline 

through conversation and reflection as opposed to punishment. I grew up in a very strict 

household, and I knew that form of discipline was not what I wanted to practice at the 

school where I worked. Since I was new to this type of work, I felt I needed professional 

development. I enrolled in the Masters of Arts in Education program at Sonoma State 

University to try and become better at what I was doing. My focus in many of the classes 

I took was student discipline at the high school level. I studied the related literature and 

wrote about student discipline in several of my classes. 

A year went by, and I was closer to finishing the Master's program. The further I 

got into the program the more I realized I was in the wrong position as an educator. I 

decided to return to the classroom and teach Spanish at a school that had a large 

population of Latino students. I applied at a neighboring school high school that had a 

95% Latino student population. At this point, I also chose a topic for the research I 

wanted to carry out to complete my MA degree.  
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this phenomenological interview study was to gain a better 

understanding of the perceptions of three Latinas who did not complete high school. It 

focused on the lived experiences of three participants just before they left high school 

without a high school diploma. I wanted to understand what it meant for the participants 

not to have completed high school and what meanings they made of their involvement in 

dropping out. From listening to the experiences of these three participants and reviewing 

the related literature, I also make recommendations for educators as to what might help 

them better understand the lives of similar students who are currently enrolled in public 

schools at the secondary level. This study helped create a space for Latinas themselves to 

voice their experiences of having dropped out of high school.  

I used a phenomenological approach because I wanted to see how these former 

students made sense of their experiences as they reflected back on the years leading up to 

when they left school. This type of approach describes the lived experiences behind the 

statistics of Latino dropouts (Milacci & Zabloski, 2012). This study is significant in that 

it takes a look at the people who make up the quantitative data on Latinos who did not 

complete high school. It dives into what it means for human beings to have gone through 

the phenomenon of dropping out. A phenomenological approach helps give answers to 

the question, what are the meanings, structure, and essence of the lived experiences of the 

participants? (Patton, 2002).   

The current data that exists on Latinos who do not complete high school tends to 

follow a familiar path. In reading through the existing literature, I noticed a pattern or 
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template that several of the articles would follow. First, they would state quantitative data 

showing Latino population growth over time. For instance, Marrero (2016), shows that 

the achievement gap between Latino students and their counterparts is of concern due to 

the increasing population growth in the United States. In another example, the data in 

Madrid (2011), demonstrates that in the very near future Latinos will become the 

majority in California's public schools and because of their high numbers and presence, 

the lackluster academic achievement must be of significant concern for teachers. This 

pattern was then followed by researchers describing either risk or protective factors that 

Latino students face in schools as individuals and in their school, and home 

environments.  

However, very few studies gave Latino students a platform from which they could 

voice the experiences they had in the years that led up to them leaving high school. This 

study aimed to fill this gap. What was more surprising was that there was a gap in the 

literature that did not cover the experiences of Latinas who did not complete high school. 

Many of the studies focus on Latinos as a whole and do not dive into one specific gender. 

I found more data focused on male Latinos than females. Much of the literature I found 

was quantitative in nature. It lacked a voice from the actual people that the literature was 

about.  Because this study takes a phenomenological approach, one which was not overly 

used in the existing literature on Latinas who did not complete high school, it will 

contribute to the existing literature and help researchers see through the lens of Latina 

women who experienced the phenomenon of dropping out.  

As a Latino male in graduate school, I am seeking to understand the experiences 

of Latinas who did not complete high school. I can identify with the Latino culture as I 
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consider myself to be part of multiple identities that encompass interchangeable terms 

like Latino, Hispanic, Chicano, Mexican, Mexican American and Mexicano. Depending 

on the environment, I can identify with one or more of the terms mentioned. For instance, 

at home with my parents, I identify more with Mexicano, a term, in my opinion, that 

relates more to a person who honors their homeland, language, music, food, and has 

respect for their elders. For me, that is being Mexicano. In school, I can identify as Latino 

or Chicano. For me, those terms identify more with political identity. They signify a 

group of people who think the same and speak the same. Chicanos to me are educated 

and critical about decisions that are made for them. Sometimes I am none of these. I am 

just me. At times, I don't have a conscious identity. Like code-switching between Spanish 

and English, I think we can switch our identities based on the current relationship with 

our environment.  

Like elements of periodic table, we are many within one. And even within a 

single element, we have a sub makeup of electrons and neutrons that make up each of our 

identities. However, like elements, each identity is not congruent. They are all different. 

A Latino is not the same as a Mexican or a Chicano. The participants were able to 

identify with the term that they felt was appropriate for them.  

What was apparent in this study was that I was a man telling the stories of three 

women. It was not my intention to tell the stories of only three women and not three men 

or two women and one man. In searching for participants who met the criteria for this 

study, three women were the people who responded back. With these three women, I 

shared common ground. We shared language as we all spoke Spanish and English. 

During the interviews, we were able to speak to each other in Spanish. We shared the 
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collective experience of having immigrated to this country or being related to someone 

who did. We shared the Mexican culture and its music, food, traditions, and Catholic 

religion. As a man telling the stories of three women, I was an outsider.    

As a researcher, upon meeting these three Latina women and interviewing them, I 

felt an undertone of privilege that I was an outsider as a male who was researching them 

as subjects for educational gains. I was in a position of privilege having graduated from 

high school and college, both of which they did not. We were separated as researcher and 

subject regardless of the shared culture, language, and religion. To study the participants I 

had to assume authority as the researcher. There was no getting around that. Sofia 

Villenas, (1996) states that ethnographers have participated as colonizers of the 

researched. We are like colonizers when we fail to question our own identities and 

privileged positions (Villenas, 1996).  Eventually, I did recognize that I was a man telling 

the stories of three women, but I also recognized that I was not using my privilege as a 

researcher to exploit or colonize these three participants. I was doing it to get a better 

understanding of some aspects of our shared community and to create a space where they 

could voice their story. In a sense I was using my position to catapult their stories into the 

related literature.  

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

8 

 

 

Chapter II: Review of the Literature 

The Latino population in California  

California is the most populous state in the nation with slightly more than 39 

million people, and one of every eight U.S residents lives in California (De Velasco, 

Ruiz, Gonzalez, & Daisy, 2017). During the twentieth century, California experienced a 

tremendous population growth with Latinos accounting for 39% of the residents (De 

Velasco et al., 2017). In 2005, the population in California made up about 12% of the U.S 

population (Cancino, 2005). Currently, California is home to just over 39.5 million 

residents, of which 38% of those are Latino (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). Of the 39.5 

million residents in California, 23% are under the age of 18 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). 

The three largest groups of Latinos in order are Mexican 63.4%, Puerto Rican 9.5%, and 

Salvadoran 3.8% (U.S Census Bureau, 2017). More than 10 million Californians are 

immigrants, with Mexico being the leading country of origin for California's immigrant 

population (De Velasco et al., 2017). 

By the numbers: Latinos in California Public schools 

Latino students make up a significant portion of the student body across 

California's public schools, and it is estimated that by 2050, the Latino student population 

will increase by more than 150% to approximately 28 million students (De La Cruz & 

Ramirez, 2016). The growing population size of Latinos is a factor in education (Madrid, 
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2011). Since Latino students who have historically performed lower academically as a 

collective whole are soon to be the majority in California public schools, they must be a 

primary concern for teachers in the K-12 educational system (De La Cruz & Ramirez, 

2016). From kindergarten through twelfth grade, Latino students in California make up 

the largest group, about 44% of the student population (Cancino, 2005). It is unclear 

exactly when Latinos will be the majority in California schools, but what is evident is that 

the literature recognizes them as a large population in the state's schools (De La Cruz, & 

Ramirez, 2016; Cancino, 2005; Madrid, 2011).  

Limitations and differences with the terms "Hispanic" and "Latino." 

Self-reporting methods gathered from the U.S Census Bureau are limited to the 

people who take the surveys. The way people perceive the meaning of such terms like 

Latino and Hispanic impact how they answer survey questions from the U.S. Census 

Bureau. The U.S Census Bureau defines Hispanic or Latino origin as a person of Cuban, 

Mexican, Puerto Rican, South or Central American, or other Spanish culture or origin, 

regardless of race (U.S Census Bureau, 2011). Before 1980, the U.S Census Bureau used 

the term "Spanish origin," the term "Hispanic" was first used in 1980 (2011). In 2018 a 

more widely used term is Latino/a, which does not include people from Spain, but rather 

people with associations with Latin America.  

One important factor to consider is that the U.S Census Bureau has a margin of 

error in all of their data they report. Also, that the U.S Census Bureau counts Hispanics 

and Latinos as one group (U.S Census Bureau). Peer-reviewed articles on the literature 

about Latino students do not always include the term Hispanics or Latinos, and in some 
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cases, both are used interchangeably. The literature does not always make clear on who is 

being counted as Hispanics or Latino. The term Hispanics can include people from Spain 

or other Spanish speaking countries that do not identify as Latinos. Some literature will 

only survey Latinos and some Hispanics, and some will include both. 

The Latino Achievement Gap  

In the past twenty years, Latinos have shaped the growth of this country adding a 

significant increase in the U.S. Population, especially in California (De La Cruz & 

Ramirez, 2016). Since Latinos are significantly increasing especially in student 

population, looking at the disparities between them and other groups could be a focus for 

everyone who has a stake in the performance of students in California. Some evidence 

would indicate that increased funding has historically proven not to be a solution as 

(Hosp, 2008). More recent federal policies like No Child Left Behind, and long-standing 

ones, such as Title I funding, appear to have little impact on the significant achievement 

gap that exists between Latino and non-Latino students (Hosp, 2008). Maybe not enough 

money has ever been thrown on the situation, but still, the achievement gap endures.  

This achievement gap is not new, and Latinos are a group which schools have historically 

failed (Hosp, 2008). It is clear and well documented in the literature that Latinos are at a 

disadvantage when it comes to schooling and academia (Madrid, 2011).  

Within the context of the Latino population in California, Latino children are not 

attaining success in the educational system (De La Cruz & Ramirez, 2016; Madrid, 

2011). The research on Latino academic performance in public schools shows that 

historically, Latinos have underperformed compared to other non-Latino students (De La 
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Cruz & Ramirez, 2016; Madrid, 2011; Harvard Civil Rights Project, 2005). Latinos are 

the largest student group in California, and they are also identified as low performers in 

schools (Madrid, 2011). Ramirez & De La Cruz (2016) continue by adding that over the 

past 25 years, more than 75% of English proficient Latinos have been underachieving in 

reading, writing, and math (California Department of Education, 2009). Education for 

Hispanics (2010) found that at the start of kindergarten, Latino children lagged in the 

areas of reading and math compared to White students (Garcia, Arias, Murri, & Serna, 

2010). Furthermore, this achievement gap continued to the end of fifth grade (Garcia et 

al., 2010). The literature conveys that Latino students struggle before entering schools, 

during, and after when compared to other student groups. Even when they enter 

kindergarten, Latinos lag behind their peers (Mogro-Wilson, 2011). 

The Latino high school dropout rate in California 

The efforts to prevent or decrease the dropout rate among Latinos have been stale 

and should be critiqued for their flaws as the research shows that Latinos have been 

survivors and not benefactors of these strategies aimed to help them stay in school 

(Marrero, 2016; Reyes & Elias, 2011). A research study conducted by Russell 

Rumberger, from 2002-2003 in California reported 66,657 students who dropped out of 

high school (Harvard Civil Rights Project, 2005). California's failure to graduate such a 

high amount of Latino students is a waste of human potential and a tremendous economic 

loss (Harvard Civil Rights Project, 2005). A report commissioned by the National Task 

Force on Early Childhood Education, showed that for 2008-2009, graduation rates for 

Latinos fell and dropout rates increased (De La Cruz & Ramirez, 2016).  
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More recent data shows Latino students still have high dropout rates (De La Cruz 

& Ramirez, 2016). The California Department of Education (CDE), reported in February 

of 2017, that the dropout rate for high school students for the school year 2015-2016 was 

as follows: Latino or Hispanic 11.6, African American not Hispanic 17.1, White not 

Hispanic 6.9, and Asian not Hispanic 3.5, American Indian or Alaska Native not 

Hispanic 16.2 (California Department of Education CDE, 2017). These numbers were a 

four-year adjusted cohort and did not include direct-funded charter schools, students who 

died, transferred to a private school or a school outside of California/U.S, an adult 

education program, college, health facility, or homeschool (California Department of 

Education, 2017). The data indicate that Latino students in California ranked third in 

dropout rates out of the eight groups that were recorded and that they also had the most 

significant number of students of any group (California Department of Education, 2017).  

Risks factors for Latino students underperforming   

Given the related literature on Latino growth in the U.S and population data, the 

ongoing achievement gap for Latinos will continue to be a topic of discussion in the near 

future for educators (Hosp, 2008). One of the most significant factors contributing to the 

achievement gap for Latinos is language (Reyes & Elias, 2011; Marrero, 2016). Latinos, 

many of them immigrants to the U.S, struggle to learn while acquiring English as a 

second language (Mogro-Wilson, 2011). Nearly one-third of English Language Learners 

(ELL) live in California (De La Cruz & Ramirez, 2016). Teachers can have a harder time 

instructing ELL students because there is a language barrier (Reyes & Elias, 2011; 

Marrero, 2016). Teacher preparation programs, especially in California, need to be 
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transformed so that they support teachers in meeting the needs of ELL students (De La 

Cruz & Ramirez, 2016).  

Another factor contributing to the achievement gap for Latinos is the lack of in-

service training for school personnel working with this population (Marrero, 2016). 

School personnel is responsible for developing a valuable, respectful, and healthy climate 

for students (Marrero, 2016). Given the research on Latino students and statistics on 

dropout rates, schools and teacher preparation programs must develop culturally 

responsive teachers (Marrero, 2016). The enormous wealth of cultural knowledge 

students bring into the classroom should be used as building blocks for academic success 

for Latinos (De La Cruz & Ramirez, 2016).  

School to prison pipeline   

Academic failure has dire consequences for some Latino students (Losen, & 

Whitaker, 2017). Theorists and researchers point out that African American and Latino 

students fall victims of what is called the "School to Prison Pipeline" (Losen, & 

Whitaker, 2017). Their theory suggests that students who are suspended and expelled 

from schools are more apt to become part of the juvenile justice system (Rubin, 2014). 

Forms of exclusionary punishment like "zero tolerance" policies have created avenues for 

Latino and Black students to be suspended more often than not (Rubin, 2014). One 

unintended consequence for zero tolerance policies is that students who violate school 

rules and are therefore punished with suspension or expulsion may be at an increased risk 

of having juvenile justice system contact (Monohan, VanDerhei, Bechtold, & Cauffman, 

2014). Latinos students who are falling behind academically and are suspended lose 
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instructional minutes by being sent home (Rubin, 2014). It is at home, unsupervised, 

where these students risk trouble with the law. One likely explanation is the "idle hands" 

hypothesis which claims that when students have more hours in the day in an 

unsupervised context that they are likely to behave in ways that could lead to arrests 

(Monohan et al., 2014).  

Data shows that youth of color make up more than 60% of children in correctional 

facilities (Rubin, 2014). Over the past 25 years, investigations have found evidence of 

socioeconomic and racial disproportionality in the administration of discipline (Skiba, 

Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002). Studies of school suspension have found that there is 

an overrepresentation of low socioeconomic status students in the exclusionary discipline 

like that of suspension and expulsion (Skiba et al., 2002). It is difficult to combat the 

achievement gap of Latinos if they are removed from the classroom at higher rates 

compared to other student groups due to exclusionary discipline (Losen, & Whitaker, 

2017). 

Latinos are two to three times more likely to be incarcerated than White youth 

(Seroczynski & Jobst, 2016). At least 18,000 youth are incarcerated annually 

(Seroczynski & Jobst, 2016). Students who have frequently been disciplined face 

exclusion from the classroom environment and are at a significant disadvantage in 

comparison with their peers; they are often linked to adverse life outcomes and entry into 

the criminal justice system (Whitford, & Levine-Donnerstein, 2014). The research shows 

gender plays a role in discipline; Latino boys, as well as African American boys, are 

disciplined more often than girls, which could put them at higher risk for falling into the 

school to prison pipeline (Whitford, & Levine-Donnerstein, 2014). With the related 
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literature showing that suspension and expulsion are likely to lead to involvement in the 

criminal justice system, it seems logical that schools would benefit from alternative 

solutions to the exclusionary discipline (Monohan, VanDerhei, Bechtold, & Cauffman, 

2014). Other school policies cause a "push out" of students who reject the context of 

schooling; for example, policies that suspend students who miss a certain number of days 

from school only push students out of school (Sterns & Glennie, 2006). Schools should 

rethink their purpose and method of discipline policies and strive to retain students rather 

than push them out. This step, however, requires primary and secondary school 

leadership to step in to counteract policies that can lead to the school to prison pipeline 

(Rubin, 2014).   

Alternative schools 

Once excluded students who are considered at risk or have dropped out are 

pushed into alternative schools (Hernandez, 2017). In California, the term alternative 

school refers to schools that provide different educational options for students who are at 

risk because they have dropped out, show behavior problems, are pregnant or parenting, 

or are in need of an alternative schedule due to outside work (De Velasco, Ruiz, 

Gonzalez, & Daisy, 2017). In California there are seven types of alternative schools; they 

are Continuation School, Independent Charter School, Community School, School of 

Choice, Community Day School, Juvenile Court School, and Opportunity School (De 

Velasco et al., 2017). These types of alternative schools have increased over the last fifty 

years (Hernandez, 2017). There has been an overrepresentation of low-income students, 

students of color, non-English speaking students, specifically Latino males (Hernandez, 

2017) in California's alternative schools.  
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Consequently, alternative schools have a strong focus on discipline and a lesser 

focus on academics. Continuation schools have been described as dumping grounds for 

"at risk" students (Hernandez, 2017). In California from 2013-2014, alternative schools 

served almost 300,000 high school juniors and seniors (De Velasco et al., 2017). The 

California state law requires all unified and high school districts to provide and manage a 

continuation school or to be able to refer students who are "at risk" to such a program (De 

Velasco et al., 2017). However, instead of providing an alternative education for students, 

many continuation schools serve as a highly stratified environment for students 

(Hernandez, 2017).   

Undocumented Latino Students  

Not only are Latinos subject to a significant academic achievement gap and 

school discipline, but they also hold unique challenges if they are undocumented (Storlie 

& Jach, 2012). Many Latino students come from families that are undocumented and 

immigrant to the U.S. (Perez, Espinoza, Ramos, Coronado, and Cortez, 2009; Storlie & 

Jach, 2012). In 2005, there was 1.8 million undocumented youth under the age of 18 

living in the U.S.; Latinos represent approximately 78% of this population (Perez et al., 

2009). Undocumented Latino students present their own set of challenges for school 

counselors and student affair professionals (Storlie & Jach, 2012). Such challenges for 

undocumented Latino students include limited if not zero financial assistance from the 

U.S. government for higher education, the inability to work since they cannot receive 

work permits, and the inability to apply for a driver's license (Storlie & Jach, 2012; 

Marrero, 2016; Perez et al, 2009, Gonzalez, 2013). All of these factors are due to U.S. 
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laws s that affect undocumented students looking to gain employment or financial aid for 

higher education (Gonzalez, 2013).  

Storlie & Jach (2012) outline the risk that Latino students face such as cultural 

shifts, fear of deportation, limited opportunities for higher education, and adjusting to a 

new culture. They also add, learning English, shifting role expectations within the family, 

being barred from obtaining a work permit or driver's license, and emotional and 

psychological hardships. In addition Marrero (2016) explains how these barriers are 

enhanced by a lack of culturally competent personnel in schools, high dropout rates, 

marginalization, work as a priority over school to help support their families, poverty, 

lack of parental involvement in the normative way that schools expect parents to be 

involved in, and deficit thinking from teachers. Perez, Espinosa, Ramos, Coronado, & 

Cortez (2009) highlight the following stressors or risks in their qualitative study of 

undocumented immigrant Latino students: Legal and social marginalization, societal 

rejection, low parental education, high employment hours during school, deportation, 

barred from employment and financial aid, housing problems, sense of isolation, 

negotiating their ethnicity, changing family roles and adjusting to schooling.  

How current teaching practices/ attitudes contribute to the risks 

A protective factor described in resilient children is the presence of a strong adult 

role model (Hosp, 2008). Current teacher bias and perceptions about Latino students can 

add to the risks and social barriers Latino students face in schools (Lopez, 2008). The 

lack of cultural competency on behalf of the teacher or teacher preparation programs can 

lead to a disconnect between teachers and students (Marrero, 2016). Deficit thinking on 
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the teacher's part is one example of added risk for Latinos students (Lopez, 2008). Deficit 

thinking means that teachers can have low expectations of a specific group of students, or 

only see students regarding what they lack (e.g., proficiency in English) instead of seeing 

students regarding their potential and the assets that they bring to the classroom. Thus 

some teachers consciously or subconsciously place students like Latinos in negative 

categories, which can impact teaching practices and the curriculum (Marrero, 2016). 

Deficit thinking can happen unconsciously as some teachers may not be prepared to 

address the diverse and linguistic needs of Latino children. While it may not be the 

intention, deficit thinking seriously hurts Latino students (Mogro-Wilson, 2011). 

Ramirez & De La Cruz (2016) indicate that teacher preparations programs have 

not done enough to remedy injustice; schools continue to operate with deficit-based 

instructional practices representative of racist and oppressive views toward Latino 

students. Furthermore, they insist that schools need to reexamine the relationship between 

Latino parents and the school so that there can be a partnership where Latino families can 

participate as essential stakeholders in the education of their children.  

Gaps in the related literature 

The related literature on Latino risk and resilience echoed many of the same ideas 

and findings throughout various ethnographic studies and personal narratives. One area 

the literature fell short in examining, pointed out by Perez, Espinoza, Ramos, Coronado, 

& Cortez (2009), was the lack of information on Latino students who did not graduate 

from high school. A complete analysis of Latino risk and resiliency must include research 

on Latino students who have dropped out of the educational system entirely.  
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Personal narratives from students who have dropped out of high school focusing 

on factors that could have helped them graduate would add value to the existing literature 

on risk and resiliency of Latinos. There is an existing body of research that identifies the 

resilient or protective factors Latino students possess, yet the existing research does not 

cover all aspects of Latino experiences with public schools (Hosp, 2008). A 

phenomenological approach, the study of human experiences and the meanings people 

make of their own lived experiences (Patton, 2002) would be an appropriate way to 

understand the way Latino or Latina students perceived dropping out of high school. 

Analysis of the reasons why these former students did not succeed in a system that has 

historically failed Latinos could be critical to improving conditions (Hosp, 2008). Also, 

Mogro-Wilson (2011) stresses that research has often failed to examine Latino subgroup 

differences. Interviewing Latina students who did not complete high school would benefit 

the related literature. It would also give Latina students space where they can voice their 

experiences on a topic they are very much a part of.  

It is imperative to collect data from former students because they may have had a 

chance to reflect on their lives as former students. If the research on Latino students and 

the achievement gap is to gain some ground, the voices of Latinas as a subgroup needs to 

be heard. We should and can learn more from the students who did not make it. If as 

humans we learn from our mistakes, it is logical that we have conversations with this 

group of students.  
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A focus on Latino students who did not complete high school 

I first set out to study Latino resiliency. However, in conducting that review of the 

literature, I became much more aware of a need to focus on learning from former students 

who did not "make it" past the 12th grade. The literature explains resiliency and risk 

factors of Latino students, but it also points out that much of that data comes from 

students who matriculated into college. It also explains the navigation skills Latinos use 

to accomplish their goals, but again these findings come from what we would label as 

"successful" students. Understanding why students did not complete high school is just as 

important as understanding why some students had success when others did not. I wanted 

to carry out a study that provided an opportunity for students to tell their own stories, to 

convey what was not working for them at the time they were in school.  
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Chapter III: Methods 

A phenomenological study is a qualitative method of gathering data from the 

lived experiences of human beings (Groenewald, 2004). Phenomenology explores how 

human beings make sense of experience and transform experience into consciousness 

(Patton, 2002). Phenomenology lends tools to researchers so that they may strive to find 

meaning in the data. It is this meaning that can help us understand why we do the things 

we do. Qualitative methods are ways of finding out what people know, think, and feel by 

observing and interviewing them (Patton, 2002). An interview is a qualitative method that 

can bring us back to the "scene of a crime" or an event that occurred in the past. It helps 

us see the world through the eyes of another person as they retell their experience.  

In choosing a research method for the topic of Latino high school dropouts, I felt 

it was most appropriate to use a phenomenological approach both as a research study but 

also as a theoretical framework. A phenomenological approach gives the participants of a 

study a voice on the topic. As opposed to observing, experimenting, or counting and 

evaluating the data, phenomenology lets the participant tell the story behind the statistics 

on Latino dropouts. Exploring how human beings make sense of their experience of 

dropping out makes the most sense as it could enable educators and researchers to gain 

insights into a phenomenon that is often discussed in broad demographic terms.  

Data collection procedures 

Phenomenology aims to return to the concrete (Groenewald, 2004). In this study 

that meant to return to those lived experiences of the participants just before they dropped 

out of high school. More importantly, it allowed the participants to convey the meaning 
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of their experience (Patton, 2002). There were three areas of focus in asking participants 

to recount the experience of leaving school. 1) To learn about the lives of these 

participants just before they left school. 2) What was going through their minds at the 

time? 3) What did they think caused them to drop out? 4) I wanted to know what they are 

doing now. These four areas informed the interview questions I asked.    

In a semi-structured interview, each participant gave her own story of what kept 

her from graduating from high school. Initially, I asked each participant the same 

questions, but during the interviews, different questions arose as each participant had 

unique answers. I used a digital voice recorder to record the interviews and also took 

written notes. My goal was to have a conversation where each participant told her own 

story, and for me to gain insights from these stories that could be useful to educators 

working with secondary Latina students. I began the interview process with the following 

questions: 

1. Would you describe what school was like for you—any aspects of it that you 

liked or didn't like, how you felt about each of your classes, what you were good 

at, and what was hard?  

2. Tell me about how you ended up leaving school when you did.  

3. What do you think could have helped you stay in school?  

4. What would you want teachers to have known or done? 

5. What do you wish school administrators would have known or done? 

6. What advice would you give other students who are in the same situation you 

were?  
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7.    Tell me about your life now—what kind of work do you do? What do you think 

when you look back on not having finished high school?  

8.   Have you taken any classes, such as courses at the JC or through Adult Education 

since you stopped attending (high) school?    

Follow up interviews 

My initial data analysis consisted of listening to each interview 3-4 times and 

reading the notes I had taken. I could see that there were gaps in my understanding of 

each of their stories, so I conducted a follow-up interview with each participant over the 

phone. I still had questions that needed to be asked to gain further insight into the 

participants' lived experiences. For instance, when a participant said, "I would have 

wanted more communication from my teachers," what exactly did she mean by that? 

What type of communication? What would that communication look like for her? For 

each participant, I wrote down questions on a notepad before contacting them. These 

follow up interviews lasted between 15-20 minutes. I asked one participant to expand on 

the term "wrong crowd." I asked her to describe the people she was referring to and the 

things they did that made them the wrong crowd in her mind. This was done to prevent 

any assumptions of what I thought the participants meant when they used such terms.  

During the initial interview, all participants were asked if it would be appropriate 

to contact them shortly for any follow-up questions. They all said yes. In the follow-up 

interview, I asked each participant to elaborate on how they saw themselves in high 

school. From there they were each asked specific questions based on their initial 

interview responses. These next questions varied and were not the same for all 
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participants. I took notes on a notepad as the participants spoke. I put my phone on 

speakerphone mode so I could write and listen at the same time. I told them I was taking 

notes so if there some long pauses on my end that it was because I was writing. After the 

follow-up interviews, all three participants said they would be happy to help if anything 

else was to come up.   

My analysis continued by focusing on the individual factors and events that each 

participant described which they thought contributed to their school leaving. I referred 

back to the research literature regarding what they reported to see where their stories 

resonated with previous findings. I also looked for the similarities in their experiences 

and related these to the existing body of research on students who do not graduate from 

high school.  
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Chapter IV: Findings 

In the first section, I have constructed narratives from the responses of each 

participant to the interview questions. I make use of extended quotations so that the 

reader will have access to the voices of the participants and their stories as they recounted 

them to me. In their own words, they give details about their attitudes towards school, 

beliefs, and their way of thinking about others. They talked about their experiences at 

home and at school. In the section following these overviews of each of the Latinas who 

participated in my study, I then explain some of the common themes that emerged when 

looking at the three stories as a whole.  

Carol  

The first participant's name is Carol. Here is what she had to say when asked to 

describe herself as a student:  

We got to the U.S when I was in second grade. I remember that because I had to 

repeat that grade because I did not know enough English. I was embarrassed to raise my 

hand in class. School was hard and scary and difficult. I had no friends.  

In seventh and eighth grade I cut school about 25% of the time. My parents would 

drop me off at school and then I would just leave. I knew the school would call home so I 

I would run home and disconnect the phone off the hook and leave it like that. In school, 

I felt invisible. I felt like I was there, but I was not there. Teachers did not care. Teachers 

did not stop to say "what can we do for you?" If it was different maybe I would have 

stayed. My mom never questioned if I had homework. I almost always never did my 

homework. No one was really checking on me to see if I was doing my homework.  
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In eighth grade, I got into a fight. I wasn't really looking for it. I was jumped. I got 

expelled. I did not know the principal until I got into a fight. I only knew the attendance 

people. They did not care. Teachers did not care. They asked me to apologize to the other 

girl. They said if I did that they would only suspend me and not expel me. I knew that I 

did not like school and I did not want to go back, so I did not apologize on purpose. For 

me, it was my ticket out. So they expelled me. I thought great because now I do not have 

to go to school. I was 15 years old. They ended up putting me in a community school. In 

the community school, it was worse because there were gangs like Sureños and Norteños. 

It was even more embarrassing to raise your hand and ask for help in class there. I went 

to a community school for less than three months. I got pregnant, and they put me in an 

independent study where I would do my work at home. I would go to the library to check 

in and work on my own. I lived with my boyfriend at 16. It was my choice. I stopped the 

program and did not finish because I was a young mom in independent study.  

My father was an alcoholic. I called the cops on my dad once when he was 

chocking my mom. I told the cops what happened even though I did not speak English 

very well. I signaled that he was choking her with my hands to them. My mom se 

aguantó (she put up with) my dad. After that, he calmed down. My parents did not care 

about school. It was not a big deal for my parents if I stopped school. Everything starts 

from the home. My teachers and parents were what was missing (Interview, 3/27/2018).  

Fabiola 

I actually enjoyed school. For me, the school was a comfort zone for me to get 

away from home. Middle school was hard. I lived with my uncle. I felt tortured. He 
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would discipline me really hard. He would give me a math problem and give me one day 

to learn it. If I didn't know how to do it, he would beat me. Math was the hardest subject 

for me in middle school. I would even ditch class just not to do the math. It just took so 

much from my brain. I was embarrassed to ask questions in class because I was behind. I 

did not want the other students to know how far behind I was. So I got answers from 

other students to get by. I loved history. I was good at History and Spanish, but math was 

the most stressful. I only did one year in high school. I would try my best, but I was just 

not focusing. My mom and dad said –"oh you're ditching school and not doing well so 

you might as well start working." So I had to drop out of school to start working at 15. 

Me ditching school was an excuse for my parents to tell me to work.  

I hung around people who got Cs and Ds. I guess you could say I hung around 

with the wrong crowd. I was not focused. I was miserable. I had nothing to look forward 

to. I had no motivation. I hung around with the Sureños. I was like not the leader or 

anything, but I wanted to be part of something. The teachers, they knew who we were. I 

did not want to be a loner because that would be… just no, I did not want that. It was not 

cool to do good things in school. So we would have our place where we would hang out 

at school, and we would stare people down to try and get in a fight. We were not nice to 

whoever stared back at us. We wanted to act cool. We wanted to intimidate them. We 

were bullies.   

At school, it was hard to talk to school counselors because they knew my last 

name in the office. They knew my cousins because they were always getting in trouble. 

They didn't like my family. They saw us as "we're not educated." So I was like -"oh you 

think my cousins are bad, I'll show you who's bad." 
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I did have a math teacher at the beginning of high school, and she was awesome. 

She was pregnant, so she wasn't going to stay there throughout the whole school year. 

She was so awesome, and we would even call her mom. My friend and I we were just so 

close to her. We loved going to math there. She was very supportive. We would go to her 

for help. She would tell us –"if this homework is too hard for you just try and do what 

you can and I'll still give you some points." So she would try and work things out with us. 

After she left it was just like ugh. We don't care about school anymore. We would say 

let's just work hard because of her. . I remember her supporting the Latino students a lot. 

We all loved her because of that. 

At home, I had no relationship with my parents. To this day there is no 

relationship there. My dad was a drug addict. He told me "I need your help, and I need 

you to work." I helped my stepmom clean houses. I would help her price and call clients. 

I was also working as a nanny. With my dad, I had certain privileges. With my stepmom, 

she told me –"every time I look at you, you remind me of your mom." So she did not like 

me. She would be very mean to me because of that  

I would have wanted for teachers to understand what home was like. I would have 

wanted for them to take it a little bit easier on us, the ones who were hurting. In my case I 

just felt like, (Fabiola cried as she spoke) "you can do it" would have been a big impact 

on my life. Or "just keep on going" or "I can see the potential you have." (Interview, 

3/27/2018) 
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Delia  

In high school, I was a good student. I was involved in band, leadership, and 

varsity softball. I was good at applying myself, and I liked being a student. I was hiding 

behind all that stuff though, and I was treading water; desperately trying to stay afloat 

juggling academics, sports, and extracurricular activities while attempting to block off 

drama at home. I think I was "happy" on the surface but deep inside there was something 

missing that I really needed to stay focused and persevere. Realistically I was probably 

just a sad and anxious girl trying to stand out and prove wrong those who said I'd be a 

"fuck up" and right those who said I'd go far…in the end, I just said –"F this" and just did 

whatever was easiest despite the consequences. In tenth grade, second semester I left 

school.  

At school, some people gave up on me. People could have given me advice and 

told me to stay with it. I needed a role model, an adult figure. Nobody cared. I needed 

them to listen instead of reprimanding me. Also, I needed not so much academic 

counseling, but more personal counseling. I wish someone could have noticed me. I wish 

they knew that I needed love. Maybe they could have referred me. I think I had PTSD 

(post-traumatic stress disorder) from my father's death. I was depressed from his death. I 

started not caring.    

At home, my mom was a single mom. My dad died when I was twelve. He was 

killed in a car accident. At the time my mom had a job, but then she was fired. My mom 

at home was not supportive; she was angry and stressed out. There was a local youth 

center I'd go to study and get stuff done. If I'd get home late (8 p.m.) my mom would yell 
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at me and wouldn't believe I was doing school work. Once my mom threw all my books 

away because she thought I was lying. I was able to replace them, but stuff like that made 

it extremely difficult for me to stay in school. Plus all my siblings had already dropped 

out of high school. My mom had six kids, two boys, and four girls.  

I always knew her (Delia's mother) lack of support and meanness was not because 

she meant it but rather because she was a hurt and abused woman. My grandparents and 

my father physically and verbally abused her. My father was a drunk and would beat her 

to a pulp. I buried this deep inside me. I absolutely loved my dad; he was my hero and 

really loved me, and I guess that's all that mattered since my mom was always mad. My 

mother was the first of 25 children and was obligated to help raise her siblings in Mexico.  

I did not have to leave school when I did. I met a boy. I got something from him 

that I did not get at home. I got affection, love, respect, attention from him. Jose, the boy 

I met, was fun. He was attractive, cute. He was a bad boy. Jose used to steal cars. He was 

involved in gangs. At home, I just did not want to be told how to live in my own house. 

At 16 ½  I left school and then I got pregnant. I had my daughter at 17 and my son at 20 

(Interview, 3/27/2018.  

Naming Specific Factors 

 In this section, I report on how the participants elaborated and made sense of why 

they did not complete school and what might have helped them continue.  

Carol 
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When asked what she thought could have helped her stay in school, Carol 

responded that more communication between her and her teachers could have helped. In 

the follow-up interview, Carol expanded on that answer, saying that "my teachers did not 

care if I did my homework or not. If they would have stopped and communicated with 

me, and asked me, or talked to me about it, maybe I would have stayed in school. They 

just did not care." Carol said that because her teachers did not check in with her that she 

did not feel like doing her schoolwork. "If they weren't going to ask me about my 

homework then I was not going to do it." She also said that she would have wanted her 

teachers to motivate her to do well in school. "You want them to push you," she said.  

Carol's son was an also labeled an at-risk student and in jeopardy of not 

graduating. She hired a tutor from a local university to help her son with his work. She 

communicated to him that she cared about him graduating and that he needed to keep 

working to graduate. She also checked on him at home to see if he did his homework. 

She called his school to see if he was present at school. This type of parent involvement 

in schools is what Carol wishes she would have had when she was in school. She wanted 

her parents to push her like she pushed her son. Her parents never did. The attitude her 

parents gave her was that it was not a big deal if she dropped out. In light of parents not 

being able or knowing how to provide school-related support, teachers play a vital role in 

this regard.  

Carol further explained that support from her parents would have been them 

asking her if she had any homework or to asking how school was going. She felt that her 

parent's attitude towards her schooling was that they did not care to hold her accountable 

for her schoolwork. "My parents did not care if I did my work or not." In her mind, since 
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her teachers and parents did not show interest in her school progress, it was easier to drop 

out. She would have liked both parents and teachers to be involved, to ask questions 

about school and her personal life. Since no one held Carol accountable for doing her 

schoolwork at home, she would go outside for the rest of her day. She would then return 

to school the next day with no homework completed. 

Carol also mentioned that at home they were not taken care of or looked after as 

children, that she and her siblings were not supervised the way she supervises her own 

children. When she had children, Carol found herself caring for them in a way that her 

mother never did. Carol and her husband read to their kids, they call their school and ask 

how they are doing. Carol attends meetings with teachers. In these meetings, she asks 

about her children's progress. Carol's parents did not do this because they did not speak 

English and they also did not seem to care much if she dropped out of school. The 

attitude her parents gave her was that it was not a big deal if she dropped out. Carol 

thinks that her mom was not loving or caring to them because her mother was given away 

as a child. Carol had this to say about her mother: "Maybe she was not shown love as a 

child, and maybe how she was raised us was all she knew." 

Her father was an alcoholic, and her mother took a back seat to any decisions he 

would make for the family. This caused Carol to live in a home where the person making 

necessary family decisions was routinely drinking alcohol. Her mother just never spoke 

up. Carol stated that "everything starts from the house." When asked what she meant by 

this she said, that "parents need to be involved in their kid's education. Parents and 

schools need to tell the kids how smart they are, and motivate them, push them not to 

give up, and to keep going." Three factors contributing to Carol not having graduated 
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from high school from Carol's perspective appear to 1) Carol's parents not being involved 

in her school life in many ways, including parents not being able to communicate with 

the school; 2) lack of teacher support, specifically in the area of checking in with her 

about having done her assignments which Carol experienced as both home and school not 

caring about her and 3) her father's alcoholism. 

An additional factor in Carol's schooling was that she started high school in a 

homeschool/ independent study program. In eighth grade, Carol was suspended from 

school for fighting. When she refused to apologize to the other student as one of her 

punishments, she was expelled. Carol knew that if she did not apologize the school would 

expel her; she saw this as her way out of school, so she took it. What the school decided 

to do then was to place her in a community school or continuation school. During this 

time she moved out of her house and lived with her boyfriend. While enrolled at the 

community school she got pregnant and ended up dropping out of community school. 

After dropping out of community school, the school district then enrolled Carol in their 

independent study program. The data taken from the 2004-2005 school year confirmed 

that dropout rates of alternative programs like independent study in California were 

higher than in regular 9-12 high schools. Thus despite their attempt to keep students in 

schools, alternative schools represent a place where many students exit the educational 

system (Hill, 2007). Three months later Carol dropped the independent study program.  

Fabiola  

When asked what could have helped her stay in school, Fabiola mentioned that 

teachers could have provided more support for students who struggled academically and 
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students who struggled with personal problems stemming from home. She also stated that 

school counselors were not very helpful to her concerning knowing that she had problems 

at home. "My counselor did not know what was going on at home; they were only 

interested in what was going on with my school work and classes." Additionally, she felt 

that because of her shared last name with her cousins, who had a reputation for causing 

trouble in school, she was judged according to the school's prior experiences with her 

cousins. Fabiola stated that when she first enrolled in high school, the attendance person 

told her, "oh we have another Villalobos" (pseudo name), inferring that she too would be 

a trouble-maker. She was instantly labeled as a bad kid she said. She then said at the time 

she felt angry and wanted to show the school what "bad" really meant, and how bad she 

could really be. "If you think my cousins are bad, you haven't seen anything yet." Fabiola 

also said that when teachers and staff would walk by them, they would give her bad 

looks, "They saw us as if we were not educated, they did not like my family."   

Fabiola indicated that her friendship with students who were not succeeding 

academically also impacted her own investment in school. "I hung out with the wrong 

people, people who had C's and D's." In the follow-up interview, I asked Fabiola to 

expand on her use of the term "wrong crowd." "The people I hung around with had no 

motivation for life or for anything. We did not care about school." Fabiola and her friends 

would look for fights around the school. They would loiter and stare at people walking by 

to get a reaction out of them. If people stared back, they would try and fight them. This 

was a daily routine for them at school. "We were bullies. I did not want to be a loner, so I 

hung out with them." Fabiola stated that they called themselves the Surenos or 

Southerners. They were in conflict with another gang called the Nortenos or Northerners. 
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She felt she had to prove herself to the gang, so she participated in whatever activities 

they did.  

In class, Fabiola did not ask questions or participate for two reasons. First, she did 

not want to appear as someone who cared about school to her friends. "It was not cool to 

be smart or do your work." Second, when she was confused about how to do a math 

problem, she would not raise her hand because she was embarrassed. She felt the class 

was ahead on the subject and did not want to look dumb to the rest of her classmates. "I 

would not raise my hand, and I would stay silent." I was embarrassed to ask questions 

because I was so far behind." Instead, Fabiola would cope by asking other students for 

the answers to math problems. The problem was that Fabiola's uncle would ask her to do 

the math problems from class at home and when she could not do them, he would beat 

her. "I would get beaten if I could not do the math, my uncle would quiz me, and when I 

could not do it, he would hit me." I was miserable; I had nothing to look forward to." At 

the same time, she had to behave as if she did not care about school so she could keep the 

friends she had. Fabiola was afraid of being alone at school. "I did not want to be a 

loner," she said, "because that would just be, no I could not do that."  

Fabiola tried to avoid math class by not going to that class. Instead, she would cut 

class. In her mind, if there were no opportunity to get a bad grade, then no grade would 

mean not getting beaten. "Math was my hardest subject." Math class caused her stress, 

and she would avoid it when she could. In a five-month qualitative case study conducted 

in the southwest of the U.S with five ninth grade classes, Lopez (2008) found that ELL 

had amongst the lowest proficiencies in math and reading, 7% and 15% respectively.  
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Another factor that Fabiola noted was her father being a drug addict. He had lost 

his job, then placing pressure on her to work and help out the family with income. Her 

dad would tell her "I need you to work." Like Carol, Fabiola struggled in school 

academically and felt that school personnel did not care about her or even like her. 

Similar to Carol, there were problems at home with addiction.  

Delia  

When asked what could have helped her stay in school, Delia stated that she did 

not have to leave school when she did. She was a good student and was very involved in 

sports and academics. However, Delia mentioned that she was hiding behind all of the 

sports and academics, that inside she was desperately trying to keep it together. "I was 

treading water," she said. "I was juggling academics, sports, and extracurricular activities 

while attempting to block off all the drama from home." At home, her mother was always 

angry. Delia felt that her mother was angry because she was an abused woman and did 

not really mean to be angry. "My grandparents physically and verbally abused my mom. 

My father was a drunk and used to beat her to a bloody pulp." It made Delia sad more 

than frustrated to see her mother as a mean woman. "I always knew her meanness, and 

lack of support was not because she meant it but rather because she was a hurt and 

abused woman."  

When Delia was twelve, her father was killed in a car accident. Delia coped with 

his death by hiding it deep inside her and staying busy with school and work. "I buried it 

deep, deep inside to forget. I absolutely loved my dad, he was my hero, and he was very 

loving to me, and I guess that's all that mattered since my mom was always mad." 
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Besides burying her feelings, Delia stayed busy. "I tried to stay busy; I started working by 

painting murals, building gardens, and working at a local coffee shop."  She did this 

while keeping up with school and sports. She also went to a community youth center to 

study and get her work done before going home. Her mother would not believe her when 

she said that she was studying at the community youth center. Delia felt the pressure from 

people who believed in her to do well in school and pressure from the people who said 

she would fail. "I was probably just a sad and anxious young girl trying to stand out and 

prove wrong those who said I'd be a fuck up and right [sic] those who said I'd go far. In 

the end, I said "F" this, and I just did whatever was easiest-to be me and do whatever I 

wanted despite the consequences."  

It has been well documented in the literature about Latino families that parental 

support is often a source of resilience when they are faced with risk and trauma (De La 

Cruz & Ramirez, 2016; Marrero, 2016; Perez, Espinoza, Ramos, Coronado, & Cortez, 

2009). Parents serve as environmental protective factors for students where well-

established risk factors are present; those were coming from a low-income family, such 

as attending an inner-city school, and where English is not the primary language at home 

(Perez et al. 2009). Even though Delia, like Carol and Fabiola, did not have parents that 

seemed to protect from factors that impact resilience, she was able to maintain school 

success for some time. What she did have were personal protective factors such as faith 

in her cognitive skills and ability to work hard. Faith in their cognitive skills has been 

found to be one of the main differences between resilient and non-resilient Latino 

students (Perez et al. 2009).  Lastly, Delia participated in her community, she worked at a 

local coffee shop, attended a community youth center where she did her homework, and 
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she was involved in after-school sports. These extracurricular activities may have 

provided multiple opportunities for her to develop relationships with other academically 

engaged peers, another factor that could have offset the loss of her father (Perez et al. 

2009). When asked how she coped with her father's death, she replied: "I stayed busy 

either extracurricular activities or the community youth center."  

In high school, she met an older boy who provided her with attention, love, 

respect, and affection, things that she was not receiving at home. "I met a boy, he gave 

me what I was missing at home, and I started not going to school to hang out with him." 

This young man grabbed her attention immediately. She described him as cute, a bad 

boy, and exciting at the time. He was involved in gangs and would steal cars. At home 

her mother would tell her what to do and how to behave; Delia did not like this and 

wanted to escape from her home life. "I did not want to be told how to live in my own 

house." Delia saw the young man she met as a vehicle to escape her home life. She ended 

up leaving school and had a child with this young man.  

She also mentioned that some of her teachers at school gave up on her regarding 

motivating and encouraging her to stay strong with her studies. "Some teachers gave up 

on me; they could have told me to stick with it," Delia told me a story of one of her 

teachers she ended up seeing years after she dropped out of high school. They started 

talking about when she was in school and how much potential she had in school. In that 

conversation, the teacher told her "I knew something was going on with you but I wasn't 

sure." After that conversation years later with her former teacher, she walked away 

wondering why that teacher did not reach out to her or say something at the time. "Why 

didn't he say something, if he knew I was hurting, why didn't he just do something?"  
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It is well documented that teacher quality is the single most accurate indicator of a 

student's academic success and achievement rate (Mckinney, Haberman, Stafford-

Johnson, & Robinson, 2008). A caring student-teacher relationship can help foster 

resiliency in students who are at risk. It is even more evident that at-risk students need the 

presence of a positive and meaningful adult relationship in school to help them deter the 

risk factors they may face (Reyes & Elias, 2011, Rivera & Waxman, 2012). For instance, 

how a teacher approaches working with at-risk students is a powerful indicator of the 

students' future success (Mckinney, Haberman, Stafford-Johnson, & Robinson, 2008).  

Delia's statement about wishing that her teacher had acted on his sense that 

something was wrong points to the need for teacher preparation programs to address the 

complex content in which urban education takes place (McKinney et al. 2008). Student 

interns who completed their experience in a professional development school setting 

showed significant differences in understanding the out of school factors that can 

influence teaching and learning when compared to student interns not so involved 

(McKinney et al. 2008). This type of teacher education can help teachers identify risk 

factors for students who may need an alternative approach to be successful in schools. 

Delia felt as if she was hiding behind the facade of sports and academic 

achievement. She was putting on an appearance of someone who lived a well-balanced 

life with sports and academic achievement but inside she was treading water. "I was 

hiding behind all that stuff." She wishes she could have been referred to a counselor or a 

psychologist and wishes someone could have noticed her mental state at the time. She 

says, "I probably had post-traumatic stress disorder from my father's death." She also 

wishes she could have received more personal counseling and not so much academic 
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counseling. "I wish they knew what I needed." As time went by Delia started to let the 

idea of school wash away. "I started not caring about school."    

Many Latino students suffer from depression and low self-esteem; thus 

counseling services must be readily available (Vela-Gude, Cavazos, Johnson, Fielding, 

Cavazos, Campos, & Rodriguez, 2009). Even then students must feel that the counseling 

services available are creating inviting spaces where they could be culturally and 

linguistically accepted (Vela-Gude et al. 2009). Schools should enable students to feel 

safe and welcomed (Borjian, 2008). While some Latino students may be able to rely on 

individual resilient factors, such as autonomy and a sense of purpose for their success in 

school (Perez et al. 2009), others may need external support from school counselors in 

order to graduate from high school and pursue higher education (Vela-Gude et al. 2009). 

From their stories, we see that all three women faced issues in their families that 

interfered with their schooling experience: drug addiction, alcohol addiction, violence, 

and death. Both Carol and Fabiola were not able to focus on school because of not feeling 

cared for at home. Delia used focusing on school as a strategy to survive, but eventually, 

this strategy failed her as well. All three participants felt that a more caring environment 

at school, an environment in which they were viewed positively and regarding what they 

needed might have made a difference.  
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Chapter V: Implications 

Based on the findings from this phenomenological interview study, I will be 

addressing possible implications for educators, administrators, and schools. The purpose 

of this study was not to make a generalization about all Latina students who do not 

complete high school but instead to consider possible factors that could affect students 

like them in similar situations and their school environment.  

Implications for Educators  

Teachers are directly involved in the success or failure of the students they teach; 

however, they are not solely responsible for these successes or failures. There are many 

moving parts to schooling, and it is a complex system. One way in which teachers can 

improve the school experiences of students is to establish meaningful relationships with 

the students (Madrid, 2011). The ability to do this well can create respectful and 

meaningful interactions with students which can, in turn, help motivate them to see 

school as a place where they can come to learn.  

For students who are at risk of dropping out, meaningful relationships with 

teachers can make the difference between them staying in school or not (Hosp, 2008). For 

all three of the participants in this study, a common theme that surfaced was that of 

having or not having an adult figure (teacher) who cared about them in school. Although 

Fabiola had many teachers that did not care about her, one teacher did care about her. "I 

only had one teacher who cared about me; we would go to class because we did not want 

to let her down. We even called her mom. All my other teachers did not care about me." 

In Carol's case, one of her teachers did not care to hold her accountable for her homework 
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when it was due. "My teacher would never check to see if I did my homework, I knew 

this, so I just didn't do it. Maybe if she stopped to check in on me, maybe I would have 

stayed in school." Delia had a Physical Education teacher that held her and her classmates 

accountable for all of the learning activities. "He would make sure we did all of our 

exercises in P.E. He would also take the time to ask us how we were doing." For Delia, if 

it mattered enough for her teacher to call her out on her work, then it mattered for her to 

do the work.  

Clearly, for these three participants and maybe others like them, teacher-student 

relationships made a difference in their attitudes towards school. In Delia and Fabiola's 

case, when there was a meaningful relationship established between her and her teacher, 

she participated in the learning activities and acknowledged that her teacher would take 

the time to hold a conversation with her. These types of positive interactions with adults 

at schools help Latinos build robust support systems to help them achieve (Hosp, 2008).  

In Carol's case, the lack of a meaningful relationship with her teachers made it 

easier for her to disengage when she was in class. She was very observant of how one of 

her teachers would react when she did not complete her work. Carol understood the 

structure of that particular class. In her mind, if the homework was not being checked, 

then there was no need to do it. Feelings of segregation in school can influence school 

outcomes such as the achievement for Latinos (Hosp, 2008). If we are going to improve 

the educational spaces for students like Carol, teacher preparation programs need to 

support teachers in developing the skills and strategies for checking in with all students in 

and out of class. What does it mean to check in with a student? What does it look like?  
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Checking in with a student means that teachers read the student's body language 

as they walk into the room or even greeting them at the door. Making eye contact with 

students to show them you see them. This lets students know you acknowledge them as 

humans and that they count as opposed to being invisible in the classroom. Carol 

mentioned she felt she was invisible in class. Perhaps if her teachers had been able to 

develop a meaningful relationship with her, she would have had felt less invisible.  

From a teacher's perspective, we certainly cannot read minds but we can read into 

behavior, and what students say or don't say. We must be intuitive while teaching. From 

my experience when a student is disconnected from the rest of the class emotionally, they 

can be quieter or louder than usual. They can be working on other tasks besides what the 

class is working on. Their head may be down and buried in their phone or notepad. When 

this happens, it is our duty as teachers to find an appropriate moment to check in with 

them. In Carol's case, she felt that her teachers did not care because they did not engage 

in conversation with her about having done her homework. The relationships and 

interactions students have with their teachers' impacts how they learn (Marrero, 2016).  

We must build a sense of community within the school. Out of the many factors 

that make schools successful learning environments, what matters most is that students 

feel comfortable and welcomed to learn (Borjian, 2008). Meaningful relationships 

between students and teachers can foster that. Teachers can serve as protective factors for 

students who are at risk or have a high number of risk factors or adversity outside of 

school. A teacher that provides meaningful relationships with their students is essential 

for the educational outcomes of those children especially when the children grow up in 

homes where families are struggling to survive (Reyes & Elias, 2011).  
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The mental and emotional health of all three participants seemed to be a factor in 

their decision to leave high school. All three reported that they had one or more of these 

factors affect them while they were in high school; depression, school pressure to look 

the part of a good student, death in the family, alcohol abuse in the family, domestic 

violence, neglect, verbal abuse, physical abuse, feeling unwanted by the school or 

teacher, and loneliness at school. When asked to describe herself Delia wrote, "I think I 

was happy on the surface but deep down inside I was a sad and anxious young girl." 

Hosp (2008) found that although Latinos are underrepresented compared to White 

students in programs for students with emotional or behavioral disorders. This finding 

can be seen as an area of strength for Latinos. However, when paralleled with the fact 

that nationally Latino youth are represented in juvenile correctional facilities at 2 ½ times 

the rate of White students, Hosp concludes that there may be many Latino students in 

need of behavioral interventions who are not receiving them (Hosp, 2008).  

Implications for schools  

From personal experience, I can say that teaching is a sophisticated day to day 

job. There are many moving parts to teaching. It is complicated. Lesson planning with a 

curriculum, teaching the content and assessing student learning are just a few 

cornerstones of the teaching profession. Aside from that there are bells that ring, teaching 

in one room and then teaching in another, parents who have questions, students with 

accommodations or special needs, staff and faculty meetings, yearly evaluations based on 

the state standards, adolescence that have emotional breakdowns just before class, 

disputes on campus and so much more.  
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The most important factor in teaching is the students. Each one is different with 

distinct abilities and challenges. A full-time secondary teacher often sees 150 students a 

day. When the bell rings and students flood the classroom, it can be challenging to spot 

students who have experienced recent trauma. Our focus as teachers is on getting the 

class started on the daily agenda. Not every student has an emotional disorder; some are 

ready to learn and are waiting for you as the teacher to deliver instruction. The bell rings 

and the next class come in. This structural feature in high schools where students move 

from one class to another provides constraints on all students forming reliable and 

sustained relationships with teachers (Trickett, Rukhotskiy, Jeon, Genkova, Oberoi, 

Weinstein,  & Delgado, 2012). Secondary schools need to continue to examine and 

undertake reforms that foster the possibility of closer relationships with teachers, whether 

by the thoughtful creation of schools within schools (Lee & Welner, 2004), or creating 

small tutorials/homerooms where teachers have more time to check in with how students 

are doing overall or other recent structural reforms.  

High stakes testing is a factor that has added pressure in the already complicated 

job of teaching. The pressure of high stakes testing also results in teachers spending vast 

amounts of time preparing their students for the test (Berlinger, 2011). Teachers who 

teach ELL students have an added challenge as they find that they have not been 

adequately trained and/or that they lack instructional materials when it comes to teaching 

ELL students (Trickett, Rukhotskiy, Jeon, Genkova, Oberoi, Weinstein, & Delgado, 

2012). For the sake of all students, schools need to ensure that teachers are well prepared 

to teach all students. Since many Latinos are ELL students, counselors can help teachers 
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facilitate their learning needs in the classroom (Vela-Gude, Cavazos, Johnson, Fielding, 

Cavazos, Campos, & Rodriguez, 2009).  

Latinos are a majority population in California schools, and their risk of dropping 

out is high. It is important to provide personal counseling services that help Latino 

students in schools (Vela-Gude, Cavazos, Johnson, Fielding, Cavazos, Campos, & 

Rodriguez, 2009). Some Latino students suffer from depression and low self-esteem, yet 

another reason that schools need to have counseling services readily available in both 

English and Spanish? (Vela-Gude et al. 2009). In many cases schools serve as a safe 

place for students to seek help from risk factors they may be experiencing at home 

(Reyes & Elias, 2011). It should be the school that helps train or professionally develop 

teachers to identify students who have experienced recent trauma. In the case of the three 

participants from this study, and possibly others like them, the school should have been a 

place where they could have been identified as students who needed personal counseling. 

Delia disclosed that she would have wanted more personal counseling and not academic 

counseling. "I wish they knew that I needed to be loved, maybe they could have referred 

me to a counselor." Providing only academic counseling to high school students is not 

enough. In a qualitative case study of former high school Latino students, Vela-Gude et 

al. (2009) found that students reported having a lack of personal counseling and attention 

as opposed to academic counseling when they were in high school. Delia gave off the 

appearance that she was doing great in academics and was involved in sports. From the 

outside, she looked the part of a good student but was in dire need of other forms help 

and support.   
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In Delia and Fabiola's involvement with the school, having a meaningful 

experience in school could have made the difference for them to have stayed in school. 

The responsibility of creating meaningful experiences in the classroom should not solely 

fall on the shoulders of teachers. Schools should carry the responsibility of training in-

service teachers on how to include the lives of the students in the classroom. More 

importantly, the purpose of meaningful and relevant pedagogy should be to sustain the 

communities of students while offering access to dominant cultural competence (Paris, 

2012). Culturally inclusive pedagogical teaching strategies can serve as personal 

development for teachers. The student's culture and language make up a big part of who 

they are as individuals. Schools should bridge the gap between the home and the 

classroom environment to create a space where both can thrive. Culturally sustaining 

pedagogy seeks to perpetuate and foster cultural pluralism as part of the democratic 

project of schooling (Paris, 2012). This approach aims to defeat deficit approaches in 

pedagogy that have historically hurt students of color in regards to language and culture 

(Paris, 2012). In doing so, schools can aim to include the lived experiences of students in 

the curriculum and especially in pedagogy. This was perhaps what was missing for Delia 

and Fabiola. For them, the hours spent inside the classroom seemed to have represented a 

place where their cultural identity did not fit. Although Delia and Fabiola had friends 

whom they felt they could identify with culturally and linguistically, the curriculum and 

pedagogy may have worked against them instead of including them. In doing so, it may 

have been easier for them to leave the classroom and ultimately the school, in which they 

did not feel a part of.  
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Implications for administrators  

None of the three participants mentioned that they knew who their principal was. 

One participant, Carol, mentioned that she did not know who the principal was and that 

her only interaction with the principal was when she got into a fight with another student. 

Perhaps for Carol and others like her, the interactions with the principal could have gone 

beyond the call for meting out appropriate punishments of discipline. Latinos are often 

overrepresented in school discipline when compared to White students (Rubin, 2014). 

Before I became the Dean of Students at my previous school, I was a teacher there. When 

I made the change to administrator students perceived me more as a police officer. I was 

someone to go to when you needed help, but I was also seen as someone who would 

identify "troublemakers" and assign punishments. If students were seen talking with me, 

other students nearby would assume that the student I was talking to was in trouble.  

Principals have always been a critical component of effective schools (Rammer, 

2007) Principals who manage to create a caring community and uphold behavior policies 

at the same time had some of the following characteristics: they had profound respect for 

and encouragement of diversity, understood the different needs of staff and students, 

considered various points of views in discussions, focused on core teaching and learning 

values, and worked towards a mutual purpose (Jason, 2000). These characteristics are 

especially important for principals to be aware of because Latinos experience many 

adverse outcomes related to problem behavior such as high dropout rates, gang 

membership, and decreased college attendance (Hosp, 2008). Continuing research on 

effective schools has found that schools are effective when the principal is a good leader 

(Rammer, 2007). Principals need to provide instructional support and also should 
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exemplify visibility in having quality interactions with students and teachers (Rammer, 

2007). My data would suggest that principals also need to be leaders in creating an ethic 

of caring for students at their sites.   

Some possible steps principals could take to become successful principals are the 

following:  

Become a transformational leader; use the power bases the school has to offer like 

positions of counselors, other administrative positions, not as counterweights but rather 

as mutual support for a common purpose (Jason, 2000, Ramer, 2007)   

Hire a multicultural staff so that students see themselves in the teachers they are 

learning from, especially in schools with a diverse population (Jason, 2000) 

Have a sense of who the students are, position yourself in their lives throughout 

the school day and be visible so that meaningful interactions with them can happen 

(Rammer, 2007).  

Make sure the school has a well-established support system of academic and 

personal counselors who can meet the needs of students academically, socially, and 

emotionally (Vela-Gude et al. 2009). Personal counselors can serve as protective factors 

for students who have high-risk factors (Perez, Espinoza, Ramos, Coronado, & Cortez, 

2009).  

Have a sense of vision and resourcefulness (Rammer, 2007).  

Teach one class per year.  
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Lastly, my suggestion from having worked as a teacher for the last five and half 

years: Ask teachers, what can the school do to support you as a teacher? Do this in a one 

on one conversation and listen to the teacher's response.  

  In Carol's mind, the principal and her teachers did not care about her. After 

fighting she was given a choice to apologize or be expelled. Carol chose to be expelled as 

her way out of school. To Carol and possibly other students who were at risk, the 

principal may have represented a person who had the power to remove students from the 

school. The perception for her was that administrators were the ones students are sent to 

when they are in trouble, with no other possible interactions. Not all schools operate in 

that way, but certainly, for Carol, this was the case. Administrators should be involved in 

other ways to offset the misconception that they are only there to punish students. 

Following the steps above could help schools be successful. 

If each principle was to teach one class per year, they could be seen as a teacher 

and an educational leader. For a school to be successful, the leader must take the time to 

get to know the students and be actively involved in the kinds of interventions the 

students need to have success (Gerhart, Harris, & Mixon, 2011). A principal in the 

classroom becomes accessible to students. From personal experience, I have worked at a 

school where the principal taught one class throughout the year. When I asked these 

students what they thought about that structure, they mentioned that they liked seeing the 

principal in class and not just in the office. They mentioned that they could ask the 

principal questions in class about the school. They did not have to go into the office to 

look for the principal. The principal was their teacher.  
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Fabiola remembers the people in the administrative office, the administrators, as 

people who judged her and looked at her as uneducated when she went into the office. As 

someone who has worked in a school administration office, I have witnessed the behavior 

that Fabiola described. I have seen teachers and administrators talk down to students who 

were known to cause trouble.  

If schools are to address the Latino achievement gap, they need to develop in 

three areas: First, schools and teacher preparation programs must work together to 

properly train teachers to identify and refer at risks students who may have been involved 

in recent trauma. Second, schools need to develop the school climate to be a safe place 

where students feel they can receive help beyond the school's duty of academics. This 

may mean restructuring how the school day runs and is configured. They need to have set 

in place an effective system of counseling services to help students balance academics 

and their personal lives. Lastly, administrators should become involved in the academic 

lives of the students. They should share experiences in classrooms with students aside 

from disciplinary actions. If these three areas were implemented in the schools where the 

three participants were enrolled, they might have had a better chance of finishing high 

school.  

Where are they now? 

Carol 

Carol runs her own business. She is a homeowner and is married. She and her 

husband have two little girls who are in grade school. They read to her girls and help 

them with their homework during the week. Carols husband just received his legal 
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permeant residency in California. This was a feat that took several years and has now 

come to fruition. Carol is a strong woman. She motivates her family in times of need and 

is proud of her story and how far she has made it. In light of all the risk factors present 

during the time just before she ended up leaving school, Carol is an excellent example of 

a resilient Latina.  

Fabiola 

Fabiola lives in the San Francisco Bay Area and runs her own small business. She 

stated that she makes good money but would like to finish her GED one day. She is 

married; she and her husband have one daughter. She motivates her daughter by telling 

her stories of her experiences with school. She wanted Latinos to have success in school 

and was happy to give back to the Latino community by telling her story.  

Delia 

Delia is married and is self-employed as a fitness instructor. Her eldest daughter 

attends the University of California at Berkeley. Delia most recently earned her GED and 

has hopes of attending college.  

All three participants, despite the risk factors in their lives at the time they ended 

up leaving school, have successful lives today. They each have a loving family, they are 

self-employed business owners, and are part of the communities they live in. They 

contribute to society and have children who are expected to go to college if not already in 

college.  
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My final recommendation to stakeholders in the complex framework of American 

education is that resilience exists in all human beings. "Education is a necessity of life. A 

stone, when struck, resists. If its resistance is greater than the force of the blow struck, it 

remains outwardly unchanged. Otherwise, it is shattered into smaller bits. Never does the 

stone attempt to react in such a way that it may maintain itself against the blow. While 

the living thing may easily be crushed by superior force, it nonetheless tries to turn the 

energies which act upon it into means of its own further existence. As long as it endures, 

it struggles to use the energies around it in its own behalf. To say that it uses them is to 

say that it turns them into means of its own conservation."- John Dewey, 1916. Maybe 

leaving school was a way to survive for these three participants considering that they are 

all successful today. Knowing this, we must invest in all students, especially the ones 

who need our immediate attention.  
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Appendix A-Rights of Human Subjects 

November 21, 2017 
 
 
  
 
Dear Mr. Manriquez-Torres, 
  
Subject:  IRB Application # 2851, “Factors Contributing to Adolescent Latinos Not Completing High 
School” 
  
I am pleased to inform you that your application to the Sonoma State Institutional Review Board has 
been reviewed and approved as Expedited B-9. Please contact Gabby Utarid or me immediately 
should you encounter any unforeseen difficulties or make any significant changes to your planned 
procedures. 
  
This approval is effective from 11/21/17 through 11/21/18. Please notify us when your project has been 
completed (irb@sonoma.edu).  A renewal application is required by 10/20/18 if your project will 
continue past the end date listed above. 
  
Thank you for adhering to IRB protocol. Best wishes for a successful research project.  
  
Sincerely, 
  
Patrick Jackson 
Chair 
 
Institutional Review Board 
Sonoma State University 
707.664.2126 
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