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Researched Argumentative Essay

ABSTRACT:The US education system is a tool used to push the dominant Anglo-American 
cultures among immigrants and other minoritized cultures within the United States. With their 
proximity to the US border and historical events, Mexicans living in the United States have faced 
subjugation and discrimination from the Texas Revolution to the anti-immigrant policies and 
rhetoric; these educational practices have targeted Mexicans for almost two centuries. This causes 
a conflict of cultural identity for Mexican youths living in the United States, as they grow up within 
multiple social spheres that consider them too American to be Mexican yet too Mexican to be 
American. This conflict of identity has caused multigenerational trauma and is only made worse by 
the discrimination from the media and the bias of the schools, as these students are forced to look 
elsewhere to discover their history, such as family or the community. My research study examines 
the value of ethnic studies and bilingual education practices and how they not only empower these 
students but gives them the motivation to succeed within an academic setting. This research is 
based on interviews that I have conducted with Mexican Americans who have experienced the 
education system during different years, ranging from the 60’s to the early 2000’s. Furthermore, 
I examine the autobiography of a prominent Mexican American scholar as I draw scholarship 
on ethnic studies and bilingual education, criticizing the current education system while offering 
solutions to address those critiques. Through the interviews I conducted, I found that the people 
who were most connected to their heritage and the Spanish language, not only experienced more 
success academically, but were also happier, indicating the need for ethnic and bilingual studies 
within the K-12 curricula.

Introduction

Part of growing up is learning about yourself 
and finding your identity; that is why the 

formative years of Middle and High school are 
essential in preparing a child for adulthood as 
they become more confident in themselves 
and discover the path they want to take after 
graduation. However, a crucial piece in forming 
identity is often missing for many students: their 
cultural identity. Cultural identity is formed 
from a person’s family history and nationality. 
Yet, when the country they live in refuses to 
accept or acknowledge their family history 
and those like them, the very idea of cultural 
identity is shattered as both their cultures fight 

against each other. This is prominent among 
young Mexican Americans, as they are born 
in a country that refuses them for not being 
American enough, while their families consider 
them too American.

 For a country that holds itself to be a melting 
pot of different cultures, there is a clear hierarchy 
of cultures in America, with Anglo-American 
culture at the top. This country has been in a 
culture war since the arrival of the pilgrims in 
1620 when they first interacted with the Native 
Americans, and four hundred years later, the war 
is still going strong. This is best seen in how the 
media negatively depicts immigrants, claiming 
their culture is bringing down the country while 
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still insisting that all immigrants must assimilate 
into the Anglo-American culture, a concept that 
is further pushed by a biased curriculum. One 
group that has been consistently targeted over 
the years has been Mexicans; from the Texas 
Revolution to today, they have been one of the 
main targets for assimilation, with education 
being used to guide and facilitate the process 
from the history taught to the insistence of 
English only (Gonzalez, 2022).

In the following, I examine the role played 
by the US education system in attacking 
Mexican Americans’ cultural identity and 
the intergenerational trauma caused by these 
educational policies that affect them today. 
I do so through examining the interviews I 
have conducted with Mexican-Americans who 
have experienced the education system during 
different years, ranging from the ‘60s to the 
early 2000s, observing the autobiography of 
a prominent Mexican-American scholar, and 
drawing scholarship on ethnic studies and 
bilingual education. This paper criticizes the 
current education system and looks at how 
education can be used to heal the trauma caused 
within these communities. 

Historical Trauma

Mexicans in the United States have 
experienced the effects of Colonialism, from the 
taking of their land to the discrimination they 
face, and this has resulted in an intergenerational 
form of trauma known as historical trauma, 
more specifically, colonial trauma. Latinos are 
the largest minority group living in the United 
States, and of that group, Mexicans are the 
oldest and largest (Gonzalez, 2022; Moslimani, 
2023).  From the very beginning, the interactions 
between Mexicans and Americans have been 
tense, but it was not until the Mexican-American 
war that the dynamic changed; what once 
was a relationship among equals became that 
of Conqueror and the Conquered (Gonzalez, 
2022). The war resulted in the loss of Mexican 
land and rights, and for the next hundred years, 

they became second-class citizens in their own 
lands. This experience has left behind a legacy of 
intergenerational trauma that still affects young 
Mexican Americans today, made worse by the 
biased education system and social pressure to 
assimilate.

Different from intergenerational trauma, 
historical trauma is experienced after major 
historical events that affect an ethnic group, 
such as slavery, genocide, or colonization. 
For Mexicans, it was the trauma experienced 
due to colonial practices of the Spanish and 
the United States and the scars they left in the 
Mexican-American community, from the self-
discrimination of their race and culture to the 
way they viewed and taught language. Now, 
some may ask how something that happened a 
hundred years ago can still affect people today, 
yet according to Araceli Orozco-Figuroa in her 
article “Historical Trauma and Resilience of 
Individuals of Mexican Ancestry in the United 
States,” “even though such events took place 
in the distant past, their consequences continue 
to affect the survivor’s descendants” (Orozco-
Figuroa, 2021). 

Mexicans have lived under colonization for 
many years; in fact, the creation of the Mexican 
people was a result of Spanish colonization 
as Spaniards breed with the natives in what is 
known as “El Mestizaje,” a term used to describe 
the blending of race and culture that created the 
current people and culture of Mexico. When one 
nation colonizes another, one of the immediate 
goals for the invaders is to destroy the original 
culture and replace it with their own; when the 
Spanish came to Mexico, they immediately 
attacked the places of worship and forced them 
to subscribe to their hierarchy system with the 
natives subservient to them. As a result of this new 
Spanish hierarchy, those who still maintained 
their indigenous heritage were seen as lesser; 
“denying indigenous heritage by adopting the 
colonial identity was [not only] a way to ensure 
survival, [but to also] secure greater social 
mobility, a survival strategy that [has been] 
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passed down the generations” (Orozco-Figuroa, 
2021). Fortunately, Indigenous Mexicans were 
able to maintain aspects of their culture by 
combining small parts with the newer Spanish 
traditions. Although that still did not negate the 
effect this cultural submission had on Mexicans, 
to this day, it is still an insult to be called an 
‘Indio,’ a word used in Mexican Spanish to 
call someone poor, stupid, ugly, and worse to 
some, a native. While those with lighter skin are 
looked upon more favorably, creating a culture 
of self-hate and discrimination that was only 
increased as a result of American colonization. 

Almost twenty years after their independence 
from Spain, many Mexicans found themselves 
once again under the yoke of colonization, as the 
Mexican-American war not only cut the country 
in half but also the people, creating the cultural 
division we see today between Mexicans born 
in the United States and those from Mexico. 
A divide that was only perpetuated by the US, 
who, unlike the Spanish, was more interested in 
the complete cultural assimilation of those living 
under them, sending missionaries and teachers 
to pave the way for assimilation, attacking the 
community and family bonds that allowed them 
to resist the Spanish. 

Response to Historical Trauma

Orozco-Figueroa claims that there are three 
types of responses to historical trauma: the 
community response, the family response, 
and the individual response. The community 
response often results from social pressure 
and systemic attacks pointed toward the 
Mexican American community; this causes the 
“abandonment of traditional cultural activities, 
loss of traditional rites of passage, and erasure 
of traditional values” (Orozco-Figueroa, 2021). 
While not as prominent as it was thirty years 
ago, this legacy of erasure and cultural loss 
can be seen today as many second-generation 
Latinos often find themselves disassociated 
from their native culture. The family response 
is commonly a result of media and education 

as the parents (primarily immigrant parents), 
to ensure their children can get ahead, focus 
on teaching them American values, resulting 
in “communications impairments [between the 
family], stress around parenting, and attachment 
disorders in children” (Orozco-Figueroa, 2021). 
This can be seen in how often parents would 
focus on English, encouraging or allowing their 
children to be English-only. The idea that the 
children should solely speak and understand 
English not only divides the family between 
the generational lines, but it also divides the 
community, increasing the division between 
Mexicans mentioned in the paragraph above, as 
immigrants from Mexico are unable to connect 
or communicate with Mexican-Americans. 
Finally, there is the individual response often 
seen in those who grew up in the United 
States; this response is “linked to increased 
vulnerability to behavioral health problems, 
including…anxiety, depression, and substance 
use disorder,” all issues that are often associated 
with those facing a crisis of identity (Orozco-
Figueroa, 2021). Each of these traumatic 
responses is interconnected; without the family 
response, there cannot be a community response, 
nor could the family response exist without the 
individual response; not one response can exist 
without the others.

Examples of Responses to Historical Trauma

Of the responses to historical trauma, 
the individual response is most affected 
by education. Due to the past and current 
practices of historical exclusion and language 
domination, many students are stripped of 
their cultural identity and pride, leading to the 
effects mentioned in the section above. Another 
significant effect of these educational practices 
is issues in school, as “minoritized students…
experience less success in school…lower 
graduation rates… and suspensions and drop-
out rates” compared to white students, and for 
Mexican-Americans, this is no different (Sleeter, 
2021). This is further proven by looking at the 
college level; while the rates may have increased 
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in the past decade, only 33% of Hispanics have 
applied to college. That does not mean that 
significant issues have changed as, according 
to the National Center for Education Statistics, 
only 26.2% of those who received an associate 
in the year 2021 were Hispanic, while 50.2% 
were White Americans. These numbers only 
become more disproportionate when looking 
at other college degrees (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2024). While many often 
try to attribute the reason for these low rates to 
race or immigration status, substantial research 
shows that there is a psychological reason, as 
many Mexican students grow up thinking they 
are not able to or cannot afford to go to college.

In the autobiography Hunger of Memory: 
The Education of Richard Rodriguez by 
Richard Rodriguez, we see how these responses 
play out in a person’s life and how education 
seems to be the focal point. In the first chapter, 
“Aria” Rodriguez describes his young life and 
his relationship with language and how he 
struggled due to not knowing English, causing 
his catholic schoolteachers to advise his family 
to take an English-only approach at home, 
which the parents did because “How could they 
have questioned the Church’s authority which 
those women represented?” (Rodriguez, 1982). 
With the complete abandonment of Spanish at 
home, the once close family unit was destroyed 
as Rodriguez “at last, [at] seven years old...
came to believe what had been technically true 
since [his] birth: [he] was an American citizen. 
But the specia`l feeling of closeness at home 
was diminished by then” (Rodriguez, 1982). 
Rodriguez’s example shows how important 
the Spanish language is to the cultural identity 
and heart of the family unit, and by taking that 
away, those of the younger generation tend to 
drift away from their parents who cannot adapt 
to the new language. 

Without the ability to communicate and 
relate with their parents, those of the younger 
generations do not have the necessary links to 
learn about their culture or history. The idea of 

English-only divided the Mexican-American 
community in multiple ways, not only in dividing 
the generations but also through borders, as 
those born or raised in the US usually have a 
hard time communicating and relating to those 
born and raised in Mexico. Throughout his 
autobiography, Rodriguez constantly references 
other Mexicans and how, because of this loss of 
language, he was unable to associate with the 
community itself. As his ideas of self shifted 
from ‘Catholic’ to ‘American’ even adopting 
the Americanized version of “the name [he] 
carr[ies] from [his] parents—who are no longer 
[his] parents in the cultural sense…. [he] 
pronounces it [as]: Rich-heard Road-ree-guess” 
(Rodriguez, 1982). While never said outright, it 
is clear that Rodriguez himself feels sad and lost 
at this separation of family and community and 
how alone he ended up in life, as at the end of his 
autobiography, “he wonder[s] now what [his] 
parents silence contains…[and] how [do they] 
regard the adults [their] sons and daughters have 
become” (Rodriguez, 1982).

Defenses For Historical Trauma

When faced with cultural colonization, 
there are typically three defenses: one is self-
segregation; this was quite prominent in New 
Mexico, where the demographics of Mexicans 
were the majority well into the 20th century 
and left to their own devices (Foreigners in 
Their Own Land, 2013). However, this defense 
is often hard to achieve and can hinder the 
people’s ability to interact within the systems 
of power, further increasing the inequality gap, 
due to the difficulty of this defense, we will not 
be discussing this in further detail. The second 
and most common defense is assimilation; as 
mentioned previously, this defense is often done 
to ensure social mobility. For the longest time, 
many Mexican families would not even teach 
their children Spanish due to the belief that they 
were hindering them, a belief that the church and 
schools cultivated. The third and final defense is 
“Mestizaje” or cultural blending, which gives 
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the tools necessary to work within society while 
maintaining their cultural identity.

 Rodriguez is a prominent example of how 
assimilation is a defense against cultural 
discrimination, growing up as a “socially 
disadvantaged child… [and experienced] 
extreme public alienation” (Rodriguez, 1982). 
In his autobiography, he demonstrates how 
isolation from native culture, along with a lack 
of positive historical and cultural knowledge, 
makes assimilation almost a guarantee. He even 
promotes the idea of assimilation as a need to 
succeed, claiming that “a primary reason for 
[his] success in the classroom was that [he] 
couldn’t forget that schooling was changing 
[him] and separating [him] from the life [he] 
enjoyed before becoming a student”; referring 
to family and cultural connections (Rodriguez, 
1982). When conducting my interviews, I 
noticed that those who assimilated fully into US 
culture typically were the ones most interested 
in learning more about Mexican culture, each 
demonstrating sadness and regret that they lost 
that connection they lost or never had: “I wish I 
could teach it to my kids you know, because you 
can’t really teach something you don’t know” 
(Garcia, 2023). One even went on to express 
regret at the loss of their original name.

“I went from Ricardo to Richard. I 
Americanized my name, and I’m not sure if I 
like it. But at the time, I thought that was the 
thing to do, and I liked it. Sometimes, I wish I 
could have kept my name, and I go by different 
names too…whatever you want to call me, 
you know, Richard, Ritchie, whatever. And 
then my fire name is Rico; I go out as Rico.”

-Richard Chacon (2023)

While they did become successful in life, my 
interviews paint a different picture than what 
Rodriguez claims, as each demonstrates similar 
feelings to those Rodriguez expresses at the end 
of his autobiography: that feeling of loss and 
separation.  

Unlike assimilation, which involves the 
complete abandonment of traditional values 
and culture for those of the dominant culture, 
“Mestizaje,” or, to use a more official term, 
integration, allows someone to blend the two 
cultures, creating a new one. For Mexicans in 
the United States, this is often referred to as 
Chicano/a culture. However, it is not an easy 
path to take as due to societal and internal 
pressures, it is often difficult for someone who 
is a part of both cultures to live between them, 
especially when they are conflicting cultures 
with a long history of conflict. Out of the eight 
people interviewed for this study, those who 
went to college were typically the ones who 
felt more secure in their cultural identity; they 
grew up with the knowledge about their history 
and culture, something they learned from the 
community and their families. In her interview, 
Theresa Saldivar-Nebeker, from Utah, discussed 
her extended family and how she was raised 
differently from her cousins, growing up with 
a “dad [who] loved to tell his history… and 
always would take [her] to September 16th 
celebrations” while the others did not (Saldivar-
Nebeker, 2023).

“My uncle, he didn’t talk to his kid…. They 
don’t know much, really. One of my male 
cousins, and he is older than me, knows a little 
bit. But they don’t know their father’s story…
They listened to my father because my father 
loved to tell the stories.”

-Theresa Saldivar-Nebeker, 2023. 

She later went on to say that out of both 
sides of her extended family, she was the 
only one to move on to college to learn about 
architecture, despite the lack of help from the 
school and the racial discrimination she faced in 
her youth. Theresa’s interview highlights how 
much learning about one’s history can truly 
change one’s perspective, helping motivate 
students in school and increasing confident in 
their sense of self, best seen in the documentary 
Precious Knowledge, which shows how a 
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class on Mexican studies program can make a 
significant effect on Mexican students.  Ethnic 
studies programs such as the Arizona program 
not only motivate their students to do better 
in school but also encourage them to become 
more involved with the community, something 
which is essential for students because overall, 
“individual efforts, are insufficient to counter 
systemic issues” (Orozco-Figuroa, 2021). 

Healing from Historical Trauma

When looking at the issue of Historical Trauma 
among Mexican Americans, it is clear that it 
is rooted in two key issues: lack of historical/
cultural knowledge and loss of language. As I 
have demonstrated throughout this essay, to 
succeed within the United States, Mexican-
Americans must learn how to integrate into US 
culture while still maintaining their own cultural 
roots. This challenge is made infinitely more 
complex by the current US education system; 
therefore, to address these issues, ethnic studies 
and bilingualism should be applied nationwide 
for K-12 education, a process which has already 
begun, be it very slowly. 

Growing up within the American school 
system, Mexican students are not exposed to 
many historical or educational role models 
they can admire who look like them. When 
they do learn about Mexicans, which is rare, 
it is often through media outlets that either 
victimize or vilify them. Since they often only 
experience official culture recognition through 
these negative depictions, their sense of self is 
significantly affected, resulting in the individual 
response, as described by Figuroa-Orozco. 
This lack of representation in the schools 
set a negative precedent for young Mexican 
Americans, telling them that they are not worth 
learning about or that they have no place within 
the US; “if students have been taught implicitly 
that people like themselves are incapable 
and unimportant, doing well in school has 
little meaning,” an issue which can be solved 
by including ethnic studies at an earlier age 

(Sleeter and Zavala, 2020). While ethnic studies 
is often centered in learning about history and 
culture, the true purpose of ethnic studies is to 
“eliminate racism, decolonize students’ minds, 
and [to] sustain minoritized cultures,” concepts 
which, even at the most basic level, can make 
a difference in a child’s lifetime (Sleeter and 
Zavala, 2020). In the interview with Theresa 
Saldivar-Nebeker, when asked what inspired 
her to become an architect, she claimed the root 
of her drive was learning about Mesoamerican 
engineering and architecture in the library, 
pointing at the wonders of Lake Texcoco and 
the capital of the Aztec Empire Tenochtitlan. 

“I remember reading about the Aztecs and 
how they separated fresh water and salt water, 
you know, on the same lake, and they still 
don’t know how they really did that. So that 
just amazed me what they did and how man 
made the islands and Mexico City.”

Theresa Saldivar-Nebeker (2023)

Theresa’s achievements show how vital 
learning a positive example can be to motivate 
and inspire someone to achieve more. Her 
example shows how ethnic studies do not need 
to be rooted in social studies classrooms. In an 
interview that I conducted with Christopher 
Betancourt, a middle school Science teacher 
from San Diego, a primarily Hispanic area, 
he described how he valued the importance of 
culture and how “for the sake of the kids… [he 
would take] like five to seven minutes every day 
of the week for Day of the Dead…And although 
it had nothing to do with my science class, a 
lot of kids were actively engaged” (Betancourt, 
2023).                        

    Unfortunately for many Mexican-Americans, 
they often do not experience cultural learning in 
school until they get to college, at which point 
their cultural identity is already established. The 
individual response to historical trauma is based 
on how the individual perceives themselves; 
ethnic studies work as a way to “disrupt the 
transmission of intergenerational trauma” of 
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self-hate and ignorance that is so prevalent 
within the Mexican American (Orozco-Figuroa, 
2021).  K-12 teachers must include aspects 
of other cultures and peoples in their lessons 
because “offering a curriculum that is grounded 
in perspectives of specific racially marginalized 
groups,” even if it is as simple as explaining a 
cultural holiday, can (Sleeter and Zavala, 2020). 
Being more culturally inclusive can make a 
difference in the lives of these students, defying 
the established precedents they have lived with 
their entire lives and rewriting the narrative of 
the United States so that it includes them. 

Like culture, language in the United States 
has always been a tense subject within the 
education system, from laws that established 
English-only rules to teachers who pressure 
parents to exclude their native language 
at home. This generated fear and trauma 
associated with the Spanish language to the 
point where parents did not share their language 
with their kids, which in turn spiraled into other 
responses of historical trauma—demonstrated 
in the example of Joscelyn Betancourt, a third-
generation Mexican-American from San Diego. 
When asked if she spoke Spanish at home, she 
responded that, “It was English in my house; I 
never learned it... I practice a lot of Hispanic 
cultures, but I do not speak Spanish. I understand 
enough to get by. But I’ll be honest with you, I’ve 
felt pressure from family members that I don’t 
speak it. And so that hinders me” (Betancourt, 
2023).

This Mentality of English-only affects not only 
Mexican-American students who grow up in the 
United States but also immigrant children as they 
struggle to learn in a new country. A common 
practice within US schools is that if students 
do not speak English, they get separated from 
the rest to spend more time studying English. 
However, rather than help these students, these 
practices hinder them, as “ELL students fall 
behind mainstream students because they don’t 
receive [suitable] instructions in key subjects” 
(Cammarota and Aguilera, 2012). In the 

interview with Joscelyn Betancourt, a college 
graduate and mother of two, she discussed the 
different bilingual daycare programs in San 
Diego and the importance of speaking both 
languages equally in child development.  

“What we’re learning from teachers that have 
taught this program, 50/50 Spanish-English, 
90 Spanish 10 English, is that they have a hard 
time learning English in the literary sense 
reading because they are 90% Spanish. I guess 
it doesn’t translate, or…because English is so 
hard to learn if they are immersed in  90/10.”

		  - Joscelyn Betancourt (2023)
50/50 bilingual education involves using 

language as a bridge to learn another language, 
allowing learners to make connections and 
subtly absorb the other language as they learn. 
The US currently teaches English through the 
idea of English immersion or, in some states, 
the idea of English majority, and while it can 
be beneficial, forcing students to get out of 
their comfort zone, it is not a recipe for success. 
Therefore, a 50/50 bilingual approach is best 
for students as it helps immigrant students 
learn English without the need for separation or 
having them fall behind their peers. It also helps 
students who lost their native language connect 
to their roots. Much research has been done on 
the topic of bilingualism, as it is seen to enhance 
cognitive thinking and allow for a better cultural 
understanding (Mark, 2023).  Rodriguez is a 
prominent example of how a loss of language 
can result in each response to historical trauma, 
and while he does advocate for adopting English 
completely, I am advocating for a change in 
how the United States views language. While it 
is beneficial to have a universal language within 
a society that is so diverse, we also cannot deny 
the diversity that can be found in the US and 
all the benefits that can be had with learning 
another language early on rather than in high 
school. While it might be a long and challenging 
process, it will be worth it in the long run as it 
will produce, and if a majority of Europe can 
embrace bilingualism, so can we (Devlin, 2018).
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Conclusion

One of the largest and oldest minoritized groups 
within the United States, Mexican-Americans 
struggle with issues of cultural identity, which 
results in the form of intergenerational trauma 
known as historical trauma, which affects three 
aspects of the Mexican American life: the 
individual, the family unit, and the community 
experienced. While this can all be rooted in both 
past and current education practices, education 
can be used in the healing process as well, as 
the inclusion of ethnic studies and bilingualism 
will not only stop the continued transmission of 
historical trauma, but will also motivate them to 
succeed, bring the socio-economic gap a little 
closer. 

As noted throughout this essay, ethnic studies 
and bilingualism provide the framework for 
healing intergenerational trauma, yet why 
should schools implement these educational 
practices? Because it has an overall benefit for all 
students. As mentioned in the acknowledgment, 
these concepts and claims can be applied to 
those of other minoritized groups. The US has 
a long battle with racism in the school system, 
and Mexicans are not the only group that is 
ignored by the current educational practices 
and curriculum in place; “curriculum teaches 
a way of looking at the world,” meaning that 
by focusing on only one culture’s ideas and 
history, we limit ourselves and how we perceive 
the world (Sleeter, 2021). By learning about 
other cultures, students expand their worldview, 
exposing them to other ways of thinking that 
help them see the world differently, gaining 
many of the same benefits they would from 
learning a different language. Other cultures 
have been discriminated against in this country 
for so long, with their voices being kept silent; 
now is the time to allow those voices to be heard 
and acknowledged and, in the process, benefit 
all students of all ethnicities.
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