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 Abstract
The Latino population is the fastest growing ethnic minority group in the United States.  The growing presence of this minority group has given rise to many challenges and revealed many inadequacies in American society.  In particular, the disconnect between immigration policies and realities of the lives of Latino immigrants is especially evident in our education system.  This paper will discuss the: historical and contemporary issues of social discrimination, challenges for Latino immigrants, issues resulting from these challenges, the effects of increased awareness of the Latino culture and proposed action plans to increase understanding and awareness.  Discussions of each of topic will focus on Latino students and how understanding and awareness of the Latino culture will improve the American education system and promote personal and academic growth of all students.
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Understanding and Appreciating the Latino Culture
The Latino population is the fastest growing ethnic group in the United States (Garrett, Antrop-González & Vélez, 2010).  The U.S. Department of Homeland Security has published statistics which reveal that individuals from Latino countries constitute the largest percentage of citizens gaining “legal permanent resident” status and “unauthorized resident” status (Monger, 2010; Hoefer, Rytina & Baker, 2010; Lee, 2010).  The growing presence of this minority group has given rise to many challenges and revealed many inadequacies in American society.  In particular, the disconnect between immigration policies and realities of the lives of Latino immigrants is especially evident in our education system.  Students who speak Spanish as their first language represent 77% of English language learners (ELLs) in American schools (Orosco & Klingner, 2010).  Although some Latinos successfully navigate the American education system, the majority struggle academically and leave schools without the necessary skills to compete in today’s global market and ever changing society (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2009).  Many factors contribute to the challenges which Latinos face in the education system: societal stereotypes, parental involvement, child welfare, language barriers, citizenship status and lack of awareness and understanding by educators.  If educators, administrators and school counselors were effectively trained and held to high standards of cultural competence, many of the issues faced by Latino students would be alleviated.  This paper will discuss the: historical and contemporary issues of social discrimination, challenges for Latino immigrants, issues resulting from these challenges, the effects of increased awareness of the Latino culture and proposed action plans to increase understanding and awareness. Discussions of each of topic will focus on Latino students and how understanding and awareness of the Latino culture will improve the American education system and promote personal and academic growth of all students.
Historical and Contemporary Issues of Social Discrimination

Discrimination and social oppression of the Latino culture have an enormous impact on the overall American education system and the individual academic achievement of Latino students.  When considering the overall organization and goals of the American education system, our country’s history of discrimination has given rise to legislative initiatives such as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2002 and the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 2004.  NCLB addresses many issues of minority groups by holding all public schools to high standards and measurable goals which promote academic achievement of all students.  By implementing assessments which seek to narrow class and racial gaps and create common expectations of all students, the NCLB initiatives focus attention on traditionally underserved groups, such as ethnic minorities.  In addition, IDEA attempts to reduce misdiagnoses of minority students by stipulating that a student cannot meet learning disabled eligibility requirements if the determining factor is diversity of a student’s racial, cultural, and language background.  These two pieces of legislation exemplify how issues surrounding the oppression and discrimination of minorities (including Latino’s) have had a positive effect on the overall direction and future of the American education system.  Furthermore, these initiatives are helping to identify and address instances of discrimination and oppression in schools which will help students of all minority groups towards personal and academic growth.  
Although social discrimination issues have recently given rise to some positive initiatives in our education system, discrimination and oppression continues to have a negative impact on the individual Latino student’s academic achievement.  Feliciano (2009) found that educational institutions are important contexts which racial and ethnic identities are formed.  If a Latino student is facing issues of inequality in these educational institutions, the resulting ethnic identity is built on a foundation of discrimination and oppression.  If educators view “cultural differences as cultural disadvantages” which lead to “deficit perspectives (e.g. as having a LD)”, their influence has significant negative effects on students and “the life chances of these students…will continue to be diminished” (Orosco & Klingner, 2010; Garrett, Antrop-González & Vélez, 2010).  By diminishing the potential of these minorities, teachers directly affect the outcome of all students in the school; the collective low test scores of a minority group can result in an overall low test score for the school which affects federal funding and school Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) status.  
The issues and implications of social discrimination have had an enormous effect on Latino students.  On a organizational level, a history of discrimination has lead to legislative initiatives which focus on narrowing the gaps in academic achievement of minority groups.  Although these initiatives have helped to narrow the gap and create more awareness, Latino students continue to face many personal challenges resulting from discrimination in the classroom.  These personal challenges of Latino students will be discussed in greater detail throughout this paper.
Theories of Identity Formation, Issues and Challenges

Because of a lack of understanding and awareness of the Latino culture, Latino students often face many challenges in the school environment.  The most significant challenge that Latino students encounter is communication.  Communication is a daily struggle for Latino students because of language barriers.  When Latino students enroll in American schools, many students speak very little English.  In addition, exposure to the English language is often are limited to school hours because English is not spoken in the home. Speech and language impairment is the second most prevalent reason for English language learners who are referred for special education interventions (Orosco & Klingner, 2010).  Further complicating this issue, these students may not actually need special education interventions and are often misdiagnosed as learning disabled.  Binger, Kent-Walsh, Ewing and Taylor (2010) conducted a study which focused on the impact of “communication partners” who work with teachers to assess effective methods to teach English language learners.  Their research included a case study of a Latino male who responded rapidly and positively to programs aimed at improving reading, math and classroom skills through linguistic interventions.  In summary, language can be viewed as either a barrier or an opportunity.   Teachers must embrace this challenge with extensive training in: the process of second-language acquisition, instructional methods for culturally and linguistically diverse students, teaching methods which include classroom partners, and effective assessment practices for English language learners (Orosco & Klingner, 2010; Binger, Kent-Walsh, Ewing & Taylor, 2010).  
An additional challenge which Latino students encounter is stereotypes.  Societal stereotypes of the Latino population can cause educators to treat Latino’s differently than other students.  Orosco and Klinger (2010) conducted observations of several teachers who had significant numbers of Latino students in their classrooms.  They concluded the teachers were “unable to shift from subjective personal dispositions to advocacy-based thinking” (Orosco & Klingner, 2010).  In essence, the teachers failed the Latino students because they allowed stereotypes to effect their teaching methods and overall approach.  One such stereotype that often negatively affects Latino students is the label that all Latino’s are illegal citizens.  Garrett, Barr and Rothman (2009) supported this assertion in a study which found that teachers took less of a “personal interest” in Latino students because they were English language learners in a community with a large number of illegal aliens; thus, teachers assumed students were illegal aliens and treated them with less “caring behaviors” and “personal interest”.  Stereotypes and ethnic prejudices can cause teachers to have lower expectations and cultural sensitivity to Latino students.  Conversely, when teachers do teachers do treat Latino students with sincerity and caring behaviors, students will achieve high academic achievement and overall positive identity formation (Garrett, Antrop-González & Vélez, 2010).  School systems should encourage teachers to have high expectations of all students, regardless of ethnic or linguistic backgrounds.  Also, developing supportive ways for teachers and students to interact (e.g. field trips, social events, mentorship) would help dispel stereotypes and create a beneficial interactions which promote understanding, awareness and caring behaviors.  As Reynolds, Sneva and Beehler (2010) argue, “educating parents, teachers, school administrators, and community leaders about the powerful impact of social support and negative effects of stereotypes is an important step in reducing low motivation and self-efficacy among students of color”.
Latino students face many challenges associated with a lack of parental support or involvement in the student’s education.  Parental involvement in and support of a minority’s education is a key contributor to academic success (Garrett, Antrop-González & Vélez, 2010).  My personal experiences at local schools have shown that parents of Latino students are not involved in the education process and/or classroom activities.  If parental involvement and participation is essential to academic development, why are Latino parents not actively involved in their children’s education?  Administrators, educators and counselors need to determine what factors contribute to this lack of participation.  These factors may include: language barriers, lack of transportation, lack of desire, and feelings of uneasiness in the school.  Regardless of the reasons, all stakeholders need to address this challenge and assist Latino students by getting their parents actively engaged in their education.  
Results From Problems, Issues and Challenges

The problems, issues and challenges mentioned above have many detrimental effects on Latino students.  These results range from affects on personal health to overall academic achievement.  A crucial step in creating awareness and understanding of the Latino student is to identify and empathize with the results of the challenges these students encounter.  

Racism related stress can have numerous affects on a student’s physical and mental health.  Reynolds, Sneva and Beehler (2010) studied the effects of racism related stress on the physical, academic and psychological growth of Latino college students.  Their research found that discrimination in an academic environment can cause: lower motivation, negative self esteem, concentration difficulties, depression, anxiety, hypertension and headaches.  
If  a student is not engaged or challenged, they often respond by withdrawing from tasks and engaging in  disruptive classroom behaviors.  When Latino students are mislabeled as learning disabled or teachers don’t show appropriate personal interest, the students will not be as academically challenged as other ethnic groups.  Thus, Latino English language learners are “at risk for developing problem behaviors to escape from difficult academic tasks” (Preciado, Horner & Baker, 2009).  These problem behaviors include: class disruptions, moving around the room, excessive talking, not completing assigned tasks, and fighting with other students.
In addition to disruptive behaviors, social discrimination and lack of cultural competence promotes poor grades, academic underachievement, drop outs, and even delinquency. Our current educational system has not served Latino’s well; thus, Latino’s are the most undereducated, underachieving racial and ethnic group in the United States (Valadez, 2008).   Due to a lack of engagement in the classroom, Latino English language learners have higher rates of grade retention and special education placement (Preciado, Horner & Baker, 2009).  The U.S. Department of Commerce released statistics which stated that Latino students’ status dropout rates are more than twice (21.4%) that of Black (8.4%) or White (5.3%) students (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2009). 
A  lack of understanding and awareness of the Latino culture and values sometimes causes a student, and their families, to feel socially isolated in their communities  The Latino culture places emphasis on family; therefore, when faced with dilemmas, Latino individuals may seek “familistic solutions” (Valadez, 2008).  If educational institutions and educators are not aware of the effect of this cultural value, they may view some decisions made by Latino’s as irrational or as representing a poor work ethic.  For example, Valadez (2008) followed several high achieving Latino’s through the last two years of high school.  Although several of these students graduated with honors, they did not attend college because they valued helping their family more than the “individualistic” concept of going to college (Valadez, 2008).  The administrators, teachers and counselors misinterpreted these decisions as an apathetic attitude towards education and distanced themselves from the students and their families.  Ironically, just weeks before graduation, these same educators referred to these Latino students, and their parents, with praise and accolades.  The educator’s views were shared by others and the Latino students became less involved in the community and spent most of their time working in family businesses.  This case study highlights the importance of taking cultural perspectives into account when working with, and planning futures, for Latino students.  If the educators had acknowledged this cultural difference, they could have worked with the students, and their families, to develop a plan which encourages education while supporting their family values.  Instead, the students and families have withdrawn from the community and are experiencing feelings of isolation and frustration (Valadez, 2008).  
Physical and emotional effects of racism related stress, classroom disruptive behaviors, poor academic achievement, and feelings of isolation within a community are all results of a lack of understanding and awareness of the Latino cultural.  Identifying these results and acknowledging their affect is a significant step in creating awareness and making changes to promote the personal and academic growth of Latino students.
Increased Awareness of the Latino Population
The research for this project has fostered immeasurable personal awareness of the challenges encountered by the Latino population.  Prior to this assignment, I believed that I had a solid understanding of the challenges of Latino individuals. However, I have since determined that I did not understand the extent of these challenges, especially those of Latino students.   Specifically, I did not fully understand all the requirements of becoming a U.S.  legal permanent resident and this lack of education lead to many personal biases and prejudgments.    Currently, immigration is a significant and popular topic.  However, many Americans don’t understand and appreciate the challenges that this culture experiences on a daily basis.  Becoming a legal permanent resident of the United States is only the first hurdle of many for Latino individuals, especially students.  Knowledge is power and it is incumbent upon all Americans to learn about and appreciate the differences of all cultures that exist within our borders.    Furthermore, our government must work with school systems to develop high-quality research based training programs in immigration and education, second language acquisition, classroom and homework modifications for immigrant students, and cultural training (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2009).  These programs and initiatives must provide teachers with exposure to and appreciation of the culture, contexts and backgrounds of Latino students.  Given that educational institutions are where individuals form their racial and ethnic identities, cultural competence of all stakeholders involved in the educational process is paramount (Feliciano, 2009).
Personal Interactions With the Latino Population and Action Plans to Improve Cultural Diversity

Through volunteer opportunities at local schools, I have had the experience of working with many Latino families.  I am bilingual and am often asked to help teachers work with Latino students and parents.  In addition, I have taught many Spanish lessons through my daughters’ classes which have promoted understanding and awareness of the Latino culture to other students.  I value the experiences I have shared with Latino students and their families.  Considering the knowledge and insight gained from this assignment, my future interactions will be more meaningful and beneficial.  To ensure the effectiveness of my future interactions with Latino individuals, I have created the following action plan for intentionality and accountability of my actions.
My personal action plan will include several elements: increase cultural awareness in schools, use bilingual skills to promote relationships and communication in schools, and obtain my Maters degree in School Counseling to positively impact the lives of Latino students.  To increase cultural awareness in the schools, I plan to suggest Cultural Fairs for students.  If students feel free to express and explore all cultures in a fun and welcoming environment, cultural competence, understanding and awareness will be encouraged for all students of every ethnic background.  I have a unique opportunity to assist in strengthening relationships and communication between educators and parents through my bilingual capabilities.  I will offer my time and bilingual skills to assist administrators, teachers and counselors in establishing strong, profitable and mutually beneficial relationships with Latino students and their families.  Lastly, I plan to obtain my Masters degree in School Counseling and secure a job as a certified school counselor.  As a counselor, I will strive to teach tolerance and acceptance of others values, beliefs and opinions.  These lessons will be taught through: awareness of sensitive subjects, encouraging understanding, and setting positive examples through modeling cultural competence.  Every school counselor needs a “niche” and I intend to use my language skills and educational background to work extensively with helping Latino students successfully transition into and through the American education system.  Educators and counselors should be familiar with the beliefs, values, cultural and linguistic practices of their diverse students so they can support learning in positive ways (Orosco & Klingner, 2010).  Therefore, I intend to capitalize on my life experiences and education to encourage the personal, social and academic growth of all students.  
In conclusion, promoting the understanding and awareness of the Latino culture is an ethical and moral responsibility of all Americans.  Historical and contemporary issues of social discrimination create daily issues and challenges for Latino individuals. The effects and results of this social discrimination are especially prominent in the American education system.  Embracing the importance of multicultural competence and becoming a student affairs practitioner by promoting social advocacy is essential to reducing the institutional and cultural effects of racism and ensuring that all students have the opportunity to succeed (Reynolds, Sneva & Beehler, 2010).  As a community member and future school counselor, it is my responsibility to not only embrace cultural differences but promote understanding and awareness of the Latino culture.    
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