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ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION 

 

Las Enseñanzas de la Linea: Sense of Self and Academic Experiences of Latina/o/x Community 

College Students in the Tijuana-San Diego Borderlands 

 

by 

 

Tanya J. Gaxiola Serrano 

Doctor of Philosophy in Education 

University of California, Los Angeles, 2019 

Professor Daniel G. Solórzano, Chair 

 

 

This qualitative dissertation explored how Latina/o students at Frontera Community College 

(FCC) made sense of their identities and community college experiences while traversing the 

Tijuana-San Diego borderlands. FCC is an HSI and one of the closest community colleges to the 

U.S.-Mexico border in California making this an important site of exploration, where students 

have distinct realities yet share the same space in pursuit of an education. Given the vastly 

political location of this study and widespread anti-Latina/o/x and immigration discourse 

prevalent during President Trump’s administration, studying the role of space and geography 

on the lives of Latina/o/x students was of particular importance. With the foundations of critical 

race theory, Latina/o critical theory, critical geography, and Anzaldúan borderlands theory, 
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individual pláticas rooted in Chicana/Latina feminist epistemologies were conducted with ten 

Latina/o community college student collaborators. The Latina/o student collaborators largely 

identified as women, ranged in age from 18-28, consisted of U.S. citizens and residents, were 

first generation college students, lived in Tijuana, San Diego, or both, and had different 

language preferences. The findings on the enseñanzas de la linea or pedagogy of the border 

recognize how space is racialized, filled with contradictions, and a medium through which 

sociopolitical messages are advanced informing the identities and education of students. When 

considering the individual identities of students, the findings point to how students experience 

tensions in their racial and ethnic sense of self and practice performativity along a paisa to 

gringa spectrum as a navigational technique. At a group identity level, students recognize their 

opposing realities due to the heterogeneity of Latinas/os/x while also expressing a sense of 

collective unity. The data on the community college experiences addresses the spatially 

situated knowledges of students by highlighting a Tijuana, San Diego, and Transfronterizo 

sensibility. These sensibilities shape the educational barriers and opportunities faced including 

their community college entry pathways, commutes to campus, role of language, and 

classroom pedagogical practices. Drawing from student recommendations, a Fronterista 

Receptive Campus Culture model is offered to center the various enseñanzas de la linea and 

positively impact the entry pathways, retention, academic success, and career goals of 

students. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Latina/o/x1 students have endured a long history of educational injustices in the United 

States. Such inequity stems from racist ideologies rooted in a belief of white racial superiority 

over People of Color2 (Yosso & Solórzano, 2005). Notions of racial superiority and anti-

Latina/o/x sentiments dictate the way institutions function and which communities they serve, 

creating educational systems that oppress and marginalize Latina/o/x students. Examples of 

this educational inequity include the historical exclusion of Latina/o/x students from accessing 

public education, experiencing school segregation, denied entrance to higher education, and in 

contemporary times being the recipients of a subpar education in what some argue is now a 

“post-racial” society (Bell, 1980; Delgado, 2006; San Miguel, 1987). Given the growing 

Latina/o/x population in the U.S., it is crucial to assess how racism and anti-Latina/o/x 

sentiments shape the educational experiences of Latina/o/x students. In particular, this 

dissertation addresses how race and space together with the contemporary anti-Latina/o/x 

sociopolitical discourse lead by President Trump shapes the sense of self and educational 

experiences of Latina/o/x students attending community college in the border region of 

                                                
1 The term Latina/o/x is used throughout the dissertation to be inclusive of diverse gender 
identities including gender non-confirming. While I use Latina/o/x when discussing this group, I 
use Latina/o when discussing the student collaborators of this study as they identified either as 
Latina or Latino. 
 
2 People of Color refers to “African-American, Native American, Chicanas/os/x, Latinas/os/x, 
Asian Americans [and Pacific Islanders]” (Yosso, 2006, p. 17). This definition also applies to 
Communities of Color, Students of Color, and Women of Color. These terms are capitalized to 
reject standard usage. The conscious capitalization represents a political move toward social 
and racial justice. 
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Tijuana-San Diego. Because this study takes place in California, the state with the largest 

Latina/o/x population, I provide a brief context on the educational issues being faced in the 

state of California before further situating the study.   

In the state of California, Latina/o/x students comprise 54% of students enrolled in K-12 

public schools making this group the majority of our school population (California Department 

of Education, 2018). Yet, Latina/o/x students “are among the most underrepresented racial 

groups in higher education” (Zarate & Burciaga, 2010, p. 25). To better contextualize this trend, 

it is imperative to understand how systems of higher education are supporting Latina/o/x 

students. Zarate and Burciaga (2010) observed that Latinas/os/x suffer from “low college 

attainment and skewed distribution of enrollment into community college [as a] consequence 

of disparate educational experiences” (p. 25). For instance, in California, more than 80% of all 

Latina/o/x students in higher education are enrolled in California Community Colleges, while 

only 13% matriculate in the California State University and 5% at the University of California 

(California Senate Office of Research, 2014). For Latina/o/x students that attend community 

colleges, only a dismal 14% are able to transfer to a four-year college or university (Solórzano, 

Acevedo-Gil, & Santos, 2013). Considering these statistics is important as only 10% of 

Latinas/os/x in California have a bachelor’s degree compared to 40% of whites (Pérez Huber, 

Pulido Villanueva, Guarneros, Vélez, & Solórzano, 2014). Although attending higher education is 

seen as an advantage and sign of social mobility in our society, research has demonstrated that 

matriculating in high numbers at community colleges can be detrimental to Latina/o/x students 

because of the poor retention and transfer rates contributing to the low baccalaureate degrees 

obtained by this group. Scholarship highlighting the oppressive educational experiences and 
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outcomes for Latina/o/x students compels me to interrogate the role of community colleges in 

advancing the educational gap and inequity experienced by Latinas/os/x. 

Understanding the experiences of Latina/o/x students in the California Community 

College (CCC) is pivotal as this is the largest system of higher education in the U.S. serving close 

to 2.4 million students across 115 campuses (California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office 

[CCCCO], 2018 Data Mart). Moreover, California’s status as a majority minority state with 

Latinas/os/x being the largest racial group with 39% reflects the changing demographics of the 

nation (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). Examining the experiences of Latina/o/x students in the 

California Community College can further highlight the nuances and complexities found in this 

institutional sector. This is especially important in light of the shortage of 1.1 million bachelor’s 

degree graduates anticipated in the state of California (Johnson, Mejia, & Bohn, 2015).  

This qualitative study3 explores how ten Latina/o students at Frontera Community 

College (FCC)4 make sense of their identities and community college experiences while 

traversing the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands. Frontera Community College is one of the closest 

community colleges to the U.S.-Mexico international border in California making this an 

important site of exploration, where students have distinct experiences and subjectivities yet 

share the same space in pursuit of an education. Given the highly contested and political 

location of this study, which took place in the San Diego-Tijuana border region from January 

2017 to September 2017, exploring the role of space and geography in the lives of Latina/o/x 

                                                
3 While data was collected on the experiences of institutional agents to examine their 
understanding of Latina/o/x students as well as their roles and responsibilities, this data is not 
highlighted or discussed in the dissertation.   
 
4 A pseudonym for the community college site. 
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students is of particular importance. Additionally, there is a temporal significance to this study 

as President Trump’s administration took office on January 20, 2017 aligning with the time of 

the study. I note the overlap between the beginning of Trump’s presidency and the dissertation 

study to underscore the widespread national xenophobic and anti-immigrant discourse 

targeting Latina/o/x communities and other marginalized groups taking place during the study. 

Thus, this qualitative study investigates how the intersection of race, space and geography, and 

the sociopolitical immigration discourse impacts the lived educational realities, subjectivities, 

and identities of Latina/o community college students situated in the Tijuana-San Diego region. 

Chapter One is dedicated to situating the study. In order to accomplish this, I begin by 

providing some background information on the history of community colleges before explaining 

the tripartite system of Higher Education in California and the California Community College. 

Next, I describe Frontera Community College in more detail by providing some information on 

its locality as well as demographic data related to students. Following, the guiding research 

questions are presented before discussing the research objectives and significance. An 

overview of the dissertation concludes this chapter.     

Community Colleges 

In the early 20th century, a demand for a more skilled workforce and increased local 

opportunities for higher education started to emerge in the United States (American 

Association of Community Colleges [AACC], 2019 History of Community Colleges). Additionally, 

in 1947 the Truman Commission report “recommended that [community colleges] expand 

nationally to provide universal access to postsecondary education,” (Boggs, 2010, p. 1) 

transforming the way higher education had historically functioned as it had previously only 
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provided access to a prestige few; i.e. predominantly white males from middle-to-high-income 

class (Gilbert & Heller, 2013). This new initiative gave birth to community colleges, formerly 

known as junior colleges and associates’ colleges, who were initially charged with providing 

open access to a general education (the first two years) and helping students not interested in 

the transfer function “secure viable employment” by providing vocational training (Bragg & 

Townsend, 2006, p. xix). Today, there are 1,103 community colleges according to the American 

Association of Community Colleges (AACC) with 980 of those being categorized as public (AACC, 

2018 Fast Facts). The institutional mission of community colleges has become more complex as 

they strive to serve a student body of 7.1 million credit seeking students accounting for 59% of 

all students in community colleges (AACC, 2018 Fast Facts). In other words, community colleges 

have “become the primary vehicle for access to higher education for millions of people who 

could not and would not otherwise attend college” including racially underrepresented 

students (Bragg & Townsend, 2006, p. xix). 

Moreover, community colleges have sought to increase access among historically 

marginalized groups such as Students of Color by creating a local and inexpensive system of 

postsecondary education that has less restrictive admissions requirements when compared to 

four-year institutions (Dougherty, 2006). In fact, more than half of all Latina/o/x and African 

American students in higher education matriculate in community colleges (Gonzales, 2007; 

Zarate & Burciaga, 2010), demonstrating the important role of community colleges as the main 

access pathway to higher education for Students of Color. Nationwide, for example, 52% of all 

Latinas/os/x in higher education are in the community college sector (AACC, 2018 Fast Facts). 

Likewise, many undocumented students, first-generation immigrants, first-generation college 
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students, and students from low socio-economic backgrounds also find themselves at 

community colleges due to the multiple barriers and obstacles they encounter when 

attempting to participate in other more selective and costly systems of higher education (Pérez 

Huber & Malagón, 2006) highlighting the role of community colleges in serving a diverse 

population with multiple needs.   

California’s System of Higher Education 

To better contextualize Frontera Community College, the community college attended 

by the ten Latina/o student collaborators, it is important to first understand the public higher 

education system found in California together with its students. The California system of public 

higher education is divided into three sectors: 115 California Community Colleges (CCC), 23 

California State Universities (CSU), and nine University of California (UC) undergraduate serving 

institutions. In order to provide broad access to higher education, each institutional sector of 

the tripartite systems of higher education is charged with a particular responsibility and target 

audience as established in the 1960 California Master Plan for Higher Education. The Master 

Plan clearly outlined the need for a hierarchical system of higher education in which the 

University of California, as the top-ranking organization, focused on academic research 

including professional and graduate schools. Their targeted student audience consisted of the 

top 12.5% of graduating high school students. California State Universities on the other hand 

were envisioned as teaching colleges for which their main mission consisted of teaching at the 

undergraduate and master’s level with an emphasis on teacher education. Likewise, they were 

to focus on serving the top 33% of the high school graduating class. Lastly, California 

Community Colleges’ mission entailed providing vocational and academic preparation through 
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general education courses in addition to providing a transfer pathway to four-year colleges 

(University of California Office of the President [UCOP], 2016 Master Plan).  

Because of California’s commitment to universal access to higher education, students 

from community colleges are encouraged to transfer to a four-year state college or university 

upon completion of their general education. In order to make this accessible, “the UC and CSU 

[sh]ould enroll at least one community college transfer student for each two freshmen 

enrolled” as stipulated in the Master Plan (UCOP, 2016 Master Plan, p. 2). In other words, the 

UC and CSU should have an undergraduate student body consisting of 33% transfer students, 

yet, as of Fall 2012 the UC only enrolled 29% falling 4% behind the established goal. Although 

four percentage points might not be considered alarming for some, it is critical to note that the 

data on the last 12 years demonstrates a similar pattern of underrepresentation of transfer 

students and an overrepresentation of freshman enrollees in the UC, something detrimental to 

the transfer student community (UCOP, 2013 Annual Accountability Report). Hence, California’s 

commitment to universal access to higher education has its’ faults as its’ means of achieving 

this are through providing students access to community colleges but not necessarily to 

transferring and continuing their education at a UC. Not surprisingly, the majority of Students of 

Color are disproportionately enrolled at community colleges. When taking a closer look at the 

CSU and UC systems, one finds that a greater proportion of Students of Color are enrolled at 

the California State University and largely underrepresented at the University of California. The 

disproportionate enrollment of Students of Color at community colleges over CSU and UC can 

be interpreted as an example of the systematic racism happening in California’s public higher 

education system as evident in the differential access provided to students based on race.   
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California Community Colleges  

California has the largest Latina/o/x population in the nation with over 15 million people 

(U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). Similarly, California has the largest community college system in 

the nation with 115 campuses and over 2.4 million students (CCCCO, 2018 Data Mart). Around 

80% of Latinas/os/x in higher education in California are enrolled in community college (Moore 

& Shulock, 2010; Solórzano et al., 2013). The remaining Latinas/os/x in California’s system of 

higher education are enrolled in smaller numbers in the two public state university systems – 

California State University with 15% and University of California with 5% of all Latina/o/x 

students in higher education (Moore & Shulock, 2010; Solórzano et al., 2013). The 

disproportionate enrollment of Latinas/os/x in community colleges can be troubling given the 

low degree attainment and transfer rates of community colleges. In 2017-2018, the California 

Community College (CCC) system enrolled 1,066,001 Latina/o/x students accounting for 45% of 

their student body – a plurality (CCCCO, 2018 Data Mart).  

Data from the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office for the 2017-2018 

academic year establishes the racial/ethnic breakdown5 of students enrolled at the CCC. Table 1 

provides a summary of the racial/ethnic data, from largest to smallest and rounded to the 

nearest number:  

 

 

 

                                                
5 The racial/ethnic categories reflect the source’s language for consistency. In this case CCCCO 
Data Mart and not the author’s pick of racial categories.  
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Table 1 

CCC Students by Race (CCCCO, 2018 Data Mart) 

Racial/Ethnic Group Raw Student Count  Student Percentage 
Hispanic 1,066,001 45% 
White Non-Hispanic 619,318 26% 
Asian 276,724 12% 
African American 141,315 6% 
Unknown 114,369 5% 
Multi-Ethnicity 91,343 4% 
Filipino/a 64,402 3% 
Pacific Islander 9,772 0.4% 
American Indian/Alaskan Native 10,217 0.4% 

 2017-18 CCC Total 2,393,461 100% 

 

As shown in the table above, Hispanic or Latina/o/x students make up the largest student group 

accounting for 45% of the student population at the California Community Colleges followed by 

White Non-Hispanic at 26%.  

Unfortunately, only 14% of the Latinas/os/x in the CCC system persist to transfer to a 

four-year university making this one of the largest pushout points in the educational pipeline 

(Solórzano et al., 2013). In addition, California Community Colleges tend to be racially 

segregated much like K-12 schools (Wassmer, Moore, & Shulock, 2004). This has been found to 

be detrimental to the success of Latina/o/x students in transferring to a four-year institution. 

For example, a study by Wassmer, Moore, and Shulock (2004) found that the racial composition 

of a community college in California played an important role in the transfer rate of students; 

hence, “community colleges with higher percentages of either Latino or African American 

students have lower 6-year transfer rates” (p. 669). The findings of this study underscore the 

importance of accounting for the institution’s ability to respond and meet the needs of their 
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racially diverse student body when considering the academic pathways and success of 

Latina/o/x students in community college. 

In an effort to further contextualize the data presented for the California Community 

College it is important to also understand the state racial demographics. According to the 2018 

U.S. Census Bureau data on racial and ethnic demographics for the state of California, 

Latinas/os/x make up 39%, Whites 37%, Asian 15%, African American 7%, Multiracial 4%, 

American Indian 2%, and Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander 0.5%. More specifically, as of 

2014 Latinas/os/x have surpassed the white population in the state of California. Hence, when 

thinking about the Latina/o/x and white population in California it is important to note how 

both groups have a comparable population size (39% Latina/o/x vs. 37% white) yet experience 

very distinct educational outcomes when considering their baccalaureate attainment (10% 

Latina/o/x vs. 40% white).  

 It is my hope that the information and demographic data on the state of California, the 

California Community College, and Latina/o/x students better contextualizes the state of higher 

education for Latina/o/x students in community colleges. Additionally, the history on the 

development and mission of California’s higher education system delineated in the Master Plan 

can better assist the reader to understand the different postsecondary entities and their 

differential access. Moreover, community colleges have traditionally, especially after the 1947 

Truman Commission report, opened the doors symbolically to higher education for 

underrepresented communities including Students of Color. Yet, “the Commission was clear 

that equity in access did not mean that every potential student should receive the same higher 

education opportunity” similar to the principals embedded a few years later in the California 
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Master Plan (Gilbert & Heller, 2013, p. 419). In other words, community colleges were 

envisioned to serve as a gatekeeper to accessing the more prestigious and desired sector of 

higher education – four-year colleges and universities – while still providing access to the 

greater population. As a result, community colleges continue to promote differential access 

based on race by limiting the admission of Students of Color to baccalaureate granting 

institutions as demonstrated in this section.  

Frontera Community College 

To better understand the Hispanic Serving Institution6 (HSI) of Frontera Community 

College, the community college campus attended by the ten Latina/o student collaborators, an 

overview of the Tijuana-San Diego border area, student body and institutional agents is 

provided. First, I begin by sharing some context on the surrounding Tijuana-San Diego locality of 

Frontera Community College. Following, I provide data on different markers of student progress 

and success and on the campus faculty, administrators, and staff at Frontera Community 

College. 

Tijuana-San Diego Border and Frontera Community College 

The U.S.-Mexico border runs 2,000 miles long, from California to the state of Texas, yet, 

the two ports of entry found in the Tijuana-San Diego border remain the busiest worldwide 

(Lytle Hernández, 2010). The complexities found in the physical border realm of Tijuana-San 

Diego are filled with contradictions. Examples of anti-Latina/o/x and immigrant politics are 

rampant, including the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that conferred Mexican lands to the 

                                                
6 To be designed as a Title V Hispanic Serving Institution by the U.S. Department of Education, 
institutions of higher education need to be an eligible institution and have at least a 25% 
Hispanic student body at the full-time equivalent (U.S. Department of Education, 2016)  
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United States (Urias, 1995), the establishment of a U.S. border patrol used to police and 

enforce the division of territories between Mexico and the U.S. (Lytle Hernandez, 2010), and a 

legacy of historical and contemporary racialized immigration policies and practices directed at 

Latinas/os/x (Martinez, 2012). Yet, even with this violent history, policies, and practices 

founded in racist ideologies, the U.S. and its capitalist nature continues to demand and benefit 

from a Latina/o/x workforce that significantly contributes to the GDP and economy of the 

United States (Blanco, 2017; Schink & Hayes-Bautista, 2017). Cross-country agreements such as 

the 1994 North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) encourage the placement of U.S. 

owned factories or maquiladoras in border cities like Tijuana to further profit off the hard labor 

of low-income Mexicans (Delgado-Wise, 2007). In a similar fashion, different labor markets 

found in border cities of the United States such as the service industry (e.g., hotels, restaurants, 

retail, housekeepers) benefit from the toil of Mexicans that cannot afford to live in San Diego 

due to low wages and high costs of living and are forced to live in Tijuana and endure long 

hours crossing the U.S.-Mexico border in order to get to work. These are just a few examples of 

how the U.S. practices racist anti-Latina/o/x and immigration politics while also at the same 

time creating a labor market that is solely dependent on the work of Mexicans on both sides of 

the U.S.-Mexico border, whether in San Diego or Tijuana. Furthermore, this highlights how 

borders including the Tijuana-San Diego border can be both porous and restricted for 

Latinas/os/x– a common contradiction found in border regions.  

The intricate intersecting impact of politics, space, and geography on the lives of 

Latinas/os/x navigating border regions drives me to also consider the widespread sociopolitical 

discourses led by U.S. President Trump, given his far-reaching platform as a national and 
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international figure, and its spatial impact on border towns. Trump’s presidential campaign and 

time in office has largely focused on labeling Latina/o/x immigrants as drug dealers, rapists, and 

criminals, and building a border wall along the U.S.-Mexico border; both of which have a strong 

spatial significance in places like Tijuana-San Diego (Schubert, 2017). These political stances 

among other white supremacist, classist, sexist, ableist, and overall conservative ideologies, are 

part of Trump’s commonly known “make American great again” slogan (Pérez Huber, 2016). 

Because these messages were prevalent during the time of the study, there was a sociopolitical, 

spatial, and temporal significance that was very present in Tijuana-San Diego and consequently 

in the lives of the ten Latina/o student collaborators of this study who found themselves living 

and traversing this geographic region.  

Examining the intricacies and contradictions of physical borders such as Tijuana-San 

Diego in relation to higher education can further amplify our understanding on how particular 

sociopolitical contexts and geographies impact different spaces such as border communities, 

learning institutions and individuals inclusive of Latina/o/x students (Anzaldúa, 1987). More 

specifically, Figure 1 illustrates the relevancy of Frontera Community College in this research 

study as the only public institution of higher education in the southern region of San Diego and 

underscoring the close proximity of approximately 12 miles from the campus to the either of 

the two border entry points located in Tijuana-San Diego. I note that Frontera Community 

College is a commuter campus as there is no campus housing made available to students. 

Additionally, while some courses are offered online the majority of classes continue to be 

offered in traditional in-person classroom settings.  
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Figure 1. Map of Tijuana-San Diego: Two border entry points and Frontera Community College. 
 

 

Established in 1961, Frontera is the closest community college to the Tijuana-San Diego 

border. In total, it services 10 cities in South San Diego with close to 500,000 residents. Almost 

half of the residents in Frontera’s service area live in the city of Chula Vista. Moreover, when 

considering race, 60% of the service area population is Latina/o/x followed by 20% white. 

Frontera also acknowledges their responsibility in educating students beyond their U.S. service 

area and across the border as noted in an institutional report – “this unique location positions 

the College to play an important role in the intellectual growth of residents in both the United 

States and Mexico” (College Self Evaluation Report, 2015, p. 9). This information allows us to 

understand who lives in the service area of Frontera Community College, the singularity of their 

student body, and how this is connected to their proximity to the Tijuana-San Diego border.  

Frontera Community College Markers of Student Progress 

There are 26,775 students enrolled at Frontera Community College. The 2016-2017 

student data available shows how from the 26,775 students, 66% of the student body is 

Hispanic, 11% White Non-Hispanic, 6% Filipino, 5% African American, 5% Asian, 0.3% American 

Frontera Community College 

Tijuana-San Diego Port of Entry 

Legend 
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Indian, 0.4% Pacific Islander, 3% Multiracial, and 4% unknown. Student data for Frontera 

Community College is drawn from the California Community College Student Success Scorecard 

(2018). The dataset highlights persistence, developmental education, and degree/transfer 

completion of credit (i.e., degree, certificate) and transfer seeking for first time students 

starting in 2011-2012 for a total of six years. Frontera experienced a 75% persistence rate for 

college prepared7 students who enrolled in the first three consecutive terms. For students 

classified as unprepared for college8 by the California Community College Student Success 

Scorecard, students experienced a 68% persistence rate in their first three consecutive terms. 

For credit students who first enrolled in developmental level math, English, and/or English as a 

second language (ESL) only 34% were able to finish the developmental math track and 

complete a college-level math course. Similarly, half (50%) of developmental English students 

and 30% of ESL students completed a college-level course in the same discipline. From all 

Latina/o/x students that began in a developmental education track, only 33% of math, 50% of 

English, and 32% of ESL Latina/o/x students were able to successfully finish their corresponding 

developmental education courses and complete at least one college-level course in the same 

discipline. Students that started their education at FCC by participating in a developmental level 

course had a lower degree/certificate completion and transfer rate of 36% in comparison to the 

                                                
7 College prepared is defined in the California Community College Student Success Scorecard 
(2018) website as “student’s lowest course attempted in Math and/or English was college 
level.” 
 
8 Unprepared for college is defined in the California Community College Student Success 
Scorecard (2018) website as “student’s lowest course attempted in Math and/or English was 
remedial level.” 
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higher rate of 62% for non-developmental education students. It is important to note that the 

majority of first-time credit students were enrolled in at least one form of developmental 

course pointing to their importance in educating a large number of community college 

students. Next, I provide an overview of the faculty, staff, and administrators working at 

Frontera Community College.      

Frontera Community College’s Institutional Agents 

 According to the Fall 2017 Faculty and Staff Demographics Report by the California 

Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office Data Mart (2018), there are a total of 1,348 employees 

at Frontera Community College. The employees consist of 28 educational administrators, 214 

academic tenured/tenure track personnel, 705 academic temporary personnel, and 401 as 

classified personnel. Overall, each category, with the exception of academic temporary 

personnel, had more women represented than men. It is important to recognize that the 

majority of employees, 52%, were identified as academic temporary pointing to the high 

number of provisional personnel at community colleges. When looking at race, 13 out of the 28 

administrators identified as White Non-Hispanic, seven as Hispanic, two as African American, 

three as American Indian, two as Asian, one as Pacific Islander and one unknown. In other 

words, 46% of the administrators are White Non-Hispanic in a 66% Latina/o/x community 

college campus. Similarly, for the academic tenured/tenure track personnel a little more than 

half (51%) were White Non-Hispanic followed by a quarter (25%) Hispanic. A similar trend is 

found in the academic temporary titles with White Non-Hispanic accounting for 56% and 

Hispanics for 22%. Lastly, the reverse trend occurs in the classified positions with 51% Hispanics 

followed by 27% White Non-Hispanic.  
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 Table 2 highlights the racial disparities when considering the two largest groups of 

students (Latina/o/x and white) at Frontera Community College and the institutional agents. 

Table 2 
 
FCC Racial Composition of Students and Institutional Agents (CCCCO, 2018 Data Mart) 
 

 

While the majority (66%) of the students at Frontera Community College identify as Hispanic, 

the plurality of institutional agent positions are held by White Non-Hispanics (47%) creating a 

lack in Latina/o/x racial representation when considering the racial composition of institutional 

agents. In other words, a 66% Latina/o/x student body is being serviced by 31% Latina/o/x 

institutional agents. When the data on Latina/o/x employees at FCC is disaggregated by 

occupational type we find that about half of the institutional agents are in classified positions 

with only 13% of all Latina/o/x employees being tenure-track faculty and 2% educational 

administrators.  
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While this section focused on the providing more detail on the location, student body, 

and institutional agents of Frontera Community College, the next section provides the guiding 

research questions of this study.  

Research Questions 

Borders such as the one found in Tijuana-San Diego are usually understood as physical 

boundaries used to separate territories and people. The concept of borderlands by Gloria 

Anzaldúa (1987) builds on this definition by merging material and metaphorical borders, and 

focusing on moments and spaces alongside traditional borders where opposites meet, interact, 

and lead to a unique set of experiences and identities. I consider community colleges with 

diverse student bodies such as the ones found in California borderlands, especially Frontera 

Community College (FCC) – the closest community college to the Tijuana-San Diego 

international border, one such space. This qualitative study of Latina/o/x community college 

students attending Frontera Community College (FCC) explores the identities and educational 

experiences of students in the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands. Additionally, this study takes into 

consideration the role of space and geography as well the current anti-Latina/o/x and 

immigrant climate in shaping the lived realities of Latina/o/x students in the borderlands. FCC is 

located only 12 miles from the two U.S.-Mexico border entry points (San Ysidro & Otay) found 

in San Diego-Tijuana.  

The two guiding research questions for this study are as follows: 

1. How do Latina/o/x students make sense of self, their identities, and subjectivities 

when navigating multiple real and symbolic borders? 



 

19 

2. What are the educational barriers and opportunities faced by Latina/o/x students 

when navigating Frontera Community College—a campus situated in the Tijuana-San 

Diego borderlands? 

With the assistance of ten Latina/o student collaborators, this study sought to 

understand how living on either side of the Tijuana-San Diego border during an anti-Latina/o/x 

sociopolitical climate and navigating the borderlands found in community colleges impacts the 

sense of self and educational experiences of Latina/o/x students. Research question number 

one centers on the sense of self, identities, and subjectivities of FCC Latina/o/x students. 

Research question number two focuses on the educational experiences of Latina/o/x students 

by paying particular attention to the barriers and opportunities they encounter(ed). Guided by 

Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory, Critical Race Theory, Latina/o Critical Theory, and Critical 

Geography this study produced empirical qualitative data that provides insight into the 

intricacies of Latina/o/x student subjectivities when confronted with living in border regions 

that enforce anti-Latina/o/x and anti-immigrant narratives and how this same discourse 

impacts their educational realities as community college students. The findings of this study on 

sense of self, identity, subjectivities, and educational barriers and opportunities while present 

in the physical border of Tijuana-San Diego, are applicable to other Latina/o/x students and 

institutions of higher education serving Latina/o/x students given the large reach of the 

sociopolitical climate that we are currently experiencing. I intend for the findings to aid in the 

development of a campus climate that is receptive in welcoming and acknowledging the 

complex identities and lived realities of Latina/o/x students. It is my goal that in creating a 
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campus climate that is conducive to the success of Latina/o/x students we can improve 

Latina/o/x student retention, degree attainment, and transfer rates among other areas. 

Research Objectives and Significance 

Because more than 80% of all Latina/o/x students in California’s higher education 

matriculate in community colleges (Solórzano et al., 2013), this qualitative study focuses on 

examining the subjectivities and educational experiences of Latina/o/x community college 

students in a borderland context at the macro and micro levels. Borderlanders, or those that 

live and experience the borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego and FCC, share a distinct community 

history, an insider perspective, language and culture that outsiders are often not able to 

comprehend. This where my dissertation research makes a contribution, by addressing the 

interactions between space and geography, the subjectivities and educational experiences of 

Latina/o/x community college students, and the impact of the immigration and Latina/o/x 

discourse during the beginning of Trump’s administration. Exploring the sense of self and 

educational experiences of Latina/o/x community college students who navigate complex 

contexts and environments is crucial to understanding how the lives of students are shaped by 

the spaces they navigate including the physical and metaphorical borderlands. 

While there have been national efforts to improve community colleges including 

discussions on their affordability by proposing two years of free community college to eligible 

students (White House, 2015), it is important to consider other factors that would impact the 

success of community college students beyond financial assistance. For example, in better 

understanding the nuances and intricacies of Latina/o/x students attending borderlands 

institutions like FCC, I argue that there are implications for illuminating the sense of self of 
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students and the educational barriers experienced by students. By gaining this insight, 

institutions composed of faculty, staff, and administrators can engage in practices that best 

address the needs of their study body contributing to the improvement of community college 

research and the Latina/o/x educational pipeline. Similarly, strengthening the retention, 

completion, and academic success of Latina/o/x students who currently make up one million 

students in California Community Colleges is important given the 1.1 million bachelor’s degree 

shortage California is expected to face by 2030 (Johnson, Mejia & Bohn, 2015). One method of 

mitigating this gap includes increasing the number of Latina/o/x students that are transfer-

ready in community colleges. Yet, in order for students to be transfer eligible we need to 

ensure that community colleges are committed to the retention and academic success of 

Latina/o/x students. How can institutions do this? One way is by understanding the Latina/o/x 

student body at their institutions. This study helps unearth the phenomenon of Latina/o/x 

students by doing an in-depth examination of their lived realities on and off campus. Hence, 

this study provides key recommendations centered on the subjectivities, lived realities, and 

educational experiences of Latina/o/x students that can help develop a receptive campus 

culture that aims to validate their identities, support their career goals, and reduce the 

bachelor’s degree shortage in California.  

At a more local level, Frontera Community College received a $2.4 million five-year grant 

from the U.S. Department of Education to improve student persistence and completion rates. 

The Puertas al Futuro (Doorways to the Future) grant is dedicated to creating a first-year cohort 

program for freshmen. During this program, students work closely with a college success team 

and peer mentors with the goal of creating a learning community that can enhance the 
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students’ academic abilities. While programming began in Fall 2014, I believe that the findings 

of this study on the subjectivities and experiences of Latina/o/x students at FCC can provide 

critical data to inform best practices for the success of Latina/o/x students and how 

institutional agents and the campus policies and practices can also support their success and 

academic advancement.  

It is important to keep in mind that while this study focuses on Latina/o/x students 

enrolled at one institution close in proximity to the Tijuana-San Diego border, the study’s 

findings reach beyond this geographic area. Similarly, the present sociopolitical narrative 

framing Latinas/os/x as unfit for U.S. society, reaches geographic areas outside of the U.S.-

Mexico border. Yet, different studies can recognize the details of how diverse spaces and 

geographies shape the subjectivities and educational experiences of Latina/o/x students.  

My conceptualization of community colleges as borderlands draws from Anzaldúan 

Borderlands Theory (1987) allowing me to understand community colleges as places where 

opposites meet, interact, and lead to a unique set of experiences and identities. This is 

especially applicable to community colleges that have diverse student bodies – an important 

consideration given the growing proportion of Latinas/os/x in California and across the nation. 

Hence, my conceptualization of community colleges as borderlands sites where Latinas/os/x, 

regardless of their immigrant generation, occupy and share the same classroom space with 

students from the same or different racial backgrounds, identities, and life experiences is 

essential to understanding the diverse educational experiences of Latina/o/x students in 

community colleges generally. From immigration status, languages spoken, and 

regional/national affiliation to identity markers such as sexuality and gender performance, 
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students in FCC make for a diverse student body that can be found in other community colleges 

across the United States. 

Overview of Study 

 The dissertation opened with Chapter One by situating the study, providing information 

on the development of community colleges and more specifically California Community 

Colleges. Chapter One also introduced Frontera Community College, the guiding research 

questions and the significance of the study. Chapter Two focuses on providing a review of the 

literature by discussing the state of Latina/o/x community college students, the role of faculty, 

staff, and administrators, and practices and policies of Hispanic Serving Institutions. Chapter 

Three moves to the theoretical frameworks including Borderlands, Critical Race Theory, 

Latina/o Critical Theory, and Critical Geography to inform the study’s methodology. Moreover, 

Chapter Three also highlights my positionality as a borderlander from Tijuana-San Diego and my 

researcher commitments. Chapter Four discusses the qualitative research design utilized in this 

study by providing an overview of recruitment and collaborators, data collection tools, data 

analysis, and the study’s timeframe. The ten Latina/o student collaborators of this study are 

introduced in Chapter Five by highlighting their migration stories and educational aspirations. 

Chapter Six serves as the guiding theoretical framework to the findings developed using 

grounded theory in this study by underscoring the enseñanzas de la linea or the pedagogy of 

the border, which serves as the overarching framework that helps situate the findings. The 

findings on sense of self, identities, and subjectivities of Latina/o/x students are discussed in 

Chapter Seven. Chapter Eight answers research question number two as it focuses on the 

findings related to the educational barriers and opportunities encountered by the Latina/o 
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students. Lastly, Chapter Nine provides a summary of the study’s findings, provides 

recommendations shared by students, introduces a Fronterista Receptive Campus Climate with 

the goal of answering the needs of Latina/o/x students in the borderlands, and provides theory, 

research, policy and practice implications.    
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter illustrates a review of the literature by providing a backdrop under which to 

explore the Tijuana-San Diego borderland subjectivities and educational experience of 

Latina/o/x students at Frontera Community College. To accomplish this, three different areas of 

research will be covered: 1) the state of Latina/o/x community college students; 2) the role of 

faculty, staff, and administrators in supporting community college students; and 3) community 

college practices and policies in Hispanic Serving Institutions. Despite the fact that the literature 

on community colleges is large and growing, the three research areas covered in this chapter 

are still underdeveloped when considering their relationship to Latina/o/x students and 

borderlands contexts and/or institutions. Due to this scarcity, I attempt my best to focus on the 

aspect of the literature that more closely deals with Latina/o/x students directly or informs our 

understanding of the three focus areas. In other words, scholarship that incorporates a critical 

perspective and understanding of this institutional sector will be highlighted. Furthermore, the 

selected literature helps construct and shape the focus on the study.   

To commence, the first section of the literature explores themes related to the 

experiences of Latina/o/x students in navigating community colleges. Because the experiences 

of Latina/o/x students are broad, I pay particular attention to experiences related to their 

academic trajectories during their time in community college and academic identities. Next, a 

discussion on the roles and responsibilities of faculty, staff, and administrators in supporting 

the success of Latina/o/x community college students as well as the role of campus cultures is 

provided. Third, institutional practices and policies found in places with a high number of 
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Latina/o/x students including HSIs is discussed. Because FCC is located close in proximity to the 

Tijuana-San Diego border, special attention will be given to literature addressing the state of 

California and Latina/o/x students. Together, these three areas will help contextualize the 

research questions of the study focused primarily on the experiences of Latina/o/x community 

college students. 

The State of Latina/o/x Community College Students  

This section highlights literature related to the experiences of students in higher 

education with a focus on Latina/o/x community college students’ trajectories and identities. To 

contextualize, the current state of Latina/o/x community college students in California opens 

this portion of the chapter with a focus on transfer rates and aspirations. Following, a 

discussion on Latina/o/x community college students’ trajectory is provided including obstacles 

in their retention and persistence by paying close attention to institutional barriers, 

developmental education, and transfronterizo students. A brief overview on the limited 

literature on Latina/o/x student identity in community college is also provided.  

An Overview of Latina/o/x Community College Students  

 A report released by the California Senate Office of Research (2014) found that out of 

the 720,000 Latinas/os/x enrolled in California’s public institutions of higher education in 2010, 

82% were enrolled in California Community Colleges, 13% at a California State University and 

only 5% at the University of California. This information confirms the important role community 

colleges have in educating the large majority of Latina/o/x students in pursuit of higher 

education. When you examine the California Community College (CCC) system alone, 

Latinas/os/x are the plurality with 45% for the 2017-18 school year. This marks a large increase 
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in the California Community College Latina/o/x student body since the year 2000 when the 

Latina/o/x student body comprised 25% of the student population (CCCCO, 2018 Data Mart). 

These data sources depict the growing proportion of enrollment of Latina/o/x students in 

community college in California9. Nevertheless, although Latina/o/x enrollment has increased, 

Latinas/os/x still experience low degree completion and transfer rates to four-year colleges and 

universities. A research report by the UCLA Chicano Studies Research Center (2014) 

demonstrates how in the state of California, “Latinas/os fare much worse in degree attainment 

than any other major racial/ethnic group in the state” (Pérez Huber et al., 2014, p. 1). To 

illustrate, Latinas in California earn bachelor’s degrees at a lower rate of 11% in comparison to 

their white female peers who earn bachelor’s degrees at greater rate of 38%. The same pattern 

is found among Latinos and their white male counterparts. This inequity in educational 

attainment continues all throughout the educational pipeline. Even though the Latina/o/x 

student body continues to increase, it is critical that we find ways to improve the educational 

trajectories and attainment outcomes at the community college level – a place where the 

majority of Latina/o/x students begin their postsecondary education. 

Transfer rates and aspirations. The large disparity in degree attainment for Latinas/os/x 

is in part answerable by the low transfer rates experienced by community college students. 

More specifically, the community college pipeline for Latina/o/x students demonstrates how for 

every 100 Latina/o/x community college student, only 14 transfer to a four-year college or 

university (Solórzano, Acevedo-Gil, & Santos, 2013). In other words, 86% of Latina/o/x students 

                                                
9 When considering the growing number of K-12 students that are Latinas/os/x (54%) in 
California, we can hypothesize that the number of Latina/o/x students in community colleges 
will continue to rise given the established patterns of enrollment.  
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enrolled in a California Community College do not transfer and/or have the opportunity to earn 

a bachelor’s degree. It is important to recognize that Latina/o/x students aspire to transfer and 

earn bachelor’s, master’s, doctoral, and professional degrees. Yosso and Solórzano (2006) 

found that approximately 40% of Latina/o/x community college students in California aspired to 

transfer to a four-year college or university. A more current study by Sanchez (2012) supports 

and expands on the aspirations of Latina/o/x community college students. In her study of a 

California Community College, Sanchez (2012) found that Latina/o/x students participating in a 

first-year learning community held high transfer aspirations of 90% for Latinas and 76% for 

Latinos. These studies serve as a foundation to the high academic aspirations of Latina/o/x 

community college students and their interest in transferring to a college or university. 

Moreover, such findings challenge cultural deficiency models that place blame on students, 

culture and families for the low transfer rates and degree attainment of Latinas/os/x. The fact 

that Latina/o/x students are interested in transferring to four-year colleges at high percentages 

but only less than one-sixth are able to achieve their transfer objectives serves as a call for 

additional research. Specifically, research that employs critical lenses on how to improve the 

institutional practices of community colleges serving Latina/o/x students to reduce the 

educational inequalities experienced by this community. 

Barriers in the Trajectories of Community College Students 

 Data on the state of Latina/o/x community college students has established the high 

aspirations of this group amidst their low transfer rates. In order to address this gap and aid 

students in achieving their goals, this subsection of the literature on the experiences of 

Latina/o/x community college students examines their academic trajectories. To best 
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understand the paths endured by Latina/o/x community college students I turn to the literature 

on retention and persistence by paying particular attention to institutional barriers and 

developmental education. I also incorporate the scant literature on transfronterizo students as 

this directly aligns with the experiences of some of the study’s collaborators. Incorporating such 

scholarship is important as it highlights the reasons why students are not able continue on their 

academic path to either complete a degree or transfer to a four-year college. Because the 

literature on community college retention and persistence does not always address Latina/o/x 

students as a group, I begin this conversation by providing a broad understanding of some of 

the issues faced by students in general before narrowing it to Latina/o/x students and 

transfronterizo students. The selected literature also impacts my understanding of the 

community college trajectories of the students at Frontera Community College by highlighting 

issues related to being first generation college students from low-income and immigrant 

backgrounds. 

Institutional barriers. Retention of community college students tends to be lower than 

any other sector of higher education. A quantitative study by Fike and Fike (2008) of 9,200 first-

time college students in Texas revealed that retention from students’ first semester term to the 

next, and to the following year can be predicted by different factors. More than half of the 

students in the study received financial aid (60%), identified as white (66%), female (56%) and 

had a median age of 19. A lower proportion of the students in this study, 23%, identified as 

Hispanic. Sixty-five percent of students participated in developmental education math and a 

lower number of students were enrolled in developmental English and writing. The overall 

passage rate for developmental education students was a little more than fifty percent. From 
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the 9,200 students, only 34% enrolled in online courses and about a quarter (25%) of students 

reported having a mother or father with an educational attainment of at least some college. 

Lastly, a small percentage of students (4%) participated in the student support services program 

of TRiO. The regression model results indicate that “the strongest predictor for retention is 

passing a developmental reading course” (p. 80) followed by developmental mathematics and 

writing. Taking online courses, participating in the TRiO program, receiving financial aid, and 

having parents with some college education also serve as important predictors of student 

persistence. Hence, Fike and Fike (2008) were able to confirm some of the different factors 

affecting student retention in community colleges and the pivotal role of passing 

developmental courses for student persistence. Their findings, however, lack in applicability to 

a diverse student body as their study was based on one institution with a majority white 

student population that does not account for the particular community college experience of 

Latina/o/x students.  

 The large proportion of Latina/o/x students in community colleges and their dismal 

retention and degree or transfer completion rates is alarming given the growing Latina/o/x 

demographics nationwide. The fact that Latina/o/x community college students experience 

higher attrition than their white peers established the platform for Garcia’s (2010) study on the 

institutional factors impacting retention. In her qualitative study of first-semester Hispanic 

community college students at one institution, Garcia (2010) recognizes some of the 

institutional barriers faced by this student group. Interview data from 124 students was 

collected on student-identified barriers in their community college trajectory. The findings 

highlight barriers in financial aid, registration, online courses, and advising for Hispanic 
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students. A lack of familiarity with the federal and institutional financial aid processes including 

navigating the campus financial aid office was tied to feelings of anxiety in students. Garcia 

(2010) describes how students oftentimes apply for financial assistance on the first day of 

classes not realizing the application’s processing time requirement leading to experiences of 

financial hardship. The community college site in Garcia’s (2010) study employed an online 

registration system that was also identified as a barrier by the participants. While the 

community college found the online registration system a useful tool for students, some of the 

Hispanic students found this a difficult task to embark on when attempting to enroll in classes. 

Students placed in online courses found it challenging to obtain help from the instructors 

and/or have access to a computer. Lastly, Hispanic students did not receive the necessary 

information from campus staff to properly navigate the institution – leaving students with 

limited information. The four barriers identified by Garcia (2010) made it hard for Hispanic 

students to continue with their education. On many occasions, for example, students stopped 

attending classes when their financial aid was not resolved or they became disengaged in their 

online course. Improving the institutional practices of community colleges from financial aid to 

developmental education is key in improving the retention of community college students, 

specifically Latina/o/x students.  

 Developmental education. The findings on the important role of successfully 

completing developmental education for student retention by Fike and Fike (2008) point to a 

contemporary issue faced by many community colleges. Two-year colleges are now more than 

ever providing a basic skills education in English, math, and reading to better prepare students 

for college-level coursework. Although completing developmental education can lead to higher 
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retention during a student’s first year (Fike & Fike, 2008), the rates for passing developmental 

education courses are dismal. Crisp and Delgado (2014) found that women and minorities were 

overrepresented in developmental education in comparison to non-developmental classes. 

Students participating in developmental education had lower high school grade point averages 

(GPA) and lower parental education levels based on the Beginning Postsecondary Students 

Longitudinal Study of 2004-05. In their study, Crisp and Delgado (2014) also found that even 

though all students intended to transfer and earn a bachelor’s degree, only 35% of 

developmental students transferred with those participating in developmental English being 

the least likely to transfer. The findings highlighted in this study point to the overrepresentation 

of minority students in developmental education and how this educational track can “serve to 

decrease students’ odds of successfully transferring to a 4-year institution” (p. 112).  

Crisp and Nora (2010) consider the experiences of Hispanic students in developmental 

education by incorporating a regression model in their study. A sample of 570 Hispanic first-

time community college students who planned on transferring to a four-year college or 

university was collected to better understand the “demographic, pre-college, socio-cultural, 

environmental, and academic experiences” (Crisp & Nora, 2010, p. 176) needed to obtain the 

students’ academic goals. The findings highlight how 52% of the Hispanic students enrolled in at 

least one developmental education course over the duration of their first year in community 

college. Out of the 570 students, 35% did not persist or transfer to a second year and 41% of 

students did not persist or transfer to a third year. In other words, only 24% of the 570 students 

persisted to a third year. This study found the important factors associated with student 

persistence to be high school mathematics courses taken, enrollment time from high school to 
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community college, parental education levels, full time college status, receiving financial 

support, and enrollment in at least one developmental course. Yet, the finding on the positive 

role of developmental education only went as far as the second year. Nevertheless, the authors 

conclude that the “likelihood of transferring or earning a credential was increased for those 

that needed some form of remediation” (Crisp & Nora, 2010, p. 190), a finding that contradicts 

research on how enrolling in developmental education can reduce a student’s chance of 

transferring to a four-year institution (Crisp & Delgado, 2014). 

A report by Solórzano, Acevedo-Gil and Santos (2013) found that for students in the 

California Community College system, 85% were assessed below transfer-level math and 72% 

below transfer-level English. Solórzano et al. (2013) point to the detrimental impact of 

participating in developmental coursework for Latinas/os/x when considering progress to 

completion or transfer. For instance, when Latina/o/x students are placed in developmental 

English, only 34% are able to advance to and pass an English transfer-level course. Likewise, 

only 14% of Latina/o/x students in developmental math advance to and pass a math transfer-

level course. The placement level, even within developmental education, matters as the study 

found that “students have better odds of passing transfer-level courses when they begin closer 

to that goal” (p. 5). Additionally, the findings discuss the role of placement exams, dismal 

progress to college-level courses, and additional burdens for developmental education 

students. Because the majority of first-time community college students take placement exams 

from which they are directed to a course-track including developmental education, it is pivotal 

to consider the implications of these examinations for Latina/o/x students who might not be 

familiar with this test. The majority of students who begin a developmental course do not 
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advance to a college-level course making for a large gap in the retention of this group. Lastly, 

Solórzano et al. (2013) also underscore how students participating in developmental education 

have a longer course sequence than non-developmental students causing for a slower time to 

degree completion and/or transfer, and additional financial costs. Again, the findings presented 

by Solórzano et al. (2013) reject the idea that developmental education benefits the progress 

and success of Latina/o/x students.  

When taking a closer look at Latina/o/x students in developmental education beyond 

low completion rates we find that some of the students in this course sequence have 

intersecting identities including identifying as first-generation college students, recent 

immigrants or children of immigrants, and English language learners (Doran, 2017). Such 

overlapping identities impact the education of Latina/o/x students who not only find 

themselves navigating a foreign system of higher education but also in the process of learning 

English. Given these experiences, Latina/o/x students are placed in developmental reading and 

writing classes. Doran (2017) argues that an empowerment framework should be implemented 

in developmental education to acknowledge the issues faced by Latina/o/x students in 

language and writing. She states that by combining, “teaching of skills, educational power 

structures, and more welcoming perspectives toward students’ use of Spanish, the 

developmental education may be positively transformative for students who might otherwise 

feel stigmatized or held back by placement policies” (Doran, 2017, p. 144). In utilizing this 

framework, a clear acknowledgment of the systems of power and oppression found in 

academia alongside strengthening the multiple identities of Latina/o/x students is imperative. 

Because many of the participants in this study identify as first or second-generation immigrants 
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and live in either Tijuana or San Diego, next I discuss some of the limited literature on 

transfronterizo students in community colleges.  

Transfronterizo students. Transfronterizo is the Spanish translation of the term 

transborder. Transfronterizo and transborder are adjectives used to depict a particular lifestyle 

that is intimately tied to having close connections to the United States and Mexico due to place 

of residency, employment, or education. In this dissertation, some of the Latina/o students 

lived in Tijuana and attended community college in San Diego making their lifestyle one filled 

with multiple crossings of the Tijuana-San Diego border and knowledge related to the social and 

political climates and events impacting their lives occurring in both countries. In other words, 

some of the collaborators embodied a transfronterizo lifestyle as they commuted from their 

home in Tijuana, crossed the international U.S.-Mexico border, and continued their travel to 

community college in San Diego.  

While there is insufficient research on transfronterizo students in general or even more 

specifically on transfronterizo Latina/o/x students in community colleges, a study by Falcón 

Orta, Harris, Leal and Vazquez (2018) begins to unearth some of the barriers faced by 

transfronterizo students. To introduce transborder or transfronterizo students, Falcón Orta et 

al. (2018) explain: 

Transborder college students from the San Diego–Tijuana border region are a 

heterogeneous population, varying in age, gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 

gender expression, and cultural identifications. However, most transborder college 

students are born U.S. citizens of Mexican ethnic background, keeping ties to both 
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nations as a result of social, familial, and academic experiences (Chávez Montaño, 2006; 

Falcón Orta, [Accepted]; Falcón Orta & Orta Falcón, 2018; Relaño Pastor, 2007). (p. 74) 

In acknowledging the heterogeneity among transfronterizo students, Falcón Orta et al. (2018) 

remind us that more research is needed to capture the nuanced experiences of this group. Yet, 

they also point to commonality among transfronterizo students that being their U.S. citizenship 

status that provides them the ability and privilege to frequently cross into the United States 

from Mexico with more protections when compared to non-U.S. citizens (e.g. U.S. residents, 

tourist visa holders, undocumented, or any other immigration status). When considering the 

community college barriers faced by transfronterizo students, the study points to how 

employing a structural and political intersectionality lens allows for the examination of racism 

and sexism faced by the four male, Mexican-American, transborder, community college student 

participants. The findings point to how having a transborder lifestyle intersects with other 

identities leading to oppressive experiences. Examples of the challenges faced by 

transfronterizo male students include being treated as criminals in the transborder commute by 

U.S. customs agents, facing academic challenges due to long commutes to campus, and 

experiencing racism in their community college campus because of a lack of understanding of 

students living in Tijuana. While being a transfronterizo male student brought a lot of 

hardships, it also provided students strengths such as being able to adapt to the cultures and 

societal norms of the U.S. and Mexico, and envisioning a world without borders. The authors 

conclude their chapter by arguing for a gender-aware, transborder responsive, multicultural 

approach to counseling in order to best advise Mexican-American male community college 

students.  
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Although investigating some of the major barriers in the trajectory of Latina/o/x 

community college students from institutional barriers, developmental education, and the 

challenges experienced by transfronterizo students are important to the focus of the study, it is 

also essential to consider how students construct ideas of self when enrolled in community 

colleges.  

Identity Constructions of Community College Students 

 While the research on college student development and academic identity is growing, 

the majority of scholarship focuses on the experiences of students attending four-year 

institutions (e.g., Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Ren, 2010). Additionally, many of the theories 

and frameworks on identity do not address the racialized experiences of Students of Color and 

their impact on academic identity and sense of belonging while in college. This disparity has left 

a gap in the literature on the identity and sense of belonging of Latina/o/x community college 

students who traverse a very different set of experiences and academic trajectories in 

comparison to their peers at four-year colleges and universities.  

One of the few pieces of literature on community college student identity addresses the 

complexities of students in this sector of higher education who oftentimes have an “identity 

that is multifaceted, situation-specific, and fragmented” (Shaw, 1999, p. 153). In her critical 

qualitative study, Shaw (1999) argues that community colleges need to recognize, embrace, 

and accommodate the diverse experiences and fluid identities of their student bodies. Identity 

is traditionally understood as an intrinsic and fixed state that is present throughout one’s life. 

Yet, Shaw acknowledges that the social conditions of the U.S. reinforce differential power 

structures that further impact the identities of marginalized groups. Working under the 
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conceptualization of identity as a social construct that is situational and also a marker of agency 

and choice, Shaw (1999) found that students identify in complex, layered ways with many of 

them experiencing unity, change, conflict, and fragmentation as part of their identities. The 

complexity of identities attached to students is associated with experiences of confusion, 

conflict, and even pain underscoring the difficult role of negotiating constructions of identity 

while simultaneously navigating the barriers associated with community college.   

  Although students have the choice to self-identify in multifaceted ways, institutions also 

send messages via policies, pedagogical practices, and support structures that either welcome 

or neglect certain identities. For example, a community college might not recognize or respond 

to the parenting identity of a Latino single father and instead reject this student’s multilayered 

identity contributing to his departure from the institution. Community colleges oftentimes 

define the identity of students in restricted ways that largely rely on the academic performance 

of students and fail to acknowledge the multidimensionality found within. This perspective can 

lead to the essentialism of identity and further reinforce negative stereotypes related to gender 

and race. Another less popular but important take on identity in community colleges as 

outlined by Shaw (1999) embraces the students’ racial, gender, and class identities by 

incorporating curricular, pedagogical, and organizational campus wide changes. Lastly, on 

occasion community colleges validate the lived realities of students with complex, competing 

identities by understanding the conflict and difficulties attached to this. When community 

colleges understand students in narrow unilateral terms, “they ignore or negate the lived 

experiences of students, and increase the chances that these students will maintain neither the 

desire nor the ability to persist” and consequently “alienate that portion of the population for 



 

39 

whom education is most critical” (p. 169). In her recommendations, Shaw points to the 

importance of acknowledging the multifaceted identities of students in order to accommodate 

and integrate students throughout their community college education and avoid creating a 

poor sense of belonging for students.  

 In a review of ethnographic educational research, Koyama (2007) exposes the different 

ways in which social spaces such as schools serve as exploratory sites from which to understand 

student identity and its relationship to sense of belonging. Of specific importance to this 

dissertation, Koyama (2007) exposes how underrepresented students “show a pattern of less 

connectedness to school social networks and systems–of isolation, segregation, and 

institutionalized marginalization” (p. 2307) leading to a poor sense of belonging for Students of 

Color. In accordance with Shaw (1999), Koyama (2007) states that schools help shape the 

multiple identities of students by welcoming or negating certain aspects of a students’ racial, 

linguistic, gendered, class, and sexuality identities. Thus, when Latina/o/x students feel that 

their multiple identities are not validated, they feel uncared for by schooling institutions and 

educators, and could be ultimately pushed out of schools. While Students of Color and 

immigrant students adopt different strategies to challenge their positions of marginality in 

schools such as developing familiar peer relations, creating transnational spaces, acculturation 

without assimilation, and belonging through multiple marginality, the responsibility to 

challenge ideologies centered on mainstream student identity should not be placed on 

students. Instead, institutional accommodations need to be made to acknowledge the multiple 

identities of Latina/o/x students in community colleges, create a strong sense of belonging for 

students, and strengthen the retention and persistence of this group. Even though this 
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scholarship does not directly address Latina/o/x students, it makes particular connections to 

the experiences of marginalized and underrepresented students who oftentimes embody 

diverse identities in addition to their community college student role and experience a 

substandard sense of belonging on college campuses.  

Conclusion for the State of Latina/o/x Community College Students  

Starting with data on the low degree attainment and transfer rates of Latina/o/x 

community college students this section demonstrated how both personal experiences and 

institutional factors impact one’s chances of succeeding academically. Some of the main 

barriers Latina/o/x community college students encounter in their academic trajectories as 

identified in the literature include institutional barriers such as financial aid, K-12 academic 

rigor, and navigational skills; the important role of developmental education; and the specific 

barriers attached to being an immigrant student or transfronterizo student. Moreover, 

although briefly, this section discussed how the multiplicity of student identities need to be 

accounted for in community colleges to develop a strong sense of belonging that can retain 

Latina/o/x students on college campuses. Ensuing, a discussion on the literature on faculty, 

staff, and administrators in community colleges is provided.    

Community College Faculty, Staff, Administrators, and Campus Culture 

This part of Chapter Two addresses the role that community college faculty, staff, and 

administrators play in supporting the success and academic trajectories of Latina/o/x students. 

It provides an understanding of the ways that institutional agents at the community college can 

best aid and support diverse student populations. Though this dissertation does not specifically 

focus on the role of institutional agents at Frontera Community College, there were several 
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student collaborators who made mention of faculty and staff members they found helpful 

when navigating their community college educational journey and also provided areas for 

improvement when considering institutional agents. Thus, in line with the implications tied to 

practice of this study, I highlight some of the ways that research has already examined best 

practices for personnel working with community college students. More importantly, this 

section discusses the personal responsibilities campus stakeholders practice when creating an 

environment that can help students achieve their academic goals. Hence, this section integrates 

scholarship that speaks to the role of faculty, staff, and administrators as integral parts of the 

campus structure when working in a large Latina/o/x student campus. In other words, the 

articles discussed next take into account the role of different institutional agents and not a 

single perspective. This section discusses how faculty, staff, and administrators as a unit can 

reduce the barriers faced by students when attempting to navigate community college and 

either transfer or obtain a degree or certificate as is the case for the majority of Latina/o/x 

students in community college. In order to address this, I rely on the literature on best practices 

for strengthening the retention, success, and transfer pipeline for Latina/o/x students.  

Community College Faculty, Staff, and Administrators  

 The literature addressed in the state of Latina/o/x community college students’ section 

pointed to some of the barriers faced by students when attempting to complete a degree or 

transfer to a four-year institution. Ornelas (2002) and Ornelas and Solórzano (2004) add to this 

literature by examining what constitutes a transfer culture when serving a large Latina/o/x 

student body by paying particular attention to faculty, staff and administrators. One of the 

largest Latina/o/x student body (70%) community colleges in California with an alarmingly low 
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transfer rate of three percent serves as the research site. The perceptions of a total of 191 

Latina/o/x students, 17 counselors, 12 faculty, and six administrators were collected to 

understand each group’s views of the transfer process. The data from the Latina/o/x students 

parallels some of the barriers discussed in the previous section from being first generation 

college students and having financial hardships to receiving a deficient K-12 education. 

Counselors shared a perception that overall the community college did not prioritize its transfer 

function. There was also an “uneven commitment among counselors [which] suggested an 

inconsistent approach to the transfer process that impacted the students negatively” (p. 239). 

This was also coupled with faculty’s perception that the institution was not fully committed to 

fulfilling its transfer function. Faculty also reflected on their roles and acknowledged their 

limited knowledge of the transfer process something that could also inhibit students from 

transferring. Key administrators including the president of the institution were also interviewed 

on the role of leadership in the transfer process of Latina/o/x students. All but one of the 

administrators believed that the institution was doing a good job in providing resources to 

ensure that students desiring to transfer were able to do so. The perspective shared by 

administrators did not align with the actual needs shared by students leading to a gap in 

information.  

Even though counselors, faculty, and administrators acknowledged some of the barriers 

expressed by students, not all groups displayed the same level of concern with the institution’s 

commitment to its transfer role. Additionally, counselors and administrators employed a 

culturally deficit discourse about Latina/o/x students which viewed them (students) as not 

placing value in their education. The findings by Ornelas (2002) and Ornelas and Solórzano 
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(2004) suggest that institutions need to fully commit to the transfer function especially when 

serving a large student body interested in obtaining a baccalaureate degree. The authors 

outline specific recommendations for each of the groups involved in the study. For students, 

Ornelas and Solórzano (2004) recommend for them to seek information and resources to assist 

in their transfer pathway. Sharing transfer information, requiring all students to develop an 

educational plan together with their counselors, establishing a course that provides additional 

support on the transfer process, practicing assorted strategies to disseminate transfer 

information, informing high school students of the college requirements, and reaching out to 

families and communities were the suggestions outlined for counselors. Faculty are 

recommended to continue improving their teaching strategies and curricula to effectively 

engage students, as well as being well versed in the transfer process to further support their 

advancement. Lastly, the college administration is encouraged to develop a computer system 

with updated information on transfer requirements for students, establish learning 

communities, help students understand financial aid and its many processes, institute bridge 

programs with colleges and universities, and provide sufficient courses at different hours to 

accommodate the diverse student needs. These sets of recommendations from Ornelas and 

Solórzano (2004) outline different ways to develop a strong transfer culture via counselors, 

faculty, and administrators that can help Latina/o/x students obtain their goals of transferring 

to a four-year college or university.      

Suarez (2003) also investigates the factors that contribute to what she names a forward 

transfer for Latina/o/x community college students in California. The author interviews ten 

students, two counselors, and six administrators to understand the transfer process. Suarez’s 
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(2003) student participants have successfully transferred to a public four-year state university 

only a few miles away from the community college research site. Additionally, two of the six 

administrators in the study are employed at the host transfer university. Her findings 

emphasize the importance of individual, institutional, and environmental factors in forward 

transfer. Individual student factors that were found to contribute to the successful transfer of 

Latina/o/x students consist of having a personal drive to succeed, a robust academic 

preparation in high school and community college, and clear academic and professional goals. 

At the institutional level, stakeholders recognized the importance of a campus-wide 

commitment to its transfer function, the importance of receiving validation from faculty and 

staff for students, role models, a flexible community, viewing transfer as a shared responsibility, 

and offering minority student support services and programs. Last, the environmental factors 

identified include financial aid assistance, proximity to a four-year college, and having a strong 

support system outside of campus. Additionally, the study identified how “students’ personal 

experiences often serve as catalysts in their pursuit of the bachelor’s degree” (Suarez, 2003, p. 

109). 

 Because this section of the literature review focuses on the role of faculty, staff, and 

administrators I am particularly interested in Suarez’s (2003) findings on the identified 

institutional factors. Having counselors develop an individual educational plan with clear and 

accurate information on the transfer process was pivotal to the success of students. Although 

faculty at times mentioned transferring to students, few faculty promoted or were involved 

with the institution’s transfer function. Nevertheless, validation from faculty and staff was 

found to help students persist and promote forward transfer. Role models, especially those of 
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Hispanic descent, in the form of counselors, staff, administrators, faculty, and students were 

found to be essential in the successful transfer of Latina/o/x students. A review of previous 

scholarship on Latina/o/x community college students by Pérez and Ceja (2010) further 

supports the findings of Suarez (2003). Pérez and Ceja (2010) discuss the importance of having 

Latina/o/x role models, faculty, staff and mentors that reflect the diverse experiences of 

students as an invaluable resource to improve the transfer pipeline. These findings point to the 

importance of having access to faculty, staff, and administrators with whom Latina/o/x 

students can identify, receive validation from, and share experiences with when considering 

student retention and progress.   

Campus Culture Models 

While institutional agents play a significant role in supporting the academic success of 

Latina/o/x community college students and creating an environment that enhances their ability 

to transfer, a conversation on campus culture is also necessary when considering additional 

institutional factors that aid the transfer of students. Scholarship by Jain, Herrera, Bernal, and 

Solórzano (2011) is one of the few to address campus culture models in four-year colleges and 

universities with the goal of establishing support structures that can help the transfer process 

of community college students. Jain et al. (2011) define a transfer receptive culture as: 

[A]n institutional commitment by a four-year college or university to provide the 

support needed for students to transfer successfully—that is, to navigate the 

community college, take the appropriate coursework, apply, enroll, and successfully 

earn a baccalaureate degree in a timely manner. (p. 257) 
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Thus, a transfer receptive culture centers the role of four-year colleges and universities in 

developing an environment that is transfer receptive. To do this, sending institutions 

(community colleges) and receiving institutions (four-year colleges or universities) have to work 

together to adequately support students in every step of the transfer process. The transfer 

receptive culture model acknowledges the racialized and marginalized experiences of Students 

of Color seeking to transfer from community colleges to four-year colleges and universities. To 

account for race and institutional racism, the transfer receptive culture model utilizes Critical 

Race Theory as a grounding framework from which five elements are developed. Two of the 

elements center the pre-transfer process and the three remaining elements on the post-

transfer process. While this model does not make community college their sole foci, it serves as 

an exemplar for how community colleges can develop campus culture models that address the 

specific institutional needs of Students of Color. Thus, community colleges can establish campus 

cultures that reduce institutional barriers and promote the retention and academic goals of 

Latina/o/x students in community colleges.  

The literature discussed in this section points to the critical role that institutional agents 

at large have in supporting community college students throughout their postsecondary 

education as well as the importance of campus cultures. A common theme throughout the 

selected literature consists of the notion that supporting the transfer function of community 

colleges should be a shared institutional commitment. Essentially, all campus stakeholders need 

to participate in the transfer mission of community colleges by being well informed and sharing 

that information with their students whether in classrooms, counseling meetings, and 

workshops. Similarly, in developing a campus culture that is supportive of the retention and 
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academic success of Latina/o/x students, community colleges can reduce the low transfer and 

retention rates currently experienced by a large number of Students of Color. Following, a 

section on institutional practices and policies is provided. 

Community College Practices and Policies in Hispanic Serving Institutions 

The scholarship discussed in this section focuses on the practices and policies of 

community colleges and how they are shaped by their geographic locality, surrounding 

sociopolitical discourse, and student body. In my search for more information on this topic, I did 

not find literature that specifically integrated sociopolitical discourses. Nevertheless, the 

scholarship on the role of Hispanic-Serving Institutions (HSI) was particularly relevant given 

Frontera’s status as an HSI. To begin, I provide a review on some key works on HSI and the role 

of Latina/o/x representation with an emphasis on policy recommendations. This section of the 

literature concludes with a discussion on the different strategies on how to improve the 

retention and degree completion of students. Again, the literature presented focuses on 

Latina/o/x students and how institutional level community college policies and practices can 

support their success.     

Hispanic Serving Institutions and the Role of Latina/o/x Representation  

 A study by Wassmer, Moore and Shulock (2004) found that community colleges with 

larger percentages of Latina/o/x students in California experienced a lower six-year transfer 

rate. In other words, “the higher the share of students who are Latino, the lower the college’s 

transfer rate” (p. 663). To combat the low transferability of students attending community 

colleges with high Latina/o/x racial composition, Wassmer et al. (2004) recommend the 

implementation of institutional policies such as agreements between community colleges and 
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local four-year colleges. A similar study was undertaken by Hagedorn, Chi, Cepeda, and McLain 

(2007) to explore the impact of critical mass on the success of Latina/o/x students in the Los 

Angeles Community College District. Success was quantified as the course success ratio, 

cumulative GPA, and math and English course completion, while critical mass is understood as 

the level of representation that brings familiarity or comfort in an educational setting. 

Community colleges with 50% or more Latina/o/x student representation were labeled as high, 

colleges with 30-50% were identified as moderate, and those with 20% to 30% were marked as 

low. The ordinal regression results indicate that Latino students in high-level representation 

schools had higher GPAs, enrolled in transfer level courses, and had better student success. 

Moreover, representation of Latino faculty was positively correlated with Latino student 

success. Hence, Latino critical mass at the student and faculty level were found to be important 

predictors of Latino student success.  

 Given this critical finding, Hagedorn et al. (2007) recommend for community colleges to 

actively recruit Latino students, especially if they are part of the college’s surrounding 

community. Additionally, Latino faculty should be locally recruited as they can better reflect the 

neighboring demographics. Some of the additional policy recommendations include 

participating in local outreach for hiring purposes by placing ads in local papers and in nearby 

establishments. Even though the findings from Wassmer et al. (2004) differ from those by 

Hagedorn et al. (2007), there were stark differences in their study approaches. Wassmer et al. 

(2004) specifically examined the transfer rates for campuses with large Latino demographics 

while Hagedorn et al. (2007) explored the role of critical mass on the GPA, course passing ratio, 

and math and English course success of Latino students. Because of these differences, the 
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policy recommendations of both studies are important for community colleges with large 

Latina/o/x student bodies and/or situated in predominantly Latina/o/x communities such as in 

the case of Frontera Community College. 

 Scholarship by Garcia (2016) addresses the incongruency in the research on Hispanic 

Serving Institutions highlighted in the previous two studies by complicating what it means to be 

a Latina/o serving institution outside of traditional enrollment and graduation markers. Garcia’s 

(2016) findings construct a definition for Latina/o serving identity based on a case study of one 

four-year public university. Using a social constructionist paradigm, Garcia (2016) shares five 

elements that were discussed by faculty, administrators, and student participants that define 

an organizational identity and theory for Latina/o serving institutions. It is important to note, 

that her findings build on studies that explore the institutional obligations of colleges and 

universities in serving Latina/o/x students as found in the previous two sections of the 

literature review in this chapter. The findings shared in thick description format via quotes 

discuss the importance of providing access to students in the region, giving back to the 

community, connecting with students on a cultural level, valuing students as co-creators of 

knowledge, and believing that all students can be successful. Garcia’s research on institutions 

with HSI designations encourages institutions to consider how colleges and universities are 

“serving” their Latina/o/x student bodies beyond enrollment and completion measures by 

considering their organizational identity. Next, a brief discussion focused on strategies to 

improve the retention and degree completion of students is provided. 

 

 



 

50 

Improving Degree Completion and Transfer Rates for Latina/o/x Students  

 A report named Divided We Fail: Improving Completion and Closing Racial Gaps in 

California’s Community Colleges by Moore and Shulock (2010) provides key findings and 

recommendations to increase the degree completion and transfer rates of students. More 

specifically, the report argues for the importance of data-driven policies to assist students and 

community colleges reach their completion goals. Some of the findings highlighted in the report 

include the dismal number of students are either earning certificates, completing degrees at 

the associate’s level, or transferring to four-year colleges. For Latina/o/x students in the 

California Community College System, 80% had not reached their degree or transfer goal after a 

six-year period. This illustrates how Latina/o/x degree-seeking students only have a one-in-five 

chance of reaching their goals. Similarly, only 35% of Latina/o/x students reached the 30 

college-level units milestone – an important measurement of potential transferability. Even 

though for white, Asian-Pacific Islander, and Black students reaching the 30-unit milestone can 

serve as impetus for completion, this does not apply to Latina/o/x students who also fare the 

lowest in this category. Another major finding includes how Latina/o/x students transferred at a 

14% rate while their white peers transferred at a rate twice as large of 29%. This disparity 

speaks to the racial gaps in transfer rates for degree-seeking students. The course enrollment of 

students in their first year also serves as a success predictor. For example, students that 

enrolled in 20 units or more in their first year had a 59% success completion and transfer rate 

compared to a low 21% success rate for those that did not.  

 In order to reduce the racial completion gaps and improve the success of Latino 

students, Moore and Shulock (2010) recommend changes on three levels: the state, the 
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California Community College, and the institutional-level. At the institutional-level, part of the 

policy suggestions include collecting student data by race on the different markers of progress 

or established milestones for students. By gathering this data, institutions will be able to 

analyze student cohorts and find where students face barriers. Supplementing this data with 

student interviews and surveys can assist policymakers at the individual community colleges 

develop strategies that can best answer their particular student needs. Moreover, collecting 

data on the student use of the student services programs can help establish the impact of 

programs on student success. Together, the data collected can assist in the development of 

policies and practices are capable of adapting to the changing student demographics, barriers, 

and success ratios.  

 The scholarly works included in this section of the literature review underscore the vital 

role of institutional level changes via policies and practices. To best address the research 

question driving this section, literature on Hispanic Serving Institutions and suggestions for 

improving degree completion were highlighted. The two areas provided critical policy 

recommendations in the form of articulation agreements between community colleges and 

local four-year colleges, active recruitment of Latina/o/x students and faculty, collecting 

institutional student data by race and progress markers, and developing data-driven policies 

and practices. These recommendations are important when considering California Community 

College generally and more specifically the large Latina/o/x student body of Frontera 

Community College.     

 

 



 

52 

Conclusion 

 This chapter provided a review of the literature under which to examine the Tijuana-San 

Diego borderland experiences of Latina/o/x community college students. It also addressed the 

imperative role of faculty, staff, and administrators in servicing a Latina/o/x student body. 

Moreover, a section of the literature was also dedicated to the role of policies and practices in 

Hispanic Serving Institutions such as Frontera Community College. It is my goal that the 

scholarship in this chapter was able to provide a context under which to understand Frontera 

Community College by making explicit connections to the literature. The following chapter 

addresses the theoretical frameworks and methodology employed in this qualitative study.   
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

THEORY AND METHODOLOGY OF LA FRONTERA: A BORDERLANDS, CRITICAL RACE THEORY, 

LATINA/O CRITICAL THEORY, AND CRITICAL GEOGRAPHY INSPIRED METHODOLOGY 

To better understand the lived educational experiences of Latina/o/x community college 

students in the borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego this chapter explores four different areas: 1) 

my positionality and epistemological commitments; 2) the theoretical frameworks in which I 

ground my study; 3) an explanation of the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands; and 4) a 

methodological researcher’s note. First, I begin by sharing my experiences and positionality as a 

borderlander10 from the Tijuana-San Diego region together with a discussion on my 

epistemological commitments grounded in Chicana/Latina Feminisms. A review of my guiding 

theoretical frameworks, Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory, Critical Race Theory (CRT), Latina/o 

Critical Theory (LatCrit), and Critical Geography is provided next to help illuminate their 

individual and collective contributions. Following, a brief discussion on the Tijuana-San Diego 

physical borderlands including my mother’s story as a borderlander is provided in an effort to 

better contextualize my study. Lastly, the chapter concludes with an overview of the 

methodological tools practiced to help me cultivate authenticity in my research journey. My 

goal for this chapter is to expose the multiple layers and contradictions that transpire as I 

attempt to grapple with my fluid positionality as a Mexicana immigrant researcher from the 

borderlands and how these subjectivities shaped the theoretical conceptualization and 

methodological approach of my dissertation research project. 

                                                
10 Anzaldúa (1987) conceptualizes a borderlander as an active participant of the borderlands. 
One that traverses in-and-out of borders, physical and metaphorical, only to often find 
themselves in-between worlds.   
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My Fronterista Positionality and Epistemology 

I enter this section with the objective of exploring together with the reader my 

positionality and epistemological commitments as a Mexicana immigrant community member 

and researcher. I examine my liminal subjectivities as a Woman of Color from the Tijuana-San 

Diego borderlands to better understand my trajectory as a researcher interested in challenging 

traditional notions of educational research and engaging in scholarship that highlights the 

physical and metaphorical borderlands (Anzaldúa, 1987).  

To achieve this scholarship, I engage in a process of critical reflexivity that invites my 

bodymindspirit (Lara, 2002) to take center stage and expose my lived experiences and realities 

as a source of knowledge (Delgado Bernal, 2002). Using the language provided by Chicana 

Feminist Epistemology (Delgado Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, & Villenas, 2006), I expose the pain 

and pleasure, las desiluciones y carcajadas11, that my life journey has exposed my brown 

immigrant body to (Cruz, 2006). I begin by discussing my positionality and the complexities 

attached to the land (Pendleton Jiménez, 2006) and my fluid identity (Anzaldúa, 1987) as 

Mexicana immigrant doctoral student working in a predominantly Mexican immigrant 

community in Southern California located a few miles from the Tijuana-San Diego international 

border, the community I call home. 

 

                                                
11 As a Mexicana writer who often traverses the physical and metaphorical borderlands, I have 
chosen to write in a style that is capable of reflecting my lived realities. For this reason, I do not 
italicize Spanish language, as it is not separate or different from my command of the English 
language. When theorizing the accessibility of mestiza vernacular, Anzaldúa shares, “[i]t’s 
accessible or inaccessible depending on how much work you want to do in reading it” (Keating, 
2009, p. 189) demonstrating the value in having our true narratives present in academia.   
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¿Quien Soy Yo? 

“If you want to ‘succeed’: develop your reason, conceal your emotions, fragment your mind 
from your body”  

(Lara, 2002, p. 434) 
 

 Who am I? This, a simple three-word question, in English and Spanish, becomes a 

daunting task on which to embark. The reason, we are made to separate our lives and souls 

into neat binary categories that do not converge. In the early stages of my graduate career, I 

understood myself as a scholar that drew from reason when on campus, in meetings, or when 

reading and writing at home. When I escaped from my academic demands, I was a friend and 

family member who attempted to be there for others emotionally and enjoy the pleasures of 

life. Last, albeit poorly, I took care of my physical and mental health. Yet, after much reading, 

conversations, and reflexivity, I became aware that challenging the dominant practices of 

academia allowed me to feel whole. In other words, I am a complex individual that refuses to 

separate the different parts of my life that make me whole. My life, whether professionally or 

personally is intimately connected as it is my wholistic experiences that continuously influence 

who I am. It is my own personal experiences as Mexicana immigrant from Tijuana-San Diego 

that shapes my personal, professional, and political stances.  

Living in a capitalist, time-is-money society, forces us to sever what is inseparable, and 

further dichotomizes our various identities as scholars, family members, lovers, friends, 

activists, and guardians of our health (Anzaldúa, 1987). This fragmentation inflicts pain in my 

life as I attempt to put the Coyolxauhqui12 (Anzaldúa, 2005) in me, that which has been broken, 

                                                
12 Coyolxauhqui is the goddess of the moon and the daughter of Coatlicue. Coyolxauhqui 
attempted to murder her pregnant mother but was unsuccessful when Huitzilopochtli, the 
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back together to heal and better negotiate my positionality as a member of various 

communities – a Mexicana immigrant doctoral student, researcher, daughter, sister, nieta, and 

friend.  

Irene Lara (2002) addresses the pain found in this disunity and calls for the integration 

of the body, mind, and spirit by “unlearning the western mind/body split and learning to listen 

to the wisdom of [the] whole self,” the bodymindspirit (p. 435). Hence, bodymindspirit is also 

understood as an empowering source of knowledge that is capable of validating the 

epistemologies of historically oppressed groups by “redefin[ing] the ways we understand and 

enact the production of knowledge” (Ayala, Herrera, Jiménez, & Lara, 2006, p. 266).  

To better explain quien soy yo, I center not only my reason/mind as a source of 

knowledge production but my whole self in bodymindspirit (Lara, 2002) together with my 

personal and community history, to share how my experiences and lived realities steered me to 

my dissertation project (Delgado Bernal, 2002). To accomplish this, I share my relationship with 

the land (Pendleton Jiménez, 2006) before engaging in a discussion on pain and pleasure and 

conclude with my brown body (Cruz, 2006), the beginning and the end.   

Los Angeles, Tijuana, and the Other Lands in Me  

When I was in the womb, my mother’s tia who lives in East L.A., offered her home to my 

mother in order for me to be born in U.S. land. My parents at the time resided in la frontera de 

Tijuana, my mother working as a preschool teacher and my father having different labor-

intensive jobs across la linea (the border) from baker to busboy. It was at this time that my 

                                                
unborn fetus, sprung out of Coatlicue’s uterus and dismembered the body of Coyolxauhqui into 
pieces (Keating, 2009).  
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parents started to build the future of their unborn children. Wanting to give me and my siblings 

a better chance at life, the answer to my mother’s tia’s offer was an easy one, they were going 

to have their children en el otro lado (the U.S.). Yet, my parents’ migration story does not begin 

here, en la frontera de Tijuana-San Diego, it begins with their childhoods in central and 

northern Mexico. My mother born in Guanajuato, migrated together with her family at the age 

of two when her father found better work opportunities in the border town of Mexicali and 

later in different parts of California as a bracero. Likewise, my father traveled from Sinaloa to 

Tijuana to find improved employment opportunities at the young age of 12 after his mother’s 

death. It is clear that both my parents’ families migrated to the border region of California with 

the hope of better economic opportunities. The dire employment opportunities in Mexico 

together with the imperialist binational relations with the United States have 

subjected/subjugated the people of Mexico to poverty and violence (Cervantes-Soon, 2014). It 

is the people’s desire to survive and thrive that urge families like my own to embark in a life-

changing journey, a path of no return for many. It is this same land, la tierra stolen from Mexico 

that “has been covered in blood for hundreds of years, often spilled as a result of racist 

ideologies” where people dream of going (Pendleton Jiménez, 2006, p. 223).  

I share this story to highlight how it is only after the efforts of at least three generations 

that I am able to write from this place of privilege. My family’s migration history and efforts 

have allowed me to live in the United States, one of the most economically prosperous 

countries, even if those opportunities are not always afforded to my family or communities like 

mine. Yet, the cost to be paid has been a high one, one filled with stories of pain and pleasure. 

Narratives that I carry with me everywhere I go.     
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Pain and Pleasure: Carcajadas y Desiluciones   

Discussions of pain are typically attached to the body, for example, Lara (2002) shares 

how she suffered from a migraine that lasted two months while Hernández Juárez (2014) 

explains her agonizing experience with cysts and surgery. While this pain is important in 

signaling us to take care of our bodies, I would like to shift the conversation to a pain that 

cannot be consolidated to one muscle, bacteria, or diagnosis. Instead, this pain is felt 

throughout the wholeness of our bodymindspirit, in our gut, in our dreams, in our soul. On the 

opposite side of the spectrum lies pleasure, the feelings that come from the integration of the 

body, mind, and spirit, allowing us to experience joy, satisfaction, and gratification. Pleasure 

that comes from the whole self can be difficult as we oftentimes find ourselves mutilated by 

the multiple layers and contradictions that transpire in our colonized/colonizer selves, however, 

this can be accomplished when we practice healing as a mean of putting ourselves back 

together, much like Coyolxauhqui. 

Although I was born in Los Angeles, I was raised in Tijuana and Chula Vista. For the first 

ten years of my life I grew up speaking Spanish while living in Tijuana and playing with the 

vecinitos on the deserted lands, los barrancos, close to my home. The memory of pretending to 

be an archeologist as I dug dirt up with my hands still brings joy to my heart. Throughout my 

schooling in Tijuana my parents made every effort for my brother and I to learn English 

including placing us in schools that offered such curriculum. On occasion, my family and I would 

cross la linea to go to San Diego early in the morning on a Saturday or Sunday to go shopping 

for school supplies, clothes, and every few years to attend Sea World or Disneyland. Being en el 

otro lado was a lot of fun for me as it was always paired with gratifying experiences except for 
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one thing. Feelings of anxiety and fear would take over me as I sat in the back seat of my 

father’s car a few feet away from the border check point of la linea. I remember my mother 

clearly telling my brother and I from the passenger seat to respond in English to the questions 

from the border patrol and to clearly state that we are U.S. citizens. My father would then 

proceed to do a practice run by asking us questions in English. The mock questions included 

things such as: where were you born? And, are you a U.S. citizen? At times, my parents would 

ask us to lie and tell the border patrol officer that we lived in San Diego when we all knew this 

was far from the truth. It was during these moments that my father and mother anxiously 

hoped that their hard and long workdays would pay off through our acquisition of the English 

language. Nevertheless, many times we failed in this important interaction, as our bodies would 

become paralyzed by the fear of getting in trouble by el migra (border patrol officer). To this 

day, not even the privilege of being a U.S. citizen, speaking English, and having a driver’s license 

can shield me from this gut-wrenching feeling, as this is the same fear that I continue to 

experience every time I cross the border or see a police officer nearby.   

Soon after, our travels to San Diego ceased and the pattern reversed. It was the summer 

of 1997, a few months before the birth of my sister when my parents decided it was time to 

make the big move, the move that would allow for us to have a better future. The transition 

from Tijuana to Chula Vista brought mixed emotions to me, from excitement and happiness to 

fear and sadness. During this period of my life, as a ten-year-old child, I experienced pain and 

pleasure attached to my experience as an immigrant with limited English proficiency and 

knowledge of the U.S. educational system and culture.  
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First came the pleasure, I remember one specific scenario when I was applauded in my 

fifth-grade bilingual class in Chula Vista for being so “good” at math. The different curriculum 

and pedagogical tools employed in Mexico seemed to have better prepared me academically in 

most subjects in comparison to my U.S. peers. Hence, at that moment I benefited from my 

Mexican education, which allowed me to experience gratification. This in combination with the 

different lifestyle of the United States allowed me to walk home from school on occasion and 

even enroll in a soccer team during the weekends. Of course, having a McDonalds across the 

street from my apartment complex was the cherry on top that any ten-year old would need to 

experience pleasure. At this moment in my life I felt complete, the integration of my 

bodymindspirit allowed me to feel whole (Lara, 2002).  

A few years later in middle school and then high school, I learned that my day-to-day 

experiences had become more complex than before. I tried to speak Spanish less and less and 

better my English more and more. When in the car with my mom I would change the radio 

station from her 104.5 FM Radio Latina to an English pop station. In high school, I would find 

myself feeling embarrassed of my culture and family and consequently of who I was. I now 

recognize this as pain; it was the same pain that caused me to be cautious of my behavior and 

interactions, afraid of how I would be negatively interpreted by peers, teachers, and strangers. 

This pain presented itself in my sweaty palms, increased heart rate, and longing soul whenever 

there was a chance I could get called-on to read aloud in class or when I had to make a phone 

call on behalf of my mother to the landlord or any other service. Would they be able to 

understand me? How do you pronounce this word and what does it even mean? And, man I 
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wished I didn’t have an accent! These were all thoughts that would run through my head on 

repeat until the unavoidable finally happened.  

The rest is a blur, deleted memory. That which my own body has decided to conceal, 

hidden in a place that I cannot seem to find, no matter how hard I try. Sometimes I wonder if 

this is part of a survival mechanism, not only for myself but for all the marginalized 

communities that have been oppressed. A way of avoiding reliving and experiencing the pain 

that is still there. And although I cannot see it, or remember it at times, I know it is still there 

thanks to the scars and agony that have been left behind. Dissociating myself physically and 

metaphorically from my history, culture, family, and my self-inflicted pain in my bodymindspirit. 

A pain that haunted my brown body (Cruz, 2006) until its victory, until I was shattered and my 

bodymindspirit fragmented like colonialism intended it to do. Western imperialism and 

colonization had won, not solely did they conquer the land I stand on, but also the land found in 

my brown female body (Pendleton Jiménez, 2006).  

My Mexicana Brown Body  

 I can still hear my nana saying, no se raje, in a soft caring and loving voice whenever I 

found myself scared. It is her tireless efforts that encourage me to once again piece the 

Coyolxauhqui in my brown body back together. For this, I draw from my communities, my core, 

my body, and the lived experiences scarred on my bodymindspirit. My fluid identity as a 

Mexicana immigrant doctoral student and researcher practicing research methodologies 

grounded in social justice and respect for communities pushes me to be in a constant state of 

contradiction and negotiation. Through the work of Cherrie Moraga, Cruz (2006) reminds us 

that to better understand our identities and positionality we need to first interrogate our 
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brown bodies, each part of it, and listen to what they have to say. As a Mexicana “doing 

research” in my home communities, I first need to reclaim the messiness scripted in my 

community and researcher self. In other words, I need to renegotiate my status as 

colonizer/colonized (Villenas, 1996) as I attempt to heal and make myself whole again. 

Exploring the pretty, ugly, and everything in between attached to my desire to engage in social 

justice work that disrupts western ways of knowing helps illuminate the core of my existence as 

well as my personal and professional trajectory.  

 Similar to bodymindspirit, the brown body is also recognized as a source of 

epistemology and empowerment (Ayala et al., 2006; Cruz, 2006; Lara, 2002). When considering 

the epistemology of a brown body, Cruz (2006) suggests that, “our production of knowledge 

begins in the bodies of our mothers and grandmothers, in the acknowledgement of the critical 

practices of women of color before us” (p. 61). It is through engaging in raced-gendered 

epistemologies (Delgado Bernal, 2002) such as the ones earthed in our brown bodies that we 

can challenge the western dominant discourse that relegates our ways and systems of knowing 

as inadequate for academia and educational research. Their attempt to negate and erase all 

that is real, everything in my brown body and bodymindspirit is part of the everyday 

contradictions and negotiations I find myself in. Much like this word processor is pushing me to 

correct every word underlined in red (e.g. positionality, bodymindspirit, carcajadas, 

Coyolxauhqui, la linea, y quien soy yo), those that cannot be translated because they come 

from alternative sources of knowledge—the soul, mi familia, or my indigenous past. I will 

continue to challenge western imperialism and center the listenedless voices (Elenes, 2013) and 

experiences of the subaltern as a healing practice for me and those that came before us.  
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I share my fronterista positionality and epistemology in this section of the chapter not 

only to demonstrate the journey of critical reflexivity I have engaged in to prepare for the 

research process, but also to describe the importance of “doing research” that centers the 

voices of borderlanders; many of whom have experienced pain and pleasure in their camino, 

although in different forms, much like myself. Documenting their lived experiences, including 

their educational trajectory, in a way that honors and validates their voices has the potential of 

disrupting colonial research practices and informing social justice inspired methodologies. 

Aligned to my discussion on positionality and epistemology, next, I highlight my theoretical 

groundings.  

Theoretical Frameworks: Borderlands, CRT, LatCrit, and Critical Geography 

This section is dedicated to the review of the guiding theoretical frameworks of my 

dissertation study. First, I begin by discussing the contributions of Anzaldúan Borderlands 

Theory followed by Critical Race Theory, Latina/o Critical Theory, and Critical Geography. Given 

the scope of my study of exploring the educational experiences of Latina/o/x community 

college students on the borderlands, a brief discussion on the integration of the four theories 

and their alignment to my study is also provided.   

Mi Hogar, Mis Borderlands 
 

“Living in the borderlands means being affected by the racial politics and discourses, positioned 
within a segmented labor market, and new cultural practices.” 

(Elenes, 2011, p. 41) 

 The concept of borderlands was first studied in the discipline of history in relation to the 

physical territory of different regions of the United States and Mexico (Elenes, 2011). While 

scholars across disciplines have developed the study of borderlands, I rely on Anzaldúan 
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Borderlands Theory as a guiding theoretical framework in my study of Latina/o/x community 

college students in the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands. Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) conceptualized 

borderlands through a Chicana feminist queer lens allowing her to interpret this as not solely a 

physical space as traditionally understood, but also as a metaphorical space connected to the 

indigenous lands of the Mexico-U.S. border. She further clarifies how borderlands is not limited 

to a geographic location but is “physically present wherever two or more cultures edge each 

other, where people of different races occupy the same territory, where under, lower, middle 

and upper classes touch, where the spaces between two individuals shrinks with intimacy” 

(Anzaldúa, 1987, preface). Likewise, borderlands challenges dualistic thinking and explores the 

multiplicity of identities and culture, as a means of survival for mestizas/os. Hence, borderlands 

not only refers to a geopolitical realm but also to the symbolic border, the contradictions, the 

constant state of transition of people who live in-between worlds, the borderlanders.  

 Integrating the theoretical contributions of borderlands as conceptualized by Anzaldúa 

(1987) is important to understanding the space and interactions present in the Tijuana-San 

Diego region. More specifically, Anzaldúa, a native from the Texas-Mexico border, highlights 

how one has to understand the material realities of those in the borderlands, the geopolitical 

realm, before one can talk about the U.S.-Mexico border. Anzaldúa (1987) describes the 

physical borderlands as follows: 

The U.S.-Mexican border es una herida abierta where the Third World grates against the 

first and bleeds. And before a scab forms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two 

worlds merging to form a third country—a border culture. (p. 3, emphasis in original) 
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As portrayed in her quote, Anzaldúa has come to understand the unique history, contradictions, 

and pain found in the U.S.-Mexican border as a distinctive border culture. Her analogy of the 

borderlands as an open wound constantly bleeding is telling of how Mexico exists under the 

political and economic shadow of the United States. It is in this distinct border territory that 

people reside. Below, Anzaldúa (1987) describes the borderlanders, those who find themselves 

in a constant state of contradictions, negotiations, and transitions: 

Los atravesados live here: the squint-eyed, the perverse, the queer, the troublesome, 

the mongrel, the mulato, the half-breed, the half dead; in short, those who cross over, 

pass over, or go through the confines of the “normal.” Gringos in the U.S. Southwest 

consider the inhabitants of the borderlands transgressors, aliens—whether they possess 

documents or not, whether they’re Chicanos, Indians or Blacks. Do not enter, 

trespassers will be raped, maimed, strangled, gassed, shot. The only “legitimate” 

inhabitants are those in power, the whites and those who align themselves with whites. 

(p. 3-4, emphasis in original) 

Anzaldúa begins her discussion of borderlanders, los atravesados, as those incapable of 

entering into the non-porous binaries of normality. By doing this, she challenges us to consider 

the symbolic borders established by society and its impact on those excluded. In other words, 

she asks us to respect the humanity of all people, across sexual preferences, identities, 

racial/ethnic backgrounds, and disabilities, whether mental, physical, or emotional. Anzaldúan 

borderlands’ ability to center the multiplicity of experiences people undergo based on their 

lived realities, identities, culture and background is essential to understanding the life histories 

of those caught in-between, los atravesados. In this same quote, Anzaldúa shifts the focus from 
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the metaphorical borderlands that negate the humanity of borderlanders to a conversation on 

the role of whites and non-whites that embody dominant discourses. The narrative Anzaldúa 

shares in 1987 explains how borderlanders are labeled as aliens, los feos y pochos, regardless of 

their immigration status, largely due to their darker complexion and phenotype. She then 

reminds us of the costs that the borderlanders, those living in-between, often have to pay in 

the form of physical violence – rape, strangulation, shootings, among many others. It has been 

three decades now since Anzaldúa published this text, yet, the lived experiences of many 

Latinas/os/x, whether in border territories or not, remain the same13.  

 It is these specific set of experiences, those that often times mutilate and delegitimize 

the lives of the borderlanders that also provide them, us, the opportunity to see beyond the 

surface. Nurturing facultad, “the capacity to see in surface phenomena the meaning of deeper 

realities” allows borderlanders to make sense of our world (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 38). It is a 

method of survival; it could be described as something close to an instinct, to understand what 

and who to fear, as a means of protection. Nonetheless, this intuitive faculty to see beyond the 

naked eye can submerge borderlanders into a state of paralysis, otherwise known as Coatlicue. 

The process of knowing the truth is capable of disrupting our current realities and 

understandings bringing us to a place of shock and confusion. Knowing, discovering, learning, 

the good and bad, about our society and ourselves can be painful, change who we are, and 

leave us feeling exposed. Through the process of knowing, borderlanders are able to develop a 

                                                
13 Those in power, whites and non-whites, continue to amplify dominant narratives that 
delegitimize the existence of immigrants and any other atravesados, caught in-between worlds, 
borders, and identities. Clear examples include racist nativist discourses led by President 
Trump’s administration targeting Latinas/os/x, the increased border enforcement at the U.S.-
Mexico border, and the growing anti-immigrant sentiment rooted in white supremacy.   
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particular type of consciousness that stems from the borderlands. This consciousness 

represents the struggle, the contradictions, and the pain experienced by los atravesados. The 

constant fluidity and state of transition of those living in-between calls for a disruption of 

binaries to once again experience their humanity and better make sense of their own lived 

realities. Hence, “the new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for contradictions, a 

tolerance for ambiguity” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 79). It is this consciousness that seeks for people 

to understand our past, our collective history, before moving forward with inner and outward 

change. At the same time, it can also serve as a change that can erase borders, appreciate our 

multiple identities, cultures, and values, and eliminate the various dominant deficit discourses 

of Latinas/os/x.     

The legacy of Anzaldúa continues to be advanced by scholars across fields of study 

including the scholarship of Elenes (2011) who interprets the borderlands as empirical, 

ontological, and epistemological. Through her work, Elenes (2011) not only expands on the 

conceptualization of borderlands, but also engages borderlands as a transformative pedagogy 

that serves to challenge western discourses that devalue the epistemological perspectives of 

Communities of Color including those of the borderlands. Similarly, Saavedra & Nymark (2008) 

developed borderland-mestizaje feminism as a tool and methodology to challenge traditional 

educational research and welcome alternative forms of thinking and theorizing. Chicana 

researchers such as Téllez (2005) have also explored the tensions of negotiating a borderlander 

identity that erases binaries and challenges the scholar/activist dichotomy. Likewise, others 

(Cervantes-Soon, 2014) have focused on the physical borderlands and the politics of researcher 

identities when engaged in social justice research. Because the contributions of borderlands 
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theory as conceptualized by Anzaldúa (1987) are endless, many Chicana/Latina scholars have 

been inspired to continue expanding on the application of borderlands to further diversify 

academia, research, our communities and identities.  

 Similarly, with the theoretical guidance of Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory as one of the 

conceptual pillars of my dissertation study, I have applied and expanded borderlands to better 

suit the conditions present in my project. Borderlands embarks on a complex, interdisciplinary 

approach to increase our understanding of territory and individuals in physical and 

metaphorical borderlands. Hence, borderlands allows me as a researcher and community 

member of the Tijuana-San Diego region to center and highlight the dynamic processes found 

within and across individuals and institutions. Instead of ignoring the importance of that which 

does not make-sense or appear “normal,” borderlands focuses on the experiences of those that 

are caught in-between worlds and excluded from society. Applying this theoretical lens to the 

study of Latina/o/x community college students in the Tijuana-San Diego realm can provide 

meaningful insight into the everyday experiences of borderlanders as they navigate the 

complex educational system of community college. Examining this is also important as the 

borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego experience layers-upon-layers of contradictions, especially in 

the largely Mexicana/o/x immigrant parts of town. Moreover, because of its focus on 

multiplicity of identities, borderlands has guided me to search for instances when an array of 

experiences merge only to blossom into a new, dynamic way-of-being, perhaps an adaptation 

and survival technique for los atravesados as a result of their consciousness. Lastly, because this 

theoretical framework challenges dualistic thinking and binaries, I have been pushed to avoid 

falling into the pitfalls of dichotomies, notions of normality, and instead pay close attention to 
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multilayered contradictions and negotiations taking place. To complement the theoretical 

contributions of Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory, next, I discuss Critical Race Theory, Latina/o 

Critical Theory, and their five central tenets.  

Critical Race Theory and Latina/o Critical Theory 

 Critical Race Theory (CRT) first developed in the mid-1970s when a group of scholars, 

activists, and lawyers came together to discuss the lack of advancements the civil rights era of 

the 1960s had promised (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). More specifically, CRT focused on the 

racial inequities faced by Blacks in the United States and the systemic and institutional forms of 

racism that had shifted from overt to more subtle forms as the country strived for social 

equality (Delgado, 2009). Delgado and Stefancic (2012) further explain how CRT is “interested in 

studying and transforming the relationship among race, racism, and power” (p. 3) by situating it 

in a U.S. context. Soon after the Civil Rights movement, leading CRT scholars Derrick Bell and 

Alan Freeman put forward one of the principal arguments of CRT today – that “racism is 

normal, not aberrant, in American society” (Delgado, 2009, p. 4) and as a consequence has 

become normalized over time, making it difficult to address. A little over a decade after its 

inception in the law, CRT gained momentum and subsequently began to break ground in 

different fields and disciplines including education, women’s studies, and ethnic studies, as it 

became visualized as a tool for scholars committed to the struggle against racism. More 

recently, CRT has become an umbrella theory from which many subgroups have begun to 

emerge that more accurately address the concerns of their respective communities such as 

LatCrit, QueerCrit, and AsianCrit which also helps decrease the focus on the black-white binary 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). 
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 By 1995 the first major scholarship piece on CRT in Education was published by Ladson-

Billings and Tate (1995) sharing how the centering of race can be used to explain the 

educational inequalities apparent in our society (Ladson-Billings, 2011). This seminal piece lead 

to the incorporation and now widespread use of CRT in the field of education as it provides 

scholars with the space to center the racialized experiences of Students of Color as they endure 

racism in education (Solórzano, 2013). Moreover, crucial in the incorporation of CRT to the field 

of education is the call to include the voices, experiences, and lived realities of People of Color 

to strengthen our analysis of racism in education (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). According to 

Solórzano (1997) and Solórzano and Yosso (2001) there are five basic tenets of CRT in 

education:  

1) Centrality and intersectionality of race and racism  

CRT stems from the supposition that race and racism are permanent and 

prevalent in the United States. This notion allows scholars to center the role of 

race and racism in the lives of people across social institutions. While race is 

central in the analysis, CRT also acknowledges other forms of subordination 

including gender, sexuality, and income. In doing so, CRT recognizes race and 

racism alongside the intersection of various forms of oppression as important in 

its study;    

 2) Challenge to dominant ideology 

CRT seeks to challenge dominant discourses in education that claim objectivity, 

meritocracy, and apolitical stances. Traditional, widespread ideologies of access 



 

71 

to equal opportunity in education across race need to be dismantled as argued 

by CRT scholars as a means of disrupting the prevalent inequity in U.S. society;   

3) Commitment to social justice 

CRT is dedicated to its commitment to upholding social justice. More specifically, 

CRT aims to eliminate all forms of oppression across race, gender, sexuality, 

among others, and to consequently empower historically marginalized 

communities;  

4) Centrality of experiential knowledge 

A CRT in education contests narratives that dismiss the strengths and 

contributions of Communities of Color. Instead, it highlights the experiential 

knowledge of People of Color as important and valuable to the study of race and 

racism in educational research. The centrality of historical, collective and 

individual experiential knowledge is made available in various forms including 

cuentos, storytelling, musica, family histories, biographies and narratives; and,  

5) Interdisciplinary perspective 

CRT relies on interdisciplinary knowledge to better analyze and understand the 

complex ways that race and racism are represented. It also includes a historical 

perspective as a means of contextualizing contemporary events.   

Together, these five tenets serve as guiding pillars in CRT in education and challenge the 

dominant discourse on race and racism.  

 Because my study’s point of focus centers the lived educational experiences of 

Latinas/os/x in the borderlands, an extension of CRT, Latina/o Critical Theory (LatCrit), is also 
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incorporated to assist in my theoretical groundings. A LatCrit in education framework 

centralizes the role of race and racism and its specific impact on Latinas/os/x and educational 

institutions much like CRT. Additionally, LatCrit decentralizes the black-white discourse of race 

and racism and in its place aims to “incorporate a richer, more contextualized analysis of the 

cultural, political, and economic dimensions of white supremacy, particularly as it impacts 

Latinas/os in their individual and collective struggles for self-understanding and social justice” 

(Iglesias, 1997, p. 178 as cited in Solórzano and Yosso, 2001, p. 479). In other words, LatCrit 

highlights the diverse set of experiences Latinas/os/x encounter while keeping in mind the 

multidimensionality of identities across this heterogeneous group. For example, LatCrit is able 

to address the role of phenotype, immigration status, culture, language, country of origin, 

among many other factors (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001). Hence, LatCrit, similar to CRT, 

accounts for moments of intersectionality as related to the lives of Latinas/os/x. Incorporating 

these lived realities into scholarly arenas is crucial as they allow us to understand how for 

Latinas/os/x “educational institutions operate in contradictory ways with their potential to 

oppress and marginalize co-existing with their potential to emancipate and empower” 

(Solórzano & Yosso, 2001, p. 479). Recognizing the key role of systems of education in either 

empowering or oppressing communities such as Latina/o/x students is important in the study 

of higher education and more specifically for my study on community colleges in the 

borderlands.   

CRT continues to be advanced by interdisciplinary scholars interested in studying race 

and racism. Some of the earlier CRT scholarship studied the impact of race and other forms of 

oppression all throughout the educational pipeline for Students of Color. One example includes 
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Solórzano and Villalpando (1998) who were able to highlight the different forms of capital, 

resistance, and skills Students of Color engaged in to successfully navigate racially hostile 

colleges and universities. The findings and discussion provided in this piece were significant to 

the development of widely used CRT conceptual tools, including transformational resistance 

which offers a resistance framework based on notions of social justice and social oppression 

(Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001) and community cultural wealth which centers the 

unacknowledged forms of cultural capital possessed by Communities of Color (Yosso, 2005). 

Moreover, Solórzano together with Yosso further developed counterstories, as a critical race 

methodology and analytical framework in education. Counterstories highlight the lived 

experiences of Communities of Color and challenge the majoritarian story (Solórzano & Yosso, 

2001). By incorporating this theoretical lens scholars are able to further highlight how 

marginalized groups speak back to systems of power, oppression, and racism (Solórzano & 

Yosso, 2002). As a methodology, CRT and counterstories acknowledge the experiences and 

epistemologies of those at the margins, further challenging traditional methodologies 

embedded in racist practices.  

The CRT premise that racism is ordinary and endemic, found in “both the institutional 

and the individual levels” (Yosso & Solorzano, 2005, p.117) and constituting the everyday 

experiences of People of Color in the U.S. (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995), is pivotal to the 

examination of Latina/o/x community college students in the Tijuana-San Diego and Frontera 

Community College borderlands. Although CRT has been applied to the field of education, 

limited scholarly work is available that focuses directly on community colleges, leaving an open 

gap to fill (Jain, 2009). Employing a CRT and LatCrit lens in my study has allowed me to place 
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race and its various intersectionalities such as immigration, language, socioeconomic status and 

phenotype at the forefront of my research (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Likewise, CRT provides a 

valuable framework in understanding how institutions such as community colleges have the 

potential of significantly impacting the lives of borderlanders (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Lynn 

& Parker, 2006). More specifically for the field of education, the five CRT tenets provide an 

alternative framework from which to analyze the experiences of Latina/o/x community college 

students in the borderlands, including the impact of policies and practices that are housed in 

historically racist institutions. In addition, understanding the past and current practices that 

inhibit educational equity can help me to better communicate the needs of students like myself 

who come from historically underrepresented communities to larger audiences. CRT and LatCrit 

speak to my experiences, challenge racial oppression, validate experiential knowledge and 

integrate social justice. By incorporating these theoretical lenses into my study, I am able to 

further highlight the voices and experiences of Latina/o/x students as a means of speaking back 

to systems of power and racism in particular (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).  

Critical Geography: Because Spatiality Matters  

“Part of critical geography’s project of rendering race visible on the landscape is to denaturalize 
the place of whiteness upon it” 

(Price, 2010, p. 156) 

 As a reminder to the reader, one of the goals of this study is to situate how geography 

or space influences the lived experiences of Latina/o/x community college students that reside 

in the border regions of Tijuana-San Diego. To better capture the nuances of space, I rely on the 

contributions of critical geography to inform the importance of spatiality. Critical geography as 

a field explores the role of sociospatial dialect in shaping the lived realities of people (Aoki, 
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2000; Dwyer & Jones, 2000; Kobayashi & Peake, 2000; Price, 2010). Moreover, a group of 

critical geographers have made race their foci by exploring the role of whiteness in space 

(Dwyer & Jones, 2000). Thus, critical geographers of race aim to unearth the role of race and 

racism alongside social geopolitics in the construction of space (Kobayashi & Peake, 2000; Price, 

2010). In her important publication, Price (2010) lays the foundation for how “critical 

geographers of race and critical race theorists share common ground on at least three topics: 

the all-encompassing nature of race, debate over the black/white binary, and the utility of the 

narrative” (p. 152). Scholars such as Price (2010) delineate the interconnectedness of critical 

geographers of race and critical race theorists when attempting to explore how people, places, 

and spaces are racialized and as a result oppressed. Examples of this include the historical 

legacy of racism protected by the law that is responsible for the creation of racial color-lines, 

redlining practices, or demarcated racial segregation in neighborhoods targeting Communities 

of Color (Solorzano & Vélez, 2016). 

 When considering border spaces, such as those found along the U.S.-Mexico border, it is 

important to understand how such spatial boundaries are oftentimes at the epicenter of 

discussions of belonging and exclusion (Kobayashi & Peake, 2000; Price, 2010). Debates 

surrounding notions of belonging often entail the creation of the other, those that do not 

conform or fit the narratives of whiteness and are as a result not welcomed into the United 

States (Johnson, 2001). Thus, borders serve as racialized boundaries. Because racist nativism 

goes hand-in-hand with historical and contemporary exclusionary practices founded in 

racialized boundaries, there continue to be present-day examples that support the endemic 

racism of the United States. The U.S. government led by xenophobic leaders such as President 
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Trump continues to enforce a racialization project targeting Immigrants of Color from 

predominantly third world countries that restricts their access into the United States, as well as 

their mobility and rights when in the United States (Martinez, 2012; Pérez Huber, 2016; Price, 

2010). To exemplify, Johnson (2001) states how “the racialization of Mexican immigrants as 

dark, poor, and uneducated long has rationalized their harsh treatment under the immigration 

laws” (p. 654). It is in the creation of such stereotypes that whiteness and the racialization 

process occurring in spaces inclusive of the U.S.-Mexico border continue to operate. The 

intimate connection between race and space, including the development of spatial boundaries 

for Immigrants of Color or Latina/o/x communities, allows us to understand how “racialization 

always has a specific geography, and all geographies are racialized” (Kobayashi & Peake, 2000, 

p. 395). In discussing the dual relationship between geography and race, we can also explore 

how space influences the lived experiences of people and how people can also influence space.  

 To further unearth the way space impacts the everyday experiences of people, Aoki 

(2010) states: 

Space defines political boundaries as well as private property-constructing, ratifying and 

reproducing community and individual identities as well as pre-existing distributive 

inequities-and then, importantly, making those outcomes seem "natural." Wall Street 

thrives and South Central Los Angeles seethes-that's just the way things are. (p. 923) 

In the above quote, Aoki (2010) relies on the scholarship of Edward Soja (1996) to explicate 

how spatiality is a result of political narratives. In other words, the lived realities of people are 

intrinsically connected to the discourses carried out by political leaders. Because People of 

Color are racialized others in the political landscape, their spaces and needs also become 
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racialized and consequently suffer from erasure. It is this same erasure that perpetuates the 

marginalization of Communities of Color enacted by practices of spatial exclusion. Examples of 

spatial isolation include the “[l]iteral removal from normative space, through incarceration, 

reservations, genocide/‘ethnic cleansing’, and – in the case of refugees and migrants – 

deportation…extreme forms of racialized displacement” (Price, 2010, p. 153). In studying space, 

we learn how geopolitics devalue People of Color by divesting from their communities, 

maintaining inequities, and normalizing whiteness. It is important to remember that there is no 

aspatial social reality. While racist discourses seek to attach value to whites and devalue People 

of Color, we must center the scholarship of critical geographers that expose how spaces, 

whether racialized ghettos or white affluent suburbs, are not natural outcomes but instead the 

consequence of racialized social geopolitics.    

 This brief section on critical geography aimed to underscore the importance of spatiality 

in understanding the experiences of people, especially People of Color. By including critical 

geography as one of the theoretical pillars of this dissertation, I am able to highlight the ways in 

which space is political, racial, and oppressive for Latina/o/x students living in the Tijuana-San 

Diego borderlands. More specifically, in using critical geography as a lens I can explore how 

immigrants from Mexico experience the racialization process that occurs at the U.S.-Mexico 

border and how borders serve as sites of exclusion and white supremacy. Understanding the 

concept of spatial boundaries also allows me to explore how community colleges can enact or 

challenge spatial isolation and exclusion for Latina/o/x students. Additionally, underscoring the 

contemporary anti-immigrant and anti-Latina/o/x sociospatial dialogue occurring in border 

regions can bring to light the particular experiences and lived realities of Latina/o/x community 
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college students navigating Tijuana and San Diego in pursuit of an education. Next, I conclude 

the theoretical section of this chapter with a discussion on the theoretical negotiations brought 

forth by the four diverse theories utilized in this dissertation.  

Frontera Negotiations: Borderlands, CRT, LatCrit, and Critical Geography   

Borderlands, Critical Race Theory, Latina/o Critical Theory, and Critical Geography are 

essential to the examination of my study focusing on the educational experiences of Latina/o/x 

community college students situated in the borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego. Although I have 

addressed these four frameworks individually, they will at times overlap, coexist and 

complement one another throughout the study. To exemplify, CRT and LatCrit in education 

frameworks provide me the tools to highlight how community colleges can enact educational 

inequities for Latina/o/x students who experience diverse languages, immigration status, and 

culture. An Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory perspective further supplements CRT and LatCrit by 

asking questions related to the contradictions and negotiations present in physical spaces such 

as the community college while also paying close attention to the individual lives and 

subjectivities of the borderlanders, the Latina/o/x community college students traversing the 

geopolitics of Tijuana-San Diego on an everyday basis. Additionally, critical geography provides 

the tools to understand the importance of spatiality and its interconnectedness to race as a 

means of further exploring the role of geography on the lives of people traversing historically 

oppressive spaces. This theoretical integration affords me the ability to understand community 

colleges as borderlands sites where first-generation Latina/o/x immigrants, occupy and share 

the same space with students from other racial backgrounds, citizenship status, and 

immigration status. The sharing of classroom and campus space causes multiple experiences to 
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clash against each other creating a physical intimacy for borderlanders attempting to navigate 

the in-betweenness of living in multiple worlds, multiple realities. When considering the 

sociopolitical context of border towns such as San Diego it is important to pay close attention to 

the racial, political, and historical contexts and discourses impacting institutions (i.e., 

community colleges, international borders) and communities (Latina/o/x borderlander 

students) to better understand their complexities. Because the community college site 

attended by the Latina/o/x students of this study is in close proximity to the U.S.-Mexico 

border, understanding the spatial racialization that occurs in this space in present-time is a key 

exploratory component of this dissertation.  

Thus, one could simplify this example and state that CRT and LatCrit’s strengths are 

useful in studying how institutions, systems and structures of higher education uphold and 

reinforce the role of race and racism in providing an equitable education to Latina/o/x students; 

borderlands’ assets include its ability to look for the complexities taking place within spaces and 

individuals who are excluded from society; and critical geography asks for the close 

examination of sociospatial dialogue and the racial demarcation of space via racist ideologies 

and practices. While this is one of the benefits of integrating CRT, LatCrit, borderlands, and 

critical geography there are also methodological implications for my study. 

The theoretical frameworks incorporated in my dissertation study have been carefully 

selected in part because of their ontological and epistemological groundings. For example, CRT, 

LatCrit and Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory all commence with the premise that the experiences 

of oppressed communities are central to the construction of knowledge (Anzaldúa, 1987; 

Delgado Bernal, 2002). CRT and LatCrit for example discuss the importance of experiential 
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knowledge (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001). Hence, CRT and LatCrit as a methodology encourages the 

voices of Communities of Color to be represented in scholarly work as only they can best 

explain their experiences (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Similarly, borderlands theory offers an 

important contribution to the examination of institutions, communities, and relationships while 

also providing a methodology that centers tensions and contradictions and challenges 

traditional paradigms rooted in colonialism. Borderlands discusses how those that are found in-

between worlds, los atravesados, are able to develop a different type of consciousness that 

stems from facultad. While the study of geography has historically centered whiteness and 

ideas of exclusion, critical geographers of race acknowledge and integrate the tenets of CRT to 

unnaturalize and interrogate white landscapes (Kobayashi & Peake, 2000). Thus, critical 

geography aims to center how spaces have created oppressive structures for Communities of 

Color while also elevating spaces as sites of resistance. Together, the theoretical frameworks 

found in this study are able to accentuate and amplify the voices and experiences of those who 

are often listenedless (Elenes, 2013), integrate them as valid forms of knowledge in academia, 

and incorporate them as vehicles for a better tomorrow in education and beyond.  

Lastly, CRT, LatCrit and Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory invite researchers and those 

writing with and on behalf of their communities to be transparent about their positionalities 

and personal/political commitments. Stating my positionality as a Critical Race and 

Chicana/Latina Feminist Mexicana scholar from the borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego is 

imperative in this line of work, as it is my goal to be as transparent as possible to the reader and 

further challenge notions of objectivity (Delgado Bernal, 1998; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). In 

using CRT, I am able to insert my positionality as a Woman of Color because this type of 
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methodology invites researchers to use our experiences as valuable guiding tools for research 

(Malagón, Pérez Huber & Vélez, 2009; Yosso & Solórzano, 2005). Moreover, Anzaldúa also 

discusses the importance of autohistoria-teoria (Keating, 2009), a method that invites the 

author to share their own experiences and reflections via autobiographical narratives. While I 

do not integrate my autohistoria-teoria in this study, my personal experiences as a member of 

the Tijuana-San Diego region were essential to the theorizing that took place throughout the 

length of my study. It has become evident to me that the theoretical frameworks utilized in this 

study helped strengthen the methodological applications found within but also center my 

experiences and that of other Women and People of Color from the borderlands.             

Together CRT, LatCrit, Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory, and Critical Geography as 

theoretical, analytical and methodological frameworks help me study the structures affecting 

the experiences of Latina/o/x students navigating community colleges situated in the physical 

and metaphorical borderlands. While these theories have been applied to the exploration of 

research in the physical borderlands of the Mexico-U.S. border, limited research has focused on 

the borderlands present in community colleges and the borderland subjectivities of Latina/o/x 

community college students living in the Tijuana-San Diego region (Cervantes-Soon, 2014; 

Téllez, 2005). These theoretical frameworks, individually and collectively, provided me with the 

instruments to understand some of the complexities found in the Tijuana-San Diego community 

and its impact on the Latina/o/x community college student body in this space. More 

specifically, it has allowed me to recognize the agency of Latina/o/x students as borderlanders 

navigating the geopolitical context of border territories and enduring the navigational barriers 

embedded in higher education. 
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Next, I share the intricacies found in the geographical and metaphorical spaces found in 

the borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego as a space complete with complex histories, 

contradictions and in a constant state of transition (Anzaldúa, 1987). I also discuss the 

experiences of borderlanders who find themselves in a marginal space, and in constant 

negotiation of their identities (Anzaldúa, 1987; Elenes, 2011; Keating, 2006).  

Tijuana-San Diego: A Contextual Look 

“These B/borderlands – in both their geographic and metaphoric meanings – represent intensely 
painful yet also potentially transformational spaces where opposites converge, conflict, and 

transform.” 
(Keating, 2009, p. 319) 

 
In an effort to better contextualize the community I call home and that in which I 

participated as a researcher, this section first discusses the geographic sociopolitical context of 

the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands by highlighting the contradictions and transitions present. 

Using my experiential knowledge (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001) and autohistoria-teoria as 

theorized by Anzaldúa (Keating, 2009) as a fundamental source, I also consider borderlanders, 

los atravesados ni de aqui, ni de alla, and highlight my mother’s experience as an exemplar of 

the intricacies involved when living in-between worlds.    

Tijuana-San Diego: Contradictions and Negotiations  

 While the Mexico-U.S. border runs 2,000 miles long, from Tijuana-San Diego in the west 

to the state of Texas in the east, the Tijuana-San Diego ports of entry are the busiest crossings 

worldwide with over 50 million annual crossings. This is largely due to the 1994 North America 

Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) incentivizing U.S. corporations to develop a cheap 

manufacturing industry on the backs of Mexican deregulated labor (González & Fernandez, 
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2002). It is these same 14-hour maquiladora jobs that have triggered the growth of border 

cities while simultaneously taking the lives of mujeres including those from la cuidad de Juarez 

among others (Cervantes-Soon, 2014). Similar to Juarez, Tijuana has suffered greatly due to the 

sociopolitical power of its adjacent San Diego neighbor. For many, Tijuana has developed into a 

synonym for violence. The large amount of immigrants from South America, Central America, 

and Mexico in dreams of crossing la linea as a means of economic survival, the continuous flow 

of deportees and repatriations from the U.S., and the influential drug cartels have heightened 

the violence, poverty, and desperation experienced by many in Tijuana.  

The multiple complexities found in the geopolitical realm of Tijuana-San Diego have led 

to the fostering of contradictions including the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that 

conferred Mexican lands to the U.S. and contemporary domestic and immigration policies 

(Urias, 1995). An example of the messiness found in this space includes statistics declaring the 

Tijuana-San Diego region as one of the richest in both Californias, yet, the lived experiences of 

many Tijuanenses contradicts this finding. When Mexicans are not being exploited by U.S. 

corporations in Mexico, they are being taken advantage of in various industries including the 

informal underground economy of the U.S. Of course, this binational systematic transaction of 

labor stems from “Mexico need[ing] immigrant labor in the U.S. as much as the U.S.” (Elenes, 

2011, p. 35). These sociopolitical demands in combination with the increasing number of 

transnational and transborder workers and students has led the community members from 

Tijuana-San Diego to share common concerns related to education, healthcare, and the 

economy. Nevertheless, the history of imperialism must continue as “terrorism and homeland 

security remain very high on the list of concerns among San Diegans but are viewed as 
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unimportant by Tijuanenses relative to other issues” (International Community Foundation, 

2004, p. 4), helping demonstrate the contractions and negotiations found in the borderlands of 

Tijuana-San Diego.   

Ni de Aqui, Ni de Alla 

Los borderlanders de Tijuana-San Diego share a distinct community history, an insider 

perspective, language and culture that outsiders are often not able to comprehend. The fluidity 

of identities and intricacies found when navigating a constant state of transition and in-

betweeness is what Anzaldúa (1987) understands as a borderlander, someone from or existing 

within the physical or metaphorical borderlands. Borrowing from the concept of ni de aqui, ni 

de alla, I highlight my mother’s experience as a borderlander with a foot in both worlds in an 

effort to provide an example of one experience from many.  

 Upon my family’s migration to Chula Vista, my mother started to travel back to Tijuana 

every morning to continue her employment as a kindergarten principal. In a sense, my mother 

and father switched roles as it was now my mother who had to endure two to three hour wait 

times at la linea de San Ysidro to return home to Chula Vista after a day’s work. A few years 

later, tired of the linea, my mother was able to get her bachelor’s degree awarded in Mexico 

revalidated by U.S. standards, allowing her to work in the United States. At this point, my 

mother gained employment at a preschool near our home in Chula Vista. The little pay, 

restricted curriculum and lack of respect she received from the Latina/o/x, white, and Filipina/o 

parents and students caused my mother disillusionment with the educational system of the 

U.S. I remember her sharing with me at one point after a frustrating day at work that at least in 

Mexico the parents demonstrated more interest in the learning of their children and took the 
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recommendations of the teachers very seriously. In contrast, while my mother understood the 

fast-paced societal demands of the U.S., she also saw how parents interpreted school as a 

childcare opportunity more than anything.  

For over ten years my mother returned to her life as a transnational and transborder 

worker; except she did not fit the norm as her commute entailed traveling from Chula Vista to 

Tijuana for employment and not the more common reversed pattern. Living in Chula Vista and 

working in Tijuana allowed my mother to be in-between two worlds at all times. Tied to the 

binational sociopolitical relations, my mother’s constant concern with the peso-dollar exchange 

rate as a former Mexican employee now living off her retirement earnings is pivotal to her 

economic survival. Equally, spending two to three hours Monday through Friday waiting at the 

linea and experiencing feelings of nervousness and anxiety every time she interacts with the 

border patrol because as she says, no entiendo el Ingles, is not enough to stop her from 

enduring the higher stressors of fully integrating to an “American lifestyle.” Instead, she 

preferred her 12-hour work-commute days from 7am to 7pm. Her experience is telling of how 

she was consciously embracing her borderlander identity as someone who favors being in a 

constant state of transition by living in-between the physical and symbolic worlds of Mexico-

U.S. Being a borderlander, ni de aqui, ni de alla, is where my mother and many other 

borderlanders including myself feel safe, feel at home, en mi hogar de Tijuana-San Diego.  

Having a personal understanding of the borderlands, it being the Tijuana-San Diego 

territory or those caught in-between – the borderlanders, has provided me with a particular 

lens that has enhanced my study. More specifically, my familiarity with the Tijuana-San Diego 

context as a person who has lived in both localities and crossed the border thousands of times 
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provides me the skillset necessary to understand the dynamic border culture present in this 

space. My personal experiences and cultural intuition allowed me to have a more intimate 

understanding of the lives of Latina/o/x students during the data analysis allowing me to bring 

forward findings on the different knowledges and embodied sensibilities of borderlanders 

among other findings. Lastly, my acquaintance with the borderlands allows me to challenge 

dualistic deficit thinking and instead underscore the multiplicity of experiences present in the 

lives of Latina/o/x community college students. Following, I further consider the conceptual and 

methodological tools incorporated in my study.  

Algo Personal: A Researcher’s Note 

This last section of the chapter is devoted to a brief discussion of the different 

conceptual and methodological tools I immerse myself in as a way of engaging in a process of 

cultivating the authenticity of my scholarship, mutual reciprocity, and my commitment to 

equity driven research and practicing social justice (Calderón, 2014; Cervantes-Soon, 2014; 

Villenas, 1996). Because attempting to do this is not easy, si no lo opuesto, I rely on my cultural 

intuition (Delgado Bernal, 1998) to further guide me through my responsibility as a researcher 

fervently desiring to center the histories and knowledge of communities like mine, those 

relegated to the margins, and place them at the forefront of academia and systems of 

knowledge production, donde no nos quieren, pero nos necesitan (Calderón, Delgado Bernal, 

Vélez, Pérez Huber, & Malagón, 2012).  

As a Mexicana immigrant doctoral student with fluid identities, I conclude this section 

by discussing how spiritual activism (Anzaldúa, 2002; Elenes, 2013), the actions that begin to 

decolonize our bodymindspirit, are persistent, not only in me as a researcher but also in the 
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lives of borderlanders (Elenes, 2011). The need to survive, emotionally and physically, places 

borderlanders like myself in a constant shift, a transformation of the mind that through a call to 

action heals our wounds and lets light into our hearts, las de nuestros pasados y las de hoy 

(Anzaldúa, 1987).  

Cultivating Authenticity in Community Research 

Always question our positionality, even when our authenticity is not being questioned. 
Never stop reflecting on the goodness of our work, our reciprocity to the community, and 
our commitment to decolonizing research and social justice. Use the pain and inequities 

found and magnified in our work as a source of strength to continue writing. This process 
will transform those who are fully immersed. Do not ignore the contradictions we find 

ourselves in; instead, embrace them. Use this as a form of healing, for ourselves and for 
our communities. 

(Gaxiola Serrano, Discussion Post, 2015) 
 

I begin this section with a reminder I wrote to myself during my participation in a 

Chicana Feminist Epistemologies course to enter a discussion on the different methodological 

tools I draw from to cultivate my commitment to decolonizing educational research and social 

justice methodologies. Cervantes-Soon (2014) and Villenas (1996) remind us of the challenges 

when navigating the roles of community member and researcher, the insider/outsider 

dichotomy that applies to many Mexicanas, Latinas, Chicanas interested in doing critical work 

centering our homes. Nevertheless, there are tools available including the concepts of cultural 

intuition (Delgado Bernal, 1998) and spiritual activism (Anzaldúa, 1987; Elenes, 2013) that not 

only help guide our research methodologies but also push us to engage in critical reflexivity 

before, during, and after the research has ended.  

Drawing from Delgado Bernal’s (1998) cultural intuition concept allows me to center my 

positionality as a Mexicana immigrant from the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands to further 
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inform the research process through its entirety. Rooted in a Chicana feminist epistemology, 

cultural intuition serves “as a response to the failure of both mainstream education research 

and liberal feminist scholarship” by disrupting deficit narratives and centering the 

epistemological contributions of mujeres and Communities of Color (Calderón et al., 2012, p. 

515). The integration of one’s personal experiences, community memory and collective 

experience, one’s professional experience, the existing literature, and the analytical research 

process contribute to the complex process of cultural intuition (Delgado Bernal, 1998). As found 

throughout this chapter, my cultural intuition has nurtured the creation of a particular set of 

knowledges and perspectives via personal narratives making this research study algo personal, 

something personal. Additionally, the integration of all the elements of cultural intuition has 

further encouraged me to fully dedicate my bodymindspirit to this study by continuously 

reflecting on my various roles and identities. This in combination with spiritual activism 

enhances my responsibility as a community member and researcher interested in placing the 

listenedless voices (Elenes, 2013) of those historically oppressed at the forefront of academia 

and systems of knowledge production.  

Spiritual activism is the last stage of Anzaldúa’s (2002) epistemological path of 

conocimiento that moves away from tensions and conflict and in its place focuses on 

interconnection with the self and others. To contextualize, the path of conocimiento can be 

understood as a fluid journey of coming to new ways of knowing and self-reflection within 

sociohistorical and political realities (Anzaldúa, 2002). A key characteristic of spiritual activism 

includes the integration of the bodymindspirit (Lara, 2002) because spiritual activism is “a way 

of understanding one’s position in the world and working toward the transition of social 
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inequality” (Elenes, 2013, p. 136). In other words, spiritual activism can be interpreted as a 

“critical turning point to transformation” (Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 545), a daily call to action to 

continue challenging western imperialism and colonization. Because there is a purposeful lack 

of conceptualization of what actions embedded in spiritual activism look like, it is open to 

personal interpretation. Yet, we must not forget that spiritual activism is linked to Anzaldúa’s 

path of conocimiento, an effort to extend our understanding of consciousness and awareness 

as means of empowerment and call to outward action. My experiences living and experiencing 

the physical and metaphorical borderlands at home in Chula Vista and in my graduate studies at 

UCLA encourage me to consider borderlanders as communities of people engaged in spiritual 

activism. Borderlanders such as my mother engage in daily actions (visible and invisible) that 

decolonize their bobymindspirit in an effort to heal from the perpetual wounds of living in-

between worlds. Similarly, my desire to survive and my positionality as a community member 

and researcher from the borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego urges me to expose the 

contradictions and messiness of my fluid identities, engage in critical reflexivity and heal 

through spiritual activism. It is only as I continue to explore the multiple layers carried in my 

body, in my land, and in my soul that I will once again piece that which has been mutilated from 

my bodymindspirit and put the Coyolxauhqui in me, scars and wounds, together once and for 

all (Anzaldúa, 2005; Cruz, 2006; Lara, 2002).  

Mi Camino 

In my journey to examine the lived educational experiences of Latina/o/x community 

college students in the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands this chapter covered four different areas. 

First, I shared my positionality as a Mexicana immigrant community member and researcher 
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working in my home community of Tijuana-San Diego. Through this I also offered my 

epistemological groundings utilizing bodymindspirit (Lara, 2002) as a resource to further 

highlight the importance of the land (Pendleton Jiménez, 2006) and the pain and pleasure 

involved in this process. Because exploring my fluid identities as a Mexicana who has lived in 

two different yet similar cities on both sides of la linea is important as I continue to engage in 

critical reflexivity, I also considered the negotiations scripted on my brown Mexicana body 

(Cruz, 2006). A discussion on Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory (Anzaldúa, 1987; 2002), Critical 

Race Theory, Latina/o Critical Theory (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001), and Critical 

Geography (Aoki, 200; Price, 2010) exemplified the strengths and benefits of each of these 

theories at an individual and collective level. More specifically, this section made specific 

connections to how each theory interacts with the research focus of this study. A contextual 

look of the Tijuana-San Diego region was then taken to emphasize the symbolic and physical 

intricacies found in the Tijuana-San Diego region followed by a brief review of borderlanders 

(Elenes, 2011), los de ni de aqui, ni de alla. Last, the chapter concludes with the assistance of 

cultural intuition (Delgado Bernal, 1998) and spiritual activism (Elenes, 2013), both conceptual 

and methodological frameworks that challenge dominant discourses and research 

methodologies and assist in the cultivation of authentic decolonizing research (Calderón, 2014; 

Calderón et al., 2012). It is my hope that through this voyage, I was able to expose the multiple 

layers of intricacies, contradictions, and negotiations that transpire in me, the theories 

involved, and the Tijuana-San Diego realm. Next, I turn to Chapter Four in which I explain the 

study’s research design in detail.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESEARCH DESIGN  

This chapter addresses the qualitative research design used to thoroughly examine the 

identities and educational experiences of Latina/o/x students enrolled in a community college 

situated in the borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego. The site, Frontera Community College (FCC), is 

located in South San Diego only 12 miles from both international border entry points (San 

Ysidro & Otay) found in San Diego-Tijuana. The two guiding research questions for this study 

are as follows: 

1. How do Latina/o/x students make sense of self, their identities, and subjectivities 

when navigating multiple real and symbolic borders? 

2. What are the educational barriers and opportunities faced by Latina/o/x students 

when navigating Frontera Community College—a campus situated in the Tijuana-San 

Diego borderlands? 

Thus, this study sought to understand how living in the physical borderlands of Tijuana-San 

Diego and navigating the metaphorical borderlands found in Frontera Community College 

together with the contemporary political climate impact the sense of self and educational 

experiences of Latina/o/x students.  

To appropriately answer the research questions of the study, this chapter covers the 

ensuing research methods’ sections: 1) recruitment strategies and collaborators; 2) data 

sources; 3) data analysis; and 4) study timeline. The chapter begins with a section on the 

recruitment strategies for collaborators including a recruitment survey and convenience 

method. Moreover, this section also introduces the collaborators partaking in this study – the 
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ten Latina/o students. Second, I discuss the data source of pláticas that this study relied on. In 

utilizing pláticas I was able to gain in-depth data about the subjectivities and experiences of FCC 

Latina/o students. Third, a review of my data analysis process is provided including the 

technique of open-coding, analytical coding, and modified grounded theory. Last, a brief 

section covering the study’s timeline is provided alongside a succinct summary of the research 

design. Using this research design provided rich data on the phenomenon of Latina/o/x 

community college students in the borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego.  

Recruitment and Collaborators 

 To understand the experiences of Latina/o/x students at Frontera Community College, I 

embarked on a qualitative study that sought to collaborate with 10 Latina/o/x students. I 

actively chose to exclude the term participants from my study and instead use the term 

collaborators to embrace a more collaborative process that attempts to move away from the 

traditional power dynamics found in the researcher-participant relationship. In line with 

Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory, Critical Race Theory, and Latina/o Critical Theory methodology 

explained in Chapter Three, I valorize the experiential knowledge of those at the core of this 

research inquiry – the Latina/o/x students. Hence, I understand the collaborators as integral not 

only in data collection but also in the interpretation of their narratives as it is their own lived 

realities I am centering. Throughout the study, I approached the student collaborators with the 

respect, care, and reciprocity that they deserve. This section of the chapter begins by discussing 

the collaborator recruitment method followed by an overview of the collaborators in this study.  
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Recruitment Strategies 

 As an outside member of Frontera Community College interested in “doing research” at 

this site, I first needed to establish relationships with key stakeholders at this institution and 

learn more about their research approval process before gaining access to the site. Thanks to 

the assistance of colleagues from different colleges and universities in Southern California, I 

was put in contact with the Vice President of Student Affairs of Frontera Community College, a 

Latina from the community named Dr. Amalia Sanchez14. I met with Dr. Sanchez for the first 

time in summer of 2015, prior to the dissertation proposal defense, to ensure that the research 

site for the study was secured. During this meeting, I explained to Dr. Sanchez my research 

goals and we got to know one another. Dr. Sanchez made me feel welcomed as she personally 

took me on a tour of the Student Services Building and introduced me to a number of 

administrators, counselors, program directors, administrative assistants, and staff that could 

potentially help with the student recruitment. It was at during this first meeting that Dr. 

Sanchez kindly agreed to serve as my FCC mentor, one of the requirements of FCC’s 

Institutional Research Review Board (IRRB). My second meeting with Dr. Sanchez took place in 

April 2016 at which point I shared my final dissertation proposal, engaged in a conversation 

about the research methods, collaborators, and recruitment, and discussed next steps – 

seeking Institutional Review Board approval from UCLA before applying to FCC’s IRRB. Once I 

received approval to begin my research from UCLA and FCC, I met with Dr. Sanchez once again 

to establish a recruitment plan. During this meeting, which took place in December 2016, we 

decided that Dr. Sanchez would send emails to targeted faculty in English, Reading, Math, and 

                                                
14 A pseudonym has been used to protect the identity of this individual. 
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other departments to begin recruitment at the beginning of Spring semester of 2017. The 

emails from Dr. Sanchez to faculty introduced me as the researcher, provided a brief summary 

of the scope of my study, and requested for faculty to allow me to visit their classrooms and 

recruit students for the study (see Appendix A). 

 With the assistance of faculty, I was able to schedule four classroom visits during the 

first week of the 2017 Spring semester to recruit Latina/o/x student collaborators. The classes I 

attended included two Reading, one Journalism, and one Mexican American Sociology class. 

During the classroom visits, I introduced myself, explained the concept of research and the 

purpose of my study, discussed how it was voluntary, opened up for questions, and passed out 

a student recruitment and screening survey. Before leaving each classroom, I provided all 

students with my contact information for any further questions or future interest in the study. 

This process was largely in English and took approximately 15 minutes. Having the support of 

the Vice President of Student Affairs and various faculty at Frontera Community College was 

essential to the recruitment of collaborators. In other words, soliciting collaborators for my 

study was largely supported by a convenience method (Merriam, 2009).  

The student recruitment and screening surveys were administered as a paper copy to all 

students during the four classroom visits. Because a large portion of FCC’s student body is 

Spanish speaking, the survey was made available in English and Spanish. From the 90 surveys 

that were returned to me, only two of them were completed in Spanish. The surveys were used 

to assist in the recruitment of Latina/o/x student collaborators with diverse lived experiences 

and gather demographic data to screen eligible student collaborators that met the study’s 

guidelines. The only student criteria needed to be a part of the study was to be a Latina/o/x 
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student enrolled at FCC. The recruitment and screening survey had four major sections: 1) 

study summary and researcher’s contact information, 2) basic demographic data, 3) questions 

about academic trajectory and experience, and 4) contact information (see Appendix B). Thus, 

the survey opened with an explanation of the study before moving to the demographic section 

that asked for the collaborators’ name, race/ethnicity, preferred language, preferred pronoun, 

immigration status, place of residency, gender, and age. Next, a total of 10 questions including 

multiple choice and open-ended questions were asked about the student’s academic trajectory 

(e.g. years in community college, number of units taken, first one in family to go to college), 

career aspirations (e.g., dream job, interest in transferring to a four-year college), the role of 

institutional agents (e.g., how important are faculty in reaching your goals) and the impact of 

their borderland context on their education (e.g., do you believe that where you live and go to 

school impacts your education?). The last section of the survey provided students with the 

opportunity to state their interest in participating in the study by sharing their contact 

information.  

After my first classroom visit, I noticed that the majority of the students in the class 

automatically began completing the recruitment and screening survey as soon as it was passed 

out. This made me reflect on the power dynamics taking place and how students could be 

viewing the survey as a class assignment. As an outsider to the class that was endorsed and 

introduced by their professors, students could be made to feel obligated to participate in the 

study and complete the survey. To account for this, during the next three classroom visits I 

further reminded students throughout my time that the survey was voluntary. Because I figured 

some students would still continue to feel obliged to return the completed survey to me, I 



 

 96 

asked those that were really interested in participating to draw a happy face or star on the 

survey that would signal to me their high interest.  

Once the four classroom visits were completed, I carefully examined all the completed 

surveys and paid special attention to those that had marked their surveys with high interest or 

had communicated their interest in participating with me during the class visits. Students were 

contacted via text, email, and phone calls to further inquire about their interest in the study 

and schedule the plática. Students that were interested in participating in the plática 

component of data collection received a $10 Target or Starbucks gift card as compensation for 

their time.  

Additionally, I used a snowball sampling technique (Merriam, 2009) by asking students 

to recommend anyone else that they thought would be interested in sharing their experiences 

in regards to navigating community college in the borderlands as a Latina/o/x student of FCC. 

Together, the convenience method and snowball technique provided a robust set of tools to 

recruit collaborators that met the criteria necessary to help answer my guiding research 

questions. Equally important to my study was the assistance of my FCC mentor, Dr. Sanchez, 

who was able to help me get in contact with potential collaborators and assisted in the initial 

recruitment process.  

Latina/o Student Collaborators  

A total of 10 students were selected to participate in this study based on various criteria 

including being currently enrolled at FCC and self-identifying as Latina/o/x or any of the ethnic 

groups included in this category (e.g. Mexicana/o/x, Salvadorian, Puerto Rican, Guatemalan, 

etc.). Moreover, I did my best to try to diversify the Latina/o/x student collaborators pool by 
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seeking representation across the areas of, 1) gender; 2) lived borderlands experience (Tijuana 

and San Diego); and 3) time enrolled at FCC. As a means of identifying these three areas I relied 

on the following survey data points with each number corresponding to representation area 

number (i.e., 1=gender, 2=borderlands experience, 3=educational experience).   

• 1. Gender 

• 2. Immigration status 

• 2. Ethnicity 

• 2. Preferred language 

• 2. Place of residency (Tijuana or San Diego) 

• 3. College-educated generation  

• 3. Years at FCC 

• 3. Career aspirations 

The survey data initially gathered was essential in the recruitment and screening of 

Latina/o/x student collaborators across the different set of criteria. While I did not control for 

any of the markers stated previously, I tried to incorporate a diverse set of collaborators to best 

include their personal and singular voices, experiences, and complexities. When accounting for 

gender, the majority of the students that expressed interest in participating identified as 

female. Additionally, none of the student collaborators identified as gender non-conforming or 

as Latinx meaning that the use of the x in the term Latina/o/x is not necessary when discussing 

the student collaborators. For borderlands experience, two of the collaborators currently live in 

Tijuana, three had previously lived in Tijuana, and the remaining five had only lived in San 

Diego. In other words, half of the collaborators had previously lived or currently live in Tijuana 
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and the other half currently live in San Diego providing a wide range of representation on the 

lived borderlands experience of students. For educational experience, I was able to have 

student collaborators in the study that were as early as in their first semester of college at FCC 

to students that had attended FCC for over three years. A total of 10 Latina/o students 

participated in the study with the majority of then being women (8 out of 10), of Mexican 

descent (9 out of 10), and first-generation college students (9 out of 10). The 10 Latina/o 

student collaborators ranged in age from 18-28, had different immigration status, places of 

residency, language preferences, and time at FCC (see Table 3). Student collaborators were 

given the option to pick a pseudonym of their choice. For those students that did not provide a 

pseudonym, one was assigned to them. Next, I discuss the data gathering method of pláticas. 

Table 3  

Ten Latina/o Student Collaborators 

 

 

 

Name Ethnicity Age Gender Preferred 
Language 

Immigration 
Status 

Residency 1st Gen 
College 

Time 
FCC 

Career Goals 

Esperanza Mexican 
American 

20 Female Eng & Span U.S. Citizen SD Yes <1 yr Health social worker/Women’s 
advocate 

Karina Latina 28 Female Spanish U.S. 
Resident 

SD Yes <1 yr Child development teacher/Nurse 

Claudia Mexicana 21 Female Spanish U.S. 
Resident 

SD Yes <1 yr Child development teacher  

Izquixochitl Mexican/Chicana 21 Female English U.S. Citizen SD Yes 1 yr Journalist/Broadcaster/Professor/Healer 

Gabriela Mexican 18 Female Spanish U.S. Citizen SD Yes 1 yr Journalist/Radio Personality 

Jenerai Mexican/Latino/ 
Chicano 

21 Male Eng & Span U.S. Citizen SD No 3 yrs Politician/JD 

Mayra Latina/Mexican 21 Female Eng & Span U.S. Citizen Tijuana Yes 3 yrs Food writer at Bon Appetit Magazine 

Albert Hispanic/Mexican 24 Male  English U.S. Citizen SD Yes >3yrs High school teacher/College professor 

Victoria Latina 26 Female English U.S. Citizen SD Yes >3yrs Public service/Education/JD/PhD 

Amanda Hispana 24 Female Spanish U.S. Citizen Tijuana Yes >3yrs Marine Biologist/PhD/Researcher 
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Pláticas with Latina/o Collaborators 

 This section focuses on describing pláticas as this was the main data collection strategy 

incorporated in this study. When considering the data collection process with the 10 Latina/o 

FCC student collaborators, I envisioned a fluid, reciprocal and open dialogue between the 

collaborator and myself. Thus, I relied on the method of pláticas. The term pláticas comes from 

the Spanish language, meaning talk. Hence, to talk with others or engage in an informal chat is 

at the origin of a pláticas methodology. Rooted in Chicana Feminisms, the data collection tool 

of pláticas challenges rigid interview protocols and instead centers oral storytelling as 

important in the data collection process (Gonzalez, 2001). In other words, pláticas allow for 

more flexibility and relationship building while also being in tune with different cultural forms 

of knowledge. The more recent incorporation of pláticas as a data gathering method has led to 

the development of pláticas as not only a method but also a methodology. Five contours have 

been identified as essential to the personal and academic methodological nature of Chicana 

Feminist pláticas (Fierros & Delgado Bernal, 2016), including:  

1) Centers Chicana Feminist Theory and other critical theoretical frameworks;  

2) Honors collaborators as co-creators of knowledge and embodies a relational stance; 

3) Welcomes the holistic lived experiences of the collaborators and makes connections 

to the research inquiry; 

4) Provides a potential space for healing; and  

5) Emphasizes the importance of reciprocity, vulnerability and researcher reflexivity. 

The five contours provided additional guidance to the practice of pláticas and to my data 

collection process with FCC students. Moreover, this method welcomes the study’s integration 
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of Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory, Critical Race Theory, Latina/o Critical Theory, and Critical 

Geography as discussed in Chapter Three. The pláticas’ contours together with my 

methodological influences allowed for the voices and experiences of the collaborators to be 

acknowledged as central in the meaning making process and data interpretation. Additionally, 

this method invited me as the researcher to share my own lived experiences as a Tijuana-San 

Diego borderlands community member with the collaborators. By incorporating pláticas with 

the Latina/o student collaborators I was able to build rapport and have raw and honest 

dialogues that created a comfortable and potentially safe space for them share their lived 

experiences. 

All of the 10 Latina/o student collaborators participated in one individual plática for a 

final total of 10 pláticas. The pláticas lasted on average two hours and 15 minutes providing 

critical data related to the guiding research questions. The places where the pláticas were 

conducted varied according to the collaborator’s preference, from on-campus to off-campus. 

For example, a few pláticas took place off campus at local coffee shops which allowed me the 

opportunity to thank them for their time by purchasing them a drink in addition to the gift card 

they were awarded. Five of the pláticas were conducted in Spanish, four in English, and one 

combined both languages. All pláticas were audio recorded. All student collaborators read and 

signed the consent form after agreeing to participate in the study.  

Some guiding points of conversation for the pláticas included the collaborator’s 

childhood, K-12 experiences, families, education, career goals, and their understanding on the 

impact of the border culture/life (see Appendix C). In accord with Chicana Feminisms and 

pláticas, I actively engaged in the plática by practicing reciprocity and also sharing my own 
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personal experiences as related to the points of conversation. Discussing my own lived realities 

potentially allowed for the student collaborators to also get to know me as not only a 

researcher but as a person from the same borderlands’ community. Hence, the plática moved 

away from the limited role of the researcher as a sole interviewer and instead focus on building 

a relationship by co-constructing a shared moment. Once the pláticas with each collaborator 

concluded, I listened and transcribed the audio recording.  

A Reflection on My Vision for Pláticas  

I incorporated pláticas in this study versus the more traditional qualitative method of 

interviews with student collaborators because of its more relational approach rooted in Chicana 

Feminist Epistemologies (Fierros & Delgado Bernal, 2016). The fluid and open methodology of 

pláticas can reduce the stress and anxiety student collaborators might experience when 

entering an interview in which they are the point of focus. A plática method and methodology 

allowed me as the researcher to ease some of that tension by reducing the onus on the student 

and at times becoming vulnerable with the collaborators by sharing some of my thoughts and 

experiences on the topics being addressed. In a few of the pláticas, the emotions of the student 

collaborators were clearly present as they shared tears and sadness when recalling painful 

memories rooted in oppression. In those moments, I practiced silence to honor and respect 

their emotions followed by a simple gesture of touch or words of support. Some of the students 

also inquired more about my personal life including where I grew up and the schools I attended, 

I interpreted these moments as students seeing themselves reflected in some of my 

experiences further reducing the innate power structures and distance between a participant 

and researcher. Embodying the Mayan concept of In Lack’ech, “Tú eres mi otro yo. You are my 
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other me” (Valdez, 1971) throughout the pláticas served as reminder of the fundamental regard 

for the other – in this case, the study’s collaborators. It was my goal that by creating this 

reciprocal moment, the student collaborators felt comfortable in sharing their life experiences 

with me.  

 It is important to note that my interpretation of the pláticas with the Latina/o student 

collaborators could be flawed. As a researcher, I have invested a lot of time in thinking about 

the data collection methods of this study and the potential limitations involved. After my first 

few pláticas, my researcher reflexivity pushed me to avoid making assumptions and instead 

directly ask the student collaborators for their thoughts on the data collection method. Thus, 

after each plática had finished, usually after the audio recording device had been turned off and 

we were packing our belongings, I would ask the students: “Did this feel more like an interview 

to you or a plática?” For those students that I did have the opportunity to ask this question, 

some of them said it felt more like a plática to them because of the conversational aspect of it 

and how “easy” it felt. Another student mentioned it was a combination of both, a plática and 

an interview, because questions were asked but it felt communal. While asking a question on 

pláticas was not a part of the data collection, I found it important to get insight from students 

as to how they were interpreting the data collection technique taking place. Thus, this type of 

reflexivity allowed me to constantly think of my skills as a researcher and also of the methods 

employed in the study. Next, I discuss how the data collected was analyzed.  

Data Analysis 

My first iteration of data analysis included listening to the audio of the pláticas and 

taking notes on the ideas present using open-coding. After this first phase was completed, I 
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listened to the pláticas a second time but on this occasion with a copy of the corresponding 

transcriptions. During this second phase, I continued open coding using an in vivo coding 

technique to preserve and honor the voices of the collaborators while examining potential 

themes across pláticas (Saldaña, 2013). Once the themes across the pláticas had been selected, 

I then engaged in analytic coding in order to further develop concepts that emerged from the 

data collected (Merriam, 2009).  

Because the data analysis is informed by the theoretical frameworks outlined in Chapter 

Three, I practiced modified grounded theory. Grounded theory is a qualitative methodology 

dedicated to the creation of theory from the lived experiences and realities of participants 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). In other words, grounded theory allows for development of theory. 

More specifically, I used critical race grounded theory to account for the role of race and racism 

in the lives of Latina/o/x students (Malagón, Pérez Huber, & Vélez, 2009). Critical race grounded 

theory invited the coding and analysis process to examine explicit and implicit themes related 

to the particular ways in which racism functions in Tijuana-San Diego. Additionally, Latina/o 

Critical Theory was useful in examining intersectionality by focusing on how race, immigration, 

and language impact the lived experiences of Latina/o students traversing the borderlands of 

Tijuana-San Diego and Frontera Community College. Lastly, critical race grounded theory 

welcomes my cultural intuition to be a part of the research process (Delgado Bernal, 1998). 

I also incorporated a modified grounded theory approached informed by Anzaldúan 

Borderlands Theory to further analyze instances rooted in the physical and metaphorical 

borderlands (Calderón, 2008). Moments discussing contradictions, negotiations, the shifting of 

identities, tensions, transformations, and the experiences of living in-between worlds were 
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especially important when considering the experiences of borderlanders. Experiences rooted in 

the navigation and survival of the borderlands including the complexities attached to the 

identities of Latina/o students is an example of an emergent theme from this research. For 

example, student Izquixochitl, shared “I live in this middle limbo where I have American and I 

also have super Mexican, and I kind of don’t fit into any of it” when reflecting on her racial 

background. On the second iteration of analytic coding I was able to further understand 

Izquixochitl’s sense of self as a tension in the subjectivities that she embodies as a person living 

in-between worlds. From this and other findings presented in this dissertation, I have identified 

the theoretical framework of las enseñanzas de la linea or pedagogy of the border (further 

explained in Chapter Six) as a way to define how the sense of self and experiences of Latina/o/x 

students living, navigating, and surviving the borderlands are impacted by the space, 

geography, the physical border, and the anti-Latina/o/x and immigrant climate. Thus, the data 

analysis process also considered the role of critical geography and the national sociopolitical 

discourses embedded in larger structures of racist nativism that continue to oppress and 

marginalize Latina/o/x communities, especially those situated in contested border spaces 

(Pérez Huber, 2009).  

Student collaborators were also contacted via text to help interpret some of the pláticas 

or to ask for further clarification. In addition, the introductory narratives for each student found 

in Chapter Five were shared with the Latina/o student collaborators I continued to have contact 

with (4 out of 10). When I shared the introductory narratives with the student collaborators I 

asked for their approval and edits. This strategy allowed me to more accurately introduce and 

represent the Latina/o collaborators of this study. 
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Study Timeline 

 This section is dedicated to illustrating the study timeline from obtaining Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) approval to the data analysis and writing phase. IRB approval through UCLA 

for this study was obtained in August 2016. Additionally, IRB was also received from Frontera 

Community College in late November of 2016. Recruitment took place at Frontera Community 

College in January of 2017. The data collection method of pláticas took place from January 2017 

to September 2017. Data analysis lasted from October 2017 to March 2018. The write up of the 

dissertation took place from April 2018 to December 2018.  

Conclusion 

To conclude, Chapter Four focused on describing the qualitative research design 

engaged in this study from the description and recruitment of Latina/o student collaborators to 

the data collection tools of pláticas. The data analysis tools open and analytical coding 

alongside the theoretical frameworks of Borderlands, Critical Race Theory, Latina/o Critical 

Theory , and Critical Geography were also discussed as essential in having a critical 

methodology that focuses on the voices and experiences of the collaborators. The methods 

discussed in this chapter assisted in documenting the identities and educational experiences of 

Latina/o students enrolled in a community college situated in the borderlands of Tijuana-San 

Diego. 

Together, Chapters One through Four have walked the reader through essential 

components of my study of Latina/o students at Frontera Community College. Specifically, 

Chapter One situated the study by providing information on the development of community 

colleges, the California Community College, and Frontera Community College. Moreover, this 
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chapter also introduced the two guiding research questions of the study as well as the 

significance of this research. Chapter Two provided a review of the literature on three key 

areas: the state of Latina/o community college students, the role of faculty, staff, and 

administrators, and practices and policies of Hispanic Serving Institutions. Chapter Three 

provided an overview of my positionality as a borderlander from Tijuana-San Diego followed by 

the theoretical contributions of Borderlands, Critical Race Theory, Latina/o Critical Theory, and 

Critical Geography to inform my methodology. This chapter also discussed Tijuana-San Diego in 

an effort to better contextualize the study before reviewing the conceptual and methodological 

tools included in the study. Lastly, Chapter Four finished the set-up of the study by highlighting 

the research design including the recruitment of collaborators, data collection tools, and data 

analysis. It is my goal that the first four chapters of the dissertation were able to provide the 

reader with the scope of my study while also situating the importance of researching Latina/o/x 

community college students in the borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego. Next, Chapter Five 

introduces the ten Latina/o collaborators of the study by sharing their stories of migration and 

intergenerational resistance before moving to the theoretical guiding framework of las 

enseñanzas de la linea discussed in Chapter Six. Chapter Seven focuses on the sense of self, 

identities, and subjectivities of Latina/o/x students by discussing their racialized geographic 

identities. Chapter Eight considers the educational barriers and opportunities of Latina/o 

student at Frontera Community College as well the spatially situated knowledges and 

sensibilities of students. The dissertation concludes with Chapter Nine by summarizing the 

findings, introducing a Fronterista Receptive Campus Climate and discussing the study’s 

implications.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

LA INTRODUCCIÓN: STORIES OF MIGRATION AND INTERGENERATIONAL RESISTANCE  

This chapter provides a brief introduction to the main characters of this dissertation – 

the 10 Latina/o community college students from the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands. It is my 

goal that through introducing each of the collaborators, the reader will be able to understand 

the complexity of their lives, humanize them, be able to connect back to each of them 

throughout the findings, and if possible, relate to certain aspects of their lives. Las 

introducciones or the introductions are brief as you will get to learn more about each student 

collaborator in the following chapters but they serve one important purpose; to tell a story that 

highlights where each student comes from. In other words, the introductions discuss the 

collaborators’ complex familial histories by including their parents and families in an effort to 

honor their migration stories, the support provided by the students’ families, and the resistance 

and resiliency present in each one of them. The 10 Latina/o student collaborators are 

introduced individually beginning with Izquixochitl.  

Izquixochitl 

Izquixochitl resides in San Diego and is the daughter of a Puerto Rican-Mexican mother 

and a Mexican father. Her Puerto Rican-Mexican mother, whose family has been in the United 

States for many generations, was taught not to speak Spanish as a means of protecting her 

from language and racial discrimination. Yet, Izquixochitl’s maternal great-grandfather was a 

Mexican activist who was highly involved in the 1930s Lemon Grove case15 as a lead organizer – 

                                                
15 The Lemon Grove Incident of 1931 was the first successful court-ordered desegregation case 
in the United States. The parents, all of Mexican descent, challenged school segregation and 
separate but equal schooling practices. For more information, see Madrid (2008).  
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one of the first successful school desegregation cases in San Diego County and the United 

States. Izquixochitl’s father has a bit of a different story; he emigrated from Tijuana, Mexico to 

South San Diego during first grade making him a first-generation immigrant. Upon graduating 

high school, Izquixochitl’s father entered the army for a few years.  

Coming from a working-class background, both of her parents worked multiple jobs and 

attended community college in their early adulthood. There was a point where Izquixochitl’s 

mother worked up to three jobs in addition to going to community college while pregnant with 

her. Her mother now works as a closed captioner for the hearing impaired although she was 

never able to complete her college degree. Her father also attended community college and 

was able to transfer to the local state college but it was not until almost two decades later that 

he was able to finish his bachelor’s degree. He now works for the county in health services.  

Being the first-born, Izquixochitl has three younger siblings and plays a major role in 

helping her parents with transportation for her two younger brothers among other 

responsibilities. She has attended three different community colleges, has two part time jobs, 

and is involved in Frontera’s student newspaper as a journalist. She is a twenty-one year old 

woman16 who identifies as a Chicana, prefers English and at times struggles with her Spanish. 

She enjoys listening to Selena, oldies, art, holistic medicine and Indigenous forms of healing, 

volunteering at her church, and her favorite book is Borderlands by Gloria Anzaldúa because 

she is able to resonate with many parts of the narrative. She has many goals and aspirations 

                                                
16 Demographic information regarding the 10 collaborators that is reflected in this section was 
true at the time of data collection (2017). Some of this demographic data, including age and 
place of residency has changed since the time of data collection.  
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including transferring to a state college, earning a bachelor’s in journalism, being a radio host 

and community activist, and later in her life being a Chicana literature professor.  

Esperanza 

 Esperanza is twenty years old and lives at home with her mother and three younger 

siblings. As a young adult living in Mexico, Esperanza’s mother always valued education 

although she had to leave school at the age of fourteen due to familial responsibilities and lack 

of money. Even with the challenges, Esperanza’s mother would work to save money for her 

education until she was able to return to school and eventually earn a bachelor’s degree in law 

from the Universidad Autonoma de Baja California in Tijuana at the age of 28. Soon after, 

Esperanza’s mother immigrated to the United States from Mexico to start a life and family with 

her husband – that is when Esperanza was born. Years after having migrated to San Ysidro in 

South San Diego, Esperanza’s mother’s immigration status expired and she separated from her 

husband. It was at this point that Esperanza’s mother was faced with a tough decision, to return 

home to Tijuana or to stay in San Diego. Esperanza’s mother decided that all her children 

should be born in the U.S. in order to have the same opportunities and decided to stay in the 

United States, causing her to live a life of fear of deportation as an undocumented single 

mother and person. Esperanza’s mother, a primarily Spanish speaker, does not have the 

opportunity to put into practice her education as a trained attorney and instead earns a living 

and supports her children by working as a housekeeper in affluent parts of San Diego.   

 Similar to many immigrant parents, Esperanza’s mother’s migration story begins with 

the dream of providing her children a better education by living in the United States. Esperanza 

and her three younger siblings grew up in a home environment where education was always 
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very important and as a result going to college was part of their mother’s expectations. Being 

the oldest, Esperanza fulfilled this expectation by attending a private university in the Inland 

Empire after graduating high school, about 2.5 hours north from her hometown in South San 

Diego. Unfortunately, being a first-generation college student from a working-class background 

did not allow her to have the financial means and resources to continue supporting her 

education at a private university. After having maxed out her loans and not being eligible for 

additional financial aid, Esperanza’s only option was to return to her home in San Ysidro at the 

beginning of her second year of college.  

 Upon her return home, Esperanza attempted to enroll in two different community 

colleges but was unsuccessful in her first attempt due to having a hold on her official transcripts 

from her previous university. She now attends Frontera Community College together with her 

younger brother who was admitted to the local state college but due to misinformation was not 

able to enroll in classes and lost the semester. Esperanza attends school during the day and 

works full time during the night shift at a fast food chain. She takes public transit from home to 

school and work making her commute and days quite long. With the money that she makes, 

Esperanza pays for her schooling and personal expenses and helps support the household. 

Esperanza enjoys speaking Spanglish, hanging out with her family, helping the homeless by 

donating supplies, and is involved in women’s and immigrant’s rights activism. She hopes to be 

a social worker and help other people from her local community.  

Mayra 

 Mayra was born in San Diego but grew up in Tijuana. She completed all her schooling 

from preschool to high school in one of the best private schools of Tijuana. Mayra was in part 
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able to attend this costly private institution that serves upper-class families and the children of 

politicians because her mother works at this school as an English teacher. Mayra explains how 

her family was only able to afford the tuition because she always received scholarships. Mayra’s 

father came to Tijuana from Michoacan and made a career as an engineer. At one point, 

Mayra’s father was afforded the opportunity to receive a work visa that would allow him and 

his family to live in the United States but he declined. Mayra’s mother is from Jalisco and had 

an unstable childhood where she eventually became the primary breadwinner for her mother 

and brothers. It was after she married and had her two children (one of them being Mayra) that 

she returned to school to get her college degree. She has now worked for many years as an 

English teacher and is considering returning to school to earn a doctoral degree in Tijuana. 

Together, Mayra’s parents have had stable jobs with a livable income that affords them a 

middle-class lifestyle.  

Mayra’s parents, while living in Tijuana, had both, their son and daughter born in San 

Diego. In order to make this happen and not get in any sort of legal trouble, they paid all the 

hospital bills out of pocket. Mayra’s parents made this costly decision because they wanted to 

provide their children a chance at a better future. Mayra’s older brother followed his parents’ 

wishes by enrolling in Frontera Community College before transferring to the local state college 

in San Diego. When Mayra was in high school and trying to figure out her career plans, Mayra’s 

mother encouraged her to attend college in the United States and suggested journalism as a 

potential career option given her love for words. Mayra took up her mother’s suggestion and 

enrolled in Frontera while continuing to live in Tijuana.  
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 Mayra is twenty-one years old, studies journalism, has a part time job, plays tennis for 

Frontera, prefers speaking Spanish, enjoys cooking and baking and has even considered 

studying to be a chef, and is an editor for the campus newspaper. In order to avoid waiting for a 

couple of hours every day to cross from Tijuana to San Diego, especially given her busy 

schedule, she has applied and been approved by the U.S. Customs and Border Protection to 

have a Secure Electronic Network for Travelers Rapid Inspection (SENTRI) pass. Having SENTRI 

allows her to go through border security at an expedited pace similar to a fast pass and avoid 

long waiting periods. In order to be approved, you have to meet certain criteria including an 

extensive background check and pay a fee. Thus, Mayra, crosses the border on an almost daily 

basis from her home in Tijuana to attend school, work, and participate in extracurricular 

activities in San Diego.   

Albert 

 Albert is one of two Latinos in this study. Albert, a twenty-four year old, was born in 

Chula Vista and is a monolingual English speaker. His mother is a second-generation immigrant 

from Mexico born in Riverside, CA. Albert’s mother grew up poor but was able to find a job at a 

bank at the young age of fourteen. After many years of working in the banking industry, 

Albert’s mother has been able to move up the ranks and now has the respected title of bank 

manager with a good salary. Albert’s mother believes in the ideology of the American Dream 

due to everything that she has been able to accomplish with her hard work. Albert’s father was 

born in South San Diego but his family is originally from Guadalajara, Mexico. Albert’s father 

works for the city, initially doing landscape and now in the street signage department. Albert 

has a younger sister who is very focused on working at the moment.  
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 Growing up, Albert remembers how his parents would make it clear to him that he was 

American and not just Mexican. After having the opportunity to take Ethnic Studies courses at 

Frontera Community College, he believes that this family’s behavior could have been a survival 

technique employed by his parents to protect him from racism and discrimination, similar to 

how he was not taught Spanish in his household. His understanding of the U.S. differs from his 

mother’s understanding of the American Dream, a cause for occasional conflict in their 

household. Having lived in different communities of South San Diego has provided Albert with a 

set of experiences to understand educational and income inequality. As a child, Albert attended 

a private school when living in a lower socioeconomic status neighborhood, something that was 

no longer necessary when his family moved to a nicer part of town with better public schools. 

Nevertheless, Albert had a tumultuous relationship with schooling. He used the words “bad 

student” to describe himself during his K-12 years leading to leaving high school and entering 

the learning center — similar to a continuation school. His relationship to school is different 

now that he attends Frontera Community College as he loves school, has a high GPA and hopes 

to become a teacher.  

Albert’s motivation to become a history or social sciences middle school or high school 

teacher partially stems from the fact that even though he is a third-generation immigrant he is 

the first in his family to go to college. He describes with a level of sadness and concern how 

none of his uncles or cousins have a college degree – an issue that he sees in the community he 

lives in. Albert continues to attend community college, works close to full time, and is looking 

forward to transferring to the local state college soon.  
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Victoria 

 Victoria is the daughter of Honduran immigrant parents who first came to United States 

in the 1970s. Growing up, Victoria’s mother worked different jobs from cleaning homes to 

providing daycare services. Her father traveled a lot for work and eventually went back to his 

home country of Honduras. There are a total of six siblings in Victoria’s family. The three oldest 

were born in Honduras while the three youngest were born in the United States. The oldest 

sibling, a male, also returned to Honduras where he now raises a family of his own. The rest of 

the siblings continue to live in the United States. Victoria likes to highlight how she is the 

youngest of the sisters followed by a younger brother who is getting ready to graduate with a 

bachelor’s from the University of California. Victoria has never been to Honduras but hopes to 

make a trip there soon to reconnect with her father and brother upon graduating from Frontera 

Community College.  

Victoria, who is now twenty-six years old, was born in South San Diego – in National City 

to be specific. Growing up she mostly lived in the San Diego area where she attended K-12. 

Victoria has very painful and negative experiences attached to schooling, as she was a victim of 

sexual assault during middle school. These negative experiences discouraged her to attend 

school and led her on a different path bringing her to a juvenile correctional institution and not 

being able to finish high school. Yet, at the same time it is this nuanced understanding of the 

world and her lived realities that provided her the strength to go back to college in 2013 after 

having worked for a few years. Victoria is a proud mother of a ten-year-old girl who is 

interested in pursuing a STEM related career. As the first student trustee for Frontera 

Community College, Victoria is a strong advocate for students that are parents and for 
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returning community college students. She also holds a full-time job at a YMCA and hopes to 

continue to be involved in public service and leadership positions in addition to obtaining a J.D., 

Ed.D. or Ph.D. in education in the future. Victoria is concluding her time at Frontera Community 

College as she will be graduating and transferring to a local private university in San Diego with 

whom Frontera has established a transfer partnership.  

Jenerai 

 Jenerai is the second Latino in this study. He is twenty-one years old and a U.S. citizen 

that has lived in Chula Vista his entire life. His maternal grandfather, who lives with Jenerai and 

his mother, was born in San Diego in the mid 1920s before the Tijuana-San Diego border was 

built. Even though Jenerai’s maternal grandfather is a U.S. citizen, he mostly lived in Tijuana and 

never quite learned English. All of the grandfather’s children, including Jenerai’s mother, were 

born in Tijuana. Later in life, when Jenerai’s mother was a teenager she was able to get a green 

card otherwise known as U.S. permanent residency along with her siblings allowing them to live 

in the U.S. – all thanks to her father being a U.S. citizen. Thus, at the age of 15, Jenerai’s mother 

migrated from Tijuana to Chula Vista and enrolled in the local high school. Jenerai’s father is a 

pilot that worked out of Mexico. Because of his profession, Jenerai’s father had particular work 

privileges that allowed him to travel to the U.S. Jenerai has one older sister who also attended 

Frontera Community College and recently graduated from the University of California.  

 Jenerai shared how his mother attended Frontera Community College while she was 

pregnant with him. She is the only one out of 17 siblings to have a college degree. Jenerai’s 

mother works as a receptionist for a factory close to the border even though she has an MBA. 



 

 116 

Jenerai believes that his mother has encountered a lot of discrimination in her workplace that 

has prevented her from receiving the promotions she deserves.    

 Growing up, Jenerai and his sister attended private school but soon after the economy 

collapsed in 2008 and his father stopped providing financial support, they were moved to public 

schools in Chula Vista. It was at this point, that Jenerai started to become aware of the 

economic disparities among Latina/o/x families. Even though the transition from private to 

public school was initially difficult due to the school culture differences including being 

surrounded by more Latina/o/x students, Jenerai is now thankful for the experience. He 

mentions how attending public schooling allowed him to become more informed about his own 

identity by learning Spanish, listening to Mexican music, and in general being proud of where 

he comes from as a second-generation Mexican immigrant. Jenerai is involved in the Associated 

Student Organization of Frontera Community College and is highly involved in political activism 

in his community where he fights racist policies including those against Latina/o/x communities, 

Muslims, and immigrants in general. Jenerai will be transferring to a four-year institution soon 

where he will continue to study political science.  

Amanda 

 Amanda lives in Tijuana, the same city in which she was born, with her father and 

younger brother. She is twenty-five years old and a naturalized U.S. citizen. Similar to the 

familial histories of other students in this study, Amanda’s maternal grandfather was born in 

Los Angeles, CA making him a U.S. citizen. Amanda’s maternal grandfather was born in the U.S. 

because his parents were part of the Bracero Program – a United States program that recruited 

people living in Mexico to work in the fields as farmworkers and in exchange provided a 
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temporary U.S. worker’s permit. Amanda’s grandfather only completed elementary school in 

Los Angeles before migrating to Rosarito, Baja California, a small town in its early founding 

stages about an hour south from Tijuana. It was in the town of Rosarito that Amanda’s mother 

was born. Amanda’s mother eventually became a U.S. permanent resident due to her father 

being a U.S. citizen. Even though she could live and study in the U.S., learning English did not 

come easy for Amanda’s mother so instead she decided to complete her schooling in Mexico 

and become a dentist. Amanda’s father is from Mexico City, the capital of Mexico. Her father 

migrated to the state of Baja California upon becoming an architect where he met Amanda’s 

mother.  

 When Amanda was 11, her mother applied to U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services 

(USCIS) requesting for her husband and children to be awarded U.S. permanent residency. Part 

of the application requires that the family live in the U.S. so Amanda’s family migrated from 

Rosarito to San Ysidro, CA. For the first time, Amanda and her younger sibling enrolled in school 

in the U.S. and began to be acquainted with the new school culture. Once the family received 

their U.S. residency, close to two years after moving to San Ysidro, they decided to return to 

Rosarito where they had their own house and her mother had her dental practice. Amanda 

notes how the entire process of requesting U.S. permanent residency took about ten years 

from start to end in part due because her mother was not a U.S. citizen when she first applied. 

Thus, except for her close to two years in San Ysidro, Amanda completed most of her K-12 

schooling in a private school in Rosarito.  

Once again, at the age of 18, Amanda’s family moved from Rosarito back to San Ysidro 

due to her mother becoming chronically ill. During the next two years Amanda focused on 
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working and helping take care of her mother. At the age of 20, Amanda enrolled in Frontera 

Community College making this her first experience with higher education. A few years later 

Amanda, her father, and brother moved to Tijuana. Currently, Amanda and her brother 

commute from Tijuana to Frontera Community College almost every day to attend school. 

Amanda has a great love and respect for the ocean. She is constantly trying to better her 

English, play tennis for Frontera, and is excited about earning a Ph.D. in marine biology. This is 

Amanda’s last semester at Frontera Community College as she will be transferring to a state 

college next academic year.  

Karina 

 Karina is twenty-eight years old and was born in Tijuana where she resided together 

with her husband and two daughters until 2015. Her husband, who is a U.S. citizen, always lived 

in Tijuana and crossed the border on an almost daily basis to go to work in Chula Vista. 

Together, Karina and her husband have a business in Tijuana that she would help run while he 

worked in the United States. When their oldest daughter was getting ready to begin high 

school, the daughter asked to complete her high school career in the U.S. At this point, Karina’s 

husband decided this would be feasible given that he already took the trip from Tijuana to San 

Diego every morning. Shortly after starting this new morning commute to work and school for 

Karina’s husband and oldest daughter they decided that it would be best for their daughter to 

be in a more stable and less exhausting situation. Thus, Karina’s oldest daughter began to live 

with her paternal aunt in Chula Vista. This arrangement created for a better quality of life when 

considering the long days and commutes that their daughter was previously experiencing but 

the family could not withstand being apart from their daughter Monday through Friday. To 
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resolve this conflict, Karina’s husband applied to USCIS and requested for his wife, Karina, to be 

awarded permanent residency to be able to live in the U.S. and for their daughters to complete 

their schooling.  

 During the USCIS application period, Karina and her family of four moved in with her 

husband’s sister in Chula Vista. While this was not the most comfortable arrangement due to 

the limited space, Karina was thankful for the support from her family. After about six months, 

once her green card was approved, Karina and her family moved to their own home in Chula 

Vista. Karina’s oldest daughter continues to attend high school in Chula Vista and her youngest 

daughter is getting ready to start elementary school. Her husband is also doing well and has 

earned a promotion at his job.  

 Shortly after earning her permanent residency, Karina began to attend adult school to 

learn English. At times she did not feel like she was being academically challenged so she 

reached out to her school counselor who advised her to stay in adult school for a total of at 

least four semesters. After completing her first year at adult school, she decided it was time for 

the next step and enrolled in Frontera Community College. She was excited when she was able 

to enroll and begin college but this happiness soon faded after her first days in school. Karina 

described how stressed she felt during the first week as she began to get adjusted with things 

such as finding parking but also the self-guided mathematics class where students watch videos 

on a computer screen and there is no interaction with a professor. Unsure of her future 

success, she decided it would be best to drop a few classes and enroll in lower level courses. 

Karina has now come across one professor, a Mexicana reading professor that has positively 
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impacted her experience. She is currently exploring career options in medicine and child 

development and hopes to be able to transfer and be a good role model for her two daughters.  

Claudia 

Claudia is a young twenty-one year old woman that has lived the majority of her life in 

Tijuana. It was not until 2014, after she completed all her K-12 education in Tijuana that Claudia 

emigrated to San Diego. When Claudia was 14, her immediate family consisting of her mother, 

stepfather, and two younger sisters, left their home in Tijuana and moved to San Diego with the 

exception of Claudia. Her stepfather was able to earn U.S. permanent residency through his 

father, who was born in Mexico and was awarded U.S. residency through employer 

sponsorship. Due to her immigration status, Claudia had to stay behind in Tijuana as she did not 

have U.S. permanent residency. In the meantime, her stepfather applied to USCIS to sponsor 

Claudia for residency while she continued to go to school in Tijuana and live by herself. This 

time period of Claudia’s life was difficult for her, as she had to learn to take care of a household 

and of herself during her teen years. After a few years, Claudia received her U.S. residency and 

finished her high school in Tijuana. It was at this point that she moved to San Diego to be 

reunited with her family. 

When she first started living in San Diego, the first thing Claudia did was get a job. She 

worked in a restaurant as a cashier close to full time. Shortly after, Claudia started attending 

adult school and taking English as a Second Language (ESL) classes. After attending adult school 

for about a year, with the help of her niece’s preschool teacher, Claudia enrolled in Frontera 

Community College. Currently, Claudia is in her first semester at Frontera Community College 

and is having to learn more English, which has been the cause for a lot of headaches and tears. 
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When Claudia speaks of her transition from Tijuana to San Diego she shares her struggles and 

discomfort in not knowing the language, but it was the opportunity to live with her family once 

again that kept her from returning to Tijuana. Claudia’s mother has been employed in daycare 

services but has more recently stayed at home to help take care of her two grandchildren from 

one of her daughters. Claudia’s stepfather works at an automobile collision parts store. Claudia 

is looking forward to continuing her studying and pursuing a career working with children in an 

education setting.  

Gabriela 

 Gabriela’s father was born in the state of Jalisco, Mexico before immigrating to San 

Diego together with his mother and siblings as a teenager. Gabriela’s mother was also born in 

Jalisco. A nun adopted Gabriela’s mother shortly after she was born due to the passing of her 

mother after giving birth. The nun then traveled to Tecate in the state of Baja California where 

Gabriela’s mother completed her K-12 education. After graduating high school, Gabriela’s 

mother settled in Tijuana where she attended college. It was in this city that Gabriela’s parents 

met and lived.  

Gabriela is the middle child of three. Her and her siblings were born in San Diego making 

them U.S. citizens even though their family resided in Tijuana at the moment. Similar to the 

motives of other parents, Gabriela’s parents wanted a better future inclusive of educational 

opportunities for their children. Gabriela’s father is a U.S. permanent resident otherwise known 

as a green card holder. While living in Tijuana, Gabriela’s father traveled to San Diego on a daily 

basis to go to work making his days away from home very long. As a family, they wanted to live 

in San Diego but could not afford it. Thus, they applied to be considered for assistance from the 
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U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development. After being on a waitlist list for many 

years, Gabriela’s family was granted the tenant-based assistance program when she was eight 

years old. It was then that her family migrated from Tijuana to San Diego. A couple of years 

after moving to San Diego, Gabriela’s mother’s U.S. Visa expired making her undocumented. 

Currently, Gabriela’s older sister who is 21 years old (the minimum age requirement to sponsor 

a family member for U.S. residency) has started the application process with USCIS to sponsor 

her mother for U.S. residency. This application has caused a financial burden on the family but 

the father, Gabriela’s sister, and Gabriela have all contributed to cover the expensive 

application fees and cost. Gabriela used the grants she received from financial aid to cover her 

share of the costs.  

  Gabriela started school in the U.S. in the third grade. She recalls this moment in her life 

with tears in her eyes as she describes the discrimination she experienced in school due to 

language barriers. Specifically, she remembers how one of her white peers would bully her due 

to her not understanding certain English words or not being able to properly say things. 

Gabriela shared how this among other similar experiences has caused her to have a dislike for 

the English language leading to her preferred use of Spanish. Nevertheless, she stated how she 

is excited about having an amazing English and Reading professor at Frontera Community 

College that has made being in the class a great experience and an opportunity to learn. 

Gabriela is eighteen years old, is considering a career in communications, and would like to 

travel in the near future.  
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Conclusion 

 Through the brief introductions, my goal was for the reader to gain an understanding 

about each student and where they come from paying particular attention to their migration 

stories. The beauty of these introductions lies in the similarities amongst students but also in 

the multitude of different experiences that continue to shape the resiliency found in the ten 

student collaborators. Similarly, one of the goals of this chapter was to underscore how the 

personal histories of students are filled with different forms of familial support and 

intergenerational resistance that continue to shape their personal and academic paths as 

people with complex immigration and educational backgrounds.  

 The ten stories of migration shared by the student participants underscore how the U.S-

Mexico border has always impacted the lives of their families. In some cases, parents would 

commute from Tijuana to San Diego on a daily basis for better employment opportunities that 

provided a higher income than those found in Tijuana. Additionally, for some students, even 

prior to their birth, their parents were actively engaged in family planning by establishing high 

educational aspirations for their unborn children. In order to ensure that their children had the 

best chance at a good education and were able to go to college, the mothers birthed their 

children in the United States. Another common trend found among the students challenges the 

belief that everyone that lives in San Diego and near the border is a recent immigrant. As 

discussed in the introductions, close to half of the students had grandparents or parents that 

were U.S. citizens and had lived in the U.S. for more than one generation. I argue that borders 

including that of Tijuana-San Diego shape the lives of those in the local vicinity and inform the 
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educational aspirations of students. The findings discussed build upon the scholarship of 

Benavides Lopes (2010) who studies pedagogies of migration for Latina/o/x students.   

 The students’ families also had an essential role in providing support. Familial support is 

inclusive of diverse forms including emotional and instrumental. As demonstrated in the 

introductions, parents and other family members provided students with instrumental support 

by providing housing and food among other essential necessities. Additionally, family members 

encouraged their children to attend school by instilling in them the importance of obtaining a 

higher education (Yosso, 2005). Leading by example, many parents attended school and worked 

long hours in different labor sectors from engineers, secretaries, mechanics, and service jobs in 

order to provide for their families. These forms of support point to the critical part that families 

have in facilitating the academic success of students, especially Latina/o/x community college 

students with distinct experiences as immigrants, low-income, and being first-generation 

college students living in the border cities of Tijuana and San Diego.   

 The resistance present in the student collaborators to strive for a better life via 

education is not an isolated event, but instead it is part of a family lineage of resiliency across 

many generations. It is this intergenerational resistance that challenges the students to 

continue to surpass the many barriers they face in pursuit of an education. The following 

chapter introduces the enseñanzas de la linea or a pedagogy of the border, a guiding 

theoretical framework born from the dissertation data that sets up the findings of this study. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

ENSEÑANZAS DE LA LINEA: A GUIDING THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 Chapter Six introduces the enseñanzas de la linea, a theoretical framework born from 

the dissertation data used to further understand the embodied pedagogies of Latina/o/x 

students in higher education and frame the discussions found in the ensuing findings chapters. 

Las enseñanzas de la linea or the pedagogy of the border17 was developed to capture the 

complex lives and narratives shared by the ten Latina/o community college students. Thus, this 

chapter begins by providing a definition for las enseñanzas de la linea and the atravesados 

fronteristas otherwise known as the Latina/o student collaborators who traverse the 

borderlands. I then discuss how this theory helps us understand the experiences of Latina/o/x 

students situated in the Tijuana-San Diego border region and introduce the findings on 

identities and academic experiences. Lastly, I conclude this chapter with a discussion on the 

organization of the dissertation findings.  

Las Enseñanzas de la Linea 

The enseñanzas de la linea is an explanatory finding that can be used to understand how 

space and geography together with the sociopolitical discourse shapes the lives of the 

Latina/o/x community. Specifically, the enseñanzas de la linea, fills a gap in the scholarship by 

making intimate connections on the intersectional effects of space and the national anti-

Latina/o/x and immigrant discourse on the embodied pedagogies of Latina/o/x students. 

Influenced by the contributions of Critical Geography (Aoki, 2000; Martinez, 2012; Price, 2010), 

                                                
17 Las enseñanzas de la linea or a pedagogy of the border will be used interchangeably to 
represent the same finding. The term enseñanzas de la linea is the Spanish translation of 
pedagogy of the border. 
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Critical Race Theory (Delgado Bernal, 2002; Delgado, 2010; Shelton, 2018; Yosso & Solórzano, 

2005), Latina/o Critical Theory (Pérez Huber, 2010; Revilla, 2000; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001), and 

Chicana/Latina Feminisms (Calderón, Delgado Bernal, Pérez Huber, Malagón, & Vélez, 2012; 

Cruz, 2001; Delgado Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, & Villenas, 2006; Elenes, 2010), a pedagogy of the 

border closely examines the contemporary highly politicized role of spatiality for Latina/o/x 

communities, including the U.S.-Mexico border, and stresses the temporal significance of 

present-day political climates in influencing the everyday experiences related to how Latina/o/x 

communities live, navigate, and survive different geographic areas and institutions including 

higher education.  

Geographic spaces such as cities can have political, economic, cultural, and social 

definitions attached to them. It is these same factors that determine how resources are 

invested or divested from spaces such as neighborhoods, institutions, communities, and 

ultimately people. The creation of boundaries, along race, class, immigration, and other social 

markers further reinforce sociopolitical narratives attached to spaces that have a direct impact 

on the lives of people, particularly People of Color. The scholarship of critical geographers 

Kobayashi and Peake (2000) emphasizes the relationship between space and race. They state: 

No geography is complete, no understanding of [sp]ace or landscape comprehensive, 

without recognizing that American geography, both as discipline and as the spatial 

expression of American life, is racialized. Racialization is part of the normal, and 

normalized, landscape and needs to be analyzed as such. (p. 392) 

In understanding race as a foundational part of geography and space, the enseñanzas de la 

linea make visible how Latinas/os/x experience racial spaces inclusive of cities, communities, 
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social institutions, and schooling spaces. Aligning with the notion established by Critical 

Geography, Critical Race Theory and Latina/o Critical Theory build on the racialization of space 

by emphasizing how institutions of higher education are spaces where racist nativist discourses 

are performed leading to Latina/o/x students experiencing racism, language discrimination, 

sexism, and anti-immigrant sentiments creating a toxic racialized space (Pérez Huber, 2010). 

Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory also describes the spaces as entrenched with geopolitical forces. 

Yet, Anzaldúa discusses how the borderlands, “in both their geographical and metaphoric 

meanings – represent intensely painful yet also potentially transformational spaces where 

opposites converge, conflict, and transform” (Keating, 2009, p. 319) making an explicit 

relationship between space, race, and subjectivities. In drawing from the disciplines of Critical 

Geography, Critical Race Theory, Latina/o Critical Theory, and Chicana/Latina Feminisms, we 

can see how each of these bodies of scholarship conceptualizes space and builds on one 

another to provide a nuanced and complex racialized definition.  

Thus, the enseñanzas de la linea draws from the foundational theories of space and race 

and the data on the lived realities of Latina/o/x students. The pedagogy of the border begins 

with the premise that all space is racialized. It argues that the experiences and sense of self and 

place of Latina/o/x communities are directly informed by the spaces they live and traverse. 

Correspondingly, Latina/o/x communities also have the ability to shape the spaces they live and 

traverse, albeit differently – making this a reciprocal relationship. It acknowledges how spaces 

comprise sociopolitical narratives that impact the everyday experiences of people. Specifically, 

the pedagogy of the border centers current political discourses led by anti-Latina/o/x and 

immigrant sentiment, policies, and national narratives as made visible in President’s Trump 
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campaign and administration. In recognizing how space is not only racialized but also a medium 

through which sociopolitical messages are advanced, the enseñanzas de la linea demonstrates 

how race, space, and sociopolitical discourses come together and influence the lives of 

Latina/o/x communities. Additionally, it forefronts the pedagogies that are born from living and 

navigating spaces that can be hostile and dehumanizing. The embodied pedagogies allow for a 

type of consciousness or facultad that allows for the emotional and physical survival of 

Latinas/os/x. The following section introduces los atravesados fronteristas otherwise known as 

the ten Latina/o/x student collaborators of this study.   

Atravesados Fronteristas 

Throughout the study, the Latina/o student collaborators are referred to as the 

atravesados fronteristas to account for their existence as individuals living, navigating, and 

surviving a highly politicized U.S.-Mexico border. The atravesados fronteristas continuously find 

themselves making sense of their identities and traversing their education during a 

sociopolitical time filled with anti-immigrant policies, a racist nativist Latina/o/x rhetoric, and a 

heightened border enforcement. Thus, they find themselves caught in-between multiple 

worlds, metaphorically and physically, when navigating the border and borderlands of Tijuana-

San Diego and Frontera Community College. This term builds on the scholarship of Gloria 

Anzaldúa (1987) and her term atravesados to address those that live in the symbolic and 

physical borderlands. Atravesados embody a unique fluidity of identities due to their constant 

state of transition that allows them to develop new forms of knowledge and survival. I 

purposely add the second term, fronteristas, to create the new two-word term atravesados 

fronteristas. The term fronterista can be understood as a verb because it describes the 
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experience of living in close proximity to an international border, and it centers how the 

discourses and practices attached to the border become part of the everyday life of an 

atravesado fronterista. This distinction is important as it situates the role of space, race, and 

sociopolitical discourses in the establishment of the policing of Latina/o/x communities in 

different spaces and heightened boundaries that inform the lived experiences of those in the 

material U.S.-Mexico region – those that live in-between worlds and that inhabit the physical 

and symbolic borders found within the borderlands. 

Casos de la Linea Real18: Tijuana-San Diego Edition 

Spaces such as the local community college and la linea, the U.S.-Mexico border, shape 

the realities and nurture the development of pedagogies, un estilo de vida, a way of life, born of 

experiences tied to living, navigating, and surviving in a present-day borderland context such as 

Tijuana-San Diego. Las enseñanzas de la linea or the pedagogy of the border is the text scripted 

like ink onto the bodies of the individuals that traverse contested spaces otherwise known as 

los atravesados fronteristas. The inscribed border text, tied to the land and the body, is that 

which los atravesados fronteristas live and learn from as a means to thrive in liminality. The 

                                                
18 The title of this section is a play on words from the popular Mexican television show called 
“Mujer, Casos de la Vida Real” which aired from 1986-2007 as part of the Televisa network. The 
show gained national popularity among Mexican viewers for the real-life cases it presented in 
each episode reflecting common issues found in Mexican households. The themes focused on 
issues that affected women and families such as domestic violence, child abuse, and sex 
workers among other areas. The show provided a critique of heteropatriarchy and the gender 
inequality found in Mexico creating a platform for social reform. In the last decade, similar 
programs have been created to continue the discussion on issues related to sexism affecting 
women in Mexico. Thus, the title of this section, “Casos de la Linea Real” attempts to present 
real-life cases focused on those that live or are affected by the border, the anti-Latina/o/x and 
immigration discourse, and other forms of oppression. The Casos de la Linea Real presented in 
this section focuses on one part of the border discourse located in Tijuana-San Diego.  
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Tijuana-San Diego borderlands, the margins that many outsiders deem as undesirable is a place 

of possibility for many who choose to embrace the pedagogy of the border and call this home.  

The enseñanzas de la linea allows us to understand how space impacts how los 

atravesados fronteristas experience place – how their identities and experiences are shaped by 

living in regions or navigating spaces filled with conflicting sociopolitical discourses and realities. 

Specifically, las enseñanzas de la linea underscore how people that navigate a borderlands 

space, see and understand themselves, their education, and their communities. This micro-

examination of a racialized and subjugated space provides more in-depth detail to the lives of 

los atravesados fronteristas. Unintendedly, the enseñanzas de la linea also provide one answer 

to Aoki’s (2000) question on, “what might the ways that the spaces we live and recreate in, and 

traverse daily from the home to the workplace, tell us about our sense of self and our place in 

social hierarchies of nation, class, race and gender?” (p. 919). By carefully studying human 

activity, we can better comprehend las enseñanzas de la linea at the intersection of race, space, 

and the political discourse for Latina/o/x students. Specifically, this dissertation uses the guiding 

theoretical framework of the pedagogy of the border to explain two different findings on 

identity and academic experiences for Latina/o/x students in the borderlands.  

Racialized Geographic Identities  

 The findings discussed in Chapter Seven focus on the sense of self, identities, and 

subjectivities of the Latina/o students in this study. Sense of self is understood as how students 

view and understand themselves, identity focuses on the social markers that people assign to 

themselves or are assigned by others, and subjectivities emphasizes how the sense of self shifts 

according to the different spaces and contexts navigated by people (Britzman, 1991). Following 
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the enseñanzas de la linea, the first findings chapter focuses on the racialized geographic 

identities of Latina/o students in Tijuana-San Diego – the experiences inscribed on the bodies of 

los atravesados fronteristas as a means of understanding sense of self, identity, and 

subjectivities. The findings are divided into two categories: individual and group. The individual 

identities section is comprised of tensions and performativity. The second section on group 

identities focuses on opposing realities and collective unity. Together, both sections discuss the 

sense of self, identities, and subjectivities of Latina/o/x students. Moreover, this contribution 

provides a unique lens from which to understand how identity is impacted by the complexity of 

living, navigating, and surviving geographic areas filled with physical boundaries such as la linea 

used to control the transit of people, goods, and ways of knowing among other things when 

crossing international borders. Next, I introduce the second findings chapter on the barriers and 

opportunities experienced by Latina/o students when navigating community college.  

Community College Barriers and Opportunities  

  Chapter Eight is dedicated to exploring the educational barriers and opportunities faced 

by Latina/o students at Frontera Community College. Because of the diversity in experiences 

found in the student collaborators, this finding begins by introducing the spatial sensibilities of 

the atravesados fronteristas. The spatial sensibilities, largely shaped by where the student 

collaborators have lived (e.g., Mexico, U.S., or both), consist of a Tijuana sensibility, a San Diego 

sensibility, and a Transfronterizo sensibility – with all of them still belonging to the larger 

concept of being an atravesado fronterista. I note that the three sensibilities are not mutually 

exclusive meaning that students can hold multiple sensibilities as they become more 

acquainted in navigating different spaces. In creating these three sensibilities, I am able to 
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address the heterogeneity, unique perceptiveness, and sensibility of Latinas/os when traversing 

community college in the findings. Moreover, the different sensibilities allow me to underscore 

how the specific spatial lived realities of students impact the barriers and opportunities 

perceived and avoid the creation of a homogenizing finding on Latinas/os in community college. 

The specific barriers and opportunities addressed in this chapter are parsed out into two main 

areas. The first area highlights the entry experiences of students to community college by 

addressing the students’ first day on campus as well as their everyday commute from home to 

school. The second area underscores the everyday experiences in community college by 

discussing issues and opportunities related to language and classroom practices. Together, this 

chapter builds on the enseñanzas de la linea by further exploring how the intersections of 

space, race, and the Latina/o/x and immigration discourse affects the educational barriers and 

opportunities expressed by the Latina/o students. 

Organization of Ensuing Chapters 

 The following chapter addresses Research Question 1: How do Latina/o/x students make 

sense of self, their identities, and subjectivities when navigating multiple real and symbolic 

borders? Thus, Chapter Seven discusses the racialized geographic identities of the Latina/o/x 

student collaborators at an individual and group level. Chapter Eight addresses Research 

Question 2: What are the educational barriers and opportunities of Latina/o/x students when 

navigating Frontera Community College—a campus situated in the Tijuana-San Diego 

borderlands? To answer this, Chapter Eight explores the educational barriers and opportunities 

of Latina/o/x students with Tijuana, San Diego, and Transfronterizo sensibilities. The 



 

 133 

dissertation concludes with Chapter Nine by providing a review of the study, student 

recommendations, introducing a Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture, and implications.
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

RACIALIZED GEOGRAPHIC IDENTITIES: THE SHAPING OF PLACE FOR LATINA/O STUDENTS 

This chapter is dedicated to exploring how geography (space) shapes the everyday lives 

(place) of the Latina/o student collaborators of this study. Specific attention is paid to how 

students make sense of their own identities when navigating the material and figurative 

borders present in Tijuana-San Diego and in Frontera Community College. The guiding research 

question in this chapter is: How do Latina/o/x students make sense of self, their identities, and 

subjectivities when navigating multiple real and symbolic borders? To answer this, I use las 

enseñanzas de la linea or a pedagogy of the border19, as the roadmap for the findings on 

Latina/o/x student sense of self, identities, and subjectivities presented in this chapter. 

Las enseñanzas de la linea is an explanatory finding that can be used to understand the 

phenomenon of Latina/o/x student sense of self, identity and subjectivity when confronted 

with living and navigating two distinct yet similar spaces of Tijuana-San Diego and Frontera 

Community College. To further explain, Paasi (2003) states: 

Critical and feminist geographers have reflected spatiality as part of identity 

formation: the politics of [sp]ace are seen as crucial for [race], class, gender, religious 

and ethnic relations and sexuality (Keith and Pile, 1993; Rose, 1995; Watts, 1996; Pile 

and Keith, 1997; McDowell, 1999), implying that people may have many contested 

identities – not as separate spheres of identity politics but constitutive of each other. (p. 

476) 

                                                
19 Las enseñanzas de la linea or a pedagogy of the border will be used interchangeably to 
represent the same finding. The term enseñanzas de la linea is the Spanish translation of 
pedagogy of the border.  
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Paasi helps us understand how the space that one participates in helps in the formation of a 

spatial identity that closely interacts with other social identity markers. Thus, geography plays a 

critical role in the development of identity or place for its inhabitants. 

Informed by experiences shared by ten Latina/o students who live day to day in the 

sociopolitical crossfire derived from the international border of Tijuana-San Diego, this chapter 

explores how space and geography come together and influence the sense of self, identity, and 

subjectivities of Latina/o/x students. In an effort to best explain how the pedagogies used by 

students to live, navigate, and survive the borderlands help us unearth Latina/o/x student 

identity, I have divided the findings into two major sections. The data from the student 

collaborators often discussed identity at an individual level but it also discussed identity in 

relationship to others and as part of a larger collective of Latinas/os/x (see Figure 2).  This is not 

to say that all atravesados fronteristas experience identity the same but to paint a larger scale 

picture of the phenomenon experienced by Latina/o/x students when considering sense of self, 

identity, and subjectivities. The findings on individual identity are composed of two parts: 

tensions and performativity. For group identity, the findings entail opposing realities and 

collective unity. In each of these sections, the voices of the ten Latina/o students are 

highlighted in their original language and translated to English when necessary as a way of 

honoring their lived realities and voice.   
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Figure 2. Individual and Group Identities of Latina/o Students 

 

Individual: Tensions and Performativity as the Everyday Life of Atravesados Fronteristas 

The findings on Latina/o/x students highlight how sense of self, identities, and 

subjectivities occur at an individual and group level. This section of the chapter underscores the 

tensions and performativity that Latina/o/x students, or los atravesados fronteristas, embrace 

at an individual level as part of living, navigating, and surviving the U.S.-Mexico border, the 

spaces and people found within, and the social and political messaging that transpires.   

Honoring Tensions in Identity 

I define the finding of honoring tensions in identity as Latina/o/x individuals expressing 

dissonance in their multiple identities. The lived tensions experienced by los atravesados 

fronteristas are capable of changing according to space, context, and time. In other words, the 

sense of self or place for Latina/o/x students is molded by their existence in a border space 
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consisting of institutions and people. On occasion their identities cause internal and external 

clashes that account for their de aqui y de alla, from here and from there, lives as 

borderlanders. For example, student collaborator Izquixochitl, shared, “I live in this middle 

limbo where I have American and I also have super Mexican, and I kind of don’t fit into any of 

it” when reflecting on her ethnic and racial background. I understand Izquixochitl’s sense of self 

as a tension in the subjectivities that she embodies as a person living in-between worlds. I have 

identified the concept of tension born from the enseñanzas de la linea, as a way to define the 

complex identities and negotiations of Latina/o/x students, and how this impacts their personal 

and academic lives when living in the Tijuana-San Diego region.  

In line with the conversation on her racial and ethnic identity, Izquixochitl discussed how 

her life is filled with tensions attached to language and immigrant generation as found in the 

quote below.  

On my mom's side it's English, where we've already adapted to living [in the United 

States]. And then my dad's side of the family, it's Spanish since a lot of my family 

lives in Tj20 and Mexicali. When I come to Tijuana, I'm like the pocha21 and I get 

made fun of [by my dad’s side of the family], but when I'm over with my mom's 

side of the family [who predominantly speak English], I get comments like, “Oh, 

you're too Mexican.”   

                                                
20 People in the San Diego area oftentimes call Tijuana Tj for short.  
 
21 Pocha or pocho is a term used in the Mexican community to identify other Mexicans that do 
not fluently speak or understand the Spanish language or have a limited comprehension of the 
cultural use of Mexican Spanish.  
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At this point in the plática, Izquixochitl lets out a sigh that I recognize as a physical 

manifestation tied to her bodymindspirit (Lara, 2002) representing her frustration with people 

wanting to neatly categorize her into one identity, either Mexican or American, and her not 

fitting society’s mold for either. Upon hearing her sigh, I embody a plática methodology by 

replying, “Yeah, that’s really interesting. Like you don’t know where you fall,” to which she 

responds,  

And that's how I feel all the time, like when I work. I work in San Ysidro, that's how 

I feel there. I work at the outlets next to the border, so [Mexican] customers say, 

“Oh, her Spanish is not good.” But I understand what people are saying when they 

speak to me in Spanish. It's just I can't speak it that well.  

Izquixochitl’s struggles with her identity are not confined to people in her family but also 

experienced when navigating spaces comprised of institutions including the shopping outlets in 

San Ysidro where she works; only a couple hundred feet away from the Tijuana-San Diego 

border. This shopping space, similar to many other ones in San Diego, has a large number of 

customers that come from Tijuana and predominantly speak Spanish. As a result, the 

customers’ needs are very specific including the desire to be helped by a Spanish-speaking store 

employee. Izquixochitl comments on how this makes her feel,  

Sometimes I get embarrassed with my coworkers because they are able to talk 

Spanish but they're always pushing me to do it. I'm just like, “No.” Sometimes I'll 

feel like my accent is off or something when speaking Spanish. But yeah, it's funny 

because like sometimes when I do speak to the customers in Spanish my 

coworkers would be like, “Did you just speak Spanish?” And I am like, “Yeah, but 
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don't listen to me.” To try and get me to speak Spanish, they’ll kind of push a 

Spanish-speaking customer to me and then they'll stay and watch and I'm just like, 

“if I get too embarrassed, another employee will help you.” 

She ends this conversation with laughter as she recalls these types of moments at work.  

This excerpt from Izquixochitl, the daughter of a fourth-generation immigrant Puerto Rican-

Mexican mother and a first-generation immigrant Mexican father, clearly highlights the 

multiple tensions that she constantly experiences as a young self-identified Chicana living in the 

borderlands. When considering the theoretical finding of las enseñanzas de la linea, Izquixochitl 

experiences tension in her identity – an internal clash led by external factors. This conflict stems 

from her living, navigating, and surviving in a border space that influences what people expect 

from her. Yet, because of the interconnectedness and distinctiveness between Tijuana and San 

Diego, people’s expectations, needs, and desires vary. As Izquixochitl recounted, her mother’s 

side of the family expects her to be more American and less Mexican and her father’s side of 

family finds it funny that her Spanish is far from perfect causing her to be in a constant state of 

tension. Not fitting into any of these two restricted ways of being, Anzaldúa (1987) reminds us 

that contradictions should be embraced instead of resisted. It serves as a call to challenge the 

normativity of whiteness, racism, classism, heteropatriarchy, racist nativism, and other systems 

of oppression and instead center the lived realities of communities at the margins, including 

Latina/o/x students in the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands. Fluidity in identities such as those 

carried by Izquixochitl can be nurtured into something new and powerful when allowed as she 

shared next, 
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I’m a super Chicana. My favorite book would probably have to be Borderlands by 

Gloria Anzaldúa. Before I used to battle with calling myself a Chicana when I was 

younger. So [reading this book] was kind of like, okay, this is me, this is describing 

me perfectly. I feel like being Chicana is the limbo or like the mixture of both. 

Although Izquixochitl has for a long time battled with her sense of self and identity given her 

multiple subjectivities, she now feels proud to describe herself as a Chicana as it combines her 

multiple understandings of her self. Interestingly enough, Izquixochitl was the first student 

collaborator in this study because of her interest in my dissertation topic. Without us knowing, 

Gloria Anzaldúa, played and continues to have a large impact in our personal and academic 

development as Chicanas and Latinas from the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands in how we come 

to understand ourselves, deal with the tensions in our identities, and survive. Similarly, Paasi 

(2003) allows us to see the intricate relationship between the sociospatial dynamics in the 

development or production of identities. The racialized geographic identities found in the 

Tijuana-San Diego borderlands are at times a result of the opposing narratives pervasive in this 

space including a divisive “us” and “them” discourse and stereotypes attached to who is 

American and who is Mexican, causing for tensions in the individual identities of students as 

expressed by Izquixochitl.   

To further explain the finding of honoring tensions in identity, FCC student Jenerai 

shares how his educational experiences early on in K-12 informed some of his negative feelings 

towards people of his own ethnic identity. He comments, 

I didn’t even speak Spanish that good until I went [to a predominantly Mexican 

high school]. I hated being Mexican, and I hated going to Tijuana too. And I hated 
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Tijuaneros. It was really weird, like, the way [the school system] perceives 

Mexicans and Tijuaneros with this really negative connotation. 

As a person of Mexican ethnic identity who comes from a family of immigrants, Jenerai 

expresses feelings of hate towards himself and other people of his own ethnic heritage 

including those that live in Tijuana. This is a form of tension in his ethnic and racial identity. 

Research has demonstrated the detrimental impacts of the internalization of deficit messages 

for historically marginalized groups including Latina/o/x communities. Pérez Huber (2009) 

discusses how racist nativism as a “legacy of racism rooted in notions of white supremacy has 

created negative constructions of undocumented immigrants historically and Latina/o 

undocumented immigrants in the contemporary moment” (p. 705). The widespread power of 

these dominant negative constructions of People of Color and Immigrants of Color reaches all 

members of society; some of whom perpetuate these messages and others who are the victims 

of the marginalizing discourses. As evident in Jenerai’s account, he internalized a racist nativism 

ideology that led him to believe in a systemic racial hierarchy that did not validate him as 

person of Mexican identity. Jenerai expands on this,  

I used to hate identifying as a Chicano, it was the worst insult. I would get so 

offended…I [also] used to hate reggaetón, and hate banda and corridos and all 

kinds of like music affiliated to Mexico. 

The internalized racism Jenerai was experiencing caused an internal tension fueled by self-

hatred. The self-hate extended to feeling of hate towards other Mexicans and more specifically 

to those that lived in Tijuana. It is important to note that Jenerai has familial ties to Tijuana for 

many generations indicating the problematic tension that he was facing. In internalizing racist 
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nativist ways of thinking, not only was Jenerai a target of the deficit messaging as a Latino but 

he was also a perpetuator of white supremacy – a commonplace contradiction for some People 

of Color (Matias, 2016).  

At this point in our plática, I asked Jenerai why he hated identifying as a Chicano, to 

which he responded saying, 

I don't know how, I just like, I don't know how I got that image [that] being 

Chicano, somehow it was just so negative. I don't know, it felt like when someone 

calls a Black person the “n” word, like that was the same thing to me when you 

called me Chicano and I think it was because [my experiences in school] made me 

believe that I had nothing in common with the workers movements of Cesar 

Chavez and all that, and [that] I had more in common with the Americans. I was 

an American first other than a Mexican. So, like I think [school] forced me to 

believe that I was an American before everything else and I had nothing in 

common with these [Latina/o/x] people. And so it wasn't until I learned that I had 

more in common with all the farm workers who rose up and fought back than I do 

with the United States [that I embraced the term Chicano].  

In this passage, Jenerai discusses how his schooling emphasized how he was American first 

before his Mexican identity. The racial hierarchy that was practiced in his K-12 educational 

trajectory taught him to hate people that looked like him or shared a similar background – an 

internal tension in how he is able to make sense of himself. Part of the definition on the finding 

of honoring tensions underscores how the sense of self and place for Latina/o/x students is 

shaped by their lived experiences in navigating a border space made up of institutions and 
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people. In this case, K-12 schooling was the institution that shaped, albeit adversely, how 

Jenerai came to understand himself and others around him. Critical race theory has pushed 

scholars to consider the role of educational institutions, as spaces where learning takes place, in 

performing racist ideologies passed on to students. Teachers, curriculum, and school resources 

have been identified as components of our educational system entrenched in racial hierarchies 

that privilege whiteness (Pérez Huber, Johnson, & Kohli, 2006). Unfortunately, attending school 

for some Latina/o/x students comes at a high cost. One that can cause students to internalize 

racism, or the “conscious and unconscious acceptance of a racial hierarchy in which whites are 

consistently ranked above People of Color” through inadequate educators, a Eurocentric 

curriculum, and poorly funded schools (Pérez Huber et al., 2006, p. 184). Internalized racism 

has detrimental impacts on Latina/o/x students at an academic level (i.e., high pushout rates, 

disengagement) and personal level (i.e., poor sense of self and tensions in ethnic/racial identity) 

that students develop during these formative K-12 years (Pérez Huber et al., 2006).   

Upon entering Frontera Community College, Jenerai became interested in political 

science and history and ultimately became part of the debate team. As part of his preparation, 

Jenerai together with his debate team and coach read a lot. It was at this point that Jenerai 

started to realize how his K-12 education did not align with the information he was now being 

exposed to in college as highlighted next.  

After studying the United States, their history or their past, everything they've 

done to Mexicans, I think like, I'm proud to be Mexican because it's not a form of 

oppression, it’s a form of liberation. So me identifying myself as a Chicano it's like 

an “F-U” to everyone else and it allows me to teach other people, like my friend 
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who hates identifying as a Mexican. I'm pretty sure he would identify sooner or 

later, I just got to teach them to do it and I know he will, but it's going to take time 

for them to learn. 

He attributes the change in now being proud to identify as a Chicano as a consequence of being 

able to learn the real history of the U.S. and the contributions of Latinas/os/x and other 

Communities of Color. Jenerai wishes that he was able to learn some of this omitted history 

during high school, and not have to wait until college to read more critical pieces of history that 

made him proud of being a person of Mexican descent.  

As emphasized in this section, both Izquixochitl and Jenerai struggled with tensions 

related to their ethnic and racial identity as Latina/o students from the Tijuana-San Diego 

borderlands. As a reminder to the reader, I define honoring tensions in identity as Latina/o/x 

communities expressing dissonance in their multiple identities. The lived tensions, whether 

when navigating family, work, or school experienced by los atravesados fronteristas are capable 

of changing according to space, context, and time. The sense of self or place for Latina/o/x 

students is shaped by their presence in a border space consisting of institutions and people. 

Border spaces can be spatially marginalizing by racist practices which leads to the complex and 

nuanced shaping of the place of students. The multiple identities of Latina/o/x students cause 

internal and external clashes that account for their de aqui y de alla, from here and from there, 

lives as borderlanders. In honoring tensions, we avoid placing Latina/o/x people like Izquixochitl 

and Jenerai in a rigid binary and instead embrace the complexity of living and navigating the 

borderlands as los atravesados fronteristas, highlighting survival and newfound pedagogies. The 
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next section of this chapter focuses on the fluidity of identities for Latina/o/x students as 

expressed by the collaborators of this study.  

From Paisa to Gringa Performativity and Back 

The second component of las enseñanzas de la linea finding at an individual level (see 

Figure 2) explores performativity and is titled “From Paisa to Gringa Performativity and Back.” 

The finding on performativity focuses on the important role of how Latina/o/x communities 

navigate various spaces and institutions such as school, la linea, airports, financial aid, housing, 

and immigration and customs. Part of the pedagogies carried on the bodymindspirit of los 

atravesados fronteristas pushes them to continually reinvent their performance in ways that 

allow for their survival. The performativity of los atravesados fronteristas is in a perpetual flux – 

from enacting whiteness, with being a gringa22 as the exemplar of this, to challenging racialized 

hierarchies by being proud of their ethnic and racial identity as Mexican, Latina/o/x, 

Chicana/o/x, or in this case being paisa23 – as a means of improving their navigation of 

oppressive structures that do not allow for their whole selves to be present.  

To help illustrate the performativity finding discussed in this section of the chapter, I 

bring in FCC student Mayra. Mayra, who prefers to only speak in either Spanish or English and 

                                                
22 Gringa/o is a term used by the Mexican and Latina/o/x community to identify someone that 
is white or embodies traits of being white. For example, a white person can be a gringa/o while 
also a Mexican person who speaks English or is U.S. citizen can be identified as a gringa/o.  
 
23 Paisa is a term used by the Mexican and Latina/o/x community to identify someone who is 
“very” Mexican. Paisa stems from the term “paisano” which means one from the same country 
and creates a collective unity. Yet, the term paisa can also be used as a derogative term to put 
down Mexicans who live in the U.S. and have not demonstrated traits of assimilation such as 
learning English and other cultural norms. Thus, this term can have positive and negative 
connotations according to how it is used.  
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not the mixture of both, comes from a middle-class background and lives in Tijuana with her 

parents and brother. As a U.S. citizen, Mayra crosses the Tijuana-San Diego international port of 

entry on an almost daily basis to attend school, work, and after-school activities in San Diego. In 

the passage below, Mayra, in Spanish, begins to describe this experience when I ask about how 

often she crosses the border into San Diego. 

Este va a ser mi séptimo día seguido [cruzando a los Estado Unidos], a veces todos 

los días, casi todos los días.  Es raro de hecho cuando me digo, “oh, no tengo que 

cruzar.” Y mis papás me dicen vamos de compras [a los Estados Unidos] y yo “no, 

váyanse ustedes. No quiero ir a los Estados Unidos.” A veces después de varias 

semanas de cruzar todos los días como que te hartas, y ya quiero regresarme [a 

Tijuana]. No pensar en inglés, hablar en español todo, ósea ya ser yo por un ratito. 

Y luego ya me pongo mi cara de soy gringa otra vez, okay, sí.  

----- 

This is going to be my seventh day in a row [crossing into the U.S.], so almost every 

day, every day. It’s weird when I say to myself, “oh, I don’t have to cross today.” 

And then my parents tell me to go shopping [to the U.S.] with them and I say, “no, 

you guys go. I don’t want to go to the U.S.” After a couple of weeks of crossing 

every day you begin to get fed up, and I want to go back [to Tijuana]. I don’t want 

to think in English, I just want to speak Spanish for everything and be me for a little 

while. And then I put on my gringa face again, like okay, yes.   

While I did not ask Mayra to speak about the physical and emotional fatigue associated with 

crossing an international border, this soon came up in our plática as she described how often 
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she crossed the border and the feelings associated with this daily part of her life. It is almost as 

if you could not have one (crossing the border) without the other (feeling physically and 

emotionally tired) – a common feeling for those that experience this extensive and highly 

militarized commute. Mayra expressed how after a few weeks of doing the daily border 

crossing she begins to get fed up with the process and to long being back in Tijuana, where she 

can “ser yo por un ratito” or be herself for a little while before she puts on her gringa/white 

face again. The consciousness attached to her positionality as an atravesada fronterista and the 

pedagogy of the border have allowed people like Mayra to not only have language of what it 

means to be a gringa or white but also to have a deep understanding of ways to enact this. The 

essential scholarship by legal scholar, Margaret Montoya (1994) points to how Latina/o/x 

communities at times use mascaras or masks to present “an acceptable face, speaking without 

a Spanish accent, hiding what we really felt—masking our inner selves—[as] defenses against 

racism” (p. 6). The experience of masking or unmasking oneself is relevant to Mayra’s 

experience of putting on her gringa/white mask when traversing the United States. Specifically, 

Mayra points to her use of the English language when in the United States highlighting how a 

nation-state space influences the ways people make sense of their place and required 

performance as a means of survival from bigotry or other assaults on their safety. Similar to a 

theatrical performance, Mayra puts on a gringa mask and acts accordingly when “on stage” in 

the United States. The racist exclusionary practices together with the intersection of the border 

politics require a particular performance of Mayra that privileges whiteness and dismisses her 

identity as a Mexican person that lives in Tijuana and enjoys using the Spanish language. This 

conscious act of performing whiteness lies at one end of the spectrum and at the other lies the 
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desire to be herself, an identity that does not always align with what the United States requires 

of her to participate in this space.  

 Along this continuum, Mayra, like many other Latina/o/x students in the borderlands, 

has learned to consciously embrace and neglect parts of herself, of her multiple identities, to 

better navigate and survive the borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego and the many spaces and 

institutions found within. In the plática showcased next, Mayra explains how she deals with 

people thinking she is white given her light skin and eye color, and how she uses her privilege as 

a white-passing Mexican to put on different masks when dealing with different institutions 

including the U.S. border patrol and Transportation Security Administration (TSA) agents. 

Mayra: Mucha gente me ve y piensa que soy Cali girl (gringa). Pero yo pienso que 

soy Mexicana.  

Tanya: ¿Y tú estás cómoda con eso? ¿Está bien? 

Mayra: Si, para mí se me hace bien, que otra gente no esté de acuerdo con eso 

pues muy su rollo. 

Tanya: ¿Y te molesta?  

Mayra: Hmm. Que piensen que soy gringa. Depende, si es para mí beneficio, cool. 

Pero como por ejemplo cuando cruzo al otro lado que los gringos ósea, hay veces 

que me tratan súper bien. Así exageradamente súper, súper bien. Hay veces que 

bien a gusto te tratan como hey tu eres de nosotros y hay veces que no, es bien 

como us and them.  

Tanya: ¿Entonces tú tienes la oportunidad de negociar? 



 

 149 

Mayra: Uhu, hoy me conviene ser gringuita, hoy me conviene ser Mexicanita. Por 

ejemplo, cuando estaba todo lo de las elecciones y todo eso yo para todo 

español, claro que sí que viva México y todo eso. Cuando fui de hecho para una 

vez que fui a Europa, la primera y última vez que he ido, para todo yo soy 

mexicana, si, si claro, mis papás y todo somos Mexicanitos y todo eso, si claro. 

Ah, pero cuando se trata de filas aquí en los aeropuertos gringos y todo eso TSA, 

si, si, Estado Unidos aquí mero, hablo inglés y mero mero te pasan. Suena muy 

convenenciero pero la neta es lo que hago. Mis papás así me dicen, cuando te 

convenga. Si Estados Unidos hace una guerra tú te me vienes pa’ ca [Tijuana], tu 

eres Mexicanita. Pero si México, pues si [el presidente] Peña Nieto hace algo 

estúpido, soy gringa.    

----- 

Mayra: A lot of people see me and they think I’m a Cali girl (white). But I think I’m 

Mexican.  

Tanya: And are you comfortable with that? Is that okay?  

Mayra: Yes, I think it’s good, if other people disagree with it then that’s their issue.  

Tanya: Does that bother you?  

Mayra: Hmm. For them to think I’m gringa. It depends, if it benefits me, cool. Like 

for example, when I cross to the United States with the gringos, I mean sometimes 

they treat me super good. Like exaggeratedly super, super good. There’s times 

that they treat me very well, like you’re one of us and there’s times that they don’t, 

it’s very us and them.  
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Tanya: So you have the opportunity to negotiate? 

Mayra: Uhu, today it’s convenient for me to be gringita, today its’ convenient to 

be Mexicanita. For example, when everything with the [U.S.] elections and all of 

that was going on, I was speaking Spanish for everything, of course viva Mexico 

and all of that. Actually, when I went to, one time that I went to Europe, my first 

and last time that I’ve gone, for everything I was Mexicana, yes, yes of course my 

parents and all of us are Mexicanitos, of course. But when we have to deal with 

lines here in the gringo airports and all of that TSA, yes, yes, United States right 

here, I speak English and right away I get through. It sounds very opportunist but 

the truth is that this is what I do. My parents tell me this: If the United States goes 

to war, you come here [Tijuana], you are Mexicanita. But if Mexico, well if 

[president] Peña Nieto does something stupid, I’m gringa.  

Here, Mayra clearly identifies how she uses the fact that some people identify her as white 

given her light phenotype, brown and gold hair, and blue eye color, to her benefit. She states 

that at times her privilege as a white-passing Mexican allows for U.S. border patrol agents to 

treat her very nicely although she acknowledges that there is still an underlying conflict in the 

“us and them” mentality that many border patrol agents practice. Mayra then goes on to add 

more nuance to how she uses her different masks to perform what she thinks to be more 

beneficial according to context and time. She identifies how the sociopolitical discourse impacts 

how she presents herself to others. Specifically, Mayra points to how the political climate 

leading to the 2016 U.S. presidential elections lead her to disassociate herself with the U.S. The 

anti-Latina/o/x and immigrant rhetoric amplified by President Trump’s national platform of 
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Mexicans being drug dealers, criminals, and rapists encouraged Mayra to distance herself from 

the U.S. and instead embrace her Mexican identity or mask. Yet, at the other end of this 

mascaras spectrum, she describes the conscious switching of masks that takes place when she 

is in highly policed spaces including U.S. airports and TSA by using the English language and 

embracing U.S. patriotic ideals. The masks shift according to space, “as a strategy for resisting 

external subordinating forces” in public spheres that in historic and contemporary times are 

comprised with political messages that target and criminalize Latina/o/x communities as unfit 

for living and thriving in a U.S. society (Montoya, 1994, p. 16). It is important to acknowledge 

that even though masks can be used as a strategy for navigating and surviving hostile spaces, 

mascaras are not always successful in protecting Latinas/os/x. Mayra concludes the passage 

above by acknowledging how opportunist this performance sounds and attributes this to the 

pedagogies of the home she received from her parents (Delgado Bernal, 2001). A message that 

encourages her to do what is necessary to survive, whether that involves using her gringa or 

paisa mask in times of political upheaval in the U.S.-Mexican borderlands.  

 While Mayra’s examples focused largely on her navigation of highly policed institutions 

including the border and airport security, Amanda discusses how she consciously shifts her 

performance to accommodate other students when navigating Frontera Community College. I 

asked Amanda, a Frontera Community College student who lives in Tijuana how she knows 

what students she can be herself with to which she responded with the following in Spanish.  

A partir de que empezamos a platicar, desde que hablan sé cómo que no habla 

tanto español como yo. O este habla mejor [inglés], tiene mejor acento en inglés 

que yo, de segura ella o el creció aquí [en los Estados Unidos]. O su vestimenta, 
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los gustos, no sé, cómo que de volada [puedo saber]. No es que los juzgue es que 

estoy viendo sus perfiles para saber que decir y no dejarlos como que es eso. Trato 

de adaptarme.  

----- 

As soon as we start chatting, from the moment they speak I know if they don’t 

speak as much Spanish as I do. Or this person speaks better [English], they have a 

better English accent than me, they must have been raised here [in the United 

States]. Or their clothing, what they like to do, [I know] right away. It’s not that 

I’m judging them, it’s that I’m trying to see their profile to see what to say and not 

get them confused. I try to adapt myself.  

Amanda shares how she carefully tries to understand her peers at Frontera Community College 

by examining their profile. She specifically points to accent and preferred language usage as 

two important markers when trying to accommodate her performativity. She adds how she 

pays close attention to students’ clothing and what they enjoy doing. All of these things serve 

as signals to Amanda as to whether the student is a Spanish speaker and someone that she 

could relate to in terms of experiences. Amanda, like many other atravesados fronteristas 

attempts to adapt her performance via language and topics of conversation along the paisa to 

gringa spectrum to avoid confusing other students who might not share the same transborder 

student experience. Amanda and other students like her that cross the border from Tijuana to 

San Diego to attend school experience feelings of fear associated with others knowing that they 

live in Tijuana, especially if they do not share that same experience. Thus, it is particularly 

important to not confuse students when sharing this information. Additionally, Amanda might 
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feel marginalized in comparison to the rest of her peers that live in San Diego as she does not 

share this experience with them. Thus, for Amanda the performativity attached to her 

interactions with other students at Frontera Community College aligns with how the 

enseñanzas de la linea nurture pedagogies of survival when navigating spaces, including higher 

education, that can be unreceptive to her particular experiences.    

 For both Mayra and Amanda, their experiences as atravesados fronteristas have allowed 

them to access a new type of knowledge that asks for a continual reinvention of their 

performance in order to survive spaces that do not allow for their wholistic selves to be 

welcomed. Whether when navigating campus or the U.S.-Mexico border, Latina/o/x students 

feel the need to shift their identities and engage in an act of performance. These theatrical acts 

can look and feel very different as Latina/o/x students embody anything in between the paisa 

to gringa spectrum of performativity. As mentioned before, this performativity serves as a 

survival mechanism that leads to a safer navigation of institutions.  

The findings of “Honoring Tensions” and “From Gringa to Paisa Performativity and Back” 

help us further explore how the border space and the sociopolitical climate inform the sense of 

self, identity, and subjectivities of Latina/o/x students at an individual level. In understanding 

the tensions experienced by students related to their ethnic and racial sense of self when 

navigating different institutions, Frontera Community College can use this information to 

provide more Ethnic Studies courses that affirm the complex identities embodied by Latina/o/x 

students in the borderlands. Additionally, at an institutional level, practices and policies can be 

developed to assist students who were stripped away from receiving a proper education in K-12 

that validated the histories, contributions, knowledges, and lived realities of Latinas/os/x in the 
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United States. When considering the performativity of students, Frontera Community College 

and its institutional agents can consider creating a campus culture that is receptive to the 

different sense of self, identities, and subjectivities of students by embracing the distinct lived 

experiences of Latinas/os/x. In doing this, students can feel that Frontera Community College is 

a safe place where they do not have to engage in a type of performance that privileges 

whiteness. The enseñanzas de la linea encourages the examination of students at the 

intersection of race, space, and the anti-Latina/o/x climate and considers how these factors 

shape the sense of self, identity, and subjectivities of Latina/o/x students in the Tijuana-San 

Diego borderlands.  

Throughout the study, Latina/o/x students also defined a collective understanding of 

their identities and community when navigating Frontera Community College. Next, I discuss a 

collective consciousness among ruptured identities of students when traversing spaces 

embedded with politics such as the border and Frontera Community College.  

Group: A Collective Consciousness Among Ruptured Identities for Latina/o Students 

My analysis of Latina/o/x community college students points to the myriad ways in 

which the multiple sense of self, identities, and subjectivities of students come together and 

collide against one another when sharing the same space like at Frontera Community College. 

This act of coming together in the same campus space regardless of the individual journeys of 

Latina/o/x students allows for the formation of a shared experience and collective 

consciousness filled with heterogenous ways of living, navigating, and surviving the borderlands 

found in Tijuana-San Diego and Frontera Community College. For the section on group 

identities, I begin by exposing how the Latina/o/x student collaborators acknowledged the 
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opposing lived realities of students and the ruptured identities of Latina/o/x students in 

Frontera Community College. This section concludes with findings on how the Latina/o/x 

students enjoyed attending a predominantly Latina/o/x campus that gave birth to a collective 

sense of unity in the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands.   

Opposing Realities Among Students  

Spaces like college campuses allow for intimate spatial proximity among students. 

Sharing space, especially in a college classroom, provides Latina/o/x students the opportunity 

to interact with other students and learn where their individual and familial stories converge 

and diverge from one another. When Latina/o/x students discuss the opposing realities 

between Latina/o/x students at Frontera Community College, it is important to recognize how 

this is a result of Latina/o/x students sharing the same campus space bringing the differences in 

lived realities to the forefront. To open the “Opposing Realities” subsection of the group 

identities for Latina/o/x students finding, I provide a part of a plática between student Amanda 

and myself. In this plática, Amanda discusses how she views the Latina/o/x student community 

at Frontera Community College as one with many ruptures. 

Amanda: Yo veo la [comunidad Latina/o/x en FCC], yo la veo con rupturas. Incluso 

los propios Hispanos, Latinos, Mexicanos. Hay unos [estudiantes] que tienen, si 

sus papás son mexicanos, pero ellos toda la vida han estado aquí [Estados Unidos] 

en la escuela y hablan bien poquito español. No tienen mucho conocimiento de 

México, de sus raíces, bueno por parte de sus papás. Y como que estos están aquí, 

y luego los que son más Mexicanos y venimos aquí a la escuela. Si hay rupturas. 

Tanya: ¿Ay muchas divisiones entre los estudiantes? 
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Amanda: Hay división, si… 

Tanya: ¿Entonces por ejemplo tú con la gente que te socializas aquí en la escuela 

ya sean tus amigos o compañeros etcétera, hay grupos que son así mixtos [entre 

los estudiantes Latinas/os/x] o casi siempre son de todos tenemos la misma 

experiencia? 

Amanda: Si, hay grupitos. Sí, yo veo a los grupitos como por ejemplo de los que 

cruzan [la frontera] diario. Es más, los que cruzan [la frontera] diario y llegan aquí 

[FCC] en camión.  

Tanya: A ok hay subdivisiones del grupo. 

Amanda: Si, [los que llegan en camión al campus] son más unidos que los 

[estudiantes Latinos] que cruzan [la frontera] en carro y viven en Tijuana, pero si 

todavía nos llevamos. O los que vinieron aquí [Estados Unidos] a la escuela desde 

la high school… 

------- 

Amanda: I see [the Latina/o/x community in FCC], I see it ruptured. Including within 

Hispanics, Latinos, Mexicans. There are some [students] that have, yes, their 

parents are Mexicans but they have always been here [United States] in school and 

speak very little Spanish. They don’t have a lot of knowledge of Mexico, their roots, 

well at least from their parents. And those are the ones that are here [United 

States], and then there are those that are more Mexican and come here to school 

[from Tijuana]. There are ruptures. 

Tanya: There’s a lot of division between students?  
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Amanda: Yes, there’s division.  

Tanya: So, for example in your case when you socialize with your friends or peers 

here in school, are there groups that are mixed [among Latina/o/x students] or is 

it mostly groups where everyone has the same experience? 

Amanda: Yes, there’s groups. Yes, I see little groups like for example there’s the 

group that crosses [the border] daily. To be specific, there’s the group that crosses 

[the border] daily and get here [FCC] by bus.  

Tanya: Oh ok so there’s subdivisions within groups. 

Amanda: Yes, [those that get to campus by bus] are more united than the those 

[Latina/o/x students] that cross [the border] by car and live in Tijuana, but we are 

still close. Or the ones that came [to the United States] to go to school since high 

school… 

Amanda’s reflection as a student that lives in Tijuana and as a first-generation 

immigrant is an example of the clashes and splits among the lived realities of Latina/o/x 

students attending the same campus. She specifically states how there are ruptures in the 

Latina/o/x student body at Frontera Community College that is reflected in the homogeneity of 

groups of students that hang out on campus, including for example the group of students from 

Tijuana that cross the border every day and commute to school via public transportation. 

Additionally, Amanda points to the symbolic distance some Latina/o/x students have towards 

their ethnic background given the little knowledge they have of Mexico or the Spanish 

language. Amanda’s views on the ruptured Latina/o/x community at the Frontera Community 

College campus represents a common experience among Latina/o/x students. This division 
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among Latina/o/x students in supported by Albert, a third-generation immigrant who is a 

predominantly English speaker. He comments,  

I’ll be shocked if I see a group of [four] people all talking, and like hey, two of you 

are really Americanized and two of you are from Tijuana. And you’re all just talking 

and have known each other for years. Like I don’t see a lot of that…There’s a lot 

of things that could divide you; who you are, where you live, your background, 

even language. It’s shocking though that there are so many things that could 

divide us yet we are all Mexican. 

Albert’s example emphasizes how the opposing identities between Latina/o/x students can 

cause for a lack of integration among Latina/o/x students. The scholarship from Villalpando 

(2003) on the self-preservation of Chicana/o college students pushes me to consider how the 

singular experiences of Latina/o/x students navigating physical and figurative borders in 

Frontera Community College and Tijuana-San Diego add more layers for examination. Building 

on the critical benefits of same-race group affiliations for Latina/o/x college students, I add that 

the place of residency (i.e., San Diego, Tijuana, both), the preferred language (i.e., English, 

Spanish, other), socioeconomic level (i.e., middle class, working class), immigration status (i.e., 

first-generation immigrant, second-generation immigrant, U.S. citizen, U.S. resident), and level 

of cultural awareness, knowledge, and comfort (i.e., of Mexico or the United States) directly 

impact the ways Latina/o/x students engage in a practice of self-preservation. Including more 

detail to the concept of self-preservation via identities and/or experiences outside of race can 

provide a more complex narrative on the way Latina/o/x students, all with a diverse set of 

realities, come together and support one another. Belonging to a group of Latina/o/x students 
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who one shares a common base understanding with can provide students with a support 

network to help live, navigate, and survive the multiple borders crossed on a daily basis. Having 

the ability to see yourself reflected in your peers when traversing college can help “students 

mitigate the isolation, marginalization, and [the] racism they face in higher education, and 

presents some of the central cultural resources of a Chicana/o [and Latina/o/x] peer group that 

[can] empower and nourish the success of Chicana/o [and Latina/o/x] college students” 

(Villalpando, 2003, p. 637). For the students at Frontera Community College, especially those 

that traverse and live near the Tijuana-San Diego border, finding ways to survive and navigate 

academia is particularly important to their retention and success. Understanding the 

complexity and diversity among Latina/o/x students is important for community colleges like 

Frontera Community College as it permits institutions to recognize and validate the lives of los 

atravesados fronteristas. This recognition steps away from a one-size-fits-all approach to the 

issues pertaining to Latina/o/x students and provides room for students with opposing realities 

to feel welcomed and acknowledged as a part of the campus community. Thus, it is important 

to know who the students are, where they come from, and what their daily experiences entail. 

Next, I discuss how Latina/o/x students also embrace a collective unity even when aware of the 

heterogeneity of experiences among their peers.  

Collective Unity Among Students  

The clash in sense of self, identities, and subjectivities within Latina/o/x students 

discussed in the previous subsection of this chapter is not enough to prevent students from 

engaging with one another, and at times creating a collective sense of unity among many of the 

Latina/o/x students in Frontera Community College. Albert, the same student that 
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acknowledged the differences across Latina/o/x students in the section above went on to share 

how comfortable he is when talking with other Latina/o/x students regardless of where they 

live. He feels that if Latina/o/x students get to know one another they will see that they have a 

lot in common. Albert elaborates on this by stating, 

Because I'm Mexican I believe it's important [to get to know other Mexican 

students]. I like meeting other Mexicans. I mean when I meet a new student, my 

first question a lot of times is, “oh, where are you from? Oh, that area. Okay. Well 

what is your experience like?”...I'm more interested in [their] story and then I 

share my story, and then we talk about each other’s stories. We talk about our 

backgrounds and what are our feelings and then going back to yeah, what are you 

about? And we get to know each other and stuff like that.  

In this quote, Albert discusses how as a Mexican he is interested in getting to know other 

Mexicans – one of the benefits of attending Frontera Community College. By asking questions 

about their background and life experiences, Albert gets to know other Latina/o/x students, 

learn about them, and create a sense of collective community. Having an understanding of 

other Latina/o/x students who might have a different life from their own helps prevent 

Latina/o/x students from making wrongful assumptions that can reproduce stereotypes. 

Another benefit of engaging in conversations across different Latina/o/x groups is the 

opportunity gain knowledge about others that you might otherwise not have access to. This 

information can help cultivate a sense of commonalities across Latina/o/x students and 

underscore the diversity of experiences among this large heterogenous group.   

 Similarly, Esperanza, a reverse transfer from a private university in Riverside, shares 
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how being a student at Frontera Community College has afforded her the opportunity to 

connect with other Latina/o/x students with whom she shares similarities. Esperanza 

comments,  

I’ve met a lot of people that are very like-minded, like me [at FCC]. Um, I think in 

Riverside it was a little bit harder just because it was a private school and it was 

affiliated to like a certain religion, it was Adventist. I wasn't Adventist or anything. 

They had a lot of transfer students from all over the world so it was just kind of 

like very hard to find someone that was like-minded as well, yeah there were 

similarities but not 100 percent. And I think that [at FCC] maybe because we grew 

up in the same community or you know, some people had the same struggles 

you'll find someone you can engage in very good conversations because they 

know what you've been through or you know, they've kind of like lived the same 

situations.  

Esperanza begins this part of the plática by recounting how difficult it was for her to find other 

Latina/o/x people with whom she could relate when attending the private Adventist university 

in Riverside. She makes a comparison to her new experience at Frontera Community College by 

highlighting how she is now able to be around like-minded students. Esperanza specifically 

points to how for some students growing up in the same Tijuana-San Diego community can lead 

to facing similar struggles. The enseñanzas de la linea point to the important role of space, or in 

this case the Tijuana-San Diego border region, in helping shape the sense of place of Latina/o/x 

students situated in this space. Esperanza makes clear how the community in Riverside, which 

is only about 100 miles from her home community of Tijuana-San Diego made it hard to find 
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other students with whom she could relate at a more intimate level. At Frontera Community 

College, Esperanza was able to find Latina/o/x students that matched her sense of self, 

identities, and subjectivities in part because “they know what you've been through.”  

 In addition to geographic space, the sociopolitical climate also has the ability to shape 

space and consequently impact the sense of place of Latina/o/x students in the borderlands. 

Student collaborators discussed how President Trump’s political attacks on Latinas/os/x have 

produced fear and anxiety but have also brought some of the Latina/o/x community closer 

together. Mayra observes how there is more unity among Latinas/os/x in the following quote, 

Yo creo que cuando pasó [lo de las elecciones presidenciales], toda la gente que 

somos similares es como que, “yo también.” Si me entiendes, el hecho de yo 

también siento todo lo que tu sientes es como que, okay cool, no estamos solos. 

Y que ya si ocupas algo, yo te voy a ayudar. Si están los racistas que ahora ya están 

más libres, pero también están los otros como [yo] que okay ahora hay que tener 

un poquito más cuidado todos. No hay que estar tan aislados pues. Si ocupas algo 

pues ya sabes que yo también I got you… el sentido de unidad de la gente que es 

como yo, ósea siento que es un poquito más sólido.  

------- 

I think that when [the presidential elections] happened, all the people who are 

similar are like, "me too." You understand me right, the fact of that I feel 

everything you feel is like, okay cool, we are not alone. And if you need anything, 

I'll help you. There are racists who now feel freer, but there are others like [me] 

who now as a group have to be a little more careful. You do not have to be so 
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isolated. If you need anything you know that I got you ... the sense of unity among 

people who are like me, I feel it's a little bit more solid. 

Mayra, who crosses the border from Tijuana to San Diego on a daily basis shared how the 

xenophobic discourse embraced by Trump’s administration has impacted Latina/o/x students. 

While this negatively impacts the Latina/o/x student experience, Mayra points to the resistance 

of Latina/o/x students and the community building that has occurred as a result. In expressing 

the fears associated with Trump’s political agenda, Latina/o/x students are able to identify 

others with whom they share similar feelings. Building solidarity across Latina/o/x students 

allows them to feel less isolated or alone, and have a resource to turn to in situations of 

distress. More specifically, Mayra states how she is ready to help her peers in time of need. A 

feeling that has continued to grow stronger among the Latina/o/x community bringing them to 

a more united front.     

Latina/o/x students believe in a sense of coalescing collective unity amidst their own 

divergent personal realities leading to the formation of a shared experience necessary to live, 

navigate, and survive the borderlands found in Tijuana-San Diego and Frontera Community 

College. It is critical to highlight how the collective unity among opposing realities of Latina/o/x 

students does not intend to erase the individual differences in sense of self, identities, and 

subjectivities but instead aims to underscore how the unique lived experiences of each 

Latina/o/x student adds strength and unity to los atravesados fronteristas. 
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De Aqui, De Alla, Y de Todos Lados24 

At the beginning of this chapter I introduced the guiding research question which reads: 

How do Latina/o/x students make sense of self, their identities, and subjectivities when 

navigating multiple real and symbolic borders? Using the enseñanzas de la linea as a theoretical 

framework which draws from Critical Geography, Critical Race Theory, Latina/o Critical Theory, 

and Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory this chapter offers a contribution to the scholarship on 

Latina/o/x student identity at an individual and group level. Understanding the interaction 

between space/geography in shaping the place/experiences of Latina/o/x students adds more 

complexity to traditional understandings of identity. This nuanced understanding stems from 

the pedagogy of the border that the Latina/o/x students, the atravesados fronteristas, carry 

with them on their bodies as a means of living, navigating, and surviving the borders present in 

Tijuana-San Diego and Frontera Community College. 

Exploring the phenomenon of Latina/o/x community college student sense of self, 

identity, and subjectivities in Tijuana-San Diego and Frontera Community College provides us 

the opportunity to appreciate how los atravesados fronteristas share a distinct community 

experience, insider perspective, diverse language, and culture. It is this fluidity of identities 

filled with tensions and performativity that take place on-and-off-campus that allow students to 

have, metaphorically speaking, a foot in both worlds making them experts in navigating 

complex spaces and institutions. The layered, rich, and complicated concept of collective unity 

                                                
24 The English translation is: From Here, From There, and From Everywhere. This title is meant 
to challenge notions found in the scholarship and in society that immigrants or those from the 
borderlands do not belong anywhere. Instead, this title centers the idea that immigrants have 
multiple “homes” and belong in various spaces and nations.  
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among the opposing realities of Latina/o/x students disrupts binaries and instead embraces the 

tensions that do not make sense – in other words, having individual experiences that do not 

align with other Latinas/os/x yet still having a desire to be a part of a larger community of 

Latinas/os/x. Additionally, we must remember that borderlands includes campuses with diverse 

students making the findings applicable to institutions and individuals close to everywhere in 

our demographically changing nation. Studying the experiences of students in the borderlands 

from their academic experiences and multiple identities, to the impact of space, locality, and 

sociopolitical discourse is essential to having a more wholistic understanding of Latina/o/x 

students. In better understanding the nuances of students and borderlands institutions like 

Frontera Community College, I argue that there are implications for Latina/o/x student identity 

leading to the improvement of community college practice and research. Knowing the different 

lived realities of students provides community colleges and institutional agents with 

information to develop equity-based solutions tailored to their unique heterogenous Latina/o/x 

student body. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

AN EXPLORATION OF THE BARRIERS AND OPPORTUNITIES FACED BY LATINA/O STUDENTS 

WITH TIJUANA, SAN DIEGO, AND TRANSFRONTERIZO SENSIBILITIES 

This chapter discusses the educational experiences of Latina/o/x students in a 

community college campus near the Tijuana-San Diego international border. In understanding 

the academic realities of students from their initial entry point to community college to pivotal 

moments in their community college trajectory, I underscore the barriers and opportunities 

Latina/o/x students face as part of their everyday life when navigating Frontera Community 

College. Thus, this chapter addresses the following research question: What are the educational 

barriers and opportunities of Latina/o/x students when navigating Frontera Community 

College—a campus situated in the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands? Because the ten Latina/o 

collaborators in this study have very distinct educational experiences largely shaped by where 

they have lived – either in Tijuana, San Diego, or a combination of both as Transfronterizos25, I 

find it necessary to address this unique perceptiveness and sensibility in the findings. As a 

reminder to the reader, out of the total of ten Latina/o student collaborators, five have 

exclusively lived in San Diego and the remaining five either currently live or have previously 

lived in Tijuana. Following the enseñanzas de la linea finding discussed in Chapter Six, I continue 

                                                
25 Transfronterizo is similar to the English term transborder. Transfronterizos are people that 
find themselves engaged in the process of physically crossing borders, otherwise known as 
border crossers, such as the Tijuana-San Diego international border. In recent years, scholarship 
has been published that addresses the experiences and lives of Transfronterizo students. Yet, 
the majority of the scholarship on Transfronterizo students focuses in the K-12 sector and on 
the role of language and socialization pointing to the limited research in this area. For more 
information on Transfronterizo students see the 2017 special issue in the Bilingual Research 
Journal.   
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to build on the intersections of race, space, and the Latina/o/x and immigration discourse in 

this chapter by focusing on the educational barriers and opportunities expressed by the 

Latina/o/x students, the atravesados fronteristas. Due to the different insight and knowledges 

that each student carries based on their spatial lived realities, the findings discuss three 

different sensibilities embodied by the ten Latina/o students. The three sensibilities include a 

Tijuana sensibility, a San Diego sensibility, and a Transfronterizo sensibility, all of which form a 

part of being an atravesado fronterista. I begin this chapter with a discussion on the diverging 

and overlapping knowledges and sensibilities of the ten atravesados fronteristas followed by 

findings on the academic realities of Latina/o students consisting of their entry to Frontera 

Community College and their everyday experiences navigating campus.   

Situated Knowledge: Tijuana, San Diego, and Transfronterizo Sensibilities 

The enseñanzas de la linea explanatory finding that is presented in this dissertation in 

Chapter Six helps guide my understanding of how Latina/o/x students situated in real and 

symbolic borders and borderlands live, navigate, and survive the different spaces, institutions, 

political discourses, and people found within. In this chapter I, together with the help of the 

collaborators, explore how space and geography, the Latina/o/x and immigration discourse, 

U.S.-Mexico border, and the institutional and pedagogical practices found at Frontera 

Community College shape the academic experiences of Latina/o/x students when navigating 

campus. Before delving into the barriers and opportunities presented by the ten atravesados 

fronteristas, I first discuss the different knowledges and sensibilities that this group of students 

come to campus with highlighting the role of geographic space in shaping how students learn to 

make sense of the world around them.   
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Chicana feminist scholar Karleen Pendleton Jiménez’ (2006) scholarship speaks about 

the ways in which colonization has impacted how the knowledges of Communities of Color are 

perceived in the U.S. – as subordinate to westernized ways of knowing. While the colonial 

project has attempted to destroy Indigenous epistemologies, it is important to acknowledge the 

contemporary and uniquely situated knowledge of los atravesados fronteristas, the ones that 

live and call the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands home. At times, the atravesados fronteristas will 

experience conflicting ideologies and understandings of the land they stand on given its 

nuanced history, languages, identities, immigration policies, and personal experiences. The 

atravesados fronteristas might at times feel more secure and at home on one side of the border 

versus the other (i.e., in Mexico vs. the U.S.) or they could also long for a visit to Tijuana or San 

Diego while living on the opposite side. This difficulty stems from the battleground that Tijuana-

San Diego represents: a territory that “has been stolen, it has been saved, we have been 

removed from it, we have fled, it has been poisoned, it has been split in two, it has offered 

food, it has inflicted harm, it has provided home” (Pendleton Jiménez, 2006, p. 220). The 

complex and racialized messages attached to the land of Tijuana-San Diego from immigration 

policies, border enforcement, and national discourse on Latina/o/x communities influences the 

particular situated knowledge and sensibilities of its inhabitants. Law scholar Keith Aoki (2000) 

compliments the scholarship of Pendleton Jiménez by making connections between Critical 

Race Theory, Critical Geography, and immigration. From Aoki, we can learn that the Tijuana-San 

Diego space, similar to race politics in the U.S., is not neutral but instead plays an important 

role in defining what communities have access to and the quality of life that they might be able 

to achieve. In other words, land which is composed of communities, schools, housing, the 
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border, etc. is a contested space for Communities of Color because of the institutions’ ability to 

produce barriers that further marginalize People of Color.  

An example of this includes the power allocated to border patrol agents at the San 

Diego port of entry in deciding whether asylum seekers, tourists, U.S. residents, and even U.S. 

citizens are granted their right to enter the United States or stripped from it. It is interactions 

taking place in institutions such as the international border that have the ability to impact the 

lives of People of Color, sometimes for the rest of their lives, and can be used as a tool of 

subordination that advances the interests of the U.S. at the expense of Communities of Color 

and immigrants. Similar power dynamics are also found in institutions of higher education such 

as Frontera Community College where institutional agents have the ability to provide or take 

away certain benefits to students that can impact the students’ educational experiences. To 

illustrate, a student affairs practitioner can grant or deny a Latina/o/x student in-state resident 

tuition when completing a residency application. Yet, if the practitioner decides, for a personal 

subjective reason to not grant the student with a completed application in-state resident 

tuition, the student might be asked to pay tuition at an international rate that is 3-4 times 

higher and consequently be pushed out of higher education due to affordability issues. This 

real-life experience shared by a student collaborator highlights how spaces in higher education 

are racialized, subject to anti-Latina/o/x political discourses, and marginalizing for Latina/o/x 

students.  

Tijuana-San Diego, a space filled with opposing realities teaches the atravesados 

fronteristas, with their many spatially situated sensibilities, how to make sense of their place 

and consequently how to navigate institutions such as Frontera Community College. The 
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literature on an epistemology of the brown body by Cindy Cruz (2006) pushes us to consider the 

body as a site of knowledge. She states, “the body prompts memory and language, builds 

community and coalition. The body is a pedagogical device, a location of recentering and 

recontextualizing the self and the stories that emanate from the self” (p. 72). Building from 

Cruz’s scholarship, I highlight and center the different sensibilities expressed by the Latina/o 

students, including their physical and emotional wellbeing, as they cross borders in the 

classroom or across countries.  

The spatially situated knowledge in each of the ten Latina/o students can be thought of 

as an internal toolkit that students carry with them throughout life and as they navigate 

community college. Born from the students’ own knowledges, the internal toolkit is ever 

changing and growing to better navigate the spaces traversed by students. To put it simply, 

students can have a stronger sensibility while developing other sensibilities, thus moving away 

from exclusionary understandings of sensibilities. What is inside the toolkit, the forms of 

community cultural wealth and pedagogies of the home informed by their bodymindpirit, is 

intimately connected to the spaces they live, navigate, and survive. The tools present in each 

toolkit differ from student to student to reflect how their sensibilities as Latina/o students 

navigating higher education are influenced by their situated knowledge from Tijuana, San 

Diego, or both as Transfronterizo students (Delgado Bernal, 2001; Lara, 2002; Yosso, 2005). For 

clarity purposes, I have divided the different ways of knowing by the ten Latina/o atravesados 

fronteristas students into a Tijuana sensibility, a San Diego sensibility, and a Transfronterizo 

sensibility (see Figure 3).  
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Figure 3. Spatially Situated Sensibilities  

 

 

 

To expand, a Tijuana sensibility signifies that the initial point of reference for how a 

student understands and navigates institutions stems from their experience of having lived in 

Tijuana. Therefore, these students are largely acquainted with Mexico’s educational system. A 

student with a Tijuana sensibility also has an awareness of the US-Mexico border though does 

not necessarily have the experience of crossing the border often. In terms of the English 

language, students with a Tijuana sensibility might have people in their family that are fluent 

English speakers but do not speak English at home, they might have taken English language 

classes while in Tijuana, or they might not have had the opportunity to learn any English at all. 

Regardless of the level of English acquisition, many of the students with a Tijuana sensibility 
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had limited access to practicing English either in conversations, reading, or writing, making this 

a critical fear for many of them. Students with a Tijuana sensibility have a range of immigration 

statutes from U.S. citizens (either born or naturalized) to U.S residents, and while there could 

be students with this sensibility that have an undocumented immigration status none were a 

part of my study. Additionally, most students with a Tijuana sensibility consider themselves 

recent immigrants to the United States pointing to the strong ties they continue to have with 

Tijuana and Mexico.  

The definition of a San Diego sensibility includes being familiar with U.S. institutions and 

having a moderate to strong comfort level with the English language. Many of the students with 

a strong San Diego sensibility have almost always exclusively lived in the United States. Thus, 

students with a San Diego sensibility can at times have or at a minimum be aware of the skills 

necessary to successfully navigate certain U.S. institutions or people within them. The majority 

of students with a San Diego sensibility in this study are U.S. citizens.  

Lastly, a Transfronterizo sensibility is indicative of the particular experience of students 

that cross the border on an almost daily basis from Tijuana to San Diego to attend school, work, 

and other responsibilities. In other words, because these students live in Tijuana crossing the 

international U.S.-Mexico border to San Diego is a necessary and integral part of their lives. This 

sensibility might at times overlap with a Tijuana or San Diego sensibility or way of knowing, but 

it differs from them in that someone with a Transfronterizo sensibility is aware of the 

complexities attached to navigating the highly policed border, and for example, has intimate 

knowledge regarding how to speak with border patrol agents when en route to school and 

work. Furthermore, their lives are more directly impacted by the immigration discourse on 
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national security led by President Trump’s administration which can cause for changes in the 

practices and policies at the U.S.-Mexico border. Consequently, Transfronterizo students can be 

adversely affected by the longer wait times or closing of border entry lanes. The immigration 

status of students with Transfronterizo sensibilities includes being a U.S. citizen (born and 

naturalized). While there are cases of students with a Transfronterizo sensibility being U.S. 

residents or tourist visa holders, these cases are less common due to the risks associated of 

having the residency or visa removed and voided by a border patrol agent under the grounds of 

living in Tijuana and attending college in San Diego – a federal offense. This same risk is not of 

concern to U.S. citizens as they are awarded the privilege of being able to live in Mexico and not 

being stripped away from their U.S. citizenship if they attend school in San Diego.  

The three sensibilities embodied by the atravesados fronteristas demonstrate the 

different knowledges and sensibilities carried by the ten different Latina/o students. It is 

important to note how the three sensibilities are not mutually exclusive as students can add 

more tools to their internal toolkit as they navigate new spaces and learn how to make sense, 

read, and survive the world through different sets of lenses and perceptiveness. Thus, a student 

can have a strong Tijuana sensibility but also carry traits from a San Diego sensibility as they 

spend more time in San Diego and learn how to navigate certain U.S. institutions better with 

time. Figure 3 serves as an illustration of how the different sensibilities embodied by los 

atravesados fronteristas involve points of convergence and divergence when considering the 

different tools carried in their internal toolkit.  

As one might imagine, living in Tijuana, San Diego, or both of these spaces directly 

informs the set of tools that students carry in their toolkit as they navigate academic 



 

 174 

institutions. For example, a Latina/o student with a Tijuana sensibility might not have the full 

English language proficiency tool in their toolkit making their experiences navigating 

community college different from someone who does. The reason/s for not having the English 

tool could include one, all, or other considerations not listed here including: 1) having lived and 

attended school in Tijuana for a large part of their lives, 2) being a recent first-generation 

immigrant to the U.S., or 3) growing up in a Spanish-only household in San Diego with first-

generation immigrant parents. This Tijuana sensibility has material consequences on the 

barriers and opportunities faced by students as they navigate and make sense of community 

college including the admission and course enrollment process, classroom practices, and their 

academic trajectory. Yet, this example should not be understood through a deficit lens that 

sees this student as “lacking” or to generalize all students with a Tijuana sensibility as there are 

other students with this sensibility who do not fit this example. Instead, this sensibility serves a 

starting point to highlight where the everyday knowledges of how students make sense of the 

world based on their particular spatially situated sensibilities.  

Considering the role of space again, it is important to be critical of how where we live or 

where our parents and families come from influences what we learn including how to navigate 

and make sense of educational institutions pointing to the different embodied sensibilities. 

While there are points of divergence in the barriers and opportunities experienced by students 

with Tijuana, San Diego, or Transfronterizo sensibilities, there are also instances when the 

narratives of Latina/o students, regardless of their sensibilities, converge to create a shared 

academic understanding of their academic experiences while traversing Frontera Community 

College. One of the goals of this study is to discuss how space and geography shape the lives of 
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los atravesados fronteristas or in this case the ten Latina/o students from their identity to how 

they experience schooling. The enseñanzas de la linea provides us the ability to explore how the 

heterogeneity of los atravesados fronteristas, those that live in the borderlands, embody 

different knowledges and sensibilities while living, navigating and surviving Tijuana-San Diego 

and Frontera Community College. Thus, the three sensibilities discussed are part of an effort to 

challenge a universal understanding of the knowledges scripted onto the bodies of los 

atravesados fronteristas and instead legitimize the differences in sensibilities that stem from 

particular sets of experiences.    

 In an attempt to provide a natural flow to the findings on the educational experiences 

of Latina/o students at Frontera Community College (see Figure 4), I first discuss the entry point 

experiences of Latina/o students by exposing the students’ first days on campus and their 

commute to school. Next, I highlight the opportunities and barriers experienced by students 

while on campus related to language and classroom practices. Within each section of the 

findings, I highlight the sensibilities that are the most salient for that particular finding. In doing 

so, I am able to share with the reader the data on the Tijuana, San Diego, and Transfronterizo 

sensibilities of students while also discussing how the spatially situated perceptiveness and 

knowledges students impact the barriers and opportunities faced by the atravesados 

fronteristas. In other words, throughout the chapter I incorporate the Tijuana, San Diego, or 

Transfronterizo sensibilities to further discuss the intersections between race, space, and the 

Latina/o/x discourse on the educational experiences of Latina/o students at Frontera 

Community College.  
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Figure 4. Educational Experiences of los Atravesados Fronteristas 

 

 

Entry to Frontera Community College 

 This section underscores the entryway experiences of Latina/o students to Frontera 

Community College. More specifically, I highlight the memories shared by students regarding 

their first day of school at Frontera Community College. Additionally, this section also addresses 

the different ways Latina/o students get to campus by paying particular attention to their daily 

commutes. Within each subsection, the different sensibilities of students are discussed. The 

findings also discuss the barriers faced by students when first experiencing Frontera 

Community College and the everyday commutes of students from home to campus. 

Irrespective of the Tijuana, San Diego, or Transfronterizo sensibilities embodied, all students 

demonstrated their dedication to pursuing higher education amidst the barriers. These findings 

acknowledge the resiliency carried by the Latina/o students by placing at the forefront their 
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entry experiences to community college and highlighting the many obstacles students face 

even before getting to their first class on campus every morning.   

First Days at Frontera Community College  

 Tijuana Sensibility. I open this subsection of this chapter with a quote from Claudia, a 

Latina in her early twenties who recently migrated to San Diego from Tijuana to be reunited 

with parents and siblings who was in her first semester at Frontera Community College. In the 

quote below she describes her first day and week of school at Frontera Community College.  

Y mi primer día aquí [en FCC], mi primera semana me dolía la cabeza [y] lloraba. 

Ya me quería regresar a Tijuana, ya no quería saber nada de aquí [FCC]. Por lo 

mismo que no estaba acostumbrada [a la escuela aquí]. E igual cuando me vine a 

vivir aquí [en San Diego], ya también me quería regresar [a Tijuana] pero todo el 

tiempo viviendo sola [en Tijuana] y ahorita que tenía chanza de estar aquí con mi 

familia pues para que regresarme. Y mi apá me decía, todos me decían que aquí 

iba a encontrar una oportunidad nueva y que podía salir adelante, y ya pues fue 

cuando empecé a trabajar y ya después me metí a la escuela.  

--- 

My first day here [at FCC], my first week I had a headache [and] I would cry. I 

wanted to go back to Tijuana, I didn’t want anything to do with [FCC]. I wasn’t used 

to [school here]. Similar to when I came to live here [in San Diego], I also wanted 

to go back [to Tijuana] but living by myself all the time over there [in Tijuana] and 

now that I had the chance to be here with my family it didn’t make sense to go 

back. And my dad would tell, everyone would tell me that I would find a new 
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opportunity and that I would succeed. That is when I started working and then I 

enrolled in school.  

In recalling her first week of school at Frontera Community College, Claudia starts by pointing to 

the emotions she was experiencing. She expressed having headaches and crying often due to 

the fact that she was now experiencing a new campus and education system that she had no 

familiarity with. Her experience as a recent adult immigrant from Tijuana made her transition to 

Frontera Community College challenging during the initial weeks of school. Claudia shares how 

she was not used to school in the United States. This experience is representative of a Tijuana 

sensibility as the majority of her knowledge came from living and studying in Tijuana making 

her transition to Frontera Community College difficult. She compares her experience of 

entering Frontera Community College to her experience of immigrating to the United States 

highlighting how in both circumstances she wished to return to her home in Tijuana because of 

the many barriers she was facing as a recent immigrant in the U.S. but resisted this to be with 

her family in San Diego and for the opportunity of a better future. Next, Karina, another student 

with a Tijuana sensibility describes her memories of the first day of school at Frontera 

Community College. 

Al principio me sentí súper perdida… Sabes que el primer día, es feo, porque me 

sentí tan frustrada de no encontrar el estacionamiento…estaba tan frustrada 

porque no sabía que tenía que irme temprano porque se llena…y me frustre tanto 

que estaba llorando en el carro mi primer día porque iba a llegar tarde…y no te 

imaginas lo importante que es para mí la puntualidad y más en la escuela. Es mi 
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primer día, mi primera presentación. Como voy a llegar tarde…no llegue tarde, 

llegue cinco minutos temprano.  

--- 

At the beginning I felt really lost…You know the first day, its ugly, because I felt so 

frustrated of not finding the parking lot…I was so frustrated because I didn’t know 

that I had to get there early because it gets full…and I was so frustrated that I was 

crying in my car my first day because I was going to be late…and you have no idea 

how important it is for me to be punctual and more for school. It’s my first day, 

my first introduction. How am I going be late…I got to class five minutes before it 

started.  

In her quote, Karina shared how she felt lost and discussed her experience of attempting to find 

the parking lot during her first day of class. Thinking she was running late, she expressed feeling 

frustrated and crying in her car. For her, being on time to class was very important as she 

wanted to make sure she had a good first impression. In the end, Karina ended up showing up 

early to class amidst her fear of being late. Similar to Claudia, Karina is also a recent immigrant 

to the United States. Being in their first semester at Frontera Community College and coming 

with a predominant Tijuana sensibility caused for Claudia and Karina to experience hardships 

and frustration when navigating for the first time a U.S. institution of higher education. Irene 

Lara (2002) exposes how pain can be inflicted in our bodymindspirit when we are experiencing 

a dismemberment of sorts in our whole selves. In this case, Claudia’s and Karina’s first days on 

campus were filled with a lot of unknowns due to the fact that many of their tools inside their 

toolkit came from navigating school in Mexico and were not entirely transferable to Frontera 
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Community College. This frustration caused emotional and physical pain manifested in tears 

and headaches.  

 Transfronterizo Sensibility. Mayra, who lives in Tijuana and crosses the border every day 

to San Diego to attend school has a Transfronterizo sensibility that overlaps with a Tijuana 

sensibility. Mayra supports the experiences of Claudia and Karina by sharing, 

Es bien difícil, nadie te dice cómo funciona [FCC]…Todo, muchas cosas que para 

aquí son súper obvio, que 101 es la primer [clase] que ocupa…les platicaba a mis 

amigas [de Tijuana] y como que por qué. O de que hay una biblioteca en la escuela. 

Nosotros nuestra biblioteca [en Tijuana] era un cuarto que tenía como cinco libros. 

Que sacas una tarjetita, todo es muy formal acá.  

--- 

It’s very hard, no one tells you how [FCC] works…Everything, so many things that 

are very obvious here, like 101 is the first [class] you need…I would tell my friends 

[from Tijuana] and they would be like why. Or like there is a library on campus. 

Our library [in Tijuana] was a room with like five books. Or that there is a school 

ID, everything is so formal here.   

Mayra largely embodies a Transfronterizo sensibility as a student for whom crossing the border 

is an essential part of her life. Because she has lived in Tijuana for all of her life, Mayra also 

carries the tools from a Tijuana sensibility as all of her K-12 schooling took place in Mexico. 

Thus, she shares some of the same feelings of not knowing how U.S. institutions function and 

how to best navigate them, at least initially. Because of this, Mayra points to how some 

educational practices that are potentially obvious to other students who are more accustomed 
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to a U.S. educational system are not as clear to her including the course sequence for classes or 

the availability of a library on campus. The three accounts from Claudia, Karina, and Mayra 

describing their first days at Frontera Community College point to the difficulties attached to 

navigating a new system of education in a new country. As a result, all three students 

experienced frustration and pain inflicted on their bodymindspirit. Yet, even while experiencing 

hardships in their educational trajectory, all three Latinas persisted with their education 

highlighting their resiliency and motivation to continue with their education. While 

understanding the experiences related to the first days of school for Latina/o students at 

Frontera Community College is important, it is also critical to explore how students get to 

campus on a daily basis as discussed next.  

Daily Commute to Frontera Community College 

 Transfronterizo Sensibility. Unearthing the everyday paths of how students get to 

campus is an important part of better understanding their educational experiences at Frontera 

Community College in the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands. In the plática shared below, Mayra 

discusses her commute to school from Tijuana every morning.  

Me acuerdo que el semestre antepasado cuando entraba a las 7:50am a las clases 

era de que mínimo dos horas [de espera en la SENTRI]. Porque a esa hora se pone 

toda la gente que entra a las 8am o algo así a trabajar y está bien loco…Pero 

ahorita que mi horario [de escuela] esta poquito mejor a veces hago 20 minutos o 

media hora, una hora a mucho, hora y media, pero ya dos no me ha tocado…Casi 

siempre me voy de mi casa dos horas antes [de la clase]. Prefiero llegar bien 

temprano y me hago mensa en la biblioteca o me compro un café o algo así. 
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Encuentro estacionamiento cómodo pero ósea nunca me voy de [mi casa] que 

media hora, o con una hora. ¡No, eso es beginner’s move! No, no, no.  

--- 

I remember that last semester when I started classes at 7:50am it was a minimum 

of two hours [of wait time at the SENTRI border entry]. Because at that time all 

the people that start work at 8am or something like that are there and its 

crazy…But now that my [school] schedule is a little better sometimes I just wait 20 

minutes or half an hour, one hour at most, hour and a half, but I haven’t waited 

two hours…I almost always leave my house two hours before [class]. I prefer to 

get there really early and I hang out in the library or I buy myself a coffee or 

something like that. I find comfortable parking but I never leave [my house] half 

an hour, or even an hour before. No, that’s a beginner’s move! No, no, no. 

Mayra begins the recounting of her experience of getting to Frontera Community College every 

morning as a student with a Transfronterizo sensibility by sharing the long wait times she 

endures at the Tijuana-San Diego border. She expresses how because there are a lot of 

transborder people who commute to San Diego from Tijuana every morning to get to work, 

school, or other activities there is usually a long wait time in the mornings. In order to ensure 

she gets to school on time, Mayra always leaves her house two hours before class because of 

the unpredictability of the border wait times which can range anywhere from 20 minutes to 

two hours. She prefers to get to school early rather than being late. The quote from Mayra ends 

by highlighting how through her Transfonterizo sensibility she has learned to always leave the 

house with ample time to get to campus and how leaving her home only one hour before class 
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is a “beginner’s move” that she no longer does. Mayra’s experience of crossing the 

international border on an almost daily basis has led her to develop knowledge around the skills 

necessary to cross the border and get to school on time; another tool found in her internal 

toolkit of Transfronterizo sensibilities. Next, Amanda shares a similar experience to Mayra’s as 

she describes her morning routine to get to campus from Tijuana.   

Yo me levanto a las 5am. Este semestre tengo clase en [FCC] a las 7:20am…Me 

levanto a las 5am, preparo todo mi lonche, más o menos lo del todo día menos la 

cena…en 40 minutos ya estoy lista…y luego ya me vengo a [San Diego], tengo 

SENTRI en mi carro. Y ya llego a la línea como a las 6:15am, 6:20am y ya tengo una 

hora para llegar [a FCC]. Entonces ya, ponle que haga una fila de 20 a 25 minutos 

cuando mucho. Y ya cruzo y luego me toma de la línea a [FCC] como 15 minutos.  

--- 

I get up at 5am. This semester I have class at [FCC] at 7:20am…I wake up at 5am, I 

prepare all my lunch with everything I need for the day…in 40 minutes I get 

ready…and then I head out to [San Diego], I have SENTRI in my car. And then I get 

to the border like at 6:15am, or 6:20am and then I have an hour to get to [FCC]. 

So then, let’s say I wait at the border for 20 to 25 minutes at most. I cross and then 

it takes me about 15 minutes to get from the border to [FCC]. 

Amanda’s experience as a student that lives in Tijuana and goes to community college in San 

Diego mirrors the commute expressed by Mayra earlier in this subsection of the chapter. 

Waking up early and getting ready for a long day away from home in a different country is a 

common experience for many transborder students. In preparation for the long day, students 
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often pack their lunch which can be difficult given the limitations by the U.S. border patrol on 

what food items are admissible to the United States. Amanda further explains: 

No me alcanza para vivir [en San Diego] pero me encantaría levantarme y no tener 

que pensar: hay no voy a cruzar una naranja la tengo que partir, tengo que partir 

mi manzana porque no vaya a ser que [el migra] me va cachar una y por la semilla 

me quiten la SENTRI. Ósea ese miedo de que tengo, que voy a llevar [cuando 

cruzo]. O mi SENTRI, no se me vaya [a perder]. No vaya a salir de antro y se me 

pierda la cartera y adiós SENTRI, adiós semestre. O voy a tener que ver cómo le 

ingenio para vivir [en San Diego] para no cruzar o así. Esa es una, del miedo de las 

restricciones, las reglas [cuando cruzo la línea].  

--- 

I can’t afford to live [in San Diego] but I would like to be able to wake up and not 

have to think: I can’t cross the orange I have to slice it, I have to slice my apple 

because what if [the border patrol] catches me with one and because of the seed 

they take away the SENTRI. I have that fear, of what am I taking [when crossing]. 

Or my SENTRI, that I’m going to lose it. What if I go out dancing and I lose my 

wallet and goodbye SENTRI, goodbye semester. Or I’m going to have to figure 

something out to live in [San Diego] so I don’t have to cross or things like that. 

That is one thing, the fear of the restrictions, the rules when crossing the border.  

In the excerpt above, Amanda expands on how something as simple as taking fruit to school has 

to be very well thought out. The fear of getting caught with a piece of fruit by a border patrol 

agent pushes her to take every precaution possible. This sentiment was also shared by Mayra as 
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she expressed becoming “paranoid over crossing an apple” due to the restrictions on food 

coming from Tijuana to San Diego. Additionally, as SENTRI or Secure Electronic Network for 

Travelers Rapid Inspection holders, Mayra and Amanda are able to cross the international 

border through an expedited process that allows for faster processing at the border and 

reduced wait times. Having a SENTRI pass gives them an advantage in comparison to other 

transborder students that do not have this privilege. Thus, Amanda worries about losing her 

wallet or SENTRI access card as this would have drastic consequences on her ability to cross the 

border with shorter wait times. This fear even causes her to think that losing her SENTRI could 

cause her to lose the semester as her ability to cross the border during rush hour would be 

lengthier.  

Students with a Transfronterizo sensibility become very aware of the different processes 

and regulations enforced at the border as a means of surviving these violent and hostile spaces. 

This experience encourages students to learn how to best navigate the policed international 

border on their way to school every morning – embodied pedagogies of the border. In other 

words, the spaces that students traverse including the U.S.-Mexico border allow students to 

gain particular sets of sensibilities as Transfronterizos that push them to: 1) be aware of border 

wait times at different hours, 2) the rules and regulations enforced at the border in regards to 

products that are admissible to the U.S., and 3) take caution with their U.S. entry documents 

such as the SENTRI pass. All are examples of how students live, navigate, and survive the U.S.-

Mexico border crossing when pursuing a college education at Frontera Community College. 

While the experiences highlighting the students’ commute to school point to the 
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Transfronterizo sensibilities of students on their way to campus, next I discuss the experiences 

of students with a San Diego sensibility.   

 San Diego Sensibility. Jenerai has lived in San Diego for the entirety of his life and 

identifies as low socioeconomic status. Here, he discusses his experience of getting to Frontera 

Community College during his first semester.   

My first semester here though I used to walk, I didn't have money to buy a bus 

pass. And so since I live in Chula Vista, it's like five miles to [FCC]. So I used to walk 

five miles to [FCC]. It was a two hour walk so I would have to wake up two hours 

early. And then walked to [FCC], I’d go to class and then I walked back home. So it 

was 10 miles every day and it was like, a lot of the times my legs hurt and I lost a 

lot of weight. I lost like 50 pounds because I couldn't, I couldn't afford food and I 

had to walk. And so I learned to walk everywhere, it was really funny because I 

hated walking…People were always telling me like, how do you do that? And I was 

like, well, when you're forced to do it, it becomes like part of who you are now. 

While Jenerai lives in Chula Vista, he still experienced a two-hour commute to campus every 

morning as he walked five miles from home to Frontera Community College. Because of his low 

socioeconomic class, he could not afford to get a bus pass to get to FCC and instead had to walk 

a total of four hours per day to get to campus and return home after he was done with class. 

While he now has a car that allows him to drive to campus he shared the following: “I’m really 

glad I had that experience because I got to learn some survival skills and I got to learn what it 

was like to be poor.” Being poor forced Jenerai to get comfortable with walking places, a skill he 
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now identifies as part of a “survival skill” used to navigate and survive the borderlands while 

continuing with this education.  

 Although Jenerai now has the privilege of having a car, he states how he still struggles to 

buy food and feed himself when away from home. He shares, “I don't eat [at FCC]. Most of the 

time I'm just like, I wake up, go to school and I'm in meetings or in classes all day and I don't eat 

until I get home at 9:00pm.” Jenerai understands this daily struggle as part of who he is. He 

explains how when people are placed under particular situations where they do not have other 

viable options they adapt in order to make the best out of it. Thus, he now has another set of 

tools that he carries with him as a student with a San Diego sensibility. Esperanza, a student 

that also embodies a San Diego sensibility shares her commute experience next: 

Let’s say I have an 8’clock class. I know I have to be up by 6am so I can leave the 

house by 7am and hope that the bus isn’t late or something like that so I can make 

it on time [to FCC]. And then go to class. Study in between classes, catch up on 

whatever I can, do homework whenever I can and then run to catch the trolley so 

that I can go to work….[From school] I take the bus to the trolley, the trolley to 

downtown, and then the bus to work. It sounds crazy now that I think of it but you 

get used to it…I get home at around 12:30am. 

Esperanza explains how as a student that uses public transportation to get to campus, she 

wakes up two hours before class in order to catch the bus one hour before having to be in class. 

Esperanza worries about the reliability of public transit and hopes that the bus is on time so 

that she can make it to class. Because of her status as a working-class student, similar to 

Jenerai, she works close to full time leaving her with limited time in her day to complete all her 
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tasks. Thus, she studies in-between classes and while riding the bus. She also takes public 

transit to get to work from campus which requires her to take three different systems of 

transportation. Her experience as a person that has learned the intricacies of navigating the 

institution of public transit have led to her development of particular knowledges when 

traversing San Diego. Consequently, Esperanza has another tool to add to her internal toolkit as 

a Latina with a San Diego sensibility.  

Conclusion on Entry Barriers and Opportunities 

 Throughout the different narratives shared by Claudia, Karina, Mayra, Amanda, Jenerai, 

and Esperanza, we are able to see how space and geography informs the development of 

spatially situated knowledges and sensibilities embodied by Latina/o students at Frontera 

Community College. A Tijuana, San Diego, or Transfronterizo sensibility serve as starting points 

to understand the world around them while simultaneously influencing their educational entry 

experiences to community college. While Claudia and Karina expressed a stronger Tijuana 

sensibility, Mayra and Amanda a clearer Transfronterizo sensibility, and Jenerai and Esperanza a 

greater San Diego sensibility in their first days at Frontera Community College and commutes to 

campus, their accounts were also indicative of some commonalities.  

 When considering the points of divergence, having a Tijuana sensibility meant that 

students relied on their educational experiences in Mexico to make sense of a U.S. system of 

education. While this is a worthy strategy, it sometimes led to difficulties in understanding a 

new way of schooling in Frontera Community College as exemplified in hardships associated 

with the classroom, finding the parking lot and feeling emotionally lost. Experiencing 

frustration, headaches, tears, and confusion was a common experience among those with a 
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Tijuana sensibility and even those with a Transfronterizo sensibility. These experiences further 

demonstrate how the bodymindspirit of Latina/o/x students is injured by academic institutions 

of higher education especially for first-generation immigrants in the United States.  

 When considering the daily commutes to school, students with a Transfronterizo 

sensibility explained a very particular set of barriers they encountered associated with their 

border crossing experience with the California Border Patrol. Having to leave their home early 

in the morning, carefully deciding what food they can take to campus, and the fear of having 

their SENTRI pass being revoked by the U.S. authorities are some of the knowledges they carry 

as individuals with a Transfronterizo sensibility on their commute to campus. Students with a 

San Diego sensibility also experienced some hardships, largely due to being part of a low 

socioeconomic class, on their commute to school from having to walk for two hours to using 

public transit when getting to Frontera Community College. There are apparent class 

implications for the atravesados fronteristas as presented in this section. While the 

Transfronterizo students had certain privileges like cars, SENTRI, and the financial support of 

their parents, the students with a San Diego sensibility were low-income, struggled with 

transportation, and at times experienced hunger when on campus. The tools of Latina/o Critical 

Theory and Critical Geography push me to consider the relationship between social class and 

space for Latina/o/x students in the borderlands. Thus, I argue that while the students with a 

Transfronterizo sensibility tended to have more financial stability and security in their 

hometown of Tijuana, this class privilege is oftentimes minimized when navigating the United 

States. For example, a middle-class family in Tijuana can become a working-class family if living 

in San Diego due to the high living costs. Yet, I acknowledge that the students with a 
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Transfronterizo sensibility will still maintain certain privileges that more closely reflect being 

non-working-class such as having a car, SENTRI, and other benefits even if they migrate to the 

United States. Furthermore, while all Transfronterizo students in this study have access to a car 

or SENTRI, it is important to acknowledge how this is not the experience of many 

Transfronterizo students who instead cross the border walking and use public transit to get to 

school.   

 When analyzing the experiences of los atravesados fronteristas and their entry to 

Frontera Community College, we can also see the commonalities across the different spatially 

situated sensibilities. The points of convergence demonstrate how Latina/o students at 

Frontera Community College experience feelings of frustration albeit for different reasons 

during the first days on campus. Another similarity across students regardless of their particular 

sensibilities are the students’ long and difficult commutes they experience on a daily basis 

when en route to school. While this section provides depth to the entry experiences of students 

to Frontera Community College by focusing on their narratives, it is important to acknowledge 

how their specific experiences help build a larger narrative of the barriers faced by Latina/o/x 

students.    

 It is my goal that placing these experiences at the forefront allows institutional agents to 

have a more complete understanding of the barriers and hardships Latina/o/x students endure 

when first experiencing Frontera Community College and during their commute to campus. In 

exposing how students feel lost and frustrated due to the experience of navigating a novel U.S. 

educational institution and their long and tiring commutes to campus, faculty, staff, and 

administrators can develop pedagogical and institutional practices and policies that 
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acknowledge and honor the heterogenous lived realities of Latina/o/x community college 

students in the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands. In Chapter Nine, I provide implications for 

building a campus culture that is inclusive and receptive to students with a Tijuana, San Diego, 

and Transfronterizo sensibilities. In establishing a receptive campus, Frontera Community 

College can embrace the diverse lived experiences of los atravesados fronteristas as they begin 

their education and partake in their daily commute to campus. Next, I discuss the second 

section of the findings on the everyday language and classroom experiences of Latina/o/x 

students.  

Everyday Experiences at Frontera Community College 

 In this section, I discuss the common everyday experiences students endure when 

navigating Frontera Community College. The data revealed two diverse areas of importance 

when considering students’ daily school experience. The first area highlights the important role 

of language, particularly for students with a strong Tijuana or Transfronterizo sensibility. The 

second area of this section focuses on the classroom experiences faced by Latina/o students 

paying particular attention to the pedagogical practices of faculty as experienced by the 

atravesados fronteristas. In both of these sub findings, I underscore the barriers and 

opportunities expressed by students.  

Everyday Language Experiences 

 Transfronterizo Sensibility. Language plays an important role in the everyday experiences 

of students when navigating community college. This is particularly salient for Latina/o/x 

students that do not feel comfortable with the English language due to their limited 

comprehension or ability to speak and write it. Although Latina/o students irrespective of their 
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sensibilities have varying degrees of English language knowledge, students with a Tijuana or 

Transfronterizo sensibility more frequently raised language as a barrier in their navigation of 

community college. To exemplify, Mayra shares with us her experience in taking the math, 

English, and reading placement assessment at Frontera Community College when first enrolling 

in school. 

Me acuerdo que la primera vez que entre a [FCC] que te hacen el examen [de 

placement] de matemáticas en inglés. ¡Salí bien baja en matemáticas, así yo como 

que! “pero tuve calculus en [Tijuana].” Y me fue bien mal sabes porque, porque 

yo no sabía que era un integer. Las palabras, la traducción fue lo que me hizo [que 

saliera mal]. Y me pusieron matemáticas, math 45, y yo “oh cool.” Yo no sabía ni 

que era eso de que 101, 100, yo “que es eso.” Para mí era de que el inglés [me 

dificulto unas cosas]. Y me acuerdo que me metí a la clase [de math 45] y que 

vamos a aprender a sumar. ¡Y yo que! Que está pasando aquí. Y tuve todo el 

semestre ahí. Y terminaba en 20 minutos yo todo [lo de la clase]…Y ya la siguiente 

ves que hice [el placement assessment] me quitaron el math requirement, ya me 

quitaron todo. Como que okay vez, sí sé. Pero simplemente la transición de toda 

tu educación en español a ahora todo es en inglés.  

--- 

I remember that the first time I enrolled at [FCC] they give you the [placement] 

exam for mathematics and English. I got a really low score in mathematics, and I 

was thinking to myself “but I took calculus in [Tijuana].” And you know why I got 

a bad score, because I didn’t know what an integer was. The words, the translation 
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was what [made me get a bad score]. And I got placed in mathematics, math 45, 

and I was like “oh cool.” I didn’t know anything about 101, 100, I was “what is 

that?” For me it was English [that made some things hard for me]. And I remember 

that I enrolled [in math 45] and that we were going to learn to add. And I was like 

what! What is happening here. And I was there the whole semester. And I would 

finish all [the class assignments] in 20 minutes…And the next time I took [the 

placement assessment] they took away the math requirement [because I passed 

the pre-college level math sequence], they took away everything. It was like okay 

see, I do know. But it was simply the transitioning of having all of your education 

in Spanish to know everything is in English.  

In this excerpt, Mayra walks us through her experience of taking the math placement 

assessment when first enrolling at Frontera Community College. Even though Mayra had taken 

calculus at her private high school in Tijuana a few months before, she received a low score in 

her math placement assessment at Frontera Community College. She explains how the reason 

for her low score was due to the fact that she did not understand the word “integer” during the 

math assessment which was in English. Even as an almost fully fluent English speaker, a simple 

term such as “integer” which is translated to “numero entero” in Spanish placed Mayra, a 

student with calculus training, in math 45 otherwise known as elementary algebra. Building on 

the K-12 literature presented in the 2017 special issue of the Bilingual Research Journal 

(Fránquiz & Ortiz, 2017), I argue that language plays a critical role in the academic lives of 

Transfronterizo students. As demonstrated by Mayra, not understanding one word can cause 

one to be placed in the second lowest pre-college level math sequence even when having high 
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level math training. This has detrimental impacts on the academic success of students. If Mayra 

would not have returned to the assessment office to retake the placement exam and tested out 

of pre-college level math, she would have needed to take an additional two math courses 

before moving to college level math. This translates to an additional two semesters or one year 

of math courses. Additionally, being asked to take extra math courses that were not needed 

could have caused Mayra to feel that her previous knowledge of math was not valid and led to 

her pushout as demonstrated by the literature on the low completion rates of students in 

developmental education (Crisp & Delgado, 2014; Solórzano, Acevedo-Gil & Santos, 2013). 

Lastly, Mayra’s account also reflects the experiences of students with Transfronterizo 

sensibilities when navigating a new system of higher education with limited familiarity. Thus, 

being placed in math 45 after taking the assessment did not raise any concerns for Mayra until 

she found herself in the classroom learning basic skills such as adding. Nevertheless, Mayra 

persisted, and even used her spare time to assist other students during class, usually older 

women, who had been out of school and needed help with their math. In the end, Mayra 

attributes this entire hardship to transitioning from having her previous education take place 

entirely in Spanish to now adjusting to an English education.  

While students with a Transfronterizo sensibility often discuss barriers in adjusting to 

the English language, they also highlight some of the language strengths they bring to Frontera 

Community College. Amanda shares, 

Amanda: Si, si me preparó el Colegio Rosarito. La verdad es que me dieron las 

bases del inglés, siento que me prepararon para eso, para no llegar a [FCC] con 

clases de ESL. Si no que realmente ya tenía noción de escribir, de leer en inglés.  
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Tanya: ¿Entonces cuando llegaste aquí [a FCC] e hiciste el assesment no tuviste 

que tomar ESL? 

Amanda: No, llegué a English. En el assesment me dijo toma English 114. Y siempre 

me ha gustado el inglés… si hablo bien inglés y todo, pero no estoy muy contenta 

con mi inglés siento que lo tengo que perfeccionar…soy perfeccionista.  

--- 

Amanda: Yes, yes the Rosarito private school did prepare me. The truth is they 

provided me with the English foundation. I feel that they prepared me for this, to 

not get to [FCC] with ESL classes. I already had a notion of how to write, read in 

English.  

Tanya: So then when you got here to [FCC] and you took the assessment you didn’t 

have to take ESL? 

Amanda: No. I got to English. The assessment told me to take English 114. And I 

have always like English…I speak English well and everything but not I’m not very 

happy with my English, I feel that I have to improve it…I’m a perfectionist.  

Amanda explains how her high school preparation at a private school in Rosarito, Mexico 

provided her the tools to have an English language foundation. Having previous experience in 

reading and writing English allowed her to feel more confident when migrating to the United 

States for the second time and enrolling at Frontera Community College. She shares how after 

taking the English and reading placement assessment at Frontera Community College she 

tested out of any English as a Second Language (ESL) prerequisites and was placed in English 

114 or introduction to composition. As a student with a strong Transfronterizo sensibility, 
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Amanda serves as an exemplar of the diverse lived experiences of students, even those that are 

recent immigrants to the U.S. or cross the border from Tijuana to San Diego on a daily basis to 

attend school. Furthermore, Amanda similar to Mayra attended private schools throughout the 

majority of their K-12 while in Rosarito or Tijuana respectively. Attending a private school is a 

privilege that some Mexicans have the ability to do in order to learn English and better prepare 

for a future in the United States. Thus, the experiences of Amanda and Mayra challenge deficit 

ideologies that homogenize Latina/o/x students as unfit for education by highlighting their 

different tools carried in their internal toolkit including in math and English. Yet, language 

continues to be something that students with a Transfronterizo sensibility continue to work on.  

 Tijuana Sensibility. Similarly, Claudia, a student with a Tijuana sensibility supports the 

experiences of Mayra and Amanda. Claudia comments,  

Yo digo, que, si yo supiera inglés, [la escuela] se me hiciera súper fácil para mí 

porque yo miro personas que saben inglés, que saben leer y escribirlo y todo y 

dicen “oh está bien fácil.” Y yo les pido ayuda, y me ayudan, pero para ellos es 

como que bien fácil de captar todo. Yo digo que si yo estuviera en mi idioma todo 

estuviera bien fácil para mí.  

--- 

I think that if I knew English, [school] would be super easy for me because I look 

at people who know English, who can read and write and everything and they say 

“oh it's easy.” And I ask them for help, and they help me, but for them it's very 

easy to grasp everything. I think that if I were in my language, everything would 

be very easy for me. 



 

 197 

Claudia, a recent immigrant with a Tijuana sensibility discusses how she finds school difficult 

because of limited English proficiency. Unlike Mayra and Amanda, Claudia attended Tijuana’s 

public schools from K-12. While she did take one English class while in high school in Tijuana 

this was not enough to learn the English language. Shortly after migrating to San Diego at the 

age of 18, Claudia got a job and enrolled at the local adult school. She spent a little more than a 

year at the adult school taking English as Second Language classes. When she began to feel a 

little more confident with her English skills, she enrolled at Frontera Community College. Now 

at Frontera Community College, Claudia notices how much easier school is for people that can 

read and write English. She compares herself to the students with a strong English 

comprehension and discusses how if she had the same English skills she would be able to grasp 

the material presented in class better and school would be easier. Claudia’s reflection on how 

her status as an English learner impacts her education supports Mayra’s and Amanda’s 

experiences highlighting the difficulties attached to having to now partake in English language 

education system.  

 While there are language barriers attached for students with Tijuana or Transfronterizo 

sensibilities, Latina/o students also recognize how attending Frontera Community College can 

have some benefits due to the college’s proximity to the border. Karina explains how attending 

Frontera Community College made the transition to a United States system of education less 

difficult. Karina comments: 

Creo que [la escuela] se me ha facilitado por la cuestión esta de lo bilingüe. A la 

mejor si hubiera estado en un lugar donde es puro inglés, inglés, inglés, pues me 

hubiera dado mucho miedo y a la mejor ni me aviento...Ósea desde el momento 
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que fui a pedir ayuda [en los servicios de estudiantes en FCC], no sé si se me ve el 

nopal en la frente o qué, pero me hablan en español. Y ya me siento como que 

alivio no tengo que pensar como le voy a explicar que es lo que quiero. Y desde 

ahí yo creo que se me facilitaron mucho las cosas. Ya como que okay tranquila, así 

como tu hay muchos. Y ya cuando entras al salón y todos hablan inglés porque la 

maestra habla inglés y dices “chin” pero ya de repente vez que habla en el celular 

y es puro español y oh okay. Eso me ayudó mucho, entender que hay muchas 

personas como yo y que estamos en la misma situación. Medio hablo [inglés] 

medio no hablo [inglés], y vamos perfeccionando conforme vamos avanzando.  

--- 

I think that [school] has been manageable for me because it is bilingual. Maybe if 

I would have been in a place where is just English, English, English, I might have 

been very scared and maybe I wouldn’t have pushed myself to do it…I mean from 

the moment I went to ask for help [at the student services in FCC], I don’t know if 

they can see the “nopal en la frente26”or what but they speak to me in Spanish. 

And I feel relief that I don’t have to think how I am going to explain what it is that 

I need. And from there I think that things have been made more manageable for 

me. It is like okay, relax, there are many people like you. And then when you enter 

the classroom and everyone is speaking English because the teacher speaks 

                                                
26 The saying “nopal en la frente” is a common cultural expression used in the Mexican 
community to identity Mexicans or self-identify as Mexican. This expression is often attached to 
a darker phenotype or other physical traits that are often recognized, even when wrongfully 
rooted in stereotypes, as being of Mexican descent.  
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English but then you see that when she is on her cell phone she speaks only 

Spanish and then it is like oh okay. That helped me a lot, to understand that there 

are lots of people like me and that we are in the same situation. I half speak 

[English], I half don’t speak [English], and we continue to improve as we move 

forward.  

In this quote, Karina shares how she enjoys that many of the people that work at Frontera 

Community College are bilingual, meaning they speak English and Spanish. As a Spanish speaker 

who is a recent immigrant, Karina explains how having the school situated physically close to 

the international Tijuana-San Diego border provided her with the motivation to attend Frontera 

Community College. In her excerpt, Karina references how maybe if the school was located in a 

different city where they predominantly spoke English she might have experienced fear and not 

enrolled in school. Karina points to how when she first attended student services at Frontera 

Community College to ask for assistance, she was helped by a Spanish speaker which allowed 

her to better communicate her needs and to feel relieved. This experience was pivotal for 

Karina who explains how moments like these make her feel like she is not alone.  

Whether in the classroom or when seeking student services, Karina appreciates that 

there are faculty, staff, and administrators that can communicate with her in Spanish when 

needed. Additionally, this also signals to Karina that there are others at Frontera Community 

College that also share similar experiences. Karina’s passage underscores how Frontera 

Community College provides students with a Tijuana sensibility the opportunity to feel 

welcomed when assisted by staff and administrators in Spanish, especially during their 

enrollment process and first introduction to campus.  
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The section on the everyday language experiences highlighted how not understanding 

one English word in the placement exam can have detrimental effects in the course sequence 

assigned to students as demonstrated by Mayra – a barrier in her education. Yet, Mayra and 

Amanda also demonstrated how students with Transfronterizo sensibilities bring a lot of 

academic strengths with them in different subjects such as math and English. Additionally, 

when considering students with a Tijuana sensibility, Claudia exemplified the barriers she 

experienced when in the classroom due to her limited English proficiency. On the opposite end, 

Karina, another student with a Tijuana sensibility discussed the benefits of attending Frontera 

Community College such as having access to more personnel that is bilingual and is able to help 

her when seeking services in Spanish, making her feel more at home. Moreover, Karina 

appreciates seeing that faculty, although they teach in English, still have an awareness of the 

Spanish language. Building on how this experience helped enroll and retain Karina, Frontera 

Community College has the ability to provide students with a Tijuana or Transfronterizo 

sensibility the opportunity to succeed by acknowledging the important role of incorporating 

culturally responsive language policies and practices grounded in the surrounding communities’ 

realities. Next, I share the everyday classroom encounters shared by students as part of their 

everyday experiences at Frontera Community College.  

Everyday Classroom Experiences: Hardships 

 As community college students, the collaborators of this study spent a large amount of 

their time in class when at Frontera Community College. Thus, the days of students are filled 

with classroom experiences that served as barriers or opportunities in their academic success. 
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This section on the everyday classroom experiences starts with the hardships faced by los 

atravesados fronteristas. 

 Transfronterizo Sensibility. To begin, I highlight the experience of Mayra, a student with a 

strong Transfronterizo sensibility.  

Mayra:  Cuando me mandan a inspección [secundaria en la línea], porque si me ha 

pasado que a veces te vas media hora en la fila que a gusto y luego inspección 

[secundaria] una hora. Me acuerdo que una vez tenía un examen de francés, era 

mi final del semestre pasado. Llegué bien tarde [a clase] como media hora tarde 

por la fila.  

Tanya: ¿Y cómo reciben eso los maestros, les dices o no? 

Mayra: Si les dices y se quedan como que “hmm” pero ósea a fin de cuentas es tu 

culpa. Que les voy a decir, “el oficial [de la línea] no me dejaba irme.” Y le digo, 

pero ósea se supone que tu responsabilidad es prever, así yo lo veo a lo mejor es 

injusto. A veces si pienso que es injusto pero tu responsabilidad es llegar a clase 

no importa si se te poncho el carro, si te dio algo, tuviste que hacer algo, tú tienes 

que prever tu situación. A veces me gustaría que hubiera más consideración para 

ese tipo de cosas, pero ósea si entiendo ese punto de vista [de la facultad]. De que 

tu como estudiante responsable tienes que poder pensar en todo eso, pero 

también no se me hace justo que a veces llego una hora antes porque no había 

cola [en la línea] o algo así y alguien que vive a tres minutos [de FCC] llega 

tarde…Parezco un meme pero the struggle is real.  

--- 
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Mayra: When I get sent to [secondary] inspection at the [border], because it has 

happened to me that sometimes you only wait half an hour at the border very 

relaxed and then you go to [secondary] inspection for an hour. I remember one 

time I had a French exam, it was my final for last semester. I got to [class] really 

late, like half an hour late because of the border.  

Tanya: And how do the faculty receive that, do you tell them? 

Mayra: Yes, you tell them but they are like “hmm” but at the end of the day it’s 

your fault. What am I going to tell them, “the officer [at the border] didn’t want 

to let me go.” And I tell them but it’s supposed to be your responsibility to prevent 

situations like this, that’s how I see it maybe it’s unjust. Sometimes I do think that 

it’s unjust but your responsibility is to get to class regardless if you get a flat tire, 

if you got sick, had to do something, you have to foresee the situation. Sometimes 

I would like for there to be more consideration for those type of things but I do 

understand the faculty’s point of view. Like that you as a responsible student have 

to be able to think about all those things but I also don’t think is fair that 

sometimes I get there one hour early because there was no wait time [at the 

border] or something like that and that someone that lives three minutes away 

[from FCC] gets there late…I feel like a meme27 but the struggle is real.   

                                                
27 A meme is an image with words attached to it that is commonly used in different social 
media platforms and has become a part of popular culture in the U.S. and other countries. 
Memes can represent satire, real life experiences, and contemporary issues in different 
communities.   
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In this anecdote, Mayra explains how her commute to school which consists of crossing the 

international border from Tijuana to San Diego every morning has established some barriers in 

her education, particularly in the classroom. While it is not every day that people crossing the 

border get sent to an additional level of border inspection, on this occasion Mayra was sent to 

secondary inspection. For those not familiar with this process, secondary inspection happens 

after the first inspection border entry point that everyone goes through to enter the United 

States. When someone is sent to secondary inspection by the border patrol agent at the first 

inspection point that usually means that the border crosser will endure a more thorough 

investigation meaning that they will have to wait an additional thirty minutes to a few hours for 

this process to conclude. In Mayra’s case, having to go to secondary inspection caused her to be 

30 minutes late for her French final. Because of the importance of the final for Mayra, she 

decided to share the incident that occurred at the border with her professor to which the 

professor responded with indifference. As reflected in the quote, Mayra struggles to formulate 

her thoughts on whether or not this experience is justifiable because of her strong student 

ethic. Hence, Mayra believes that while students need to be responsible for getting to class on 

time sometimes she thinks that being treated the same as the students that only live a few 

minutes from campus is unjust. To follow up on the conversation about the unpredictable 

hardships attached to situations that can occur when crossing the border like getting sent to 

secondary inspection, I ask Mayra if she is open to sharing with others that she lives in Tijuana. 

Mayra responds,  

No lo ando gritando a mis profesores de que a “sí, [soy de Tijuana].” Solamente a 

la de francés si le dije que vivía en Tijuana y todo eso y nomas se quedó como que 
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“okay.” Pero aun así me puso la B porque la neta la cague en el examen, llegué 

tarde. Pero no lo ando diciendo acá a los 4 vientos, no más a la gente que confío. 

A [mi profesor] por ejemplo del periódico el sí sabe…tiene que saber [porque soy 

editora del periódico] pero no lo ando divulgando.  

--- 

I don’t go around yelling to my professors that “yes, [I am from Tijuana].” I only 

told my French professor that I lived in Tijuana and all of that and she was just like 

“okay.” But even then she still gave me a B because to be honest I did mess up in 

the exam, I got there late. But I don’t go around saying it to the four winds, only 

to people I trust. To [my professor] for example for the newspaper, he knows…he 

has to know [because I am a newspaper editor] but I don’t divulge that 

information.  

Mayra explains the stigma and fear attached to others knowing that you live in Tijuana and 

attend Frontera Community College. This fear is common among many of the students that 

have a Transfronterizo sensibility. As Mayra comments, this is not something to be shared with 

others and if necessary only with people that are trustworthy. In reflecting on her experience of 

sharing her transborder student status with her French professor, Mayra shares how the 

professor did not make any accommodations given the unpredictability of her situation. 

Instead, even though Mayra excels in all her classes and has a close to 4.0 GPA, she received a B 

in French class due to not having sufficient time to finish the final. Highlighting this experience 

is important when considering how having a Transfronterizo sensibility impacts the way 

students experience education differently from their peers. It is important to be critical of the 
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messages sent by the professor given the lack of accommodations including providing Mayra 

with additional time to finish her final due to the unpredictable situation that made her late. 

The faculty’s response does not create a campus climate that is welcoming of Mayra’s 

Transfronterizo sensibility and further punishes Mayra via her grade hurting her potential 

academic success.  

Tijuana Sensibility. Next, in the quote below Claudia describes some of the barriers she 

experiences in the classroom after I asked her to share a memorable experience, either positive 

or negative, that she has had while at Frontera Community College. Claudia shares: 

Mi clase de inglés yo pienso que no eh aprendido nada de las clases y pienso que 

me va a perjudicar en mi escritura porque es ingles 71 y es para escribir essays…Yo 

que pienso que, si me va a afectar, sí me está afectando. Lo que pasa es que el 

profesor no revisa las tareas. Es de los yo que creo que hasta el final del 

semestre…Y después nos deja tarea como en blackboard como publicarlas, pero 

en ninguna tengo grados. Y el otro día le pregunte que si me iba a calificar las 

tareas porque ya faltan dos semanas para que se acabe [el semestre]. Y me dijo, 

“oh no te preocupes”. Me dio a entender como que él tenía muchos estudiantes 

y con ver que publicaron la tarea a tiempo con eso va a calificar. Como a mí me ve 

que estoy todo el tiempo en la escuela, estoy todo el tiempo en su clase [entonces] 

estoy bien. “Tú no tienes que preocuparte,” me dice, “tu estas entregando los 

trabajos a tiempo, tu siempre estás en clase. No sé porque te preocupa que te 

ponga los grados.” Como yo creo que va a calificar eso que todo el tiempo te ve 

[en clase] o que todo el tiempo sube las tareas a tiempo. Digo, pero de todas 
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formas me preocupo porque ni llego a la F [en clase] con una calificación de un 

ensayo que me ponga [mal]. Y si voy a aparecer con eso, [una F] pues estoy 

perdiendo mi tiempo ahí.  

--- 

I think that in my English class I have not learned anything from class and I think 

that it will harm my writing because it is English 71 and that is for writing essays…I 

think that it is going to affect me, it is affecting me. What happens is that the 

professor does not check the homework. I think he’s one of those that waits until 

the end of the semester…And he gives us homework to upload to blackboard but 

I don’t have grades for any of them. And the other day I asked him if he was going 

to grade the homework because there’s only two weeks of school before the 

semester ends. And he said, “oh, don’t worry about it.” Essentially, he said to me 

that he has a lot of students and that as long as students turn in their homework 

on time, that is how he grades. Since he sees that I’m on campus all the time, that 

I’m in his class [then] I’m good. “You don’t have to worry,” he says to me, “you’re 

turning in your assignments on time, you’re always in class. I don’t know why you 

worry about having your grades.” I think he’s going to grade by if he sees you [in 

class] or if you always upload the homework on time. But I still get worried 

because I won’t even be able to get an F [or pass the class] if I get a [bad] grade in 

one of the assigned essays. And if I’m going to get that grade, [an F] well then I’m 

wasting my time here.  
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As a recent immigrant who is still learning English, Claudia’s classroom experiences are very 

important to her academic success. Claudia begins her account by underscoring how the English 

71 class is harming her English writing skills, something that is affecting her and will continue to 

if she is not taught the necessary writing skills in this course. She points to the fact that the 

professor does not grade any of the homework assignments that students turn in. Concerned 

by this, Claudia asked the professor if he would be grading the assignments before the 

semester ends. The English 71 professor responded by letting her know that she attends class 

and turns in her assignments on time so that she has nothing to worry about. Nevertheless, 

Claudia as a student with a Tijuana sensibility that is in the process of learning to read, write, 

and speak English worries about her performance in the assignments and how this can impact 

her final grade. Claudia concludes by saying how without having any grades on the assignments 

she does not know if she can potentially fail the class making her feel that she is wasting her 

time.  

San Diego Sensibility. Claudia’s experience is not an isolated event but is also reflected 

in Izquixochitl’s experience who shares:  

Izquixochitl: I really kind of miss doing homework and like turning it in and getting 

a grade or like getting feedback. 

Tanya: Does that not happen very often?  

Izquixochitl: [Yes], I get no feedback. I kind of miss getting feedback. In [another 

community college I used to attend], in our prerequisite classes we would have 

kind of like conferences with the teacher. And the [teachers] would tell you like, 

“this is what you're doing or, and this is what you could do to improve or like 
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you're doing fine.”…Yeah, just feedback for students and I know like they have 

office hours but sometimes like they can't, like students can't make office hours. 

As student with a strong San Diego sensibility, Izquixochitl similar to Claudia still finds it 

important to have her assignments graded and to receive feedback from her professors. She 

shares how when attending a different community college, she would have one-on-one 

conferences with her professors to go over her assignments and discuss how she can improve 

in that class. Having the opportunity to have a dedicated time with one’s professor to go over 

your class performance is a great moment for students to learn about their grade and receive 

feedback on how to continue to improve. A practice like this can really change the perception 

of professors to one filled with a culture of care and dedication to their students. Lastly, 

Izquixochitl acknowledges how professors do hold office hours, where maybe some of her 

concerns could be addressed, but discusses how sometimes busy schedules do not align with 

those of the professors’ office hours.  

 In the three student experiences, students felt that there was more that the professors 

could do to meet students where they are at and help them succeed academically. For Mayra, 

her sensibility as a Transfronterizo student pushed her to question if professors should be more 

understanding of her experience given the uncertainties that can arise when crossing the 

border en route to campus. In the case of Claudia, a student with a strong Tijuana sensibility, 

she is in need of receiving more guidance as far as how she is doing in the class. As a student 

who is in the process of learning English, she finds its important for her assignments and 

homework to be graded. The experiences of Izquixochitl as a student with a San Diego 

sensibility also reflect a desire for more feedback from professors in order to continue 
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improving her education. These experiences serve as examples of how all atravesados 

fronteristas regardless of their specific spatially situated sensibilities are invested in their 

education and seek more commitment from their professors. This finding provides faculty with 

suggestions driven by the students’ experiences on the barriers they face when in the 

classroom. The suggestions can be transformed into policies and practices that can respond to 

the needs of Latina/o students with a Tijuana, San Diego, and Transfronterizo sensibility. 

Furthermore, this section of the chapter highlights how even though there are nuances in the 

experiences of students across sensibilities there are also points of convergence such as a 

desire to receive grades in assignments, feedback, and the opportunity to discuss at length how 

the student can improve in class. While I discuss the classroom barriers for students, I also 

consider the opportunities provided to students at Frontera Community College to continue 

their engagement in class and their educational success.  

Everyday Classroom Experiences: Benefits 

This subsection of the findings on the everyday practices found in the classroom for los 

fronteristas atravesados underscores the classroom practices led by faculty that students find 

beneficial. It is important to highlight the moments where faculty engage in practices and 

pedagogies that center the students’ lived experiences and account for their different 

sensibilities providing students the opportunity to succeed.  

Tijuana Sensibility. Gabriela, a student with a Tijuana sensibility shares her experience 

in the classroom with her English and Reading professor Dra. Herrera, she states: 

La Dra. Herrera es muy comprometida, she’s like so committed to her job. Y eso si 

me gusta porque si está haciendo algo por su comunidad, por sus estudiantes. Si 
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se ve que le gusta este ambiente de los estudiantes…Y hasta eso también bien 

accesible con los materiales, nos dice, “que no tienen dinero, no pueden comprar 

el libro, yo lo tengo [y te lo puedo prestar] pero háganme el trabajo” … Si siento 

que estoy aprendiendo y estoy mejorando en el inglés…pero creo que es la única 

maestra que me ha ayudado.  

--- 

Dra. Herrera is very committed, she’s like so committed to her job. And I like that 

because she’s doing something for her community, for her students. You can tell 

she enjoys this environment with the students…And she’s also very accessible with 

the class materials, she says, “if you don’t have money, if you can’t buy the book, 

I have [the book for your to borrow] but do the work”…I feel that I am learning 

and that I’m improving my English…but I think that she’s the only teacher that has 

helped me.  

Gabriela shares how she enjoys her English and Reading class that she takes with Dra. Herrera. 

She particularly points to how the professor’s commitment to her job is also improving the 

Latina/o/x community and the students at Frontera Community College. Gabriela shares how 

Dra. Herrera makes the class material such as books accessible to those students that cannot 

afford it as long as they do the work. More importantly, Gabriela feels that she is learning and 

improving her English. It is important to mention that Gabriela, an 18-year-old, emigrated to 

San Diego from Tijuana at the age of nine but continues to work on improving her English. The 

quote concludes with Gabriela’s acknowledgement that she thinks that Dra. Herrera is the only 

professor that has made a difference in her education and has helped her improve as a student. 
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Gabriela goes on to state how Dra. Herrera’s classroom practices of asking students to share 

where they come from, how they identify, and what things they are hoping to work on sparked 

her interest and pushed her to participate in class. Gabriela expands: 

Y desde ahí es como que eh empezado a participar como no tiene idea. [Antes] yo 

era así de que a veces tengo la respuesta, pero por pena y por no saber hablar es 

como “umm yo tenía [la respuesta].” Y yo puro diez, puro diez, pero pues la 

maestra ni en cuenta y que como que pues así de que sirve. Y ya que eh participado 

más en la clase si, si ya me siento más a gusto. Y aparte porque pues ahí somos 

Latinos, tenemos nuestras fallas ahí en el inglés y es como que, ah pues se dice así 

o cosas así. Hasta eso nadie se discrimina es como que la maestra puso sus reglas 

desde el principio aquí nadie se burla de nadie y así.  

--- 

And from there I began to participate like you have no idea. [Before] sometimes I 

would have the answer but because I would get embarrassed and because I didn’t 

know how to participate “it’s like umm I knew the answer.” I would get A’s, all A’s, 

but the teacher did not know and that doesn’t help anyone. And now that I have 

been participating more in class, I feel more comfortable. And then also because 

there we are all Latinos, we have our flaws in English and it’s like, well you say it 

like this or things like that. Nobody in class discriminates one another, it’s like the 

teacher set up her rules from the beginning of here no one makes fun of anyone 

and things like that.  
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In the quote above, Gabriela discusses how before Dra. Herrera’s class she did not participate in 

her classes. She explains how even when she would know the answer to a question posed by 

the professor, she would not participate due to feeling embarrassed. Gabriela attributes her 

newfound participation to the classroom practices of Dra. Herrera’s attentiveness to getting to 

know her students. This pedagogical practice allowed Gabriela to feel more comfortable and 

participate more. Additionally, the rules grounded in respect for one another set up by Dra. 

Herrera helped create a community of support among the students that Gabriela appreciates. 

This practice of creating a community of learners is further sustained by Claudia, a student with 

a Tijuana sensibility who also has Dra. Herrera for a different reading class. Claudia states:  

Cuando recién entramos [a la clase] nos dio un borrador. Y dijo que ese borrador 

significaba que tu podías cometer errores, y que no te importara porque tú los 

podías borrar y hacerlo mejor otra vez. Y dice “ustedes no se preocupen por 

cometer errores aquí están para aprender, y aquí estoy yo para ayudarles. Y que 

esos errores ya no los vuelvan a cometer. O si los cometen no te preocupes tu 

cada día trabaja en eso y lo vas a poder lograr.” Pero son así cosas como que un 

borrador, para que quieres un borrador, obviamente sirve para borrar porque 

todo el mundo se equivoca. Todo el mundo va a cometer errores, pero lo puedes 

borrar y hacerlo de nuevo y bien.  

--- 

When we first started [class], she gave us an eraser. And she said that the eraser 

meant that you could make mistakes, and that you should not worry because you 

could erase them and do it better again. And she says, "you do not worry about 
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making mistakes, you are here to learn, and here I am to help you. And then you 

won’t make those mistakes again. Or if you make mistakes, do not worry, work on 

that every day and you will be able to achieve it." But that’s how things are like an 

eraser. Why would you want an eraser? Obviously it helps to erase because 

everyone in the world makes mistakes. Everyone is going to make mistakes but 

you can erase them and do it again and better. 

Claudia, a student with a Tijuana sensibility shares a lesson that Dra. Herrera gave her students 

at the beginning of the course. In giving each student an eraser, Dra. Herrera discussed how the 

erasers provided students the ability to make mistakes, learn from those mistakes, and 

improve. This message shared by Dra. Herrera provides students with a different perspective 

that humanizes them as learners who will on occasion make mistakes. Beginning the semester 

with such a positive powerful message can provide students with the opportunity to further 

engage in their work even when facing difficulties with the class material.  

 San Diego Sensibility. Victoria, a student with a San Diego sensibility emphasizes the 

important role of professors when working with community college students. Victoria 

comments, 

I really believe that the professors that I had, some of the professors that I had 

really made a difference here. A lot of them were very inspirational and 

motivational and a lot of them really encouraged me to continue on. So honestly, 

the professors that I had really, really made a difference, which is why I so strongly 

believe that we need to provide professors who have [made a difference with 
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more] resources…I've had more good professors than bad ones here at [Frontera 

Community College]. 

Victoria’s quote focuses on the critical function of faculty. She states how many of the 

professors at Frontera Community College have made a difference by providing inspiration and 

motivation to continue with her studies. Victoria stresses how she has had more “good 

professors than bad ones” at FCC, making this a great opportunity for students to receive a 

quality education from faculty that are dedicated to their students. Victoria does recognize that 

faculty need more resources and she especially argues for providing more tools to the faculty 

that are making a difference in students’ lives.  

Conclusion on Language and Classroom Everyday Experiences 

 The account by Victoria supports the experiences of Gabriela and Claudia that discuss the 

power of committed faculty. As made visible in these three accounts, irrespective of the 

student’s sensibility, los atravesados fronteristas are eager to have faculty that are dedicated to 

building a classroom environment that is safe, nurturing, and provides students with high 

expectations and support to succeed. Faculty that are committed to the success of students can 

have far reaching impacts on the lives and future educational trajectories of their Latina/o/x 

students. Students can feel validated, engage in class participation, be inspired, take risks that 

can lead to more learning and continue with their education. The findings on the everyday 

classroom experiences of Latina/o students challenge faculty to build on the pedagogical 

practices of their colleagues that are leading by example and leaving powerful imprints on the 

lives of students.    
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Chapter Conclusion 

 The goal of this chapter on the community college experiences of Latina/o students at 

Frontera Community College was twofold: 1) to highlight the spatially situated sensibilities of 

Latina/o students with a Tijuana, San Diego, or Transfronterizo sensibility, and 2) to discuss the 

barriers and opportunities faced by los atravesados fronteristas when attending community 

college. In understanding how the geographic spaces that Latina/o/x students have lived in or 

continue to live in shape the knowledges, perceptiveness, and sensibilities of students we can 

better explore the relationship of their spatially situated knowledges to their educational 

experiences. How students experience the world and the embodied knowledges that they carry 

allows them to build an internal toolkit that impacts their entry experiences to community 

college as well their everyday experiences once enrolled in Frontera Community College. Thus, 

for example a student with a Tijuana sensibility experiences the first week of school differently 

than a student with a San Diego or Transfronterizo sensibility. Establishing this distinction 

provides institutional agents the ability to avoid homogenizing practices that attempt to 

provide a one-size-fits all solution and instead provide students with appropriate resolutions to 

their particular needs. Creating distinctions among the educational experiences according to 

the different lived realities of students should not be confused as an effort to create binaries, as 

there are still points of convergence among the different sensibilities, but should be 

acknowledged as a way of recognizing, validating, and supporting the way that students live, 

navigate, and survive the borders found in Tijuana-San Diego and Frontera Community College.  

Moreover, in unearthing the barriers and opportunities faced by los atravesados fronteristas 

when first entering community college, during their commute to campus, the role of language 
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in their everyday experience, and the classroom practices and pedagogies, we can highlight 

areas that need improvement and use the current opportunities expressed by students as 

foundations to the practices and policies that still need to be established. When using the 

anecdotes shared by students as case studies reflective of the barriers and opportunities found 

at Frontera Community College, we can initiate an institutional level conversation based on the 

students’ experience that aims to reimagine a campus climate and culture that is receptive and 

inclusive to the different sensibilities embodied by los atravesados fronteristas. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

REIMAGINING A BORDER CAMPUS: REVIEW OF STUDY, RECOMMENDATIONS, A 

FRONTERISTA RECEPTIVE CAMPUS CULTURE, AND IMPLICATIONS 

The objective of this chapter is to provide a review of the dissertation study, forefront 

the recommendations shared by the students, introduce a Fronterista Receptive Campus 

Culture, and discuss the implications. I begin by revisiting the study’s guiding research 

questions, theory, methodology, methods, and collaborators. I also provide a brief summary of 

the findings shared in Chapter Six, Chapter Seven, and Chapter Eight. Following the tradition 

established throughout this dissertation, I then highlight the recommendations provided by the 

ten student collaborators when considering a Frontera Community College that can better 

meet their needs as atravesados fronteristas living in the Tijuana-San Diego community. Next, I 

introduce a community college model born from the data and findings named Fronterista 

Receptive Campus Culture. I conclude Chapter Nine with implications focused on theory, 

research, practice, and policy.       

Review of Dissertation Study 

 This qualitative study aimed to explore the identities and educational experiences of 

Latina/o/x community college students in the Tijuana-San Diego border region. In order to meet 

this goal two research questions were established: 1) How do Latina/o/x students make sense 

of self, their identities, and subjectivities when navigating multiple real and symbolic borders?; 

and 2) What are the educational barriers and opportunities of Latina/o/x students when 

navigating Frontera Community College—a campus situated in the Tijuana-San Diego 

borderlands? Using the theoretical foundations provided by Borderlands, Critical Geography, 
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Critical Race Theory, and Latina/o Critical Theory, I was able to provide an intersectional 

analysis that foregrounds Chicana/Latina feminist borderlands epistemology, the fundamental 

function of space and geography, and race and racism with other forms of oppression in the 

lives and educational experiences of Latina/o/x students in border regions. Drawing from my 

own cultural intuition as a Mexicana first-generation immigrant and college student from the 

Tijuana-San Diego borderlands that has lived in both regions and has also been a 

transfronteriza, I intimately understand some of the experiences presented in this study 

(Delgado Bernal, 1998). In other words, the methodology is informed by my own theories in the 

flesh (Moraga & Anzaldúa, 1983) as I construct nuevas teorias that expand the limited literature 

on the identities and educational experiences of Latina/o/x community college students in the 

U.S.-Mexico border (Anzaldúa, 1987; Cervantes-Soon, 2014).  

In aligning with this Chicana/Latina feminist approach, the study incorporated the data 

collection technique of pláticas with a total of ten Latina/o community college students from 

Frontera Community College (Fierros & Delgado Bernal, 2016). The pláticas were in Spanish, 

English, or a combination of both, audio recorded, took place in different locations from on-

campus to off-campus, and lasted an average of two hours. The ten Latina/o student 

collaborators largely identified as female, ranged in age from 18-28, had different immigration 

statutes and language preferences (see Table 4). Throughout the study, the Latina/o students 

are referred to as the atravesados fronteristas to account for their existence as individuals 

living, navigating, and surviving the U.S.-Mexico borderlands and their education during a 

sociopolitical time filled with anti-immigrant discourse and policies, a racist nativist Latina/o/x 
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rhetoric, and heightened border enforcement. Next, I provide a summary of Chapter Six which 

was dedicated to the theoretical finding born from this dissertation, las enseñanzas de la linea.    

Table 4.  

Student Collaborators  

 

Summary of Chapter Six: Las Enseñanzas de la Linea 

 Chapter Six focused on the explanatory theoretical framework of las enseñanzas de la 

linea or a pedagogy of the border. Developed from the experiences shared by the student 

collaborators of this dissertation, las enseñanzas de la linea argue that space and geography 

together with the contemporary sociopolitical discourse targeting Latina/o/x communities help 

shape the lives of those that live in border regions. More specifically, this guiding framework 

helps us understand how living in the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands impacts the identities and 

everyday academic experiences of Latina/o/x community college students. While the space we 

live, navigate, and survive shapes our identity and educational experiences, it also influences 

the pedagogies that we carry on our bodies. Thus, the student collaborators all embody 

Name Ethnicity Age Gender Preferred 
Language 

Immigration 
Status 

Residency 1st Gen 
College 

Time 
FCC 

Career Goals 

Esperanza Mexican 
American 

20 Female English & 
Spanish 

U.S. Citizen SD Yes <1 yr Health social worker/Women’s 
advocate 

Karina Latina 28 Female Spanish U.S. Resident SD Yes <1 yr Child development teacher/Nurse 

Claudia Mexicana 21 Female Spanish U.S. Resident SD Yes <1 yr Child development teacher  

Izquixochitl Mexican/Chicana 21 Female English U.S. Citizen SD Yes 1 yr Journalist/Broadcaster/Professor/Healer 

Gabriela Mexican 18 Female Spanish U.S. Citizen SD Yes 1 yr Journalist/Radio Personality 

Jenerai Mexican/Latino/ 
Chicano 

21 Male English & 
Spanish 

U.S. Citizen SD No 3 yrs Politician/JD 

Mayra Latina/Mexican 21 Female English & 
Spanish 

U.S. Citizen Tijuana Yes 3 yrs Food writer at Bon Appetit Magazine 

Albert Hispanic/Mexican 24 Male  English U.S. Citizen SD Yes >3 
yrs 

High school teacher/College professor 

Victoria Latina 26 Female English U.S. Citizen SD Yes >3yrs Public service/Education/JD/PhD 

Amanda Hispana 24 Female Spanish U.S. Citizen Tijuana Yes >3yrs Marine Biologist/PhD/Researcher 
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knowledges that are tied directly to the space/s that they live in and traverse as part of their 

everyday life.   

Summary of Chapter Seven: Racialized Geographic Identities  

 Chapter Seven was dedicated to the exploration of space and the political discourse on 

the sense of self, identities, and subjectivities of Latina/o/x students. Guided by las enseñanzas 

de la linea, this chapter discussed how space informs the formation of racialized geographic 

identities for Latina/o/x students in the borderlands. The data pointed to how identities are 

formed at two different levels: individual and group (see Figure 5). When considering the 

individual identities of students, the atravesados fronteristas experienced tensions in their 

racial and ethnic sense of self as well as engaged in a performativity alongside a paisa to gringa 

spectrum that allowed for their navigation and survival of hostile spaces. When considering the 

group identities, Latina/o students at Frontera Community College recognized the opposing 

realities found in the large heterogenous group of Latinas/os at this institution. Yet, the 

atravesados fronteristas also acknowledged how even with the differences stemming from the 

diverse lived realities of students, there is still a sense of collective unity among the Latina/o 

students at this campus. Thus, the findings in this chapter underscored the relationship 

between space and the political discourse in shaping the identities of Latinas/os living, 

navigating, and surviving spaces filled with anti-Latina/o/x rhetoric.  
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Figure 5. Individual and Group Identities of Latina/o Students 

 

Summary of Chapter Eight: Educational Experiences and Spatial Sensibilities 

 The goal of Chapter Eight was to explore the educational experiences of los atravesados 

fronteristas attending Frontera Community College. To meet this goal, the chapter first 

addressed the spatially situated knowledges of Latina/o/x students by highlighting the Tijuana, 

San Diego, and Transfronterizo sensibilities of students (see Figure 6). By honoring the diverse 

experiences of Latina/o/x students in the borderlands, this chapter challenges homogenizing 

understandings of Latina/o/x students in community colleges. Moreover, it honors the role of 

space and geography in developing the particular pedagogies, perceptiveness, and sensibilities 

carried by students which shape how students understand the institutions they navigate and 

the people they interact with. It is these same three sensibilities identified in the data from the 

atravesados fronteristas that shape the educational barriers and opportunities faced by the 
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Latina/o/x students when attending Frontera Community College. The barriers and 

opportunities addressed in Chapter Eight identify the sensibilities discussed by students and 

focused on the entry pathways and everyday experiences in Frontera Community College (see 

Figure 7). When considering the entry pathways, the data discussed the importance of the 

students’ first days on campus as well as the extensive commutes to Frontera Community 

College faced by students on a daily basis. For the findings on the everyday experiences of 

students, the data pointed to the important role of language for students and classroom 

practices. The findings presented in this chapter provide nuanced understandings of the diverse 

experiences of Latina/o students according to their sensibilities pushing institutional agents to 

create a culture of care that validates and supports the lived realities of students, dismantles 

the barriers expressed by students, and supports the educational goals of their student body.  

Figure 6. Spatial Sensibilities  
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Figure 7. Educational Experiences of los Atravesados Fronteristas 

 

 

Student Recommendations 

 This section is dedicated to highlighting the voices of the ten Latina/o student 

collaborators by sharing the recommendations they provided during the pláticas to improve 

their experiences at Frontera Community College. The first set of recommendations focus on 

the practices of faculty in order to make for a better classroom environment for students. The 

second set of recommendations shared in this section discuss institutional level suggestions in 

the forms of hiring practices, transportation, as well as campus level assessment. 

Faculty: Pedagogy and a Culture of Care 

 One of the most prominent concerns raised by students involved their time in the 

classroom. When asked for recommendations, Latina/o students quickly pointed to the 

pedagogical practices of faculty. To emphasize, Izquixochitl shares:  

I feel like more interaction with students during class instead of just lecture, 

lecture, lecture. I don't learn [with just lectures]. If you want us to learn something 

Entry to FCC

•First Days

•Commute 

Everyday Experiences

•Language 

•Classroom 



 

 224 

maybe you know, discuss it. Even in sciences, like there's always room for 

discussion. I feel like with discussion you'll get more questions out of students who 

don't understand things. Rather than this is this and that. [When professors ask], 

“do you have any questions?” Like, well obviously if you don't understand then 

how can we ask about it? I sometimes would go to office hours and I would say I 

didn't get lecture. [And the professors would ask], “well what didn't you get about 

it?” 

As Izquixochitl finishes stating some of her feedback for Frontera Community College we both 

laugh about the authenticity of her comment on the difficulty of asking questions about a topic 

you do not comprehend. In the quote above, Izquixochitl underscores the importance of using 

different pedagogical techniques when teaching. She describes how for her lectures are not 

conducive to her learning and instead prefers more in-class discussion. Izquixochitl believes that 

by engaging in a discussion, it would allow students to comprehend the material better and ask 

more questions. Here, the teaching practices employed by the faculty referenced by 

Izquixochitl reflect the banking method of education in which students are viewed as 

receptacles for educators to impart knowledge, which Freire (2017) argues is not suited for 

engaged learning. Instead Freire (2017) discusses the importance of dialogue and discussion 

between students and educators as a foundation to critical pedagogy. In addition to 

pedagogical practices, the Latina/o students also discussed the importance of the relationships 

with faculty. Gabriela shares: 

Maestros, directores. Yo creo que deberían de decirles que sean más, que tengan 

esa relación con los estudiantes porque si ayuda, si les ayuda. Yo sinceramente sí 
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creo que si ayuda [a los estudiantes]. Y las únicas clases que yo me acuerdo que 

son memorables, como me preguntaste, simplemente son los maestros porque 

esos maestros si se meten como con los estudiantes. Si, los estudiantes notamos 

cuando ósea si les gusta [su trabajo] como la Dra. Herrera es un ejemplo, el mejor 

ejemplo como lo mejor…. Yo me puse a pensar en eso, como ojalá me hubiera 

tocado un maestro así en mis otras escuelas como en la secundaria o en la prepa. 

--- 

Teachers, principals. I think that they should tell them to be more, to have that 

relationship with students because it helps, it does help. I sincerely believe that it 

does help [students]. And the only classes that I remember that are memorable, 

like you asked me, are simply because of the teachers because those teachers do 

get involved with students. Yes, the students notice when they like their job like 

Dra. Herrera is an example, the best example like the best…I was thinking about 

this the other day, like I wish I had a teacher like this one in my other schools like 

in middle school or high school.   

In her quote, Gabriela points to the importance of faculty-student relationships. She explicitly 

shares how the classes that have been memorable have been because the faculty tried to build 

a relationship with students. The relationships reflect a culture of care from faculty that 

communicates the faculty’s dedication to their job and commitment to the success of students. 

Because students often brought up the importance of faculty in their educational experiences, 

next I highlight a recommendation from Victoria. She states: 
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Personalization. I think that the professors that actually made an effort to get to 

know the students and share their experiences, and most of us are looking for 

some motivation, and they really motivated me to continue on. A lot of the 

[professors] were very, not only were they personable, but they were very real, 

very genuine and authentic. So they didn't have this elitist mindset. They just, they 

were very genuine, like they kept it real. And I think we appreciate that as 

students, for someone who's already in a leadership role or someone who was 

already accomplished their education which is what I’m here for. Telling or just 

getting down at our level, or I shouldn't say getting down, but just getting at our 

level. I think that that's really important, at least for me because it makes me, I 

think it gives me and the rest of my peers hope. You know that if someone as 

humble as this [professor] grew up in the same environment that I did made it 

then I can do it too. 

The account shared by Victoria builds on the importance of faculty-student relationships shared 

by Gabriela. In the quote by Victoria, she discusses the importance of personalization. 

Specifically, she points to how faculty that get to know students and share their own 

experiences can provide motivation to students. Being genuine and authentic were some of the 

characteristics that Victoria appreciated from her professors. She also discusses how professors 

can provide students with hope for continuing with their education and reaching their 

professional goals. It is important to note how Victoria adds that having faculty that grew up in 

the same environment as her and her peers make professors more relatable. It provides 

students the message of: “I can do it too,” underscoring the critical role of seeing yourself 
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reflected in faculty. To build on Victoria’s comments, Esperanza also discusses how having 

faculty that can relate to the lived experiences of students and identify with students allows 

students to feel more comfortable. Esperanza expressed how when she feels comfortable in 

approaching faculty, it can lead to instances where she could ask faculty for clarification on the 

course material in the following way: “Ay maestra, es que no le entendí, haber expliqueme, 

expliqueme” which translates to “I didn’t understand, teacher, explain it to me, explain it.” 

Although Esperanza was speaking English when commenting her opinions on faculty, she 

quickly switched to Spanish when sharing an example of how she engages with a professor with 

whom she feels comfortable in approaching to clarify class material. Her statement on how she 

approaches faculty was very friendly and demonstrated trust as there was some playfulness 

involved. Without the audio recording of the plática corresponding to this quote and when 

translated to English, the quote from Esperanza can seem demanding which is not the case 

when listened to in Spanish28. The quick change in language from English to Spanish from 

Esperanza’s points to a cultural relevance that Esperanza appreciates from faculty. This cultural 

relevance provides Esperanza with the opportunity to be her most genuine self when asking for 

help with class material in a manner that is embedded in cultural familiarity among Latina/o/x 

                                                
28 My interpretation of Esperanza’s quote serves as an example of how I practiced cultural 
intuition (Delgado Bernal, 1998) during the analytical process. Without my personal 
experiences as a Spanish and English speaker and Mexican immigrant from the borderlands, the 
community memory and collective experience of Latinas/os/x in Tijuana-San Diego and 
community college, my professional experience as a higher education researcher, faculty, and 
former practitioner, the existing literature on Latina/o/x community college students and 
border scholarship, and the analytical research process rooted in Chicana/Latina Feminisms, 
Critical Race Theory and Latina/o Critical Theory, I might not have been able to properly 
recognize the cultural familiarity described by Esperanza and noted the strengths embedded in 
the interaction between her and the faculty.  
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communities. Esperanza ends her example by sharing “you know, like that's what I enjoy from a 

teacher.”  

 The quotes shared in this subsection on faculty recommendations discuss the students’ 

desire to have faculty that are equipped to engage in a pedagogy that meets their learning via 

appropriate instruction, curriculum and teaching practices. Additionally, the students 

highlighted the importance of having faculty that cared about students. In particular, the 

student collaborators pointed to how faculty-student relationships are critical to the success of 

students. Important aspects of the faculty-student relationships included the role of 

personalization, validation, and faculty serving as motivators and role models to follow. The 

recommendations provided by the atravesados fronteristas for faculty describe a pedagogy and 

culture of care. Valenzuela (1999) proposed authentic caring as a pedagogy between high 

school students and teachers based on a relationship of reciprocity, mutual respect, and 

understanding. The scholarship on authentic caring parallels some of the recommendations 

discussed by the Latina/o students at Frontera Community College. Together, the pedagogy of 

care and authentic caring can be understood as political acts linked to social justice capable of 

empowering Latina/o/x community college students in the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands. 

Institutional: Hiring Practices, Transportation, and Campus Assessment   

 Student collaborators also discussed institutional level initiatives as part of their 

recommendations. The recommendations ranged from hiring practices, transportation 

assistance, and campus assessment. When considering hiring, students voiced a concern for the 

large number of adjunct professors. Victoria explains: 
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We have so many adjunct professors here who are severely underpaid. Some of 

them are on food stamps and on Medi-Cal and you know, how can they provide 

[for their families]. In my experience I've received the best education from the 

adjunct staff. Like they really do care and I appreciate that so much. This is not to 

bash any particular group because bless the administrators, they do hard work, 

bless the classified staff, they do hard work. But I think that if there is going to be 

a group of people that should get paid the highest in our education system or the 

education world, it should be the professors, should be the teachers because they 

have the direct contact with the students or any person that has direct contact 

with students should be receiving a higher salary. I think that would improve our 

education system because people would be getting paid more. 

In this quote, Victoria’s experience confirms the data on the high proportion of adjunct faculty 

at Frontera Community College and in institutions of higher education in general. Victoria 

explains the financial difficulties faced by adjunct faculty due to their low pay and lack of 

benefits. She goes on to explain how it is the same underpaid adjunct faculty that tend to be 

the best faculty given the culture of care they express to students. Victoria acknowledges the 

important work of administrators and staff but comments on how it is those with the most 

direct contact with students, the faculty, that should be receiving the highest pay. She 

concludes this recommendation by stating how appropriately compensating faculty via more 

tenure-track jobs with adequate pay can improve our education system. Thus, it is important 

for there to be a shift in the hiring practices of faculty taking place at institutions like Frontera 

Community College to include better job security and compensation for their faculty via 
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adequate hiring practices. In addition to reducing the number of adjunct faculty, students also 

discussed a need for a more receptive campus climate towards students that live in Tijuana and 

commute to school in San Diego.  

 Next, Mayra explains one of her recommendations that can help with the long commutes 

of students with a Transfronterizo sensibility. 

Un shuttle o algo sí. Pero que no te pidan información privada o personal para 

cruzar. Que lo puedas usar todos los días y que tu residencia [y in-state tuition 

para la escuela no esté en peligro], falsa o no falsa, y que puedas cruzar y todo eso 

sin que te pidan tu ID number o algo así. Eso sería [muy bien]. Que puedas dejar 

tu carro en Tijuana. Me ahorraría mucha gasolina…si piensas cuanto gastas en eso 

es [mucho] y luego cuanto contaminas…Una especie de transporte público para 

estudiantes [que vienen de Tijuana]. Pero que no te sientas que usar el transporte 

vaya a poner en riesgo tu status como residente. Lo que más se me hace más 

injusto es como yo nací en Estados Unidos y soy de California y me cobran como 

no residente. Como que me vas a cobrar como internacional como si ni fuera 

gringa no más porque vivo en otro lado [de la frontera de Estados Unidos].  

--- 

A shuttle or something like that. But they should not request any private or 

personal information to cross. For you to be able to use every day and for your 

[school] residency [or in-state tuition not to be at risk], false or not false, and for 

you to be able to cross without them asking for your ID number or something like 

that. That would [very good]. For you to be able to leave your car in Tijuana. I 
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would save so much gas money…if you think how much you spend on that [it is a 

lot] and then how much you contaminate…A type of public transportation for 

students [that come from Tijuana]. But for you not to feel that using the 

transportation would put your status as resident at risk. I think it’s so unfair that I 

was born in the United States and I’m from California and for them to charge me 

like I’m not a resident. How is it that they are going to charge me as international 

as if I wasn’t born in the U.S. only because I live on the other side [of the U.S. 

border].  

Part of Mayra’s recommendations include providing a shuttle service that takes students from 

the Tijuana-San Diego international border to campus. She states how helpful this would be in 

that she would be able to save money spent on gasoline. While Mayra provides this 

recommendation, she states how this would only be of service to students from Tijuana if their 

status as residents or verification of address which allows students to able to pay in-state 

tuition would not be jeopardized. In other words, she would not want for any personal 

information to be requested when taking the shuttle. It is for this same reason that when a 

survey was sent to students from Frontera Community College, Mayra did not provide honest 

feedback and recommendations as she was afraid her answers would be attached to her and 

risk the chance of having her in-state tuition removed. Mayra goes on to explain how she 

believes the tuition and fees system at Frontera Community College to be unfair as she does 

not think she should have to be classified as an international student given her status of being a 

U.S. citizen even if she lives in Mexico. At this point in the plática, I ask Mayra if there is 
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anything that Frontera Community College can do to help combat the fear experienced by 

students that live in Tijuana of others finding out they live in Mexico to which she responds: 

Que no pienses que te van a quitar tu estado de residente. Que tú supieras que si 

tú dices que vives en Tijuana te sigan cobrando como residente. Regreso a lo del 

dinero, es el dinero. Si sabes que te van a seguir cobrando lo que deben de 

cobrarte [como residente] eso sería [muy bien]. Pero por los mismo mis papás me 

dicen “no digas nada.” …Estaban bien nerviosos de que hiciera esta entrevista. Mi 

papá me dijo, “no vayas a decir nada.”    

--- 

For me not to think that they will take your resident status away. For you to know 

that if you say that you live in Tijuana that you will continue to pay as a resident. I 

return to the money, it’s about the money. If you know that they will continue to 

charge you what they should as an [in-state resident] that would [be very good]. 

But it is for this same reason that my parents tell me, “don’t say anything.”…They 

were so nervous for me to do this interview. My dad told me, “don’t say anything.”   

Mayra concludes this part of our plática by stating how in order to remove the stigma attached 

to students being able to feel safe in sharing that they live in Tijuana, students with a 

Transfronterizo sensibility would need to feel that their in-state tuition would not be taken 

away from them. Students that live in Tijuana experience many difficulties in providing proof of 

address to Frontera Community College to avoid being categorized and charged as international 

students and want to ensure that their in-state tuition is not jeopardized by stating their true 

home residency in Tijuana. The fear of losing their status as in-state residents pushes students 



 

 233 

and their families to be cautious when sharing personal information that can put their status at 

risk. Mayra reminds us of this as she shares her parents’ constant reminders to not say anything 

to anyone that could remove her in-state residency, even when partaking in this dissertation 

study. Ensuring that students with a Transfronterizo sensibility will not have to pay 

international student tuition and fees can make students with this experience feel safer and 

more accepted as part of the campus culture.   

 The last institutional recommendation that was shared by students focuses on a desire 

for more campus-level assessment. Student collaborators specifically discussed the need for 

more assessment that asked for the student experience especially in regards to faculty. Claudia 

shares: 

Recomendación de que evalúen bien a los maestros para que no pongan, así como 

a maestros que si saben [de la asignatura de la clase], pero no usan como un plan 

de estudio muy bueno para los estudiantes y a veces los estudiantes fallan en esa 

materia. A veces no porque [los estudiantes] quieran si no porque que el maestro 

tiene un plan muy fuera de lo común. Como que lo que enseñan no es algo que va 

a beneficiar al estudiante y cuando pasas a otro nivel [de clase te das cuenta de 

que] no aprendiste nada en [la clase anterior] y eso es lo que me está pasando a 

mí. Yo creo que eso es unas recomendaciones, evaluar mejor a los maestros.  

--- 

I recommend to evaluate teachers better so that they do not put teachers, that 

do know [the class subject], but do not use a very good curriculum for students 

and sometimes students fail in that subject-matter. Sometimes not because [the 
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students] want to, but because the teacher has a very out-of-the-ordinary 

curriculum and pedagogy. Like what they teach is not something that will benefit 

the student and when you pass to another [class] level you [realize that you] did 

not learn anything in [the previous class] and that is what is happening to me. I 

think that is one recommendation, to better evaluate the teachers. 

Claudia recommends for faculty to be assessed on their teaching. She states how faculty tend 

to know the class material but do not have practice with a curriculum or teaching plan that 

meets the needs of students. She specifically shares an experience in which she did not learn 

the appropriate material in her class and when she moved on to the next level she found 

herself not knowing material that she was supposed to be taught before. Hence, Claudia 

believes that faculty need to be evaluated to ensure that they are teaching the appropriate 

material that will prepare students for the next course level. Gabriela expands on this 

recommendation by providing a few more specific suggestions on how the administration can 

involve students when assessing faculty. Gabriela comments: 

Pero si les sugiriera como que fueran a su clase [de la Dra. Herrera] y vieran como 

[enseña]. Que implemente tomar notas y preguntar a los estudiantes: ¿Que estás 

haciendo? ¿Qué te está poniendo [a hacer]? ¿Qué estás aprendiendo? Ya con que 

[la administración] sacara a estudiantes [de la clase] y les hicieran una entrevista, 

así como tú, eso ayudaría mucho. Porque eso ya te metes más [en el aprendizaje 

de los estudiantes], como que okay que se puede hacer. Y yo por eso yo dije luego 

luego que sí cuando tú [hablaste de tu estudio].   

--- 
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I would suggest to attend the class [of Dra. Herrera] for them to see how [she 

teaches]. For them to simply take notes and ask the students: What are you doing? 

What is she making you do? What are you learning? If [the administration] took 

students out [from class] and interviewed them like you are, that would help a lot. 

Because you become more involved [in student learning], like what can we do. 

And that is why I right away said yes when you [talked about your study].  

In this account, Gabriela recommends for the administration to observe and learn from faculty 

that are excelling in their job. She states how part of the assessment can include observing the 

pedagogical practices of model faculty and engaging students in a conversation related to what 

and how they are learning. Gabriela also states how taking students out of the classroom and 

conducting an interview with them can allow for a more in-depth conversation about the 

teaching strategies taking place in the classroom. She continues this conversation by stating 

how she has participated in assessments that ask for student feedback via surveys but does not 

recommend this as a strategy as many students to do not take the survey seriously. Instead, she 

discusses how face-to-face interviews can be a better method of assessing the quality of faculty 

and learn about best practices.  

 From this subsection on institutional level recommendations, we learn from students that 

they recognize the need for more tenure-track faculty. In acknowledging how it is faculty that 

students spend the majority of their time on campus in contact with, students want to ensure 

that teachers are appropriately compensated for their job and have job security. One way of 

doing this is by reducing the number of adjuncts and providing more tenure-track faculty lines, 

especially for those adjuncts that are already excellent faculty. Students, especially those with a 
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Transfronterizo sensibility shared recommendations that can help with their commutes from 

the Tijuana-San Diego international border to campus. They note the benefits of having access 

to a shuttle, yet, students want to ensure that they do not have to pay international student 

tuition. Lastly, students want faculty to be assessed. In particular, they would like to see the 

administration seek the feedback of students on what is working or not in the classroom. While 

this is not an exhaustive list of the recommendations provided by students, this section 

reflected the most common concerns and recommendations shared by students – faculty, 

classrooms, and institutional level suggestions. Next, I provide one of the implications from this 

study which discusses a Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture.  

Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture 

 The goal of this section of the chapter is to introduce a campus model that is receptive 

to the diverse lived experiences of los atravesados fronteristas and capable of enhancing the 

educational experiences of Latina/o/x students. The Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture 

model centers and reflects the multiple enseñanzas de la linea or the pedagogy of the border 

embodied by the Latina/o/x students. A Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture aims to build a 

campus climate that acknowledges and validates the distinct identities and subjectivities of 

Latina/o/x students as well as the barriers and opportunities traversed by community college 

students with divergent knowledges and sensibilities. In establishing a Fronterista Receptive 

Campus Culture, Latina/o/x students will be able to experience a sense of belonging at Frontera 

Community College that can positively impact their entry pathways, retention, academic 

success, and career goals.  
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 In an effort to establish the importance of space and geography and the sociopolitical 

immigration discourse on academic institutions and the lives of Latina/o/x students, I have 

divided the Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture into two phases. Phase 1 focuses on the 

foundational steps necessary to understand the institution. In other words, Phase 1 asks 

Frontera Community College to engage in a thorough examination of the community history, 

institutional context, review of policies and practices, and assessment of institutional agents. 

Phase 2 builds on the information gathered on Phase 1 by emphasizing an action plan consisting 

of establishing institutional priorities, providing training to institutional agents, and developing 

practice-based responses for faculty, staff, and administrators. The steps in Phase 2 validate 

and acknowledge the lived experiences of students while also attempting to reduce barriers 

and increase opportunities for educational success. In taking the steps delineated in Phase 1 

and Phase 2, institutions can begin to establish a culture of care that is receptive to their 

Latina/o/x student body. Next, I outline each of the phases of a Fronterista Receptive Campus 

Culture.  

Phase 1: Institutional Examination  

 Before establishing practices and policies, or solutions, that attempt to meet the needs 

of los atravesados fronteristas, academic institutions need to first engage in an institutional 

examination. Phase 1 of the Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture acknowledges the unique 

individual characteristics of institutions driven by their geographic location and their diverse 

student body. Thus, a Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture does not attempt to provide a one-

size-fits-all approach to the issues encountered by Latina/o/x students and instead asks 

institutions to engage in the four steps outlined in Phase 1 to thoroughly understand the 
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particular needs of the institution and the student body before moving to Phase 2. The four 

steps outlined in Phase 1 based on the institutional examination are as follows: 

 Step 1: Community History. Understand and provide training to faculty, staff, and 

administrators on the history of the local communities inclusive of the Tijuana-San Diego 

border and the historical legacy of students with diverse spatial sensibilities. 

 Step 2: Institutional Context. Acknowledge the historical and contemporary role of the 

institution in serving a predominantly Latina/o/x student body from both sides of the U.S.-

Mexico border with a focus on equity. Recognize the role of the institution in promoting a safe 

campus for all students during a sociopolitical climate that is anti-Latina/o/x and immigrant. 

 Step 3: Review of Policies and Practices. Review formal and informal campus policies 

and practices from student services, faculty, and institutional policies. Consider the role of each 

policy or practice in advancing or hindering the academic success of Latina/o/x students.  

 Step 4: Assessment of Institutional Agents. Conduct assessment of faculty, staff, and 

administrators by engaging students in quantitative and qualitative studies grounded in 

culturally affirming methodologies. The assessment should focus on the quality of the services 

rendered and the students’ perception and experiences with faculty, staff, and administrators.  

 Once the four aforementioned steps from Phase 1 are completed, the institution can 

use the institutional and community data gathered to establish an action plan that can change 

the campus climate to one that fosters a Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture. Next, I discuss 

Phase 2 of the Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture. 
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Phase 2: Strategic Implementation  

 The second phase of the Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture focuses on building from 

the data gathered from the first phase of the model. To put it simply, while Phase 1 is dedicated 

to gathering institutional data that allows the campus to understand its history, context, 

policies and practices, and the functionality of institutional agents, Phase 2 compliments this by 

developing an action plan based on a strategic implementation of institutional priorities, 

training, and responding to the needs outlined in Phase 1. Next, I outline the three steps that 

make up Phase 2. 

Step 1: Institutional Priority. Establish the outreach, retention, and success of 

Latina/o/x students as an institutional level priority. All institutional agents from administration 

to faculty and staff need to have a strong understanding of the institutional priorities and the 

steps being taken to reach the established goals. Particularly, each institutional agent should 

understand their role in helping with the campus wide priority. Share the institutional priority 

with students and send updates on the goals and progress being made to the entire campus 

community.  

Step 2: Training. Develop structures and policies that can provide consistent training or 

professional development to faculty, staff, and administrators. The training should be provided 

by professionals that are experts in the field of Latina/o/x students, community colleges, and 

the borderlands. Additionally, training can also be provided by Frontera Community Colleges’ 

faculty, staff, and administrators that have been identified in Phase 1 as exemplary in their jobs. 

The tools, best practices, pedagogies, and policies discussed on the trainings should center the 

experiential knowledge of students and the assessment results of Phase 1. 



 

 240 

Step 3: Respond. Establish a campus culture that is receptive to the subjectivities, 

diverse spatial sensibilities, and barriers encountered by Latina/o/x students. A Fronterista 

Receptive Campus Culture embraces a climate of care that responds and validates the 

experiences and needs expressed by Latina/o/x students. Examples of institutional responses, 

grounded in the recommendations shared by the atravesados fronteristas, include hiring 

tenure-track Faculty of Color that are culturally validating, asking students for feedback based 

on their educational experiences, and establishing a campus climate that is safe and provides 

assistance to Transfronterizo students. 

 A Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture builds on the Transfer Receptive Culture model 

(Jain, Herrera, Bernal, & Solorzano, 2011). Jain et al. (2011) use Critical Race Theory to establish 

a Transfer Receptive Culture that requires the commitment of sending institutions (community 

colleges) and receiving institutions (four-year colleges or universities) in order to support the 

transfer success of students. More specifically, Jain et al. (2011) outline a total of five elements 

necessary to develop a culture of transferability for community college students. Ornelas and 

Solorzano (2004) also explored the transfer process and the resources and barriers experienced 

by Latina/o/x students at a community college with a 70% Latina/o/x student body. The findings 

underscored how students, counselors, faculty, and administrators had different perceptions of 

the functionality of the transfer process for students. While the research presented by Jain et 

al. (2011) and Ornelas and Solorzano (2004) focus on the transfer process and the roles of 

community colleges and four-year colleges and universities in making this outcome possible, a 

Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture differs in that it aims to build a receptive culture for 

Latina/o/x students that can promote their access, retention, and support their academic goals. 
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In other words, it does not explicitly contend with the transfer process of students from 

community college to four-year colleges and instead focuses on how Latina/o/x students are 

received and treated during their time at institutions of higher education.  

By engaging in the two phases outlined in a Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture, 

Frontera Community College will be able to identify its major issues and create an action plan 

that addresses the institutional barriers found within. Whereas a Fronterista Receptive Campus 

Culture model is influenced by campus climate and campus racial climate scholarship, it differs 

in that Frontera Community College is not looking to increase its structural diversity at the 

student level as it has a 66% Latina/o/x student body (Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pederson, & 

Allen, 1998). Additionally, as a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) with a critical mass of 

Latina/o/x students, the Latina/o/x student perceptions of the campus climate at FCC differ 

from those of Latina/o/x students attending predominantly white institutions (Yosso, Smith, 

Ceja, & Solorzano, 2009). The scholarship from Cuellar and Johnson-Ahorlu (2016) is one of the 

first to explicitly explore the campus climate of an HSI community college underscoring the lack 

of studies in this area of higher education. The mixed-method design with Asian, Latinas/os/x, 

and white students found racial differences in the perception of campus climates with Asian 

and Latina/o/x students experiencing more discrimination. Specifically, the different methods 

employed led to different findings on the discrimination experienced by each group. Of 

particular interest to this dissertation, is how Latina/o/x students can “observe instances of 

discrimination and bias in conjunction with positive experiences at a campus designated as an 

HSI” (Cuellar & Johnson-Ahorlu, 2016, p. 48). The finding on the non-unilateral experiences of 

Latina/o/x students points to the complexities of campus climate at a predominantly Latina/o/x 
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community college campus. Moreover, these findings align with the intricate educational 

barriers described by the atravesados fronteristas in this study.  

Significance of a Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture 

The Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture introduced in this section draws from the 

dissertation’s findings and the student narratives by providing a practice-oriented campus 

model that better serves Latina/o/x students. Additionally, the development of this model 

reflects my intention of engaging in researcher reciprocity with the study’s collaborators and 

research site of Frontera Community College. Thus, I provide a model that can be utilized by 

Frontera Community College and is reflective of the study’s findings. The model is meant to be 

accessible to institutional agents and the broader campus community.  

A Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture encourages two- and four-year colleges and 

universities with a large proportion of Latina/o/x students, or those designated as Hispanic 

Serving Institutions, to engage in a thorough institutional examination that can help create a 

strategic action plan. In examining the community history, institutional context, policies and 

practices, and institutional agents, campuses like Frontera Community College can have a clear 

understanding of the opportunities and hardships experienced by Latina/o/x students in 

different microclimates (e.g., the classroom, student services, etc.). Additionally, the creation of 

institutional priorities, training, and action-based responses allow institutions of higher 

education to develop a more receptive campus climate.   

As scholars and educators, we need to work past the goal of structural diversity given 

the growing demographics of People of Color and instead continue to do research that 

discusses the complexities of campus climate by disaggregating the experiences of large 
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racial/ethnic groups. In examining the heterogenous lives of Latina/o/x students attending a 

majority Latina/o/x campus we can start to determine the different factors that contribute to a 

positive or negative campus climate at Hispanic Serving Institutions. The goal of embarking on 

the process of developing a Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture is to create a more receptive, 

welcoming, and inclusive campus culture that validates and acknowledges the heterogeneity of 

Latina/o/x communities by responding to their diverse subjectivities and spatial sensibilities.   

In working towards building a Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture, institutions will 

more clearly align with their campus missions of servicing the local surrounding communities. 

Phase 1 or the institutional examination challenges traditional white norms of who the students 

are, what are their experiences, and how to best service them. The data gathered from Phase 1 

acknowledges the experiential knowledge of Latina/o/x students and views this as valid. 

Moreover, it recognizes how the enseñanzas de la linea or the pedagogy of the border that 

Latina/o/x students carry with them shape their subjectivities and sensibilities on and off 

campus. It is this pedagogy of the border that teaches students the following: 1) how to live and 

navigate the borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego and the borders of Frontera Community College, 

2) how to navigate institutions by drawing from their diverse spatial sensibilities and internal 

toolkits, and 3) how to adequately survive educational spaces that can at times be perceived as 

hostile campus climates. The strategic implementation action plan discussed in Phase 2 of the 

Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture validates the lives of los atravesados fronteristas by 

making their academic success an institutional priority. Phase 2 also disrupts stigmas attached 

to Latina/o/x students with a Tijuana, San Diego, and/or Transfronterizo sensibility by providing 
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culturally responsive training and professional development to faculty, staff, and 

administrators.  

In establishing a culture of care that is responsive to the experiences of Latina/o/x 

students, Frontera Community College will be able to have a Fronterista Receptive Campus 

Culture that validates and responds to the wholistic realities of Latina/o/x students. I argue that 

community colleges should incorporate a culture of care that humanizes historically oppressed 

students (hooks, 2010; Valenzuela, 1999) in order to drastically improve the access, retention, 

and academic success of Latina/o/x students. In other words, practices and policies that 

explicitly incorporate a culture and ethic of care have the potential to disrupt current 

educational inequalities rooted in systematic racism (Bell, 1995) and work towards the wholistic 

empowerment of Latina/o/x students. Next, I discuss the implications of this study.  

Implications 

 The last section of Chapter Nine focuses on the implications from the dissertation study 

on Latina/o/x community college students situated in the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands. It 

begins with theoretical implications by discussing how the findings add to the dearth of 

literature on Latina/o/x community college student identity and educational experiences in the 

borderlands. Next, I discuss the research implications by emphasizing future research from 

additional data that was collected as part of this study but not included in the dissertation. Last, 

I conclude with policy and practice implications that highlight how the Fronterista Receptive 

Campus Culture model can serve as a guide for institutional agents at Frontera Community 

College.   
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Theoretical Implications  

 This dissertation study was guided by the theoretical foundations of Critical Geography, 

Critical Race Theory, Latina/o Critical Theory, and Anzaldúan Borderlands Theory. Additionally, I 

incorporated my cultural intuition as a central part of the study. This combination of theories 

and epistemologies were significant to the study of Latina/o/x students in community college in 

the Tijuana-San Diego region. More specifically, they allowed for the development of a complex 

lens that centered the ways Latina/o/x communities endured race and racism when navigating 

higher education and other hostile spaces such as the U.S.-Mexico border and the contested 

role of space and geography is shaping the lived realities, contradictory identities, embodied 

pedagogies, and educational experiences of Latina/o/x students. My own embodied cultural 

intuition and theories in the flesh also nurtured an intimate sensibility and connection that I 

practiced in the research study. These epistemologies were reflected in my personal 

relationship to how I arrived to this work, how I carried out the research, my relationships with 

the student collaborators, and my analysis of the findings.  

To address the gap in the community college literature on the experiences of Latina/o/x 

students in border regions, I developed a guiding theoretical framework established from the 

findings of this study. The theoretical contribution is called las enseñanzas de la linea or a 

pedagogy of the border. The enseñanzas de la linea explicitly explore how space and geography 

together with the sociopolitical discourse shapes the lives of the Latina/o/x community. 

Specifically, the enseñanzas de la linea, fills a gap in the scholarship by making intimate 

connections on the intersectional effects of space and the national anti-Latina/o/x and 

immigrant discourse on the embodied pedagogies of Latina/o/x students. It stresses the 
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temporal significance of present-day political climates in influencing how Latina/o/x 

communities live, navigate, and survive different geographic areas and institutions.  

In recognizing how space is not only racialized but also a medium through which 

sociopolitical messages are advanced, the enseñanzas de la linea demonstrates how race, 

space, and sociopolitical discourses come together and influence the lives of Latina/o/x 

communities. Additionally, it forefronts the pedagogies that are born from living and navigating 

spaces that can be hostile and dehumanizing. The embodied pedagogies allow for a type of 

consciousness or facultad that allows for the emotional and physical survival of Latinas/os/x. 

Thus, the theory of las enseñanzas de la linea can be used to understand the relationship 

between race, space, and embodied pedagogies of Latina/o/x students living, navigating, and 

surviving in different regions and institutional sectors. For example, the pedagogy of the border 

can be helpful in exploring how the current anti-Latina/o/x climate at a historically Latina/o/x 

four-year college in California and its surrounding primarily Latina/o/x community shape the 

embodied pedagogies of its students to live, survive, and navigate that institutional type. 

Conversely, this framework can be applied to private universities and other geographic 

locations including different states. It is my hope that the foundations provided in this 

framework will illuminate different findings in each of these diverse spaces as this theory 

carefully takes into consideration the critical role of space/s in shaping the lived realities of 

Latina/o/x communities.  

As made visible in Chapter Seven the enseñanzas de la linea guided the findings on the 

racialized geographic identities of Latina/o/x students living, navigating, and surviving the U.S.-

Mexico border and Frontera Community College. Thus, the findings on the individual and group 
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identities of Latina/o/x students make an important contribution to the limited scholarship on 

the identity of Latina/o/x students navigating border regions. The findings on sense of self, 

identity, and subjectivities move away from narrow discourses on the linear processes of 

identity development and instead embrace the tensions, contradictions, and performativity 

present in the multiple identities of students while also acknowledging the collective unity 

among the Latina/o/x community at Frontera Community College. Chapter Eight moves away 

from the identity conversation and focuses on the educational barriers and opportunities 

experienced by Latina/o/x community college students with different spatial knowledges. The 

findings presented in Chapter Eight on the diverse spatial sensibilities of Latina/o/x students 

foregrounds how space and geography inform the knowledges and educational experiences of 

students. Thus, these chapters make an important contribution to the educational experiences 

of Latina/o/x community college students by challenging hegemonic discourses on the needs of 

Latinas/os/x and instead honors the particular set of barriers experienced by students who 

have largely lived in Tijuana, San Diego, or both when attending Frontera Community College. 

While this is not an exhaustive list of the theoretical implications of this dissertation study, I 

hope that this subsection provided a reminder to the reader of the scope of the findings and its 

contributions to theory and the scholarship on Latina/o/x community college students. The 

next subsection of the implications focuses on the research implications.  

Research Implications  

 The study presented in this dissertation focused on the identities and educational 

experiences of Latina/o/x students at Frontera Community Colleges. Yet, because the 

dissertation initially set out to do a case study of Frontera Community College I have collected 
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additional data that has yet to be analyzed. Thus, the research implications discussed here will 

focus on how I plan to use the different sets of additional data collected with Latina/o/x 

students when conducting walking pláticas and the interviews with institutional agents.  

 Five Latina/o student collaborators participated in follow-up walking pláticas as part of 

this study. The walking plática methodology draws from a Chicana/Latina Feminist pláticas 

methodology (Fierros & Delgado Bernal, 2016) and walking interviews in higher education 

(Harris, 2016). Grounded in Chicana/Latina Feminist Epistemologies, walking pláticas is a 

qualitative methodology that can help analyze the role of space and geography for Latina/o/x 

communities. In other words, walking pláticas were designed to more adequately investigate 

the complexity of the physical and symbolic borderlands by allowing student collaborators to 

select a place, allow for the environment to guide the walking plática, and as a result explore 

the shifting multiplicities that occur due to space and context in the borderlands. Thus, the five 

student collaborators that participated in the follow-up walking pláticas received the following 

text from me, the researcher, “for this next part, you can pick a place, a location, on or off 

campus that speaks to your educational experiences and living in the Tijuana-San Diego 

borderlands.” During the individual walking pláticas which lasted on average a little more than 

three hours, the student collaborators identified physical markers that revealed more about 

their life histories by igniting conversation about their educational experiences and 

subjectivities. These material markers included murals, local shops, community centers, 

schools, post offices, parks and their cars. Other aspects of the walking pláticas include the 

collaborators and researcher’s ability to be in a public environment that allowed for 

engagement with all our senses (i.e., hearing, sight, smell, touch, and taste) contributing to a 
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more wholistic experience. Engaging in a walking plática provided a culturally sensitive 

“ethnographic research tool that contextualized the lives of participants within a specific 

[borderlands] environment” prompting intricate data on the lives of Tijuana-San Diego 

community college students (Harris, 2016, p. 366). Data from the five walking pláticas 

conducted with the five Latina/o student collaborators will be used to establish a novel data 

gathering technique for researchers interested in studying space and race with a Chicana/Latina 

Feminist approach. Additionally, the data from these walking pláticas will help produce 

scholarship that add to the enseñanzas de la linea and the intersection of race, space, and the 

sociopolitical discourse on the lives of Latina/o/x students in the borderlands.  

 In addition to the walking pláticas, a total of 12 semi-structured interviews with 

institutional agents were collected. The interviews lasted on average two hours and took place 

in English or Spanish. A total of three staff, five administrators, and four faculty participated in 

the study. The interviews collected from the institutional agents focused on their personal and 

professional trajectories leading to their current role, their everyday tasks, their understanding 

of Latina/o/x students on campus, and the geographic and sociopolitical climate impacting 

Frontera Community College. From this data, I plan on creating a muxerista portraiture (Flores, 

2017) on Dra. Herrera, a faculty in the Reading department at Frontera Community College who 

was also a participant in the study and was recognized as an exemplar faculty by the student 

collaborators. Sharing the pedagogical practices embodied by Dra. Herrera is an important 

contribution to the limited scholarship on faculty practices at community colleges. Additionally, 

as the first Latina tenure-track faculty hired in the Reading department at a predominantly 

Latina/o/x institution near the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands, a study on her personal and 
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professional trajectory can further highlight her commitment to developing a culture of care 

and the barriers she has overcome as the first Mexicana tenure-track faculty hire. While this is 

one of the more clear projects that I have outlined for the data on institutional agents, I am 

looking forward to using the theoretical frameworks established in this study to further 

understand the role of faculty, staff, and administrators in contributing to a Fronterista 

Receptive Campus Culture.  

 It is my goal that the additional data on Latina/o/x students and institutional agents will 

allow me to develop methodological and research driven findings that will continue to support 

the interaction of race, space, and the political discourse on the development of the embodied 

pedagogies of Latina/o/x students striving to live, navigate, and survive hostile spaces.  

Policy and Practice Implications 

 The last subsection of the implications focuses on the policy and practice implications of 

this study. The in-depth qualitative method established in the dissertation provides rich data 

from the ten student collaborators that can be utilized as teaching tools when discussing best 

practices for Latina/o/x students. In other words, the narratives shared by the atravesados 

fronteristas can be used as case studies and pedagogical examples when providing training to 

staff, faculty, and administrators. The findings on the educational barriers and opportunities 

faced by Latina/o/x students at Frontera Community College can also inform the policy and 

practices of institutional agents. The added detail on the diverse lived experiences of Latina/o/x 

students with San Diego, Tijuana, and Transfronterizo sensibilities can also serve a roadmap for 

the creation of institutional level policies that can impact the practices of faculty, student affairs 

practitioners, and administrators. The earlier section presented in this chapter which 
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introduced the Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture serves as one of the main policy and 

practice implications from this study.   

A Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture validates the lived realities of students by 

acknowledging their multiple identities, understanding the diverse spatial knowledges and 

sensibilities, and supporting the academic success of Latina/o/x students. Phase 1 of the 

Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture asks Frontera Community College to engage in a 

thorough examination of the community history, institutional context, review of policies and 

practices, and assessment of institutional agents. This is followed by Phase 2 which establishes 

institutional priorities, provides training to institutional agents, and develops practice-based 

responses for faculty, staff, and administrators. The Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture 

works towards establishing an ethic of care from institutional agents that recognizes the 

enseñanzas de la linea or the pedagogy of the border that Latina/o/x students carry with them. 

In establishing a Fronterista Receptive Campus Climate that is responsive to the experiences of 

Latina/o/x students, Frontera Community College will be able to create a receptive campus 

climate that validates and supports the wholistic realities of Latina/o/x students in the 

borderlands.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter provided a review of the study, student recommendations, introduced a 

Fronterista Receptive Campus Culture, and discussed the theory, research, policy and practice 

implications of this work. The findings presented in Chapter Six, Chapter Seven, and Chapter 

Eight of this dissertation allow for the reimagining of a more inclusive community college 

campus for Latina/o/x students in the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands. In exploring the 
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multiplicity of identities of Latina/o/x students as well as their educational barriers and 

opportunities when traversing community college, we can best understand the phenomenon of 

Latina/o/x community college students situated in border regions and the impact of the anti-

Latina/o/x sociopolitical discourses in their lived realities. Thus, the findings of this dissertation 

add to the scarce scholarship on border studies, Latina/o/x community college students, and 

the role of space and geography.  

 I am grateful to have had the privilege of spending several months collecting data that 

helped established the enseñanzas de la linea that Latina/o/x students embody as a way of 

living, navigating, and surviving different spaces, institutions, and people. Having the 

opportunity to go back home, to my Tijuana-San Diego borderlands, and have Latina/o students 

share their personal experiences with me further ignited my desire to amplify the experiential 

knowledges of students as a means of challenging deficit discourses of Latina/o/x students 

rampant in academia and in the U.S. national discourse. I am honored to have been able to be a 

part of this research process and contribute to academe by sharing the narratives of Latina/o/x 

community college students from the Tijuana-San Diego borderlands.
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Appendix A: Recruitment Email 
 
Message from Doctoral Candidate Tanya Gaxiola: 
 
Hello, my name is Tanya Gaxiola Serrano and I'm a doctoral candidate pursuing my Ph.D. in 
Education at UCLA. I'm currently looking for participants for my study called "The Experiences 
of Latina/o Community College Students Situated in the Borderlands of Tijuana-San Diego." 
 
I grew up in the Tijuana-San Diego border area and that is why I'm interested in learning more 
about the educational experiences of community college students and institutional agents 
(faculty, administrators and staff) at Frontera Community College. More specifically, I am 
interested in exploring how living in border cities, whether Tijuana or San Diego, impacts the 
educational experiences and trajectories of Latina/o community college students and faculty, 
staff, and administrators. 
 
Tanya Gaxiola Serrano 
Doctoral Candidate 
Graduate School of Education and Information Studies 
University of California, Los Angeles 
tgaxiola@ucla.edu  
Cell phone number 
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Appendix B: Recruitment and Screening Survey 
  

The Experiences of Latina/o Community College Students Situated in the Borderlands of 
Tijuana-San Diego 

 
Screening Survey for Latina/o Students 

 
Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey in order to determine whether you may 
be eligible for a research study. This study aims to understand the experiences of Latina/o 
community college students attending Frontera Community College. More specifically, I am 
interested in exploring how living in border cities impacts the educational experiences and 
trajectories of community college students and institutional agents. The survey will take about 
three minutes to complete. You do not have to answer any questions you do not wish to 
answer or are uncomfortable answering, and you may stop at any time. Your participation in 
the screening is voluntary. Your answers will be confidential. No one will know your answers 
except for the research team. If you are found ineligible or do not wish to participate in the 
study your answers will be destroyed.  
 
If you have questions about the research screening, please contact Tanya Gaxiola Serrano at 
(cell phone number) or tgaxiola@ucla.edu.  
 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject or if you wish to voice any 
problems or concerns you may have about the study to someone other than the researchers, 
please call the UCLA Office of the Human Research Protection Program at (310) 825-7122.  
 
Thank you for your time, 
Tanya Gaxiola Serrano  
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
First Name:__________________________ 
Ethnicity/Race:_______________________ 
Preferred 
Language:___________________________ 
Preferred 
Pronoun:____________________________ 
Immigration 
Status:______________________________ 
Place of 
Residency:___________________________ 
Gender:_____________________________ 
Age:________________________________
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1. How long have you been at Frontera Community College? 

___ First semester  
___ Two semesters 
___ Three-to-four semesters 
___ Five-to-six semesters 
___ Seven or more semesters 
 

2. Number of completed units? 
________________________ 
 

3. Are you the first one in your family to go to college? 
___ Yes ___ No      ___Parents went to college, but in another country 
 

4. Have you ever lived in Tijuana or Mexico? 
___ Yes ___ No  

 
5. Are you interested in transferring to a four-year college or university? 

___ Yes ___ No      ___ Undecided 
 

6. What are your dream jobs/careers? 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

7. How important are faculty, staff, and administrators in you being able to reach your 
academic goals? 
___ Very important   ___ Important   ___Somewhat important   ___Not at all important 
 

8. Is there something that Frontera can do to support you in achieving your goals? 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

9. Do you believe that where you live impacts your education? 
___ Yes ___ No      ___ Not sure 
 

10. Do you think that attending Frontera affects your education? 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
If you would like to hear more about the study, please share your contact information. 
 
Phone number:__________________________________ 
Email:__________________________________________ 
 



 

256 

Las Experiencias de los Estudiantes Latinas/os de Colegios Comunitarios Ubicados en la 
Frontera de Tijuana-San Diego 

 
Encuesta Para Estudiantes Latinas/os 

 
Gracias por tomarse el tiempo de completar esta encuesta para determinar si puede ser 
elegible para un estudio de investigación. Este estudio tiene como objetivo comprender las 
experiencias de los estudiantes Latinas/os que asisten a Frontera Community College. 
Específicamente, estoy interesada en explorar cómo la vida en las ciudades fronterizas afecta 
las experiencias y trayectorias educativas de los estudiantes de colegios comunitarios y de los 
agentes institucionales. La encuesta tardará aproximadamente tres minutos en completar. No 
tiene que contestar ninguna pregunta que no desee responder o se sienta incómodo/a al 
responder y puede dejar de hacerlo en cualquier momento. Su participación en la encuesta es 
voluntaria. Sus respuestas serán confidenciales. Nadie sabrá sus respuestas a excepción del 
equipo de investigación. Si se le encuentra inelegible o no desea participar en el estudio, sus 
respuestas serán destruidas. 
 
Si tiene alguna pregunta sobre la encuesta de investigación, comuníquese con Tanya Gaxiola 
Serrano al (numero de celular) o tgaxiola@ucla.edu. 
 
Si tiene preguntas sobre sus derechos como sujeto de investigación o si desea expresar 
cualquier problema o inquietud que pueda tener sobre el estudio a alguien que no sea a los 
investigadores, llame a la Oficina de Protección Humana de UCLA al (310) 825-7122. 
 
Gracias por tu tiempo, 
Tanya Gaxiola Serrano  
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Nombre:____________________________ 
Etnicidad/Raza:_______________________ 
Idioma 
Preferido:___________________________ 
Pronombre 
Preferido:___________________________ 
Estado 
Migratorio:__________________________ 
Lugar de 
Residencia:__________________________ 
Género:_____________________________ 
Edad:_______________________________
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11. ¿Cuanto tiempo llevas en Frontera Community College? 

___ Un semestre  
___ Dos semestres 
___ Tres-a-cuatro semestres 
___ Cinco-a-seis semestres 
___ Siete o mas semestres 
 

12. ¿Número de unidades completadas? 
________________________ 
 

13. ¿Eres el primero en tu familia en ir a la universidad/colegio? 
___ Si ___ No      ___ Mis padres fueron a la universidad/colegio, pero en otro país 
 

14. ¿Alguna vez has vivido en Tijuana or Mexico? 
___ Si ___ No  

 
15. ¿Estás interesado en transferirte a una universidad o colegio de cuatro años?    

___ Si ___ No      ___ Indeciso 
 

16. ¿Cuáles son tus trabajos/carreras de tus sueños? 
__________________________________________________________________________ 
 

17. ¿Qué tan importante son los profesores, el personal y los administradores en que tu seas 
capaz de alcanzar tus metas academicas?  
___ Muy importante   ___ Importante   ___Algo importante   ___No tan importante 
 

18. ¿Hay algo que Frontera puede hacer para ayudarte a alcanzar tus metas? 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 

19. ¿Crees que donde vives impacta tu educación?  
___ Si ___ No      ___ No se 
 

20. ¿Crees que asistir a Frontera impacta tu educación? 
___________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
Si deseas recibir más información sobre el estudio, por favor, comparte tu información de 
contacto. 
 
Numero de telefono:__________________________________ 
Correo electronico:__________________________________________ 
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Appendix C: Plática Protocol 
 
What are the educational experiences, subjectivities,29 and identities of Latina/o students in 
Frontera Community College, a Borderlands campus near the Tijuana-San Diego border? 
 
Student’s life history 

• Childhood and family 
• K-12 
• Education and career goals 
• Understanding of border life 
• Perceptions of self 
• Impact of border culture/life on their education 

 
B/borderlands community college educational experiences 

• Academic identity 
• Benefits or drawbacks of attending Frontera Community College 
• Role of institutional agents 
• Negotiations and contradictions 

1. It will help me understand your experiences if you can share a little information about 
where you grew up and your family 

 
a. What do the members of your family dedicate their time to (i.e. do they work, 

attend school, housekeeper)?  

b.  (When applicable) What would be different if your family did not immigrate to 

the U.S.?  

c. How do you self-identify - (racially/ethnically) and what generation (immigrant 

and college student) you are?  

                                                
29 Subjectivity is about making sense of our multiplicities of identities and the shifting that 
occurs according to space and context. It “organizes an individual’s ideas about what it means 
to recognize oneself as a person, a student, a teacher, and so forth, and arranges strategies for 
the realization of these multiple identities” (Britzman, 1991, p. 57). 
 



 

259 

2. I’m interested in understanding your K-12 trajectory. What can you tell me about your 

K-12 that stands out to you? 

a. Where did your education take place – (i.e. US, Mexico, private, public)?  

b. In your opinion, did you receive a quality education that prepared you for 

college? 

3. What are some of your education and career goals?  

a. Have those goals changed throughout time?  

b. Do you see yourself achieving those goals? Why or why not? 

4. If you had to describe your experience of living in the Tijuana-San Diego border to a 

stranger that is not familiar with this community, how would you describe it? 

a. Walk me through a regular day for you, what does your day entail? 

b. If you could had the opportunity to live somewhere else, would you take it? Why 

or why not? 

5. How would you describe yourself? 

a. What are some of your strengths? fears? Things to work on/challenges? 

b. How would you describe yourself when thinking of your role as a student? 

6. How do you think that living in the Tijuana-San Diego border community and attending 

FCC has impacted your education? 

a. What has been your academic trajectory at Frontera Community College? 

b. What are some educational experiences, whether positive or negative, that 

stand out to you from your time at Frontera Community College? 
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c. Are there particular benefits to attending a college campus that is located near 

the Tijuana-San Diego border? Drawbacks? 

d. Does attending Frontera Community College help you achieve your academic 

goals? 

e. Is there anything that FCC can do to better support Latina/o students? Consider 

the role of teachers, faculty, administrators, policies, etc.  
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