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Introduction 
 

“It is impossible to talk about the single story without talking about power. There 
is a word, an Igbo word, that I think about whenever I think about the power 
structures of the world, and it is ‘nkali.’ It’s a noun that loosely translates to ‘to be 
greater than another.’ Like our economic and political worlds, stories too are 
defined by the principle of nkali. How they are told, who tells them, when they’re 
told, how many stories are told, are really dependent on power. 
Power is the ability not just to tell the story of another person, but to make it the 
definitive story of that person.” (Adichie 2009)  

 

 In her seminal lecture, The Danger of a Single Story, Nigerian author 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie introduces listeners to the harm under-representation in 

literature can cause on the individual learner and on society at large. When only one story 

is presented over and over, Adichie warns, it threatens to alienate the reader, either by 

marginalizing their lived experience as something Other, or by casting them out of the 

world of literature entirely. In education, literary representation, or lack thereof, has the 

power to either validate or invisibilize student identities as they move through the 

institution. 

 In the Californian K-12 public school system, the majority of decision-makers are 

still White, middle-class, English language-origin men and women. “Decision-makers” 

refers to actors that represent the institution and are charged with its key functions: 

teachers, administrators, board members, parent advocate groups, and politicians. The 

student body in many of the state’s most populous regions are young people of Color, 

many of whom hail from families who are new to the United States and/or do not speak 

Standard American English in the home. This thesis investigates the district-supplied 

English Language Arts curriculum in one Californian school district, to gauge the degree 
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of representation it offers students, whose lived experiences as New Americans are a 

fundamental component of the American narrative.  

The resulting conclusion of this close examination: the curriculum overall is quite 

inclusive, but it takes a mindful teacher to tune into the needs of her community, to make 

stories relevant and meaningful to the specific population she serves. A well-rounded, 

inclusive language arts curriculum is a curation of texts that features themes and 

narratives familiar to its intended audience, in this case Californian public schoolchildren. 

An inclusive curriculum provides opportunities to connect with familiar and unfamiliar 

people, places, customs, and languages, in both historical and modern contexts. 

Effectively inclusive curriculum expands the reader’s worldview and stokes her 

imagination while affirming her identity as an active member in the text’s ongoing 

discussion of humanity. Although I deemed the curriculum to reach an acceptable level of 

inclusivity, it stops short of interrogating racialized systems of power, and thus, I do not 

consider it a transformative or culturally sustaining curation of children’s texts.  

 At the time of writing, I have been a general education schoolteacher for Sunny 

Desert Unified School District∗ for six years. I began teaching third grade for three years, 

and, as of June 2021, I have finished my third year teaching first grade at the same 

school. Ours is a K-6 elementary school in the city of Desert Valley, 100 miles east of 

Los Angeles. However, Desert Valley is a world away from the thriving metropolis of 

Los Angeles. This small desert city boasts a violent crime rate that is 180% higher than 

the national average, with an overall crime rate 89% higher than that of California. The 

 
∗ Names of the school district, city, and school have been changed. 
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demographics for my site, Spring Vista Elementary School, are as follows: 95% 

socioeconomically disadvantaged; 89% Hispanic; 50.6% English Learners (with Latin 

American Spanish as the dominant home language); 10.5% homeless; and 8.8% students 

with disabilities. In light of the 2020-2021 coronavirus pandemic, I suspect that our rates 

of crime, poverty, and homelessness have risen even higher.  

 And yet, to highlight the statistics is to ignore the beauty and complexity of the 

population I serve. Blaring negative statistics drown out the humanity of this community, 

distorting their rich transnational culture and distilling students’ identities: an 

oversimplification of the spirit. This is the danger of the single story, which threatens to 

marginalize and disenfranchise an entire community. I wonder, considering the 

intersectional experiences of my students, who are vulnerable to a multitude of 

oppressive forces due to their race, ethnicity, immigration status, socioeconomic status, 

nondominant home language, and, for female, transgender, or nonbinary students, their 

gender: do the representations of characters’ experiences in our language arts curriculum 

reflect those of its intended audience? For the purpose of this thesis, I narrow my scope to 

examine representations and intersections of race, ethnicity, immigration status, 

socioeconomic status, and non-English expression, with particular attention paid to the 

Spanish language, as it is the dominant home language in our community and a widely 

used language throughout California. 

I delve into the seven years’ worth of texts embedded in our K-6 language arts 

curriculum to answer these questions: Whose stories are told? Whose are omitted? How 

is immigration depicted? If a child attends all six years of elementary school at Sunny 
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Desert Unified, is she exposed to stories that validate her experience, or invisibilize it? 

How might students’ passage through the institution affect the formation of their identity? 

Their self-perception? Their sense of place in the broader society? Is our language arts 

curriculum relatable? And finally, how might we White teachers, in positions of power 

within the institution, perpetuate or disrupt unjust systems of hierarchal racialization by 

adhering to this curriculum?  

 A final note about my ongoing use of the pronouns “we” and “us” when referring 

to White educators: my personal identity is, like most people, more complex than the 

White, middle-class stereotype. I apply the following identity labels to myself: White, 

Brazilian, native Standard American English speaker, cisgender female. Although Brazil 

is geographically part of Latin America, many Brazilians consider themselves to be 

something apart from the “Latino” label, due to the unique language and customs of 

Brazil, which differ in significant ways from the greater Spanish-speaking region. My 

father aligned himself with this self-identification angle and therefore I follow suit. His 

phenotype appeared to me to be Portuguese and Indigenous with classic Pardo (“mixed”) 

Brazilian features: almost-black hair, dark eyes, mocha skin. His mother was Jewish, and 

I must have gotten all the recessive traits 

because I look like my White mom (light 

brown hair, green eyes, freckles) and I 

routinely benefit from white privilege, so I feel 

it is most honest to describe myself in the 

terms listed above.  
Figure 1 Dad and I celebrating my eighth birthday. 
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Theoretical Frameworks 

 There are several overlapping and interconnecting themes at play in this 

discussion: immigration and colonization; identity and Othering; racism and white 

supremacy; antiracism and culturally sustaining pedagogy; transnationalism and 

translingualism. A preliminary search on JSTOR turned up 268,450 results for the search 

terms “immigration AND education,” and over eight million results for the term 

“othering.” 

 It quickly became imperative to narrow my search to seek out relevant literature 

that was appropriate for the context and scope of my work. For instance, while sifting 

through results for “othering,” I came across a book titled A Future Without Walls: 

Confronting Our Division, with chapters that examine the roots and forms of othering. 

For the very broad search on “immigration AND education,” I honed in on articles that 

have a sociological focus: assimilation theory, transnationalism, and social class. Any 

serious discussion of “intersectionality” starts with Kimberlé Crenshaw’s groundbreaking 

work on the theory; I extended my understanding of the term by examining additional 

work that connects intersectionality to colonialism and colorblindness. Additionally, to 

flesh out the importance of Spanish language use in the curriculum, I apply Ofelia Garcia 

and Li Wei’s theory of translanguaging. Finally, my work is influenced significantly by a 

plurality of the key tenets of Critical Race Theory. 
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Critical Race Theory and LatCrit Theory 

 Critical race theory, or CRT, is a framework developed by scholars to investigate 

the interconnection between society, culture, race, law, and power (Ladson-Billings and 

Tate 1995). CRT centers race and assumes that structural barriers, rather than flawed 

individuals, are to blame for injustice in society. CRT identifies racism as an “integral 

part of our society” (Ladson-Billings 2004 p. 58); it deploys race and racial theory “as a 

challenge to traditional notions of diversity and social hierarchy” (Ladson-Billings 2004 

p. 57) and to address “issues of power and structural inequity” (Ladson-Billings 2004 p. 

53). 

Latina/Latino critical race theory, or LatCrit, stretches the scope of CRT to focus 

on issues pertaining to the Latinx community. In their article, “Examining 

Transformational Resistance Through a Critical and LatCrit Theory Framework: Chicana 

and Chicano Students in an Urban Context”, authors Daniel G. Solórzano and Dolores 

Delgado Bernal outline LatCrit’s five themes, all of which are relevant to my thesis: the 

centrality of race and racism and its intersectionality with other forms of subordination; a 

challenge to dominant ideologies, deficit frameworks, and traditional paradigms; a 

commitment to social justice; the centrality of experiential knowledge; and an 

interdisciplinary perspective which analyzes race and racism in education in both 

historical and contemporary contexts (Solórzano and Bernal 2001 pp. 312-315). 

I apply CRT and LatCrit in my investigation of race, ethnicity, class, and 

language as realized in our K-6 language arts curriculum. Do the curriculum’s texts 

reinforce or subvert the interests of the dominant White, middle-class, Standard English-
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speaking group? Are the practices and values of this dominant group held up as the 

standard against which all others are evaluated? And if so, how does the normalization of 

these practices and values perpetuate societal power structures that subordinate our young 

readers due to their membership of several marginalized groups (outlined in the previous 

section)? 

 

White Supremacy, Banking, and the Colonizing Effect of Education 

 The CRT lens presumes systemic and practical white supremacy in all of society’s 

power structures (Crenshaw et al. 1995); this presumption naturally extends to include 

the institution of education. White supremacy permeates education in many ways. One 

key example: as stated in the introduction, decision-makers within and over American 

educational institutions are largely White; yet here in California, the students are 

increasingly children of Color. A palpable air of colonization permeates the system: 

White teachers, administrators, policymakers, and curriculum creators minister to 

historically disenfranchised communities of Color. Day to day, season to season, year to 

year, generation to generation, White paternalists decide what is best for Black and 

Brown students; “we” tell “them” what matters: we define terms like “language,” 

“history,” “science,” and “literature.” We decide whose stories to tell; we decide who 

matters.  

 In his pioneering book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Brazilian educator and 

philosopher Paulo Freire characterizes the one-way direction of information flow in the 

traditional education model, which he terms “banking:”  
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“The teacher...expounds on a topic completely alien to the existential experience 
of the students. His task is to ‘fill’ the students with the contents of his 
narration...it turns them into ‘containers,’ into ‘receptacles to be ‘filled’ by the 
teacher. The more meekly the receptacles permit themselves to be filled, the better 
the students they are...In the banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift 
bestowed by those who consider themselves to be knowledgeable upon those 
whom they consider to know nothing.” (Freire 2017 pp. 44-45) 
 

When I apply Freire’s banking lens to the modern, transnational students of 

Spring Vista Elementary, the need for inclusive and representative curriculum becomes 

apparent: students are not empty vessels to fill; they bring their own rich and unique 

experiences into school with them, and we, their teachers, are tasked with the 

responsibility of collaborating with the community to build upon these existing funds of 

knowledge1. A school curriculum and school culture that achieves this goal has the power 

to facilitate transformative educative development.  

 Additionally, threads of white supremacy and colonization are woven through the 

education process itself, wherein White teachers may play a colonialist or liberatory role 

in the development of the selfdom of students of Color. Our current dominant teaching 

model centers Standard American English-speaking, middle-class cultural ideals, and 

threatens to otherize or forcibly assimilate students from nondominant groups. Of the 

traditional subjects taught routinely in elementary school, language arts and social studies 

have the most potential to either sustain or otherize student identities. The study of stories 

and events, both fiction and nonfiction, naturally lends itself to identity-creation, as 

students relate to different characters, putting themselves in their shoes and imagining 

 
1 Moll, L., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzalez, N. (1992). Funds of Knowledge for Teaching: Using a Qualitative 
Approach to Connect Homes and Classrooms. Theory Into Practice, 31(2), 132-141.  
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how they would respond to a given event or obstacle. While the promotion of diverse 

thought and extended imagination are key objectives, I assert that a curriculum should 

also provide students with ample opportunities to connect with characters who reflect 

their own lived experiences. Moreover, as students develop their sense of identity and 

gain awareness of societal systems of power, a transformative curriculum provides our 

youth of Color with ideologies and literacies which can help them subvert the inequitable 

structures that hold racialized hierarchies in place.  

 

Storytelling and Counter-storytelling: Normalization versus Otherization 

 Critical Race Theory uses storytelling and counter-storytelling to highlight 

experiences of oppression experienced by members of nondominant groups (Ladson-

Billings 2004). The dominant (White, middle-class) experience is the one most 

commonly broadcast, but in focusing on the dominant experience, we remain blinded to 

ongoing racial oppressions endemic to our society. If we want to rid the world of 

oppression, we must first raise up the voices of the oppressed.  

Storytelling and counter-storytelling, the way CRT intends, serves to juxtapose 

the Danger of the Single Story. The Single Story commits two blights at once against 

learners: first, it normalizes only a narrow slice of life; second, it casts as “Other” any 

experience that falls outside of this “Normal”. Over time, any broadly-used language arts 

curriculum must include authentic stories that validate student experiences, lest they be 

Othered by the very mechanism that should serve to liberate them: education.  
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Theology and ethics professor Dr. T. Richard Snyder takes up the theme of 

Othering in his book, A Future Without Walls: Confronting Our Divisions. Snyder’s 

work delineates Othering’s roots in “extensive systems of domination,” wherein groups 

are differentiated according to various perceived levels of superiority/inferiority: “We are 

different,” Snyder writes. “But when our group differentiates itself at the expense of or 

with the denial of the full humanity for people who are different, we are engaging in 

Othering.” According to Snyder, “we invariably find ourselves viewing and treating some 

people as if they were not one of us…[in an] attempt to overcome a sense of inferiority” 

(Snyder 2021 pp. 51-52). 

In addition to dynamics of power and exploitation described in Snyder’s work, a 

civilization can also create Others through processes of invisibilizing or silencing. Thus, 

in education, a dearth of diverse stories leads to a de facto Othering effect in students of 

nondominant groups. Snyder describes the sorting effect that an Othering culture has, 

categorizing people into a worthy/unworthy dichotomy. I assert that the perpetuation of 

the Single Story, while generally not done with malicious intent on the part of educators, 

has the effect of inflicting cultural violence on our pupils: ethnic cleansing via education. 

As Snyder points out, “Racism can function without people intentionally wanting to harm 

anyone” (Snyder 2021 pp.71-72). Teachers who adhere robotically to curriculum without 

casting a critical eye to its content risk becoming the mouthpiece of inequity and the 

perpetuators of social injustice. 

 

 



11 
 

Intersectionality 

 Intersectionality, an offshoot of Critical Race Theory, is a framework developed 

approximately thirty years ago by scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw to address the specific 

nuances of the Black female experience. Crenshaw’s intersectional theory centers Black 

women, who, in her view, tend to fall through the gap that lies between traditional 

feminist theory and traditional antiracist theory. Black women, potentially subordinated 

by both sexism and racism, are “multiply-burdened” in a way that is erased, or at the very 

least, not adequately confronted by discussions of those “single-axis” frameworks 

(Crenshaw 1989 pp. 139-140). 

The framework of intersectionality applies to my work because of its unique focus 

on overlapping structures of subordination. Although Crenshaw’s work centered on 

Black women, over the past thirty years, the term has been broadened across disciplines 

(Carbado 2019); thus, it is appropriate that I employ it to examine the multiple burdens 

faced by my students who are children of Color and transnationals and translinguals and 

socioeconomically disadvantaged or any combination thereof. Focusing on only one 

aspect of the curriculum--for example, asking only how the language arts curriculum 

represents people of Color--would not reap meaningful results in terms of the real 

students required to read it year after year. More simply put: the compartmentalization of 

the complex identities of our student population yields incomplete or distorted data.  

 According to Crenshaw, this type of compartmentalization turns identities into an 

“either/or proposition” (Crenshaw 1991 p. 1242). My work tunes in to representation and 

intersectionality. I wonder, does the curriculum portray immigrants as primarily of 
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White/European descent? Are there instances of characters of Color who are also non-

native English speakers? Stories that compartmentalize identities strip away layers away 

from the complex world we live in and provide incomplete representations of the 

American experience. As Crenshaw puts it, a “focus on intersections…highlights the 

need to account for multiple grounds of identity” (Crenshaw 1991 p. 1245), lest they be 

othered or invisibilized.  

 

Antiracist Education  

 Another key tenet of Critical Race Theory is antiracism: a personal and 

professional commitment to take conscious action against racism in the name of equity 

and justice. An antiracist stance assumes work on oneself, to confront personal biases and 

acknowledge privileges; it also assumes that one will take on racism when she confronts 

it in society, whether the source be on the part of the individual or of an institution (Perry 

and Shotwell 2009).  

 Sociologist Jack Niemonen defines antiracist education as “a set of pedagogical, 

curricular, and organizational strategies that hope to promote racial equality by 

identifying, then eliminating, white privilege” (Niemonen 2007 p. 160). Antiracist 

education centers race, as opposed to class or socioeconomic status, viewing race as the 

most influential gatekeeper to access and equity in education (Niemonen 2007). Although 

Niemonen identifies race as a social construct, he refers to it as a “causal construct at all 

levels: individual, social, and systemic” (Niemonen 2007 p. 260). 
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 Under the critical assumption that racism is pervasive and permanent, with 

whiteness revered as the standard against which all others are measured, antiracist 

education seeks to confront and dismantle oppressive pedagogical practices. Traditional 

education centers Eurocentric values, experiences, and stories. Antiracist education 

displaces the hegemonic norm of whiteness and replaces it with a diverse tapestry of 

voices, woven together to present students with a purposefully inclusive curriculum.  

 Antiracist work understands racism as the “floor” of antiracist work: antiracist 

educators acknowledge our place within the racist system. This pertains especially to 

White antiracist educators, as we take on the task of dismantling racism while 

simultaneously benefiting from white privilege. White antiracist educators must identify 

our unearned benefits as the first step toward confronting society’s problematic racial 

hierarchies (Kailin 1999; Niemonen 2007; Perry and Shotwell 2009). 

“…it is the confluence of experiences and understanding that effectively produces 
a relational awareness of ‘self’ and ‘other,’ which results in white antiracist 
praxis…Such an understanding of self and other…arises from a confluence of 
propositional, affective, and tacit forms of knowledge about racism and one’s own 
situatedness within it.” (Perry and Shotwell 2009 p. 34)  
 

 Antiracist curriculum, by extension, provides a tool for antiracist teachers to 

disrupt existing societal power structures, particularly those acting upon or against our 

present group of students. Similar to the previously delineated definitions of antiracist 

education and antiracist teaching, an antiracist curriculum promotes racial equality, works 

to eliminate white privilege, and displaces the hegemonic norm of whiteness. An 

effective antiracist curriculum engages educators by providing explicit support in both 

Teachers Editions and student materials. These curricular supports can take many forms: 
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• The curriculum sets the expectation of antiracism as an ongoing topic to foster 

personal, intellectual, and emotional growth, as well as to provide students with 

the knowledge necessary to recognize structures of subordination and work 

towards their eradication.  

• The curriculum weaves developmentally-appropriate antiracist themes throughout 

each grade level and through the K-6 curriculum as a whole. 

• Through inquiry, discussion, and reflection, the curriculum facilitates 

opportunities for students to relate antiracist themes in texts to subordinating 

structures they recognize or experience in their day-to-day lives.  

 

This thesis marks one chapter in a lifetime of my own antiracist journey. It 

extends my work as an educator, as a scholar, and as a White person trying to pull down 

the same system that benefits me in many ways to which I did not consent.  

 

Culturally Relevant and Culturally Sustaining Pedagogies 

 In this thesis, I examine my district’s K-6 language arts curriculum to gauge its 

effectiveness at either engaging or marginalizing our students. The core question: Is our 

curriculum culturally relevant? Culturally relevant or culturally responsive schooling is 

an ongoing attempt by anthropologists and educators to “develop a closure fit between 

students’ home culture and the school” (Ladson-Billings 1995 p.159). Culturally relevant 

pedagogy locates “the problem of continuity between what the students experience at 

home and what they experience at school” (Ladson-Billings 1995 p.159). This pedagogy 
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directly assaults Othering and argues for a “humanizing pedagogy that respects and uses 

the reality, history, and perspective of students as an integral part of educational practice” 

(Bartolome 1994 p.173). Finally, culturally relevant teachers “utilize students’ culture as 

a vehicle for learning” (Ladson-Billings 1995 p.161).  

 Professor Django Paris’s article, “Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy: A Needed 

Change in Stance, Terminology, and Practice,” extends the concept of culturally relevant 

pedagogy. Paris’s framework, culturally sustaining pedagogy, moves past notions of 

representation to promote pluralism in education (Paris 2012). Paris writes, “Relevance 

and responsiveness do not guarantee in stance or meaning that one goal of an educational 

program is to maintain heritage ways and to value cultural and linguistic sharing across 

difference…” (Paris 2012 p. 95). The culturally sustaining pedagogy framework “is 

interested not in relevance or responsiveness, but in sustaining and extending the richness 

of our pluralist society” (Paris 2012 p. 96). Traditional pedagogies “expected…that 

students would lose their heritage and community cultural and linguistic practices if they 

were to succeed in American schooling…” (Paris 2012 p. 94); students of Color were 

“marginalized by systemic inequities” (Paris 2012 p. 94) and, thus, culturally sustaining 

pedagogy, as it strives toward pluralism and cultural equality, incorporates CRT’s 

demand for an examination and critique of power structures (Paris 2012). 

 Culturally responsive and sustaining teaching pinpoints cases of racist systems in 

curriculum and delineates a connection between these and the social order experienced by 

the student population. If the teacher is not versed in these theories, as most teachers at 

my school site are not, even a consciously antiracist and culturally sustaining curriculum 
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will not suffice. As Ladson-Billings asserts, “…critical pedagogy must be performed by 

critical pedagogues…” (Ladson-Billings 2004 p. 60). Properly prepared teachers bring 

culturally responsive and sustaining curriculum to life; we provide high-quality education 

to students from marginalized or subordinated groups, to prepare them to rectify our 

inequitable world. 

 

Translanguaging 

 Ofelia Garcia and Li Wei’s book, Translanguaging: Language, Bilingualism, and 

Education, presents a new way to contextualize the bilingual experience, and, 

specifically, the bilingual student experience. The term “translanguaging” strives to 

realistically capture how bilinguals use language. The authors provide this definition: 

“1. Referring to a trans-system and trans-spaces; that is, to fluid practices 
that go between and beyond socially constructed language and educational 
systems, structures and practices to engage diverse students’ multiple 
meaning-making systems and subjectivities. 
2. Referring to its trans-formative nature; that is, as new configurations of 
language practices and education are generated, old understandings and 
structures are released, thus transforming not only subjectivities, but also 
cognitive and social structures. In so doing, orders of discourses shift and 
the voices of Others come to the forefront, relating then translanguaging to 
criticality, critical pedagogy, social justice and the linguistic human rights 
agenda. 
3. Referring to the trans-disciplinary consequences of the languaging and 
education analysis, providing a tool for understanding not only language 
practices on the one hand and education on the other, but also human 
sociality, human cognition and learning, social relations, and social 
structures.” (Garcia and Wei 2014) 
 

 The translanguaging framework reconsiders languaging as an ongoing process, in 

which languaging itself is a dynamic social process “enmeshed in systems of power, and 
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thus, can be oppressive or liberating, depending on the positioning of speakers and 

agency” (Garcia and Wei 2014 p. 8). Schools that enforce monolingualism practice an 

active blindness to the sociolinguistic realities of students who speak and live in more 

than one language (Garcia and Wei 2014). I apply this framework to our language arts 

curriculum to identify and examine instances of translanguaging, especially 

translanguaging between English and Spanish. I assert that aptly-executed curricular 

translanguaging is culturally sustaining pedagogy, as it normalizes fluid uses of non-

English and resists the Othering effects of Standard American English supremacy.  

 

Methodology 

 The essential questions this thesis seeks to answer:  

1. To what extent, if any, do students moving through the seven elementary grades 

in our district experience Othering as a result of the district-supplied K-6 language 

arts curriculum? I.e., do authentic representations validate student identities and 

provide opportunities to critique power relations, or do its narratives invisibilize 

nondominant groups and systemic oppression, hereby reinforcing a White 

hegemony? 

2. Who benefits from this curriculum? Does the curriculum maintain dominant 

ideologies and subordinating power structures, or does it push back against them?  

 

  To answer the questions outlined above, I requested and obtained a universal log-

in code to access the seven grade levels’ digital language arts curriculum, including all 
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teacher and student resources. I logged all texts that students would be exposed to during 

core instruction, which ranged from a minimum of four texts per week to as many as nine 

poems per week if poetry was that week’s focus genre. I excluded supplemental texts 

such as leveled readers because students are not all uniformly exposed to these materials.  

 For each text, I logged the grade level, unit, week, title, and genre. I used the story 

and pictures to tally characters and sort them into three broad racial categories: 

White/European; Person of Color/Nondominant Group Member; Race/Ethnicity 

Indistinguishable. If applicable, I noted characters’ social class, the language of the 

story’s origin, and, if immigration was a part of the story, I highlighted it and jotted down 

any relevant themes.  

In analyzing each text’s pictures, I tallied all visible characters, including 

background characters. I made this decision because in many texts, to only count 

characters mentioned in the written story and ignore those in the corresponding images 

would be an incorrect understanding of the curriculum-in-use. Visuals such as 

illustrations and photographs are key components of children’s literature; children learn 

from pictures just as much as they learn from the words, and I based my decision on the 

presumption that all components of the story serve as potential sources of knowledge and 

discovery. For example, in the first grade story, Alicia’s Happy Day, a key feature of the 

story’s setting is the many friendly neighborhood people of Color whom Alicia 

encounters around the barrio on her birthday (see Figure 2). To only count Alicia, her 

mother, and the few characters interacting directly with them, would be a deliberate act 

on my part to invisibilize the barrio itself.  
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Figure 2 Alicia's Happy Day 

To determine characters’ racial categories, I used all of the information available 

in Teachers Editions and Student Editions: story titles, characters’ names, author 

biographies, geographical indicators, and linguistic indicators; as well as visible features 

such as skin shade, hair color and texture, and facial features. Some examples of 

“common sense” judgment calls: brown-haired, medium-complexioned characters in a 

traditional northern European folktale were assumed to be White; medium-complexioned 

characters that referred to their mother and aunt as “Mamá” and “Tía” were assumed to 

be of Latinx ethnicity.  

I originally set out to sort characters into two categories: White and Non-White, 

but this proved to be impossible; I had to include a category for anyone I was unable to 

categorize. During data collection, I quickly found that identifying Black, Indigenous 
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Americans, or East Asian characters was a  

straightforward process, but, with no 

additional information, teasing apart White 

from Latinx or Middle Eastern characters 

proved to be much harder, especially when 

the photo featured real children (see Figure 

3), who could be of any number of mixed 

racial or ethnic backgrounds. When in doubt, and with no contextual clues available, I 

categorized any unknown characters as “Indistinguishable.”  

Additionally, I used my own knowledge, judgement, filters, and life experience to 

answer the question: Would this character benefit from white privilege in the time period 

depicted by the story? For example, the fifth grade story, Starting Over, depicts a family 

sailing to New York from Italy in the early 1900s. I coded the Italian characters as non-

White due to their racialized treatment in the American social hierarchy at that time in 

history.  

A natural extension of this line of inquiry forced me to constantly ask myself if 

any of my identity or experience filters could be influencing my categorization process, 

and, if so, how. I kept in mind the two following questions: first, as a White person, am I 

more likely to assume a character was a member of my own group? And, similarly, as a 

teacher embedded within a Latinx community, am I more likely to assume brown-haired 

characters (especially children) are of that community, since they are who I see every day 

in my professional life? In recognition of the limitations set by my personal filters, I erred 

Figure 3 Field Trip 
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on the side of neutrality, and coded characters as “Indistinguishable” rather than assume 

membership of one group or another based on insufficient evidence.  

To classify characters’ social class membership, I used a variety of markers, such 

as, but not limited to: explicit in-text descriptors such as “wealthy,” “powerful,” “poor,” 

or “hungry;” characters’ occupation; displays of ownership or consumption; style and 

condition of clothing and other belongings; characters’ status as royalty or gods; 

characters’ relation to royalty or gods. When in doubt, or in the absence of concrete 

contextual evidence, I tended to assume middle-class membership, which is clearly a 

reflection of my own socioeconomic standing.  

To determine the language of origin, I again used all available indicators. 

Informational texts were coded as English, due the use of English as the language of 

instruction, unless the topic related directly to another language. For instance, the first 

grade text, Meet Rosina, is a true story about a deaf girl named Rosina, and her use of 

sign language is a key detail repeated several times. I coded myths and traditional 

folktales under their original language: for example, Greek myths coded as “Greek,” 

Navajo folktales as “Navajo.” Stories featuring Latin American or Castilian Spanish 

language were coded as Spanish whether or not this was a central aspect of the story.  

I coded a story as including immigration themes under a wide umbrella of 

elements: direct depictions of immigration; non-American customs, traditions, or 

ancestors (excluding our Native population and Black slaves, whose respective histories 

are unique and lie outside the scope of this project); home languages other than English, 

Black English, or Indigenous American languages; symbolic images of people “flying” 
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from one continent to another (see Figure 4); and, occasionally, when I held specific 

background knowledge that allowed me to code it as such. For instance, several texts 

depict Cesar Chavez or Dolores Huerta in their work relating to farm workers’ rights; I 

coded these stories as being relevant to the immigration conversation even when they 

omitted it from the story. On rare occasions, I combined information from the author’s 

biography with the story’s thematic elements and determined that the story contained a 

subtle immigration subtext. 

 

Figure 4 All Kinds of Families! 
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Results 

 I tallied a total of 905 texts in the curriculum, or an average of about 129 texts per 

grade level. Each grade level’s curriculum consisted of what I judge a strong and well-

rounded curation of genres, including, but not limited to: expository texts, biographies, 

realistic fiction, fantasy, folktales, fables, historical fiction, personal narratives, myths, 

dramatic plays, and poetry. In addition, 

Kindergarten’s collection included several texts that 

contain basic storylines designed to give the emerging 

reader in-context opportunities to practice high-

frequency words, such as I, you, we, can, like, go, etc. 

(see Figure 5). I included these stories in the overall 

count despite their simple nature because they play a 

key role in beginning readers’ development and are 

required reading for all Kindergarteners.  

 

Race and Ethnicity 

 The pages of text contain a whopping 8,374 characters: 3,388 White or European 

characters; 3,826 characters of Color or marginalized groups; and 1,160 characters whose 

race or ethnicity I could not determine by the information provided. The multitude of 

nonwhite groups represented from around the world is a key strength of the curriculum. 

Among the characters of Color, the racial and ethnic groups represented ranged from 

Indigenous American groups from both North and South America; Black people from all 

Figure 5 We Like Tam! 
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corners of the Earth (Black Americans, Afro-Caribbeans, and many tales from the 

African continent); Asian-Americans as well as Asian characters in East Asia and 

Southeast Asian; South Asian Indians; Persians; Arabs; etc.  

 

Language of Origin 

 English was the dominant language identified in 764, or approximately 84% of 

the stories. Of the remaining 141, or approximately 16%, of texts, the dominant 

languages were Spanish (6%), Chinese (2%), Native North American languages (2%), 

and Greek (1%). 26 additional languages were represented but not often enough to be 

statistically relevant.  

Because I initially coded all informational texts as “English,” I ran an additional 

round of analysis wherein I omitted informational texts, to focus only on narrative 

material. After omitting informational texts, I was left with 528 stories, and the language 

percentages grew accordingly (see Figure 6). Excluding informational texts, 

approximately 27% of stories are of non-English origin. Of the 528 non-expository texts, 

I coded 11% of them as Spanish language-origin. Thus, when a Spanish-speaking student 

at Spring Vista Elementary reads a non-expository text, they are exposed to elements of 

their home language in just over one in ten stories.  
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  Figure 6 Language of Origin data 

 

Social Class 

Across the 905 stories, I identified 810 depictions of social class, as indicated by 

in-text description, occupation, home or neighborhood, and/or clothing. In the remaining 

95 stories, class was a non-issue. For instance, stories about natural phenomena such as 

animals, plants, or the solar system, devoid of human subjects, were irrelevant to the 

discussion of social class.  

Class categorizations tallied as follows: 55 depictions of upper-class; 532 

depictions of middle-class; 223 depictions of working class; and 94 stories that contained 

depictions of more than one social class. Because of my admitted possible bias, i.e. my 
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own affiliation with the middle class led to instances of using this as the default 

assumption, and because so many stories contained overlapping socioeconomic elements, 

I do not consider the data relevant to my work on its own; however, it became useful later 

to cross-reference with other data when looking for intersectional identity markers.  

 

Immigration 

 From Kindergarten to sixth grade, the curriculum presents readers with 24 stories 

where immigration is directly discussed or thematically relevant. An additional 19 texts 

contain implied immigration themes, bringing the total to 43 (see Figure 7). People of 

Color dominate the immigration narrative, especially in modern immigration stories. The 

subject of poverty, on the other hand, is only present in historical immigration narratives, 

and largely absent from modern depictions. Finally, of the 43 immigration-related texts, 

only 12 explicitly mention language-related themes such as language differences or 

language acquisition. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 7 Prevalence of Immigration Themes data 
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Discussion 

Immigration Themes and Elements  

The curriculum presents the subject of immigration in all seven grade levels, to 

varying degrees. The genres depicting this theme most frequently include historical 

narratives, realistic fiction, personal narratives, informational texts, and biographies. One 

can dichotomize these texts into two distinct, broad categories: historical immigration and 

modern immigration. 

Historical immigration texts recount the stories with which I am familiar from my 

own childhood education, growing up in liberal, suburban Northern California. Themes 

and elements that occur repeatedly in historical immigration texts include: 

• Chinese nationals or Europeans crossing an ocean on a ship to arrive in the United 

States. 

• A description of a long, rough sea voyage. 

• Health inspections and pencil-and-paper tests on Ellis Island. 

• The immigrants’ view the United States as the “land of opportunity.” 

• A stated belief that “hard work” will bring 

prosperity. 

• A period of family separation lasting a few years 

and resolved with family reunification within the 

United States. 

• The immigrants’ landing in the U.S. functions as 

the story’s “happy ending.” 
Figure 8 Sailing to America 
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 This period of American history tends to be romanticized as the immigration 

heyday, where working-class people boarded ships en masse to build a bright future for 

themselves in the New World. They arrived, they worked, they assimilated, they 

prospered. End of story.  

The historical immigration stories in this collection contain an assumption that 

one’s previous land, customs and language do not matter, because we are all Americans 

once we arrive. This assumption is a double-edged sword: on one hand, it encourages a 

sense of belonging and acceptance; on the other hand, it presumes an inevitable 

assimilation to White, middle-class norms and practices, thereby perpetuating the social 

hierarchy that places New Americans, and especially New Americans of Color, below the 

dominant group.  

There are a few points throughout the K-6 curriculum that center historical 

immigration. In third grade, the second week of Unit 2, titled Finding a Home, consists of 

a series of four immigration-themed texts. Three of the stories depict working-class 

European families crossing the Atlantic Ocean by ship. They face financial hardships, 

perilous sea voyages, the emotional trauma of family separation, and the promise of 

“freedom” and a “better life.” In the fourth story of the series, Our Story Cloth, a Laotian 

family leaves their farm in 1977 and travels by cart, bus, boat, and plane to live in a small 

apartment in California. This gem of a story offers a more relatable immigration tale in 

which the children experience homesickness and make up games to practice their English 

together.  
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 This series in third grade marks the first explicit exposure students to the 

understanding of the United States as a nation of immigrants. The stories make it clear 

that immigration has always been a part of the American experience. The three historical 

immigration stories provide a strong, age-appropriate historical context to begin the 

conversation, while the modern story of the Laotian family may mirror some students’ 

personal stories more accurately.  

 Similar historical immigration stories are sprinkled throughout the curriculum. 

Another notable example comes in fifth grade. In Starting Over, an early-1900s Italian 

family travels by ship across the Atlantic Ocean to reunite with extended family members 

in New York City. The main character, Tomaso, is excited to reunite with his cousin and 

nervous about learning English. He experiences moments of homesickness which are 

quelled when he plays games with his cousin in a park. His parents look forward to 

achieving abundance alongside their siblings, who have been in New York only a few 

years but already managed to establish themselves and found a successful market.  

 

Figure 9 Starting Over 

These historical immigration stories show us the American Immigration Dream at 

its purest: the United States is the country where anyone can come and work for the life 
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they want, so it goes. Any initial struggles are overcome with hard work and 

perseverance. Their narratives invisibilize the very real and often violent racism New 

Americans experienced during this time period, and they do not begin to address the 

overarching racialized power structures that promoted some groups while subordinating 

others.  

To contrast the historical immigration narrative, modern immigration has its own 

patterns within the curriculum. In the stories of this second category, the journey starts in 

the United States: a family has recently arrived from Puerto Rico, or Korea, or Pakistan, 

etc., and the children must forge their way in a new society. Modern immigration stories 

often focus on superficial cultural markers such as food, music, sports, dance, holidays, 

and festivals. Time and again, the message echoes, “This tradition was passed down to 

my mother, from her mother,” referring perhaps to Japanese origami or Mexican nicho 

boxes. Occasionally, a character might mention sadness over family separation or 

difficulty learning English, but the curriculum frames challenges pertaining to the 

characters’ transnational and/or translingual experiences as a temporary conundrum to be 

resolved by the end of the story. Like historical immigration texts, modern immigration 

texts assume characters’ assimilation to dominant social and linguistic norms as an 

inevitable part of their initiation into American society. And, again, the stories do not 

address subordinating power structures, nor do they acknowledge the racialized social 

hierarchies that bear down upon us all constantly.  
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One second grade curricular week, titled 

“Families Celebrate,” is ripe with examples of modern 

immigration tropes. This week features three modern 

immigration stories. In the first story, Dinner at 

Alejandro’s, Tommy, a White American boy, 

befriends Alejandro, an immigrant of the same age 

from Argentina. The Argentine family’s use of the Spanish word fútbol (a false cognate 

easily confused with the American English term, “football”) when describing soccer 

bemuses Tommy, and his internal dialogue expresses hesitance when introduced to their 

home-cooked paella. Tommy’s newfoundappreciation for Alejandro’s Argentine culture 

effectively concludes the story. The story centers Tommy’s experience and culture, and 

normalizes his use of Standard American English; it casts Alejandro’s language and 

culture as Other.  

The second and third stories are 

better, in the sense that they center the 

immigrant children’s cultures and 

experiences rather than the White 

characters and normalize the use of 

languages other than English. In Maria 

Celebrates Brazil, the titular character converses with her parents in Portuguese, and 

shares her home culture with their new neighborhood in the United States by dancing in a 

Carnival-style parade. The story provides an encouraging example of normalized use of 

Figure 10 Dinner at Alejandro's 

Figure 11 Maria Celebrates Brazil 
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non-English; however, its conclusion reduces the resplendent culture of Brazil to parade 

spectacle.  

The third story in this series, Big Red 

Lollipop, tells the tale of a girl who has come to 

the United States with her family from Pakistan. 

She is thrilled to be invited to a classmate’s 

birthday party, but her mother, unfamiliar with 

American birthday party customs, insists she bring 

her younger sister along, resulting in a series of 

uncomfortable moments at the party. The story 

proffers an invaluable depiction of the mother’s 

reaction to the “strange” new phenomenon of American birthday parties. The plot likely 

resonates with children of immigrant parents, who find themselves doing their best to 

guide their families, navigating together through unfamiliar social situations. The story’s 

context normalizes the uncertainty of being new to the United States; the dominant group 

has become the Other.  

Later, in fifth grade, students encounter a week titled “Moving to a New Beat,” 

where the focus sets on cultural exchange. Unfortunately, much of the fodder presented 

as “culture” in these stories is, again, quite superficial: two boys compare fútbol to 

American football and trade dolmas for tamales; an American boy reluctantly travels with 

his family to Argentina and learns about empanadas, tango, and the Argentine passion for 

soccer; and, via a brief expository text, students learn the international roots of well-loved 

Figure 12 Big Red Lollipop 
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things such as macaroni, hamburgers, rap music, tennis, and, again, soccer. The 

curriculum mentions the “beautiful game” so many times in cultural discourse that, by the 

end of sixth grade, the students of Sunny Desert Unified should half expect every 

foreigner, and certainly every person of Latinx heritage, to be bouncing a soccer ball on 

every street corner. 

These stories introduce young children to new people and places in a gentle, age-

appropriate way; however, I argue that their ongoing focus on food and sports should be 

balanced by including more varied and nuanced representations of culture, lest we slide 

into parody. Such balance benefits not only students of Color, but also enriches the 

perspectives of students belonging to society’s dominant groups. A curriculum that 

humanizes all students has the power to develop all minds. Power relations are 

invisibilized in immigration narratives throughout the curriculum, which only serves to 

reinforce their omnipotent clout.    

 

Curricular Highlights - Relatability and Authenticity 

 Many texts throughout the curriculum employ immigration themes in ways that 

feel relatable and authentic. In second grade, the aforementioned story of the Pakistani 

girl whose mother’s lack of cultural understanding causes her discomfort among her 

peers; several units later, the reader comes across Dear Primo: A Letter to My Cousin. 
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Dear Primo consists of correspondence between Charlie, who lives in the United States, 

and his cousin, Carlitos, who lives in Mexico. The two cousins share details of their 

respective daily lives, such as their commutes to school and the games they play, and 

Carlitos teaches Charlie some Spanish vocabulary words and phrases. The story’s simple 

plot belies the complexity of the boys’ translingual, transnational lived experiences. 

Young Charlie’s interactions with his cousin are much like the stories my students share 

when we return to school from winter and spring breaks.  

 Another outstanding immigration story comes in the middle of fifth grade. 

Realistic fiction narrative, They Don’t Mean It!, depicts a family who has recently moved 

from China to Seattle, Washington. While some of the focus of the story revolves around 

Figure 13 Dear Primo: A Letter to My Cousin 
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descriptions of Lunar New Year and traditional foods, the school-aged narrator, Yingmei, 

also offers an account of some of the practical aspects of adjusting to her new life: at 

school, she assumes the Western name, Mary, which is easier for her classmates to 

pronounce; at home, family members pool their newfound information on American 

culture. For instance, Yingmei’s father works to improve his Standard American English 

pronunciation, and her mother discovers that, unlike the members of her previous 

community in China, Americans in her new community do not take kindly to being called 

“fat.”  

While these anecdotes are surely 

relatable, later in the story, the reader witnesses a 

subtle but deeply authentic cultural revelation. 

Yingmei’s school friend, Kim, is taken aback 

when she observes Yingmei’s parents deflecting 

compliments aimed at each other and their 

children. This provides the central conflict in the 

story, as the two girls engage in an ongoing 

contemplation of concepts such as pride, 

modesty, politeness, and boastfulness, and how 

each may be expressed, interpreted, or misinterpreted, depending on one’s culture. For 

our older transnational student audience currently growing up in two cultures, this 

depiction of a nuanced, dynamic intercultural exchange has a more profound influence 

Figure 14 They Don't Mean It! 
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over the shaping of their identity than a debate over tamales versus dolmas or a 

comparison of fútbol to football. 

 A pair of stories in the sixth grade curriculum recount experiences of older 

students who come to the United States from Africa. In Home of the Brave, Kek, a 

refugee from an unnamed African country, has been displaced from his nomadic herding 

community due to civil war, and relocates to Minnesota with his mother. The excerpt 

chosen for our curriculum chronicles Kek’s vivid first-person account of his first day at 

his new school in Minnesota. Struck by the newness of everything, Kek greets the 

experience with wonder and enthusiasm:  

“Dave takes me to school. 
When I see it, I use the words  
I learned from the TV machine: 
No way! 
It’s big enough to graze  
a herd of cattle in, 
made of fine, red square stones  
and surrounded by many 
tall, not-dead trees. 
It’s a place for 
a leader of men to work in,  
not a place for small children 
to learn their numbers.  
… 
Inside my school 
the floor shines like ice. 
I walk carefully. 
Thin metal doors with silver handles 
line the walls. 
Those are lockers, Dave says. 
C’mon, we’re early, 
but the teacher wants to meet you.” 

  
Figure 15 Kek draws a picture for his new classmates 
to illustrate his life in Africa. 
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 This excerpt brings to mind the many students who have come through my 

classroom, brand new to the United States, wide-eyed, taking in the experience with all 

five senses. Occasionally, parents tell me that, for the first several weeks, students aren’t 

really paying attention to my instruction. One student’s father told me, “At her school in 

Mexico, everything was different. The lights were different, the desks were different. It 

had no air conditioning. There was no grassy field. All of this is new for her. It was very 

distracting for her at first.”  

Whether a child is coming to the U.S. from Latin America or Africa, the sheer 

amount of newness and change must be overwhelming. Home of the Brave is an 

exquisite representation of that visceral experience which is so common in my school’s 

community. 

The curriculum presents the second selection, 

Aminata’s Tale, as the paired read to Home of the 

Brave. New to the United States from Senegal, 

Aminata struggles to express herself verbally in her 

ESL course. No one at her schools speaks French nor 

Mandinka, her two native languages. To meet a 

presentation requirement for the course, she employs 

a mixture of spoken language and interpretive dance 

to convey her voyage to the U.S. to her fellow ESL classmates. Although they do not 

understand her words, the performance facilitates a bond between Aminata and her 

classmates, who understand her animated gestures and the emotions she expresses: 

Figure 16 Aminata's interpretive dance 
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sadness at saying goodbye to her loved ones back in Senegal, the bumpy bus ride to 

Dakar, the whoosh of the airplane’s wings, the tearful reunion with her father at the 

airport. Like Home of the Brave, Aminata’s Tale provides our transnational students with 

a vivid and relatable depiction of the journey, and, again, of the newness of arriving in 

the United States. Together, the two narratives underline some of the ubiquitous threads 

of the immigrant experience, with both physical and emotional elements.  

 

Curricular Highlights - Immigration and Translanguaging, Normalized  

 Another core strength of the curriculum, under the lens of immigration and 

language, is how often it centers characters who are clearly new to the United States 

and/or adept with translanguaging, without focusing exclusively on these aspects of their 

identities. Throughout the curriculum, many characters of nondominant racial, ethnic, or 

linguistic groups go about their everyday lives, conquering familiar challenges and 

engaging with the world in empathetic ways. These elements recall my previous appeal 

for the balance necessary to humanize members of nondominant groups and normalize 

their stories as part of the greater fabric of our collective society. 

 Stories like third grade’s Gary the Dreamer and Yoon and the Jade Bracelet, as 

well as fourth grade’s poem, Papa’s Pastry Shop, center a child in each immigrant 

family, but the themes in each story do not hinge upon this point. The plots of these texts 

feature ordinary kids doing ordinary kid things--navigating bullies at school; struggling to 

sit still in class; taking in the familiar sights, sounds, and smells at the family panadería. 
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These tales remind the reader that while the experience of living as a New American may 

encompass some unique challenges, many of the trials of childhood are universal.  

 In a similar vein, dozens of stories and poems throughout the curriculum weave 

Spanish language into English text, either through interpersonal dialogue or introduced as 

topical vocabulary terms. Most frequently, translanguaging occurs in the familial names 

characters use to address one another: mamá, tía, m’ijo, abuelita. A shining example of 

Spanish/English translanguaging comes in third grade, in the story Martina the Beautiful 

Cockroach. Set in Havana, Cuba, this whimsical folktale weaves Spanish into the story, 

adding a layer of cultural authenticity without becoming distracting or alienating to a 

non-Spanish speaker:  

“Now that Martina was 21 days old, she was ready to give her leg in marriage. 
The Cucaracha household was crawling with excitement!  
Every señora in the family had something to offer.  
Tía Cuca gave her una peineta, a seashell comb.  
Mamá gave her una mantilla, a lace shawl.  
But Abuela, her Cuban grandmother, gave her un consejo increíble, some 
shocking advice.” 
 

Stories such as Martina the Beautiful Cockroach 

honor the home language, culture, and identity of our 

Spanish-speaking students. They furnish the curriculum 

with much-needed positive literary examples of 

translanguaging, and they reflect the lived experiences of 

our multilingual population. They reinforce the normalcy 

of non-English and help combat the Othering effect of 

growing up in our English-dominant American society. Figure 17 Martina the Beautiful 
Cockroach 
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Glaring Omissions and Room for Improvement 

 The curators of this curriculum are clearly trying--overall, the curriculum 

showcases an impressively broad array of ethnicities and racial groups. If the goal is 

diversity in representation, the goal is achieved. However, the curriculum missteps in a 

few places, either by marginalizing or invisibilizing key aspects of the identities of its 

intended audience. Moreover, the curriculum sidesteps larger issues of societal 

dichotomies--power versus subordination, dominant versus marginalized groups, and 

traditional versus transformative ideologies. Power structures remain unexamined and 

uncritiqued. The curriculum includes people of Color; it includes non-English languaging 

and translanguaging; it includes some authentic and relatable immigration themes. It 

stops short of providing an emancipatory vehicle for students of nondominant groups.  

 Almost all of the curricular immigration discourse, and that of culture in general, 

highlight superficial ethnic markers. With our younger readers in mind, it may be 

developmentally appropriate to limit discussions to origami, nicho boxes, empanadas, 

and macaroni; our older readers can doubtlessly handle a more-nuanced discourse, like 

that contained in the aforementioned text, They Don’t Mean It!, which describes 

sociocultural differences as experienced from the perspective of an immigrant family 

from China. A focus on foods and sports dehumanizes our transnational population by 

invisibilizing the deeper and complex aspects of culture that are part of the lived 

transnational experience.  

 Similarly, the concept of identity itself is muddled and uneven throughout the 

curriculum. The worst offender of this trend occurs at the end of the fourth grade 
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curriculum. Fourth grade concludes with a week called “Who Am I,” and the week’s 

essential question: “What shapes a person’s identity?” The week consists of eight poems, 

none of which explicitly mention race or ethnicity. Any applicable connection must be 

made by the reader, presumably with the support of a teacher. For instance, one poem, 

My Chinatown, depicts a young Chinese-American girl watching her mother sew on a 

sewing machine. Without additional context, even a skilled, experienced educator would 

be pressed to illustrate the connection between this poem’s title, imagery, and how it 

relates to the concept of identity formation.   

Another poem, the drum, is paired with a picture of 

a Black school-aged girl jumping. This poem could be 

strategically paired with additional poems about the 

experiences of Black youth to provide a rich, multi-

dimensional cultural experience for the young learner. 

Here, it stands alone, and its context must be determined 

and then articulated by the teacher. 

In a third poem, Growing Up, the subject 

translanguages as she mulls over possibilities for her bright future:  

 “When I grow up,  
I want to be a doctor. 
M’ija, you will patch scraped knees 
and wipe away children’s tears. 
But what if I become an architect? 
M’ija, you will build beautiful houses 
where children will sing and play…” 

  

Figure 18 the drum 
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Progressing through the collection of poems, the reader bounces from one 

thematic snapshot to another. The curriculum does not provide additional space or tools 

for further exploration; this is again left to the instructor. While poems are inherently 

short at this grade level, intended to only provide “slice of life” imagery or emotion, I 

argue that, as part of diversity discourse, a quality discussion of identity formation needs 

to be properly unpacked. These poems need more: more context, more connection, more 

space for inquiry.   

The lens of intersectionality highlights another curious deficit. Intersections of 

immigration with race or social class are absent from the curriculum’s modern 

immigration texts. The texts contain immigrants of Color, yes, but their race is a 

nonissue. Is it possible for a curated collection of children’s literature to expose layers of 

power and subjugation, yet remain student-friendly? I assert that this goal is achievable, 

and, as proof, I point to the numerous depictions of slavery and the Civil Rights 

movement that manage to strike a balance between the brutal truth of American Black 

history and age-appropriateness. In the age of the Black Lives Matter movement and 

ongoing public antiracist discourse, our collective American consciousness informs us 

that our Black population is not the only group who have suffered racialized oppression 

in our country; the time has come to widen the curricular umbrella as well.  

In a similar vein, according to this curriculum, immigration and poverty only 

intersected in the past; somehow, today, families who immigrate to the United States 

enter directly into the middle class upon arrival and stay there. While settings or 

backdrops occasionally feature ethnic enclaves, the curriculum invisibilizes the very real 
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financial struggles that plague many modern immigrant families. Of course, a curriculum 

that relegates all depictions of New Americans to the stereotype of the poor immigrant 

has an equally repugnant effect, by Othering our immigrant populations and uniformly 

defining them as socioeconomically “less-than-us”. However, because the narrative of 

financial hardship aligns with so many students’ day-to-day realities, more varied 

depictions of social class in general, as well as specific to this subpopulation, would add 

to its overall relatability and authenticity. The curriculum does not initiate an examination 

of racialized barriers which have historically caused poverty and societal marginalization; 

based on my own experience looking for children’s literature that fosters resistance 

capital, I conclude that such themes do not exist in the current canon.  

The theme of invisibilized poverty tangentially relates to the most glaring 

omission in the curriculum. Among the multitude of biographies offered up over the 

seven grade levels, naturally a few of them depict immigrant stories. In some cases, the 

biographies encourage and inspire. Towards the end of fifth grade, readers learn about 

Mario Molina, the Mexican-born, American-educated Nobel laureate, whose research on 

chlorofluorocarbons’ harmful effects on the ozone has had a monumental influence on 

global environmental policy. Then, in sixth grade, readers are introduced to Erica 

Fernandez, a Mexican-born environmental activist. Fernandez left Mexico for California 

as a teenager and came to lead a grassroots campaign to thwart the construction of a 

natural gas pipeline that would have passed through low-income areas, devastating local 

air and water supplies. These biographies offer prime examples of human ingenuity and 

tenacity in the form of role models whose personal histories are reflective of those found 
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in our Desert Valley community.  

Sadly, other biographies in the curriculum lack accountability to the community 

from which the subjects hail. March On! is a first grade informational text about 

collective bargaining. In its profile of Cesar Chavez, the text details his accomplishments, 

but bleaches the man and his story by removing all references to his Mexican heritage 

and that of the migrant workers for whom he fought (see Figure 19). 

March On! is one of three texts that effectively divorce the subject of 

farmworkers from that of Latinx immigration. The second grade biography, César 

Chávez, gives Chavez’s achievements a bit more context, including a reference to 

Spanish as his first language, but, still, no mention of his Mexican heritage.  

The third biography is found in the third grade curriculum. Dolores Huerta: 

Figure 19 A bleached discussion of the accomplishments of Cesar Chavez 



45 
 

Growing Up Strong tells the story of Chavez’s co-founder of the National Farmworkers 

Association, Dolores Huerta. Again, the author bleaches her story: any recognition of her 

as an accomplished Mexican-American role model, whose work raised living standards 

for a largely Mexican and Mexican-American workforce, must be inferred, as it is not 

directly addressed in the text (see Figure 20).  

When lined up, one after the other, a curious pattern emerges. It cannot be a 

coincidence that all three stories strip the subjects of a core aspect of their identity. This 

stripping of identity of two prominent members of the Mexican diaspora underscores an 

insidious implication: to be relatable to all students, one must first be divested of one’s 

ethnic markers. To be revered as a true American hero is to leave one’s past behind.  

Figure 20 Dolores Huerta, stripped of her identity as a high-achieving Latinx woman. 
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 Overall, the curriculum does not, in the words of Django Paris, take a “critical 

stance toward and critical action against unequal power structures” (Paris 2012 pp. 94-

95). On the contrary, it leaves power structures largely intact, and in some ways even it 

even reinforces them. Its continual focus on superficial cultural markers and 

underarticulated identity discourse, coupled with its complete invisibilization of modern 

poverty narrative, dehumanizes students from nondominant groups as it tacitly affirms 

the perceived superiority of the dominant group. Furthermore, the curriculum lacks 

discourse regarding a variety of highly relevant modern topics: contemporary race 

relations and class conflict, the ongoing debate over bilingual education, and current 

structural and institutional barriers to access. While it clearly tries to be inclusive, and it 

succeeds in this endeavor to a significant degree, this curriculum neither transforms nor 

emancipates its young audience.   

 

Conclusion 

Next Steps: Antiracism, Cultural Relevance, and Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy 

 A mantra echoes across the landscape of K-12 education: “The curriculum is the 

floor, not the ceiling.” The curriculum I investigated for this project offers many entry 

points through which educators may facilitate meaningful connections for their students. 

The topics and themes are there to be mined, especially if the educator tunes in to the 

many implied ethnic and linguistic markers. Thus, we return to the concept of the 

antiracist educator, who makes a conscious commitment to further antiracist goals via her 

teaching practices. In reality, this curriculum was not written just to meet the needs of my 
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specific subpopulation. Its curators are tasked with developing a curriculum that provides 

challenging, relatable, age-appropriate texts for all Californian youth. The curriculum 

needs to sell. At the end of the day, it is just another tool to be utilized by the educator to 

meet the needs of the human beings in her classroom.  

 Antiracist teaching is mindful and present teaching. Among other things, 

antiracist teaching intentionally centers student identities and student experiences. The 

educator stays vigilant, constantly watching for opportunities to forge connections 

between the institution and the home. Antiracist teachers look out at the world around us, 

and, simultaneously, we look within ourselves. Antiracist teaching requires an ongoing 

inner dialogue: Who am I teaching? How do their identities intersect with mine? Where 

can I create opportunities to increase access and representation for my students and their 

families? Where are members of this population represented as we move through the 

curriculum? Are these representations complete? If not, how can I fill the gaps? In what 

ways does my institution uphold or replicate oppressive systems? This type of 

questioning does not necessarily come naturally to educators; teacher preparation 

programs and professional development trainings must take responsibility to facilitate 

opportunities for us to explore the concept of who and what the curriculum is: the 

importance of our role in the interpretation and presentation of the curriculum-in-use.  

 Antiracist teachers remain mindful of the danger of the Single Story. We use that 

awareness as a springboard to implement culturally relevant teaching practices. 

Incorporating cultural relevance into one’s teaching practices can begin with tapping 

parents and students themselves. It is a teacher’s job to facilitate a trusting, open 
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classroom community that welcomes community members as partners with the 

institution. Informal and formal conversations with students and parents can produce 

information to guide more meaningful instruction. During lessons, teachers should ask 

strategic questions to kindle institution-to-home connections (and vice-versa) and inspire 

an ongoing exploration of who and how we are.  

Ultimately, this work should be part of an ongoing societal dialogue. Teacher 

preparation programs are charged with the adequate preparation of preservice educators; 

this educative process continues through professional development. A schoolwide 

dialogue can take place in grade level teams; during vertical teaming; normalized in staff 

meetings; and as an open-ended exchange between the institution, the home, and the 

community. The districtwide dialogue must naturally include input and support from the 

previously mentioned actors, as well as school board representatives and local 

policymakers. Finally, children’s content authors and curriculum curators must write 

texts with transformative and critical themes, to be adopted by curriculum curators and 

employed by competent, prepared teachers.  

 

Next Steps: White Supremacy and Banking in the Curriculum 

  Antiracist teaching and culturally sustaining pedagogies serve to counter some of 

the white supremacy of our White teacher/Brown student dynamic, especially when 

families are invited to the proverbial decision-making table as co-experts in the task of 

educating their own children. To root out inequity and make space for change, members 

of both dominant and nondominant societal groups should assume the perpetuation of 
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white supremacy. When members of both groups work to root out white supremacy in 

education, a coalition is born. The ongoing dialogue described in the section above values 

all knowledge, with the pool of human experience treated as a wealth of information and 

resources. The educator does not deposit knowledge into the empty student mind; rather, 

she seeks out, and, if necessary, creates opportunities to build upon the student’s existing 

repertoire. The white supremacy of traditional pedagogical models implodes and 

culturally sustaining pedagogy is realized.  
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