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Chapter 5
RAUL RAMIREZ
Bridging Cultural Gaps

KINDERGARTEN
Clover Valley Elementary School
Raul Ramirez was born 5 years ago into a working-class home in Mexico City. Earlier this
year, his parents, Carmen and Jorge, had the opportunity to be sponsored by Jorge’s brother,
who immigrated to Midland 2 years ago, with the hope of making enough money in just a few
years to buy a farm in Mexico. They know that their U.S. wages will quickly allow them to
become landowners in Mexico.
Raul was a healthy baby who had the advantage of being the first son of a young couple
with two older and doting sisters, Angelina, then 5, and Diana, then 2. While Mr. and Mrs.
Ramirez loved their daughters, Mrs. Ramirez often repeated to family and friends that “God
has blessed us with a son to carry on the family name.” Raul does not seem spoiled by his
family’s coddling. He does, however, expect that he will have privileges his sisters may not
have because it is his birthright. Every subtle message he gets from his family and community is that he is special and will go far. The sisters, in turn, do not expect as much, because,
after all, they are “just girls.” Raul appears to be a very happy child, surrounded by a loving
extended family. He assumes that his life in the United States will be much the same as it was
in Mexico.
Upon arrival in Midland, Mrs. Ramirez quickly found a job as a salad maker at a local
chain restaurant on the 3-to-11 shift. She is a hard worker and very proud of her ability to contribute to the financial security of her family. Mr. Ramirez discovered a group of Mexican
men who work for a salsa manufacturer in the nearby city. Getting a job was easy, but the pay
is in cash and unreported. The men do not seem to mind that they are making less than the
required minimum wage in the United States. They are relieved each day to receive cash in
hand for their work. Each day they are picked up by a van at 11 p.m. and delivered home at
7 a.m. Mr. Ramirez has also acquired some odd jobs on local farms in the afternoons. The
family tells one another that they are “blessed” to be able to save most of their earnings.
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The family was able to move into a rented house to live with Jorge’s brother, Michael
Carlos, his wife, Maria, and their new baby. Thomas, an unrelated single man, also rents a
spare bedroom in the house. Together they are able to afford an older home in a residential
neighborhood. Raul and his parents share a bedroom, and the girls sleep on a couch in the living room. The house is in a lower-income section of Midland inhabited by many recent immigrants from Mexico. They have met with some subtle prejudice as the neighborhood changed
in this small town. Some locals call the three-block area “South of the Border” and refer to
their neighbors as “beaners.”
At first it was difficult for the family to find food to which they were accustomed. The
large supermarket with Mexican products is across town, and the Ramirez family shares one
vehicle with the other residents in the household. They can usually make only one trip to the
store each month. A new corner market with Mexican imports has just opened in the neighborhood. Because many of the neighbors also speak Spanish, the Ramirezes have a comfortable but isolated feeling about living in the United States.
Mrs. Ramirez enrolled the children in the neighborhood school, Clover Valley Elementary.
She had no trouble enrolling the children in school even without previous transcripts, but a
month after school began, she was contacted by the principal. The school had no immunization records for the children, and the school nurse insisted on having the children immunized
within 2 weeks or they would not be permitted to continue attending Clover Valley. Because
of the language barrier and confusion over what was required, the children were suspended
from school. The children missed 2 weeks of school before the family was assigned a
Spanish-speaking social worker, who explained the school requirements, including the immunization requirements. She set the family up with access to a health clinic, food stamps, and
legal services. The town has just begun to respond to the growing number of Mexicans in the
community, and services are scarce.
Mrs. Ramirez comes regularly to school to meet with the teacher despite the language
barrier. She is embarrassed that she cannot help her children more, but she trusts the school
to do what is best for her children. She rarely questions any suggestions by the teachers and
respects the authority of the institution.
Raul picks up skills quickly and gets along with the other students. He has no other
Spanish-speaking students in his class, but through nonverbal signals he communicates on a
basic level with other students. One of the school’s parent volunteers speaks some Spanish
and is able to work with Raul one morning a week. Raul looks forward to the parent volunteer coming and eagerly waits to have content explained in Spanish. Each week he is able to
do a little more because of the support he is receiving in his first language.
Raul is viewed as a novelty among his peers, and students ask to sit with him and invite
him to play on the playground. While he wants to speak English, he recognizes that his
Spanish makes him special among his classmates, and he likes the attention. The only problem he has had with his peers is that the friendships do not extend beyond the school day.
Because of his parents’ work schedules, he does not participate in Little League or other
weekend activities except for a mass in Spanish at the local Catholic church. Because he is
Mexican and the parents of the other children do not know his family, Raul is never invited
to their homes. Ms. Buell, his kindergarten teacher, has worked hard to integrate him into the
classroom, but she noticed that one student invited all of the classmates to his birthday party
except for Raul. Fortunately, Raul didn’t fully comprehend the situation and knew only that
the other children seemed to share something from which he was excluded.
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Raul seems to like school and spends a lot of time looking at pictures in books. He likes
to draw and frequently chooses to draw answers to questions instead of attempting to write
words. His frustration with not speaking English is only apparent when he asks his teacher
questions and she doesn’t know what he is asking. He is beginning to notice that the other
children do not look like his family and Mexican friends and that he does not see many pictures in his books of people who look like him or live in homes like his. He has learned during the fall to pretend that some of the new ways of his new country are all familiar to him.
He is uncomfortable being different. He is beginning to be ashamed about things his family
does differently and does not talk about those things with his classmates. At the beginning of
the year, he sat quietly during meals and did not eat breakfast or lunch. While the food on the
lunch trays at first was tasteless and unfamiliar to him, he now eats some of it and pretends
that he eats this kind of food at all meals.
Thanksgiving was a surprise to him, and he still remains confused about the holiday. His
family is very religious, and as Christmas approaches, he again feels the chasm between
his family’s celebration and that of his classmates. He is forbidden at home to talk about Santa
Claus. Presents are brought by angels. He has overheard his parents criticize American ways
that seem frivolous and, in their view, anti-Catholic. His class makes secular decorations
depicting some aspects of Christmas that his family looks down upon in their new country,
so he destroys his decorations before he gets home.
His parents are very strict about his learning and ask him every day to show them what he
has learned in school. When he feels lost and frustrated, he makes up things to tell his parents
so that they will be proud of his success. He worries that somehow, despite the language barrier, his parents will discover at a parent-teacher conference that he is lying. He is learning
that he needs to keep school and home very separate to be successful at both. He has noticed
that his older sisters are not as much fun as they used to be. They are absorbed in making their
own ways in their new environment. As the Christmas holiday is only a week away, Raul
looks forward to being at home. He likes school, but even as young as he is, he feels
exhausted pretending to be “American” in school and “Mexican” at home.

EIGHTH GRADE
Midland Middle School
Raul is now truly bilingual. He speaks Spanish at home and almost fluent English in
school. He is secretly disgusted that his parents still have not learned much English even
though they have been in the United States for 7 years. At times, he ignores them when they
speak Spanish. He feels more American than Mexican and rarely hangs with the other
Mexican boys in his neighborhood, instead preferring to spend more time in after-school
activities and sports that align him with his Anglo friends. Because of this, he is ostracized by
the other Mexican boys for “acting White.” Some of these boys have started running with
gang members from the nearby city. His sisters hooked up with boys from out of town to
avoid dating the local Anglo boys, and dating the city boys gave them more status in their
own neighborhood. Raul’s older sister, Angelina, has dropped out of school and is pregnant
by a boy from the nearby city. She is proud of her baby’s father, who is a leader in a Latino
gang. Much to her parents’ distress, she has moved in with his family and rarely communicates with her own.
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Mr. and Mrs. Ramirez feel that they are losing Raul and Diana as well. Diana struggles in
school and is aloof and noncommunicative at home. She still helps with the housework but
expresses resentment that Raul is not expected to help around the house. The Ramirezes have
raised their children as they were raised and cannot understand why the children do not share
their values. They have been strict parents, but it doesn’t seem to keep their children from disobeying. They are most concerned about the children leaving the Catholic Church. The first
time Raul refused to go to church, Mr. Ramirez used the belt and threatened damnation. This
tactic did not work and resulted only in driving a bigger wedge between him and his son. Raul
has refused to go back to church and will not tell them why. Secretly, he feels that he cannot
live up to the expectations of his religion and cannot face thinking about the consequences.
Raul spends most of his time alone in a separate room or goes off to be by himself at the
library or wandering the streets.
Despite their concern over his attitude toward their culture and their religion, Raul’s
parents are still proud of his success in school. He has always gotten above-average grades,
and they hope that he will graduate from high school. They have devoted much more time
and energy to Raul’s school success than to Diana’s, and they are angry when they feel he is
not living up to their expectations. They get frustrated when they find him doodling in a notebook instead of doing his homework. They constantly stress the importance of his getting his
high school degree.
Raul began the year doing well in most of his classes. He tried very hard, and his teachers
recognized his effort. His math and science grades were outstanding, but his English and
social studies grades were just average. Raul tries to relate to the literature, language, and
history of his adopted country, but he feels a disconnect. He has lost his own Mexican heritage as his parents assimilated to U.S. ways, and he cannot find a connection to the things he
is learning in his texts. Despite his success in some classes, he finds that he is frequently sad.
He has a strange feeling of not belonging, not being like anyone he knows. As his schoolmates and teammates joke about sex and girls, he feels embarrassed and isolated. He is very
uncomfortable with his peers.
On occasion, he has thought about college when his peers talk about the assumption that
they will continue their education, but he knows that his only ticket will be financial aid. He
fears his grades probably will not be good enough for an academic scholarship. His family’s
dream of going back to Mexico has grown more distant. They speak of the future in terms of
staying in the United States. He becomes depressed thinking that he will end up working two
menial jobs like his father while other less talented students may be able to go to college
because they can afford it. His teachers see inconsistency in his work and moodiness in his
demeanor. Originally, they thought that he could benefit by having a Spanish major from the
nearby college meet with him. They assumed that the need to speak his native language was
the problem. He resented the effort and refused to cooperate with the tutor.
Raul desperately wants to fit in, but he is accepted socially only by his classmates at
school. He is not included in parties. Girls from his school do not seem interested in him, nor
he in them. This is compounded by the problem that his parents are constantly asking why he
doesn’t have a girlfriend. The message from home is that he should be “breaking hearts” with
his good looks, and the message from school is that he is too different to be a serious
boyfriend. Raul likes hanging out with the girls, but as friends, not as potential dates. This
confuses him, and he tries not to think about it. Instead, he blames his heritage for the disconnect. Raul thinks that if he had been born Anglo, he too could have everything.
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Not being able to be Anglo after years of trying in school has left Raul ashamed of his
family, neighborhood, and himself. He thinks he will never be what he wants to be: popular,
accepted, and admired. He is angry every day at his parents, his friends, his teachers, and his
situation. He is angrier every day with himself. He is beginning to be seen by his teachers as
a resistant learner. He only cooperates enough in class to get by and not to be singled out as
a troublemaker. By the end of the year, he is making C’s and D’s in all his classes. At 14, he
is at a crossroads.

TWELFTH GRADE
Midland High School
By 12th grade, Raul speaks fluent English. In fact, he has forgotten any complex Spanish
and never dreams in anything but English. His parents are bilingual but are more comfortable
speaking Spanish at home and with their friends and extended family. Raul can no longer join
in any meaningful conversations with his parents or his Mexican community. He feels sad
that something in his relationship with his parents is missing. When he visited his grandmother last year in Mexico City for the first time, it was as if he was a tourist. He did not
understand the language or the customs, and he did not like the food. He thought he would
starve until he found a McDonald’s a few miles from his grandmother’s house.
Raul is finishing his high school career. His family has just purchased their first home, and
for the first time it is a single-family dwelling in a mixed middle-class neighborhood. Raul’s
oldest sister, Angelina, has moved back into the home with her two children, so the small
home is still filled with people. Diana graduated from high school and is living at home and
attending a local vocational program to get her nurse assistant license.
Raul is a senior with no clear plans for the future. His grades are just average, and he
knows that his family cannot afford a 4-year college. He is not sure that he even wants to continue in school. School has often been a battleground for him. As a young immigrant, he had
difficulty catching up with his classmates because of the language barrier. As he grew older,
he worked very hard to please his parents and teachers but could never really relate to some
of the subjects. English and social studies could not hold his interest. The textbooks and
teachers did not talk about him or his heritage. When he did run across a story with Latinos,
it depicted them as migrant farmworkers or people still in Mexico. He found more success in
math and science. But he found his passion in art. Taking it as an elective in ninth grade, he
found it to be an outlet for the anger that had been inside him for so long. He had found a
niche. He could forget everything when he was drawing, and his work was admired by both
the teachers and his fellow students. His art teacher was amazed and for 4 years encouraged
him to enter contests. He never did. Art was his private salvation. When he drew, he could
forget the disappointment that he could never be what he wanted, what his family wanted, and
what society wanted.
He was not the macho young man his father had so desperately wanted him to be. He was
not the successful young Anglo man he desperately wanted to be. At school his classmates
were always friendly, but distant. At first he assumed this was only because he was Mexican.
As he grew older, he realized that he was different in other ways. Raul had stuffed a secret
inside him that ate at him until he could no longer deny it to himself. At first he did not even
have words for it, but then he overheard others talking about “fags” and “homos” and the
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words came. Raul suddenly had another reason for shame. The anger that had separated him
from his family, classmates, and community began to separate him from himself. He desperately wanted to talk to someone whose sexual orientation was the same as his. He could no
longer deny to himself who he was, but he felt there was no one with whom he could reveal
his true self. He had formed no close personal bonds with his classmates, and he felt his
family would never understand or accept him. He longed for a normal loving relationship and
acceptance. He felt he could never be who he was where he was.
Standing on the brink of his adult life at the beginning of his senior year, Raul is alone.
What he wants more than anything now is not to be alone. He feels that if he could continue
his art and find a community of his own where no one had to try to be something they weren’t,
he could be happy. He sees no way to find this in Midland. He has no knowledge of how to
go about finding this. College is a mystery to him and his family, he knows no other community but Midland, and he feels no support from family, school, or friends. At this point, he is
burdened with knowledge he cannot share, talent he cannot use, and separation that he feels
will never end.
Raul is beginning his final journey in his senior year. This is the last opportunity anyone
from the Midland educational system can help him. He is depressed and lost. To his family,
classmates, and teachers, it may seem as if he has chosen to be alone and to work in solitude.
Nothing could be further from the truth.
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Dear Parents:
ACCORDING TO STATE LAW, A STUDENT WHO HAS EARNED THE REQUIRED
NUMBER OF CREDITS BUT DID NOT PASS THE NINTH GRADE PROFICIENCY
OFICIENCY TEST WILL AWARDED A CERTIFICATE OF ATTENDANCE BUT WILL NOT
RECEIVE A DIPLOMA.
Our district is committed to the goal of providing a sound education for each student entrusted in our
care. We will be offering extra help for those students who do not pass all sections of the test on the
first trial so they can be successful when they take the test again. We will also be addressing instruction in kindergarten through eighth grade so that our students have the skills they need to pass the test
when they reach the ninth grade.
Attached are the results for your child. Unfortunately, the scores are not provided; this report only
states whether your child passed or failed each of the form areas.
NAME:
SCHOOL:
DISTRICT:
MATHEMATICS
PASSED

Raul Ramirez
Midland High School
Midland School District

READING
PASSED

Grade: 09

CITIZENSHIP
PASSED

WRITING
PASSED

We look forward to working with you to help your child achieve the goal of receiving a high school
diploma.
Sincerely,

Jane L. Carr
Superintendent
Midland School District

117

05-Cowdery-(V-5).qxd

8/16/2006

11:54 AM

Page 118

05-Cowdery-(V-5).qxd

8/16/2006

11:54 AM

Page 119

10-27
Dear Mrs. Buell,
Thank you for getting Mrs. Manning to tutor Raul in English. We want very much for him to learn
in school. Please know that my wife and I will help him all we can. We know he is smart and will
learn fast.
Sincerely,
Jorge Ramirez
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