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ABSTRACT

Por Ellas: A Latina’s Autoethnography on Emotions, Achievement and Agentic Learning

By

Ivonne Barreras
In the United States, students of Spanish-speaking descent classified as Hispanic, Latino, or
Latinx attending public school districts continue to demonstrate alarmingly high academic
underachievement and dropout rates. Standards-based learning environments and related
assessments tend to marginalize people whose lived realities already make the prospect of
achievement daunting. In other words, people living amid high-risk factors, including low
educational and occupational aspirations, health, or family-related absenteeism, counterculture or
early pregnancy, are often among those whose decision to drop out is most often influenced by
social and academic experiences (Rumberger, 2011). Research on neuroplasticity and
mindfulness explains the influence emotions have on all aspects of our lives, including decisionmaking processes and health, and suggests that focus may serve as inroads leading to personal
development and achievement. However, where are marginalized students expected to learn
about mindfulness beyond closing their eyes and breathing?
This research explores how emotions and identity factor into achievement and persistence
among marginalized students. Sharing her study in the form of a reflective narrative, one woman
chronicles her path from generational poverty, marginalization, and dropout to the pursuit of
scholarly research. She narrates how her personal and professional identities complected and
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guided her phenomenological autoethnographic study on mindfulness-supported
transformational teaching and learning.
The current research presents an example of a unique journey and reflections of one woman’s
memories of those who dared to challenge the social constructions of agency and habitus and
instead embraced the emergent and contingent nature of life as they plotted a path toward a
lineage transformation. The autoethnographic research on the influence mindfulness has on
emotions, identity, and achievement contributes seeds to future research on mindfulness,
academic achievement, educational persistence, and health.

Advisor: Kenneth Tobin

Keywords: emotions, mindfulness, health, agency, transformation, marginalization, education
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CONVENTIONS
To better understand this reflective narrative, the reader should know the following convections
throughout the text.
First, recognizing that people of Spanish-speaking descent have been labeled and otherwise
defined under the names designates Hispanics, Latinos, Latinas, Latinx, Spanish, the terms
Latino/as and Hispanics will be used interchangeably to refer to people of Spanish-speaking
linage.
Second, the study was conducted over ten years, excluding the many pauses that resulted
from the researcher's prioritization of personal needs. Referenced research was continuously
reviewed during this time with a focused intent on building knowledge production using recent
pertinent data.
Third, this composition, much like Peter Waldman’s scholarly work with the Graduate
Center, is an “interpretive, impressionist, exploratory narrative” (2015). Considering that the
personal is political and potentially pedagogical, this autobiographical reflective study provides a
series of vignettes that support commentary on the researcher’s experiences, including
childhood, early adulthood, and adult, personal and professional to explore how emotions impact
achievement and identity formation retrospectively.
Lastly, the study design is emergent and contingent, supporting and strengthening the
authentic inquiry methodology guided by the learning.
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CHAPTER ONE
The Path
Por Ellas: A Latina’s Autoethnography on Emotions, Achievement and Agentic Learning is a
phenomenological case study consisting of eight chapters that narrate how my personal and
professional identities complected while I researched underachievement leading to dropout
among marginalized public-school students and how what I learned through research on
mindfulness informed my knowledge production on transformational teaching and learning. My
work does not push forward recommendations for prescriptive modifications to our country's
public teaching and learning practices. Nor does it put forth ideologies on federal, state, or local
educational policies that dictate how learning is conducted in the United States. Instead, this
original, first-hand narrative is told from my mindful subjective reinterpretations of experiences
and shares my path to learning how emotions, mindfulness, and other contemplative practices
may influence learning and holistic achievement.
While I recognize that I am not singularly unique in my ability to transcend my upbringing, I
believe this journey merits being told, as it chronicles the importance of transforming the mind,
body, and spirit of the individual and the collective: our communities. In the interest of full
transparency, I caution the reader that reflections are incorporated within this study and shared
with the reader in the form of vignettes that are chiefly compiled from my memory, photos,
journals, notes, and reflective dialogue with my family members, teachers, parents, and
administrators of institutions for public education. Memories are always subjective, so I believe
it is also essential for the reader to note that this is a case study of a Latina who developed her
perceptions as she interpreted growing up in New York City and within a paradigm of
generational poverty and marginalization.
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Subjectivity permeated my study and was a decided strength as it allowed me to operate as a
participant-observer within my own culture, benefitting from the understandings of meanings
embedded into what I observed. There was no need to research what it feels to be disadvantaged
or to believe in the opportunities posed to people living amid conditions of poverty. I lived it.
Subjectivity colored the kaleidoscope of lenses I developed from the experiences of being a
daughter, mother, grandchild, student, business owner, educator, scholar, and one who has
transformed aspects of her lived reality.
Recognizing that subjectivity carries biases, I triangulated interpretations through reflective
dialogue, notes, and other documents. I examined previously held realities, reevaluated my
positionality on all aspects of my lived and memoried experiences, and consequently constructed
new meanings as appropriate to do so.
What Else Should You Expect?
Witnessing marginalized students underperforming in a handful of districts serving three
northeast United States communities engaged my subjective perspective that education may
indeed facilitate the process for people struggling to transcend class. I shed insecurities of being
an imposter and embarked on a journey toward a scholarly examination of the web we call
education, looking specifically for tools to thwart underachievement. Engaging with
contemplative considerations of the K-16 education that I witnessed in personal and professional
settings unraveled and mushroomed into an unfettered pursuit of knowledge production on
underachievement that served as the springboard for this study, I took the research personally. As
I recalled my upbringing, old emotions resurfaced. In other words, observing schools where
students closely mirrored me when a teenager and seeing aspects of my life reenacted, I became
emotionally impacted by my fieldwork. Soon after, I experienced a series of health issues that
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caused me to pause all work. When I returned to my research, I made a pivot on the road that
guided me to research mindfulness and other contemplative practices as I sought tools for
improving my health (Powietrzyńska, 2017) and influencing achievement emotions. Kenneth
Tobin exposed me to mindfulness, meditation and other practices of contemplation and guided
my path toward insight. Intrigued by the opportunities offered through mindfulness that I
perceived to be valuable to my health and my family’s well-being, I slowly immersed myself in
learnings on mindfulness, meditation, yoga, and Buddhism.
This study does not serve as a treatise on education, nor is it designed to provide a survey on
the psychological, philosophical, or theoretical methods used to educate. Instead, critical social
theories on power and oppression, agency, and constructivist teaching and learning methods are
woven into this reflective narrative. Critical social theories were encountered through the
research, deconstructed and reconsidered to extend perspectives on the potentials offered to
humankind vis-à-vis transformational learning.
The study aims to examine the central research questions that motivated the inquiry, which
include: 1. How do emotions factor into engagement and persistence leading to achievement
among marginalized who I also refer to as structurally disadvantaged students pursuing academic
goals? 2. What factors, in terms of adequate environments within and outside of schools, parentmentor-guide interactions, student-teacher interactions of quality, and curricula influence
engagement and persistence that may impede/facilitate achievement? Given the growing push I
have witnessed in recent history to make preschool public and available to any parent who needs
support to address their lived realities, I also sought to understand better how schools provide
students foundational tools they are presumed to need.
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The phenomenological case study seeks to advance the notion that education could be
measured by its ability to support holistic and harmonious experiences that may counterbalance
the deleterious contextual components our populace encounters on the path to physical,
psychological, cognitive, and social development.
What Autoethnographic Research Offers and its Purpose Here
Autoethnography is a qualitative method of inquiry used to research lived experiences and
phenomena. Different from ethnography, the lived experiences are examined from the
researcher's eyes. Qualitative research is characterized by flexible methods of data collection that
rely on the researcher's ability to record subjective experiences for future analysis. This research
method is used to study questions of social behaviors. I considered all the options, and I
identified autoethnography as a powerful tool as I researched underachievement among
marginalized students attending local community public schools. Unlike positivistic research
methods of inquiry interrelated with quantitative studies, qualitative research helped me
understand participants' lived experiences. Throughout this reflective narrative, the reader will be
exposed to revisiting aspects of my subjective memory and reconsidering experiences.
Qualitative methods of inquiry offer a researcher the ability to begin gathering information
and putting that information into categories or themes that may be developed into broader
patterns of generalizations compared with personal experiences or existing literature on the topic
(Creswell, 2009, pp. 64-65). With the qualitative framework, the researcher attempts to build the
essence of what is observed without necessarily having a theoretical basis for interpretation.
Under these conditions, the researcher uses rich, detailed descriptions to convey aspects of the
problem under analysis. Throughout this narrative, I have attempted to do so.
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In autoethnography, a qualitative research method of inquiry, the role of the researcher and
the narrator (the one being observed) is combined. This form of research is defined as a
"personal narrative written by researchers who describe and interpret their personal stories and
experiences within a social-political or cultural context to understand the life experiences of
people as told through their own stories" (Lodico et al., 2010, p. 146). Significantly, narrative
research is shaped by the researcher's theoretical framework and the subjectivity or examination
of how the researcher's experiences, biases, and assumptions influence the researcher (Lodico et
al., 2010, p. 147).
Phenomenological research, the study of lived experiences, and the related meaning-making
that underscores a person's interpretation of such experiences, provides a rich framework for
understanding what is seen and how those involved interact with those experiences emotionally
and psychologically.
Recognizing and accepting the challenges associated with autoethnographic research, I
mindfully understood how subjectivity helps and challenges the research. As Yau Yan Wong
(2021) in Doing Authentic Inquiry to Improve Learning and Teaching in Tobin & Alexakos
(eds.), citing Wolff-Michael Roth, reminds us, "the study of personal experiences requires a
radical suspension of judgments and a systematic method that deals with one's preexisting
judgments and beliefs so that the study does not lead to ideology, delusion and conceptual
blindness (p. 105). Throughout this study, I endeavored to provide the story unembellished,
unfiltered, and with a detailed description that aids the reader in making essential decisions about
the paradigm of teaching and learning with unfettered independence.
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More Disclosures to Assist the Reader
I forewarn the reader to anticipate encountering forks, hills, and valleys as part of this
phenomenological autoethnographic study that began as a path focused on underachievement
correlated to dropout. The study findings emerged into learning that guided considerations on
mindfulness and its impact on emotions and broad implications on how we may positively
impact social and cultural reproduction and health.
Essential to this study is the need for the reader and researcher to arrive at mutual
understandings concerning education. Research on dropout, the dilemma that provoked this
study, recognizes "students’ experience more generally are shaped by three settings or contexts
where youths spend their time: families, schools, and communities [and] increasingly social
scientists have come to realize the importance of these settings in shaping child and adolescent
development" (Rumberger, 2011, p. 153). In agreement, two contexts: families and communities
unquestionably influence student behaviors in and out of schools. Moreover, the third component
of that triad: institutions of public education are uniquely positioned to influence most people
who are structurally disadvantaged, given:
1. In the United States, education is compulsory for every person aged 6 years to 18 years.
Therefore, institutions of education influence every child and adolescent living in
America whose parents have not elected to home-school or provide private or parochial
schooling or otherwise have not departed the education system.
2. Children and adolescents typically spend about 1,300 hours each academic year within
institutions of education where they are exposed to social norms and academic
instruction. In comparison, the average working adult spends 2,080 hours a year working
in a full-time job that averages 40 hours each week.
This study aims to hold a magnifying glass to education and considers our purposes for
educating the masses. Under this examination is whether education institutions inspire critical
self-awareness, self-esteem, holistic, empathetic love, and dynamic engagement with the
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curriculum that may put an individual on a path toward academic achievements and, more
importantly, holistic personal development.
Lastly, I advise the reader that this study and my journey are far from finished. I hope that my
story and continuing research will contribute to the ever-growing body of knowledge on teaching
and learning practices.
Below is an overview of the study chapters that comprise this dissertation.
•

Chapter one provides the reader with a succinct description of the study as an
autoethnography of my life. It further describes the reflective nature of my narrative and
inquiry method used to analyze and make sense of my condition and actions in the face of
oppressive societal challenges.

•

Chapter two speaks to the spark that ignited this scholarly journey and mission to
improve the lives of marginalized students that mirrored my early life and brought mixed
feelings to my consciousness.

•

Chapter three pulls the curtain on my familial background, struggles, successes, and
aspirations. This chapter aims to weave a beautiful tapestry of the social capital and
habitus shared by those who significantly impacted me into becoming the woman I am
today.

•

Chapter four unpacks my experiences and emotions through mindful reflections and
analyzes the past to understand the present and whom I have become.

•

Chapter five deals with my never-ending need to evolve as a person and the critical
decisions I made to be where I am today. It explains how I began to be exposed to
mindfulness and contemplative practices that are now daily practices.
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•

Chapter six provides the reader with insight into the transformation that I underwent
professionally, personally, and academically. It provides a crisp picture of my evolution
as a researcher within this project.

•

Chapter seven presents my findings, conditions, and recommendations for further
research and examination of the subject at hand. It highlights the importance of
addressing emotions within education as a part of the socio-emotional paradigm.

•

Chapter eight serves as the epilogue and outlines my next steps.
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CHAPTER TWO
The Spark That Flamed This Research on Transformational Education
What we know and can learn is radically transcendent, and this thought alone suggests that what
we know must be expressed with nuance, humility, and radical doubt – realizing that our
knowledge is necessarily incomplete and inadequate.
Using Collaborative Inquiry to Better Understand Teaching and
Learning
Kenneth Tobin, 2014
Por Ellas: A Latina’s Autoethnography On Emotions, Achievement and Agentic Learning
presents a reflective narrative on the influence constructs of emotions and identity have on
achievement. In this chapter, I share details about the spark that ignited this academic journey
and mission to improve the lives of marginalized students that I believed mirror my early life.
Moreover, I share how interacting with the research brought unresolved emotions to my
consciousness and guided my interests and practices of mindfulness.
I cannot pinpoint when the spark that flames the current study was ignited, but in the present
moment, I identify the trigger as my reentry to public schools and subsequent meetings with
teachers, parents, and students involved in an academic preparedness program supported
professionally. I walked into one central New Jersey school district and recognized spaces
(school entryway, corridors, auditoriums, lunchrooms, and classrooms); they were familiar.
However, at the onset, I did not comprehend those non-tangible aspects of the institutions for
education I supported professionally were markedly different from the magnet high school I
attended or the private institutions for education I struggled to provide to my daughters. As a
student and later as a parent, the schools I engaged with seemed similarly designed to encourage
academic success – for every student served. I later visited urban public schools that did not
expect high achievements from all students and formulated questions.
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Identifying differences incited my interest in understanding what emotions were triggered
among students who had reason to believe they were not expected to achieve their full potential,
for this study was limited to academic achievement. As I engaged within the school spaces, I
observed that many students operated from a marginalized paradigm, even among students
whose academic records provided the reason to expect achievement. Throughout this study,
much like Samuel Bowles & Herbert Gintis (1977), I viewed marginalization as the outcome of
the “systemic perpetuation of extensive inequalities” designed to reproduce and legitimize preexisting patterns of society that exist outside of school buildings (p. 265). Bowles & Gintis, in
the exact text, explain that “the educational system neither adds nor subtracts from the degree of
inequality and repression originating in the economic sphere” (p. 265). They argue, “through the
educational encounter, individuals are induced to accept the degree of powerlessness with which
they will be faced as mature workers” (p. 265). As I considered these constructs of power, I
wondered how to influence the development of self-esteem as opposed to marginalization or
sustained structural disadvantage.
In those spaces, my role was as a university program coordinator supporting elementary,
middle, and secondary school students with college awareness and readiness rather than a student
or parent engaging with the institution. In those spaces, and in that role, I witnessed teachers,
parents and students struggling with their conviction that transformational possibilities related to
education were within their grasp, despite the arduous conditions they confronted daily in
schools and for some at work or home. Over time and the consequence of this study, I
increasingly permitted myself to step outside of my professional role and interconnect with
parents and students. Doing so enriched my comprehension of their lives and catapulted
memories of my own life, including the path I followed as I used education and related
10
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credentials to escape generational poverty. I dug deeper. Questioning my meanings of poverty
and education and seeking to benefit from reflective analysis on power and poverty, I engaged
my subjective memoried experiences of growing up poor as I attempted to learn from researchers
who have sought to peel back the curtain on this social construct.
Ruby Payne has done extensive work to deconstruct poverty, but I looked to Eric Jensen
(2009) and his work correlating poverty to schooling for this study. Through this research
process, I discovered that poverty thresholds are arbitrary and determined by a federal
governmental agency (Jensen, 2009, p. 5). Defining poverty Jensen (2009) distinguishes among
several types of poverty. For this study, I highlight:
1. Generational poverty is a pervasive form of poverty defined as poverty for two or more
generations.
2. Situational poverty usually results from life events such as illness, unemployment, death
and divorce.
3. Absolute poverty refers to a type of poverty where day-to-day survival is a persistent
reality. I connote this to being homeless.
4. Relative poverty, which relates “to the economic status of a family whose income is
insufficient to meet its society's average standard of living” (p. 6).
Jensen’s explanation of poverty's manifestations and effects demonstrated an evident
appreciation for people living under poverty conditions. His viewpoints aligned with my own
experiences and inspired me to develop knowledge production on poverty-related schooling. His
action steps of “deepening [teacher] and staff understanding” of poverty and its influence on
schooling and “changing the school culture from pity to empathy” (Jensen, 2009, pp. 11-12)
provided the first step recommendations I folded into my professional practices.
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Interrelating the research findings with my personal experiences of being raised under
conditions of extreme poverty, I realized that I finally had language to identify myself and, when
engaging with some people, now self-identify as having lived under urban, generational poverty
conditions. My family had survived, by my count, at least four generations of poverty. Indeed,
my memories recalled enduring personal realities correlated to the condition of poverty, which
Jensen identified as “being ill-equipped to move out of this situation and dealing with “a
complex aggregate of chronic and acute stressors” (Jensen, 2009, p. 6), including crowed
environments, noise, violence, and interfacing with dependency on city services. Those
memories also reflected evidence of immense determination.
During most of my adulthood, I did not see the strength demonstrated by my ancestors.
Through this study and dedicated practice with mindfulness, I learned how to quiet and watch
my mind. During those states of mindfulness, memories I did not know I had were triggered. The
more I engaged with mindfulness, the clearer my memoried reality became. Slowly, my mindset
began to transform. For the first time, I began to appreciate my great-grandmother, grandmother,
mother, and later, I demonstrated tenacity to change our lifeworld conditions. Without having the
benefit of a roadmap or scholarship to guide our actions, my great-grandmother, grandmother,
mother, and I crawled through labyrinths of generational poverty that exposes one to adverse
emotional conditions and social and physical environments, including depression and chemical
dependence (Jensen, 2009, pp. 8-10). Even the simplest accomplishments resulted in Ellas
propelling the next generation – our descendants closer to self-determination. When referring to
my female ancestry singularly or collectively, the reader should note that I use Ellas, which
translates from Spanish to English, to feminine them. Reflecting on my views before this study, I
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must confess that I did not always appreciate how arduous the path Ellas journeyed must have
been.
Likely My Awakening
One day a student I was mentoring vis-à-vis my professional role walked into my office space.
He shared an incident that conveyed challenges students of marginalized backgrounds may face
in schools, despite their ancestors' strides to transform, transgress and create an equal society. He
(we will refer to him as Luis) shared,
Miss, I got accepted into that college. But I am not going!
I looked up from my report into his big brown eyes and saw he looked troubled. So,
confused, I slowly replied, Hi, Luis. So why are you not going to the college you have been
talking about for months?
Looking more like a child than a 17-year-old senior, he awkwardly replied, ‘I do not know.
Because my guidance counselor said that I am better off working, she said I should look for a
job.
Familiar with him, his family and remembering a similar situation, I said, Luis, relax. I am
fairly sure there has been some mistake. Let us go together to see your guidance counselor
and figure out the problem.
He replied, Miss, what are you going to do? She told me already!
It turned out that Luis would need a few remedial courses if he accepted the college
enrollment offer he had received from the public university he spoke of wanting to attend.
Despite Luis having played by all the rules, including passing his high school classes, tests, and
state examinations in preparation for high school graduation with regents honors, he did not fully
meet the academic requirements of the local university. As a result, his high school guidance
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counselor believed he needed several remedial courses and was not a suitable candidate for
college.
When the story was fully unraveled, Luis’ story immediately reminded me of a similar
situation I encountered about four years earlier when I was informed that a high school guidance
counselor told my close 17-year-old family member to seek work rather than pursue academic
achievement goals of a college education. The college-bound teenager discussed going to the
college of her dreams and even predicted that she would be a cheerleader there since the age of
nine and, at seventeen, was told she was not college material. After an adult advocate interfaced
with the school, the guidance counselors reconsidered earlier recommendations in both instances.
When Luis walked into my office, I believe he perceived that he was facing a challenge. Luis
perceived that I could help him, or he just wanted to vent. I never asked, so I do not know. I
listened to him and recalled a similar story. Considering Luis and my close relative’s similar
experiences, I perceived them as two teenagers whose paths could have been detoured by
societal constructions and structural agreements that allow guidance counselors to counsel
students on important academic preparation decisions, college selections and vocations. In both
of these situations, the guidance counselor for the institution of education did not know the
child/student/person. The realization prompted my professional and personal identities to
commingle.
Looking upon this experience from a humanistic perspective, I considered all the distinct
roles at play. I asked myself how we could untangle this web. Both Luis and my family member
benefited from having an informed advocate as a supporter. I considered how many other
students confronted similar situations but lacked informed advocates. Thinking about Luis’ story,
and remembering my family member’s similar experience, reminded me of the emotions
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displayed by the students and guided me to consider emotions and their influence on
achievement within education institutions. I followed the path to knowledge production with an
open heart and open mind.
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CHAPTER THREE
I Did Not Start the Fire: Experiences That Sparked the Flames
Years ago, after deciding to remain committed to education, a colleague I call Stephen asked me
about my background and path to working with marginalized students. I was reluctant to share
the gritty details of the story. I then told myself deficit stories about my dysfunctional family life.
Even the thought of exposing that I had once been a Latina who mirrored the cycle of poverty
she witnessed at various times of her life upset me. I then saw my life one-dimensionally,
looking upon my journey as a series of regretful pitfalls I circumvented as I changed the
trajectory of my daughters' lives. I was not yet mindful of my ancestors' huge strides to transform
la familia. In this chapter, I pull the curtain on my familial background, struggles, successes, and
aspirations. This chapter aims to weave a beautiful tapestry of the social capital and habitus
shared by those who significantly impacted me into becoming the woman I am today.
By the time I encountered Stephen, I believed I had reached a pinnacle. I used educational
achievements, possessions, and professional success to confirm I was a success story. The goals I
had established for myself, and my daughters were on the path to fruition. By most peoples’
standards, it had been a tough climb. I did not value the significance of my family's strength until
conducting this reflective autoethnography. Today I see how my story also reflects millions of
others who have sought to improve the quality of their children’s lives.
Searching for Streets Paved with Gold: My Caribbean Abuelas' Journey to America
My grandmothers were products of the United States’ expansionist drive that included acquiring
Caribbean islands, including Puerto Rico and Cuba. My grandmothers’ social identity was
formed by American colonialism (Rivera-Ramos, 2007) that sought to acculturate them to
American ways of being. During my research visit to Cuba and repeated visits to Puerto Rico, I
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enhanced my learnings on Puerto Rican and Cuban history from reading and communicating
with locals onsite and in the United States with emigrants and generational relatives.
Communication took place over breakfast, lunch, dinner, or taxi rides and was recorded on
anything I could find at the moment, including air flight baggage vouchers, newspapers, and
countless paper napkins.
The consistency of their stories generated knowledge that informs me that colonialism was
and continues to be discernable. People of these islands' experiences of living under colonialism
influenced their outward physical attributes, collective social norms, economic plights, and dayto-day realities (personal memory of conversations, 2007-2020). Moreover, American
colonialism shapes socio-cultural-economic paradigms that influence emigration from the islands
to the United States. People believed, and others believe that economic opportunities are
available to them in the United States. It certainly is for some.
On generalizable levels, my grandmothers were quite similar. Both spoke in their native
language, Spanish. However, on racial and socioeconomic levels, they were worlds apart. Each
woman manifested her physical attributes differently. Among Latinos del caribe (people of
Latino Caribbean descent), individuals outwardly manifest infinite physical attributes related to
Spaniards, Africans, Tainos (indigenous people of the Caribbean), and many other descents.
From my participant-observer perspective, I also see how perceived social constructions of race
and class impacts aspects of socio-economic complexities on the island, as they do here on the
mainland.
My paternal grandmother had pale skin, blue eyes, and blonde hair. I am told she strongly
resembled features related to the northern Spaniards who colonized Cuba. Since I never saw my
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paternal grandmother after my mother and father separated, and my parents separated when I
was six years old, I do not have many significant memories of her or our time together.
Contrasting that experience, my maternal grandmother bore features correlated to the
Spanish's African slaves brought to Puerto Rico. My maternal grandmother, whom I call Wela,
had a beautiful rich skin tone the color of café con leche that complimented her rich chestnutcolored hair and eye color. Her hair had the quality of tight coils that I now analogize with her
resilient determination to better her family. Today, when I look in the mirror, see my daughters,
or engage with every one of my grandchildren, I am reminded of my Wela. Every time I see our
curls that spiral with varying degrees of hair color and texture, I see her.
My grandmothers sought to escape abject poverty shortly after losing their husbands to
illnesses. Each woman rebuked socially acceptable traditions despite living within traditionally
patriarchal societies and devised plans to abscond their homes and their ways of life by leaving
Cuba and Puerto Rico, respectively. Each traveled to the United States, seeking the fabled streets
paved with gold and related economic opportunity, arrived at John F. Kennedy airport, and
settled among other Latinos in Spanish Harlem to learn how to acquire the income needed to
secure food, shelter, and airfare for her children’s travel to their new home.
Listening to My Wela’s Tales
My maternal grandmother was my mother’s primary entrusted caretaker of her children. When
my siblings and I spent time with her, I asked her questions. Through her answers, I learned
about her perceptions of my family. Wela was raised under conditions of poverty, while my
paternal grandmother had been raised by parents who owned property and plantations. Upon
arriving in the United States, my maternal and paternal grandmothers secured apartments in
lower Manhattan and reproduced aspects of the lives they had known before emigrating.
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Pierre Bourdieu (1993) provides rationalization to explain how society and social structures
are produced and reproduced through habitus. He defines habitus as the system of structured
dispositions that operate under the realm of consciousness to communicate societal realisms
(Bourdieu, 1993, p. 72). Meaning-making is inherent to Bourdieu's theory that habitus is not
consciously mastered but is threaded throughout the historical socialization of designated
institutional roles. Important to habitus is a system of structured dispositions that sustains social
reproduction. I consider Bourdieu's theories of habitus to comprehend how my two widowed
grandmothers arrived in the United States with comparable needs for resources but reproduced
distinctly structured dispositions, which, as conveyed to me, appeared to perpetuate their prior
habitus. My paternal grandmother fell in love, married, and then moved out of the Lower East
Side of Manhattan to a home in the suburbs. My maternal grandmother continued working for
the same clothing factory, just blocks from the tenement where she lived until she fell in love,
married, and moved to another city address. She retired from that same clothing factory.
Painting A Portrait of My Parents
My parents met before their mothers moved from the Lower East Side of Manhattan. According
to my maternal grandmother and brief conversations with my mother, this is what I know of my
parents’ lives before I was born. My mother shared that she was brought to New York City,
which she considered an overwhelming loud, dirty place that required her to take public subways
to get from home to her new high school, where my mother neither understood the language
spoken by teachers nor other new aspects of her lived reality. My mother had just turned 15 years
and did not like her new life living in the mainland United States. As the story goes, my mother
independently made two separate round trips back to her grandmother, my maternal greatgrandmother, before settling on where she felt that she belonged.
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My father was 15-years-old when he was brought from Cuba to the United States by his
mother. As this story was related to me, my father barely attended high school in the United
States; instead, he chose to work. My parents lived near each other but how they met is unclear. I
assume it had much to do with the fact that both were Spanish-speaking, young and learning the
city. They conceived me soon after they met. My father was 17, and my mother was 18. No one
ever said this, but my parents being teenage parents with a meager combined income and limited
English-language skills, must have limited their housing options and prompted their living with
my paternal grandmother for the first six years of my life.
Later in life, when I became a teenage parent, living with my future mother-in-law, I began
questioning the similarities between my experience and my parents. Like my parents, I became
ensnared into adult life without the benefit of resources. No one forced my parents to drop out of
high school as new Latino emigrants yet unfamiliar with the socio-economic codes in the United
States nor later compelled my mother to be a 36-year-old young parent of four children ages 18,
17, 16, and 9, toiling to better her children social class; it was simply part of the structure
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 2000). Similarly, no one forced me to become a teenage parent. I felt no
regrets; however, I did not relate well to those stories. Through reflective self-examination of my
lived experiences, meditation, and mindful changes in my ontological perspective, I have
embraced a path toward my compassionate appreciation for my parents and myself.
I challenged myself to understand better how my mother constructed her life path and sought
to improve her children’s lives. I try to imagine what it must have felt like for my mother since
she rarely shared emotions related to her experiences. On those rare occasions that she did reveal
aspects of her life, she spoke of being left behind in Puerto Rico and reluctantly living and
working alongside her grandmother as a housekeeper. She told stories of the homes she tended
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and the families she observed. Once I remember my mother sharing a story of her aspirations for
herself and her future, saying she wanted to become a teacher and felt she would have done so if
she had completed her education in Puerto Rico rather than uprooted to New York City.
Like hundreds of thousands of immigrants are compelled to do, and Puerto Ricans did before,
during and after the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, my grandmother left my mother under the care of
my great-grandmother. It took two years before my mother reunited with her mother. When my
mother traveled from Puerto Rico to the mainland, she was a fifteen-year-old high-school
sophomore.
When my mother arrived in New York City schools, although she was a straight-A student
and an American citizen from Puerto Rico, she spoke of remembering her feelings of operating
like an outcast in her school. My mother's stories recalled confronting language isolation,
extreme poverty, and overt racism as a teenager.
She hated being in the United States so much that she returned to Puerto Rico alone, just one
year later, as a sixteen-year-old. However, she had adopted many Americana customs by then,
and the consequence of interacting with her old friends in Puerto Rico, who now saw my mother
as an outsider, felt she no longer belonged in Puerto Rico. She returned to New York City.
When my mother spoke with me about choices, she reflected on abandoning her dreams of
becoming a teacher when she dropped out of high school to get married and have children. Here,
I am afraid I must disagree with my mother.
Although my mother dropped out of high school, she later met the requirements by studying
nights and traveling to a local college during the day as she worked toward earning a general
educational diploma. Even before entering a college campus, she was a teacher. She served as an
influential teacher who inculcated in me the will and the power to transform.
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Considerations on Their Ability to Transform Their Minds and our Lives
Shortly after I was born, my parents moved in with my paternal grandmother, her American
husband, and an extended family that I later learned included my father's three siblings. My
parents grew our family rapidly: within twenty-six months of having me, my parents gave birth
to my younger sister and younger brother. For the first six years of my life, my parents, siblings,
and I lived in a middle-class suburb of New Jersey with my extended paternal family, who one
by one had been brought from Cuba to the United States. I remember little about my early life
experiences from infant to 6 years of age. My recollections are of objects and spaces rather than
personal encounters. In fact, except for a handful of permanently etched events, my early
memories are more like randomly scattered photographs than they are movies, good or bad.
My nascent cultural identity was formed over the countless softly spoken and sometimes
whispered after-the-facts conversations I shared with my maternal grandmother. Wela
transmitted culture and helped satisfy my inquisitive mind. Her rich stories transformed into my
value-laden memories, and even today, many years after their death, memoried experiences of
my mother and grandmother’s nurturing strength help me manage through the processes of
transition and transformation.
Before working on this autoethnography, I looked upon this period in my life and recalled
little. Today I reflect on my father and mother from a place of compassion. I muse my mother’s
experience of being among a family of means, particularly given her humble experiences of
helping her grandmother, who was in her small community known as a Marru (Spanish word
meaning one who is, or a descendant of, a freed slave). I ponder the extent to which my mother’s
exposure to my father became a spark for transformation and how she adapted and acculturated
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to middle-class norms related to people and places. I consider my early and middle childhood
and see its purpose in developing my identity, agency, and resilience framework.
Returning to the City
When my parents split up, my mother recognized she would need help and moved closer to my
maternal grandmother, who provided my mother and siblings with unfaltering support, despite
having a full-time job and responsibilities of her own. By my calculations, my mother moved
back to the city as a 24-year-old single parent of three children, ages six and younger. As a
participant-observer, I do not judge my parents. They were teenagers, naïve and without the
benefit of awareness or sustained guidance. Nevertheless, I do reflect on the powerful agency my
mother demonstrated. After moving to New York, I stopped all interactions with my extended
paternal family, including my paternal grandmother. Wela stepped in and provided my mother
with substantiative emotional and financial support. Alone my mother could only afford to live
in the high-poverty areas of the Bronx, but neither she nor my grandmother was comfortable
living under those conditions.
Ellas, Transformed Our Collective Lived Realities
In every society where people are resource-poor, structurally disadvantaged, or otherwise
marginalized, people confront many problems. These problems include an inconsistent ability to
maintain shelter, hunger, homelessness, inadequate or non-existent childcare, drug abuse, alcohol
addiction, and physical and mental disease. Instead of accepting the structural conditions of their
status as language minority emigrants, my mother and grandmother used their collective agency
to amass the resources needed to secure better possibilities for us, their children, and our family.
While unlikely that my matriarchs were well-versed in cultural capital and pedagogic
communication theories (Bourdieu & Passeron, 2000), they demonstrated a keen awareness that
a catalytic change is needed to bypass the multigenerational unequal life chances that follow a
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group's social stratification boundaries (Jensen, 2009). My grandmother created that change by
leaving Puerto Rico as a single parent. Later, my mother created catalytic changes with children
of her own by moving us to better neighborhoods, where we were exposed to different languages
and better schools.
Examining The Experience Of Agency
During my first four years of living in the Bronx, my mother moved her family four times.
Consequently, from the age of 6 and through fourth grade, I attended three different elementary
schools. My mother had a keen understanding of structures, had powerful agency, and
maneuvered solid language to retain power (Bourdieu, 2003). She must have subsisted on
profoundly meager funds, yet when she identified that our neighborhood was on the verge of
facing extreme adversity, she discovered a way to reposition us to another more affluent Bronx
neighborhood where conditions of epidemic poverty did not mark our home or schools. Instead
of growing up in poverty-afflicted neighborhoods, my siblings and I played on tree-lined streets
with children from diverse backgrounds. Each time my mother perceived the neighborhood was
decaying, she moved. As a result, she exposed us to better apartments, quieter neighbors, and
more of the vibrant, multi-cultural borough offers, including Orchard Beach, City Island, Yankee
(Baseball) Stadium, Bronx Zoo, and the Botanical Gardens. I do not understand how my mother
accomplished what she did. While the moves challenged us to reintroduce and establish new
relationships, repeatedly, as one of those children, I appreciate that I saw what the Bronx offers,
good and bad, benefitted from good schools, and developed resilience.
Later in life, with children of my own, I realized my mom was attempting to outpace the
influences of poverty by moving her single-parent-headed household from south to east to the
northwest Bronx. Each move was to a better, cleaner Bronx neighborhood, yet very few Latinos.
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In these neighborhoods, my entire family was cast as outsiders. My mother chased after cleaner,
safer neighborhoods, and better schools for her children. She believed education to be the
liberator of social classes.
My mother understood that our command of the English language was vital for advancing
assimilation. From my mother's standpoint, language was an essential component of our lives.
She was adamant that she and her children would speak English in the United States. My mother
forbade me from speaking Spanish at home, even though she and my maternal grandmother did
not understand English well. Not speaking the same language made it challenging for my
siblings and me to communicate with my mother. Similar language norms were mirrored across
countless Spanish-speaking homes where Spanish-dominant speaking parents sought to provide
their children with the tools necessary for individual success. They effectively sustained and
reproduced the messaging conveyed to them during their acculturation: speak English; otherwise,
you are not good enough to compete (Kasinitz et al., 2008). Without the benefit of this research
study, conducted so many years later, I was unaware of the impact this messaging had on my
family and others who emigrated from Puerto Rico and other countries and on new immigrants
and their children. Arguing on behalf of transformation, David Abalos (1994) explains:
Family life, therefore, is always political; either we prepare children for a life of being
dominated and possessed in order, in their turn, to control and possess others, or we guide
them to transformation. To question, criticize, and dissent in the family context prepares our
children to question all authority. Rearing children with the fear of punishment and appeals
to authority, not allowing them to create conflict and change, prepares them for authoritarian
liberalism wherein they can pursue their self-interest in power as long as they are loyal to the
powerful in the service of emanation. (p. 59).
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Looking back, I recall that growing up in primarily all-White neighborhoods was tough. Our
presence unsettled our neighbors. I suppose they were also seeking refuge from unruly
neighborhoods, and when we moved in, they were reminded they had not moved far enough
away. My most vivid recollection of living in those neighborhoods is being chased out of parks
by other young adults who lived in our neighborhoods. When we complained to my mom, she
just said we should ignore "them" because we had every right to live wherever we wanted and
bought us a pet dog to accompany us on our walks: a Doberman Pincher. I could not ignore the
situation but learned to endure.
Due to the repeated short-term moves, I found it challenging to form long-lasting
relationships or inspiring, relatable connections, aside from what was offered through the church.
Growing up, my family was one of the few who did not attend religious services. At an early
age, I sought my inspiration in school classrooms.

Early Education in Bronx Public Schools
Countering the unsteadiness of my home life, I learned how to control other aspects of my
existence. For example, I figured out that I could control my experiences in elementary and
middle schools by working hard and demonstrating acuteness. These actions netted consistent
results: approbation and exceptional grades. I always loved being in school. It made me feel safe
and secure. The school became the place I could rely on; the rules were simple and consistent. I
began to believe that if I consistently followed all the rules, I could control the outcomes. This
sense that school was safe and predictable stayed with me throughout my academic career. I
naively believed it was so for everyone.
School also provided cultural exposure through arts programs that brought actors like Ben
Vereen, a talented African American actor and dancer, into my south Bronx classroom and
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familiarized us with venues such as Lincoln Center. When I was assigned to classrooms with
engaging educators, I found a forum to critically discuss aspects of my witnessed life.
As a by-product, those exceptional teachers and unique programs designed to bring music
and other forms of live performing arts to children living in the south Bronx helped me
understand that I was not the only person facing challenges. This realization was powerful.
Rather than enveloping in the myriad situations my family and I faced, I fixated and engrossed
on spaces I could control. Achievement became my way to medicate the ailments of my life.
Guided by Inspirationally Motivating Educators
As I recall, Mrs. Doggedly was assigned to my fourth-grade class. She made an impression on
me as the first teacher to help me counter the narratives that characterized my life. Ms. Doggedly
was one of the first persons to demand that my schoolmates and I develop a critical analysis of
the world I saw outside the school doors. As I recall, an English teacher, Ms. Doggedly, was not
shy about vocalizing her standpoint that poverty does not excuse one from operating at the
optimal performance, confident that we could transform aspects of our lived realities
(researcher's interpretation). Never saying it outright, Mrs. Doggedly made clear that she
included her class of poor Latino students, including me, into the fray. Within an underbudgeted
public school system, she challenged me to self-develop essential reading and math skills and
think critically. She was about 50 years old, which looked different from the perspective of a
nine-year-old than it would to me today, and as she spoke, she slowly paced from one end of the
classroom to the other, with one hand dragging rather than being aided by her cane and the other
hand losing a battle to get her curly greying hair into a neat bun. All the while, Mrs. Doggedly
provided me with valuable life lessons. I listened as she challenged my nine-year-old belief
systems.
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Looking Back to Move Forward
Twenty years later, I reacquainted with public schools as an adult working on a project. I looked
beyond the school corridors, auditorium, and classroom walls. Slowly I became present to the
students, parents, teachers, administrators, and other school personnel entrenched in urban
schools struggling to achieve academic goals that sometimes seemed misaligned to the realities
and needs of the people serving and being served by the system. I tried to reconcile what I saw to
what schools could look like and discussed my confusion and frustrations with peers.
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CHAPTER FOUR
Examining The Boxes
In this chapter, I unpack my experiences and related emotions through mindful reflections and
analysis of the past to make sense of the present and who I have become. This reflective
narrative provides insight into my interpretations on education, dropout, and transformational
learning.
The phone rang, and as I looked down and recognized the number, I let out a sigh.
Learning mindfulness and practicing the ability to watch my mind, I saw my mind dart away
from the present moment as I tried to recall when I received the last reminder call. I let the phone
call go unanswered. I had been reminded to pick up the boxes I had left for three years before
moving to my new address, which I was settling into and making my home. Conversations
regarding my belongings were always the same; I was asked to retrieve my boxes, finally.
This time I was told,
Ivonne, when I was in the garage today, I bumped into your boxes and noticed one of
them had photos of your daughters when they were young. You sure you want to throw
that out? You may want to look at the boxes first and then decide.
Knowing that among the things I had left behind were photographs of my daughters brought
emotional importance to the task. I replied,
Yes, I want the boxes. Thank you! What day works for you?
Reflections
It was a sunny Saturday in November. Thanksgiving 2019 was just weeks away, and I was
excited by the thoughts of seeing photos of my daughters. Arriving at the familiar place, I
climbed the stairs, reached the mailbox, and found the garage door opener. Once inside the
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garage, I saw my four dusty storage boxes stacked on top of the other. Without opening them, I
dragged and loaded the boxes into my Jeep.
Home, I brought the dusty boxes right into my living room, poured myself a glass of Shiraz,
and moved furniture around to create space for myself. I settled onto the floor and opened the
boxes containing photos, leaving the one box containing lots of newspaper-wrapped items for
last. As I peered into the first box, I saw albums and scattered photos stored in neat little bins.
There were thousands of photos. As I looked at the images, I smiled, realizing the photos
represented various chapters of my life. After looking at the albums, I categorized the
photographs according to the decades, profoundly reflecting on my life.
In the first box, I found three photos of me taken during my early childhood. There was one
photograph of me as an infant. It is a tattered black and white photograph that seemed to have
been taken professionally. And then I found two school photos. The first school photo seemed to
have been taken when I was about six or seven. The other photo may have been taken when I
was about 14 years old. Looking at that image of myself as a teenager, I was struck by the fact
that I was wearing eyeglasses. It seemed odd to me because I had not ever needed prescription
eyeglasses. I slowly sipped my wine and tried to recall what was happening at that time.
Seeing and Learning
My mother had moved her family to a new address located in the northwest Bronx. The five of
us lived in a modest two-bedroom apartment. While I do not recall many details, I recollect being
enrolled in a different school. Everything about this school, except my teachers, made me feel
small. The building seemed enormous compared to the other non-descript brick buildings I had
attended while receiving elementary and middle school education. The student population was
multicultural, and I remember interacting with people from all different nationalities
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harmoniously. The thick chain-linked fence surrounding the yard conveyed and served as a
barrier. It separated us from the community as it existed outside of school.
This school served students enrolled into middle school, so I must have been about 13 years
of age. By the time my mother moved us to Rumsen Park, I had attended about six different
schools and was about to enter Junior High School 77. This school was about eight New York
City blocks from my home.
Moving into that Rumsen Park apartment has always stood out in my memory. Moving day
was most memorable. I recall overhearing loud arguing and instinctively opening the first-floor
apartment window of my new bedroom. My mother had assigned this bedroom to me to share
with my sister and two brothers. It was small, but we managed to coexist in that shared space for
five years. I remember lifting the frame and being surprised that we were so close to the
sidewalk. The window opened onto the building's frontage, and I could see several men – my
future neighbors – gathered to the right of the window by the front doors of the building. I later
saw they stood, impeding our big burly movers of African American descent from entering. I do
not recall if, at that age, I realized my mother had relocated us to another neighborhood where
we were not wanted.
Rumsen Park was home to working-class families whose socioeconomic statuses appeared
dissimilar to my family's. Not yet understanding Bourdieu's theories on habitus, agency, and
class reproduction (Bourdieu & Passeron, 2000), I had little comprehension and less appreciation
for the agency my mother demonstrated in moving us there to access better schools. I now see
my mother differently than I had perceived her for decades of my life. Recognizing my mother's
determination to transform her life and her children's lives, despite being a single Puerto Rican

31

POR ELLAS: A LATINA’S AUTOETHNOGRAPHY ON LEARNING

woman of four children subsisting on public assistance, struggling to learn a new language, was
not easy for me to see much less appreciate that moving day.
My mother had left in her tracks what she perceived as a fast-declining Punter Road section
of the Bronx for a tree-lined street in the northwest Bronx that afforded her children better
supermarkets with healthy food options, safer streets, and better schools: opportunity. Our new
apartment was on the first floor of a four-story building, and its surroundings were a
multicultural enclave for middle-income Irish, Italian, Yugoslavian, and other second and thirdgeneration descendants of Europe. White flight was beginning, and once again, we were among
the first Latino family in the neighborhood. All did not welcome us. It turned out to be the last
home where my family and I, as unique members of one family, came together, shared tradition,
transmitted culture and solidified our corresponding unique identities.
Today, as I reflect on Rumsen Park, I see my mother’s actions differently. Knowledge
production developing from this autoethnographic study pushes me to dig deeper as I reexamine
my mother’s actions. Most importantly, through my focused meditation practice, I work not to
judge and instead recall her actions using compassion. My story evolved into one that considers
practical concerns related to my mother’s everyday life and how those realities prompted
repeated moves from high-poverty environments to better neighborhoods. I had looked upon my
mother and her actions using judgmental deficit lenses for most of my life. Exposure to the
potential value mindfulness offered to my health encouraged my interest in meditation practices.
The meditation practices allowed me to quiet my mind, and through repeated meditation and
mindfulness practices, I was able to see how my mother’s actions demonstrated powerful agency
that supported micro-level agentic transformations for her family.
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Who are You? Challenged by my Spanish Teacher's Inquiring Mind
While family life is significant to transmitting culture and forming identity, institutionalized
educational systems also serve this vital role. Reflecting on my growing up in the Bronx, I see
how teachers indeed influenced my identity. Attending middle school was vital to my selfdevelopment. It helped and encouraged me to construct appreciation for my culture. Before
attending middle school, I did not know much about my culture aside from the fact that I was
Puerto Rican and Cuban and barely spoke Spanish, although my mother and grandmother barely
spoke English. One middle school teacher prodded me to question that reality.
The Imprint of Another Teacher Inspired Me to Think Critically
Mr. Antonio was my 8th-grade Spanish teacher. To my middle school eyes, he was a very properlooking mature man. Each day, Mr. Antonio arrived at my classroom wearing a dark suit, white
shirt, and tie. He was always neatly shaven and had a dark mustache and dark, neatly combed
hair that he wore parted on one side and slicked back. I recall him telling the class that he was
born in Spain. At that stage in my life, I had no idea where Spain was relative to the Bronx. I also
recall how he politely challenged me to explore why I had a Spanish surname, Barreras, but no
Spanish-speaking skills or knowledge of my Puerto Rican or Cuban cultures. Remembering Mr.
Antonio brings to my consciousness the many gaps he provoked me to see in my historical
knowledge that critically examines what happened to my people? How did my people understand
the events? and why? (Tobin, 2017). Mr. Antonio provoked me to fill those gaps.
Mr. Antonio became another influential person and teacher in my life, and he ranked right up
there with Mrs. Doggedly. His tutelage helped me question why I did not know anything about
Puerto Rico or Cuba, the islands where my parents had been born. These questions prompted my
interest in learning about my heritage and cultures and became the springboard for my proudly
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identifying Latina. I sat back and recalled my mother and her negative attitudes about Puerto
Rico, where she suffered poverty, racism, and even alienation due to having contracted
tuberculosis. I sipped my wine and considered how wearing those eyeglasses provided my 13year-old self with respite as I maneuvered between experiences at home, within my
neighborhoods, and school.

Circumventing my First Personal Encounter with Dropout
My middle school years were otherwise unremarkable; I judge this because I do not recall much
more than Mr. Antonio and the prospect of selecting the high school I would attend. I was given
two local community school options and asked to select one. Having heard a considerable
number of stories about the fighting in those schools, I determined that I would not attend either
one of the two zoned options. Instead, I recall my teenage self for the first time using the word
dropout, as I advised my mother that I would drop out rather than attend those dangerous
schools.
The prospect of my becoming a teenage dropout set my mother in a frenzy. To this day, I do
not understand how she successfully maneuvered the system. With little formal education and
minimal language skills, she ensured that I and my siblings all attended specialized schools now
consolidated and renamed LaGuardia High School for Music and the Performing Arts (hereafter
Music and Art). My mother’s desire to provide her children with better opportunities again
transformed her into a fierce and relentless advocate for her children. Years later, revisiting this
aspect of my lived reality, I realized my mother faced the institution on my behalf and left with a
plan when she walked away. The junior high school I attended must have coordinated with the
New York City Board of Education so that I remained in middle school through the ninth grade,
which was an option for any students attending that middle school, but for me, I could test for
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Music and Art the following year. I was admitted as a sophomore. My mother not only
demonstrated agency, but her actions also demonstrated that she knew how to maneuver within
the field (Bourdieu, 2005). Her actions rippled a change in the trajectory of my life and the lives
of my descendants.

Questioning Differences
Strangely enough, after I was accepted into the specialized high school, I had to argue the merits
of attending with my concerned mother before she permitted me to ride the New York City
subway system from the Bronx to Manhattan daily. I know she must have been concerned for my
safety, but I suppose she may have also understood that the experience of living amid other
cultures would change me and my perceptions of our lives. My siblings and I operated under my
mother’s total control and were not permitted to pose any questions about her decisions or
beliefs. Attending high school in Manhattan meant interacting with others who lived differently,
and she understood that my interacting with people who lived differently invariably would give
me a reason to question our lives. Reminiscing about this time prompted me to look at the
photograph of me wearing glasses, and I understood the glasses represented my developing
identity.
Attending a magnet public school in Manhattan composed of high school teenagers and
teachers, administrators, and other school personnel, many interested in music and art, from all
walks of New York City exposed me to different people, cultures, and neighborhoods. The
contrasts between Manhattan and the Bronx made me keenly aware of the inherent disparities
between communities with means and others. Initially, I noticed and questioned why the public
transit riders' ethnicities changed in alignment with subway stops. Later, I questioned how
services were provided differently to Rumsen Park than those living in the upper Westside
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apartment buildings. Finally, noticing differences, such as dearth of services, including
accessible bookstores and dependable garbage pick-up schedules versus opulent apartment
buildings in proximity to cultural venues and immense libraries and dozens of well-stocked
bookstores, I, for the first time, realized that my family was poor.
While my adolescent eyes could discern the apparent differences between the humble abodes
I encountered back home versus the chandeliered foyers I entered by invitation and the support
of an informed door attendant, I did not fully comprehend that Music and Art was a school for
the privileged. I certainly understood that my fifteen-year-old eyes were seeing luxury
apartments in Manhattan that spewed wealth. However, I did not have a language about social
capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 2000) and generational wealth and poverty. Today, I embrace the
concept that people create living environments and "the classification system they deploy in their
acts of appropriation and which, in assuming the objective form in visible goods, provides a
purchase for the symbolic appropriation of others, who are thereby enabled to situate the owners
in social space by situating them within the space of tastes" (Bourdieu, 2005, p. 19). Indeed, I did
not understand the paradigm under which some parents I observed communicated their social
capital in their children's dress, furniture, and other objects. Nevertheless, even then, I saw the
differences.
Over the three years I attended Music & Art, I became increasingly exposed to students
whose parents, in some cases, sustained and in other instances enforced their children's
professional aspirations, creative or otherwise. I saw but did not fully understand the possible
implications of my school friends preparing for college or their entrée into a career pursuing their
dreams related to the arts, while my home friends were preparing for life. Being among my
school friends and their families sustained my aspirations for earning a high school diploma and
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listening to them speak of plans helped me believe that I could also transform aspects of my life.
For the first time, I began to dream about becoming an attorney. My dreams did not dictate my
path, I soon found out.
Shortly after my high school graduation, my mother suffered a nervous breakdown. This
time, I could not hold on tight enough. Two of my younger siblings and I were rendered
homeless. We were ages 18, 17, and 16 years, respectively.
Looking through the box of photos, I realized there were no other pictures of my early family
life. It took rummaging through the box to recall the experiences, the fear, the anger, happiness,
the blessings, and the determination to survive. By this time, I was exhausted. I left everything
where it stood and retired for the evening.
The following day, I brushed my teeth, brewed a pot of tea, and returned to the boxes.
Scanning the photos, I considered how my family’s life changed after my mother succumbed to
the overwhelming pressures she faced.

Confronting New Structures
After graduating from Music and Art, I sought a summer job to prepare for upcoming college
expenses. I located one close to my apartment. There I met the future father of my daughters. I
was 18 years old, and he was 22 years old. We were dating just shy of three months when he
witnessed my mother throw her three oldest children, including me, out of her home on
Christmas Eve. I did not leave immediately, but I retrieved the garbage bags my mother had used
to pack my clothes within a few hours. I later learned my siblings’ did the same. This day is
permanently etched in my memory. It was the source of pain and confusion for many decades of
my life. It lingered. Through my learnings of mindfulness as part of this study, I now see that
winter holidays are fraught with emotional and financial pressures and compassionately consider
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that my mother’s mental health caved under these pressures and the other challenges she faced as
a 36-year-old mother of four.
Until that day, my siblings and I only counted on my mother and Wela for support. When we
found ourselves homeless at ages 18, 17, and 16 years, and understood that my Wela was
immersed in helping her daughter, leaving her with little emotional or financial resources to help
her grandchildren, my siblings and I separated. Neither my siblings nor I endured the pervasively
harsh realities of absolute poverty that “involves a scarcity of necessities such as shelter”
(Jensen, 2009, p. 6), and although we did not, at that time, live on the streets of New York, we
were homeless. Given our options, each chose to lean on familiar acquaintances. For my part, I
brought my large black plastic garbage bag of clothes to my boyfriend's mother's apartment. She
lived in a 2-bedroom apartment with her youngest son, my boyfriend's youngest brother, and his
pit bull. I was familiar with the apartment building about twenty blocks from my mother’s home
in a section of the Bronx that I had not often visited.
My boyfriend brought me to his mother's home and insisted that I remain with his family
until I could figure out what I would do. His mother, whom we shall call Señora Fe, was visiting
relatives in Puerto Rico and was not pleased to find me in her home when she returned in
January. Initially, Señora Fe was adamant that I could not stay in her home. However, her
position later changed.
Living among Señora Fe’s family taught me to appreciate the nuances between living in a
dysfunctional household and being among super-loving family members who frequently
displayed dysfunctional acts. Within three months of my moving into Señora Fe’s home, I
became pregnant. My mother-in-law, Señora Fe, was a single parent of nine children. She was an
enthusiastic matriarch with pride in her culture and her family. She strove to sustain order and
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traditions. Communication, positive or negative, was of paramount importance to Señora Fe. She
insisted on maintaining consistent and honest dialogue with all of her children, including an adult
son and an adult daughter who lived separately with their own families in other apartments
within the same apartment building. Within a year of moving into Señora Fe’s home, I gave birth
to my oldest daughter, married, and moved into an apartment in the same building.
The Motivation to Propel out of Poverty
During the time I lived among Señora Fe and her family, I gave birth to three daughters. My first
child was born in August, two months before my delivery date. I recall my midwife's expression
when she met me in the delivery room. Later preparing for the delivery, I looked up at her and I
believed she was looking down on me with a combination of pity and disgust. Finally, as she
asked me, So, how old are you really? I looked much younger than 19 years of age.
With the help of the midwife and Señora Fe, who consistently provided tough loving, and
supportive guidance, I gave birth to a healthy girl (hereafter Baby #1). Less than one year later,
my middle child was also born earlier than expected. This little angel, Samantha, was born
significantly underweight, and I was told that she died shortly after the delivery. I did not attend
her wake or funeral. The hospital offered her father and me the ability to have New York State
cover the costs of a pauper's burial, and we accepted without fully realizing the ramifications of
our decisions. Today, and for decades, I have regretted that decision but forgivingly realize that
her father and I did not have the financial means to provide her with a funeral or burial.
Two years later, I decided that I wanted a second child and planned the pregnancy.
Everything about that pregnancy and birth was different. Reflexivity informs me that I interacted
with this pregnancy differently for reasons that had little to do with the people involved and
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instead reflected my mindset at the time. After carrying full-term, I gave birth to another healthy
girl (hereafter referred to as Baby #2).
Raising my children in the south Bronx was taxing. Daily, I witnessed the vile impact
poverty can have on individuals who become overpowered by their situation (Jensen, 2009).
Although my husband's family provided a loving and nurturing counterbalance to the negative
experiences I encountered, including that of being robbed at gunpoint, and witness to drug use
and addiction, alcoholism, drug sales, and mental illness, I devised a plan to get my daughters far
away from the realities of poverty. I was beginning to become one of the Ellas, my mother and
her ancestors. My plan did not involve my grandmother's hardships in boarding a plane and
leaving her loved ones. Instead, my plan called for attending college, earning a degree, and
getting a better-paying job that would enable us to escape poverty. Unfortunately, at the time, it
was unworkable to sustain full-time employment in entry-level jobs close to my children while
also doing the work needed to earn college credits.
What Does an Optician Earn? How do I Become One?
As a mother of two children living in the Bronx, I did not want to work any farther than blocks
from their caretakers. I was able to secure babysitting from a family friend who lived just one
block from my apartment. The proximity allowed me to come home during lunchtime hours
every day to ensure that my daughters were safe, cared for, and engaged in positive activities.
Since, at the time, I only had a high school diploma, I had few professional options. Then, one
day, my grandmother came to visit me and guided my decision to apply for an entry-level
position. She advised me to consider the ophthalmic shop across the street from my apartment
building that she knew was hiring a receptionist. Abbreviating the backstory that speaks to her
steadfast role in guiding my family, suffice to say, I applied and was hired. My professional
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relationship with the company became symbiotic and helped me climb the first rungs of the
ladder out of poverty.
About one month after starting my new job, I asked the optician a series of questions, eager
to learn how to increase my earning potential. He explained that I could either enroll and attend
New York City College of Technology of the City University of New York in downtown
Brooklyn to earn a license in ophthalmic dispensing or embark on a 2-year apprenticeship that
led to the same end. He shared that completing either route would qualify me to become an
optician for the state licensing examinations. At that time, I saw the Bronx as being extremely far
from a college in Brooklyn, and I did not want to be that far away from my daughters, so I opted
for the apprenticeship. Within two years, I submitted the needed applications, completed the
apprenticeship, and passed the New York State licensing written and practical examinations in
opticianry. With this credential and my grandmother's ongoing support guiding my
entrepreneurial work ethic, I steadily sought and earned promotions until becoming one of the
company's district managers. My goals were being partially realized.
I moved my daughters out of the south Bronx to a better section of the Bronx with the added
income and enrolled them into a private Catholic school. Interestingly enough, it was not until
much later in life, and through my learning of mindfulness and practicing meditation to
encourage trance-like states that would be completely free of suffering called states of dhyana
(Rahula, 1959, p. 18) that I realized how much I have learned from my mother.
I successfully, or so I thought, buried my emotions regarding the adverse childhood
experiences I had encountered until engaging with mindfulness practices, including meditation
and yoga. The dedicated practice has allowed me to remember some of what I experienced.
Achieving these pure spiritual states for me takes focus and immense dedication. I am like an
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outsider looking with no emotion, only love and compassion when I can do so. As I sipped my
tea, I looked at the school photos of my daughters in their neat blue uniforms. One of the results
of my meditation is that today, I offer prayers of gratitude for having my grandmother and my
mother in my life.

Comparative Reflections of the Aftermath of My Homelessness
The boxes of photographs helped me recall the dogged efforts I had made to build and solidify
opportunities for my daughters. In the photographs, I noticed that my extended family was rarely
present, and this reminded me that I had not always dealt well with emotional trauma and had
detached myself and my children from my mother and my siblings for many years. I found
school photos of my children in uniforms, photos of them at recreational and cultural venues,
including roller skating rinks, Central Park, and plays. The images also demarcate financial
changes in my life that resulted in my purchasing a car and moving my children into better
residential areas in the Bronx. Other images helped me recall how my then-future husband from
my second marriage, his daughter, and his biological family was introduced to my children and
became part of our lives. Collectively, the photos speak of the foundation I was creating for my
children and myself. Mingled in the mosaic were random photos of my sister and younger
brothers. My siblings did not do well after the trauma we experienced.
My siblings and I had an exceedingly challenging time healing from the traumatizing
experience of being unexpectedly evicted from our mother's home. The morning after the
incident, my then nine-year-old brother was on a previously undiagnosed and unexpected path to
mental illness. Decades later, he is still unable or unwilling to participate in his treatment
actively and consistently. Despite repeated efforts to provide him with a sanitized environment
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and proper medical attention, he continually demonstrates the potential to create unnecessary
dangers to himself and those trying to support him.
Like me, my other siblings sought refuge with the parents of the people they were dating.
The older brother moved in with his girlfriend's parents at the age of sixteen. Within one year, he
and his girlfriend gave birth to a son. I learned that my brother struggled for a significant part of
his life. He shared with me that he is an entrepreneur during our limited communication. He
owns a small non-profit technology company. Throughout his life, and despite his battles, he has
consistently been involved in his son's life. Today, his son produces music and has carved out his
blueprint for what achievement means.
My sister moved into her boyfriend's home after being rendered homeless. She lived with
him and his family for one year until she enrolled in college and accepted on-campus housing.
Trying to Overcome Life's Challenges
I flipped through the photos, saw a photograph of giant hogs, and instantly activated my memory
and emotions. Remembering the giant hogs that lived on the farm across the fence from our
home in Iowa, I looked at the photo and smiled. I wondered what possessed us to take, much less
keep this photo. Then I considered the amount of time my daughters and I spent observing those
creatures engaging in their day-to-day lives. Watching the hogs eat, sleep, and care for their
young helped my children, and I found reason to discuss family and love. My daughters and I
had just suffered the devasting experience of losing my sister to illness, so discussing the
meanings of life was crucial to our collective healing processes.
Reminiscing the hogs helped me recall why I left the Bronx and relocated to Iowa. Begging
the reader's indulgence, I briefly segue to share experiences of my time in Iowa.
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No Matter How Far I Ran, It Was Right There with Me: Leaving The Bronx For Iowa
Years after my mother's emotional breakdown rendered her children homeless, my sister and I
reunited. I learned that my sister had attempted to pursue an undergraduate degree at a State
University of New York college. However, when she felt she could not complete, she returned to
the Bronx. I admiringly judge my sister's two-year enrollment in college as a testament to her
fiercely determined spirit. During this study, my knowledge production on dropout helped me
understand that my sister had lacked awareness or familiarity with college requirements. Pierre
Bourdieu (2000) notes that working-class and middle-class students "have had to achieve a
successful acculturation in order to meet the irreducible minimum of academic requirements as
regard to language [that are needed to] reach higher education;" he also reflects that "educational
mortality rate can only increase as one moves toward classes most distant from scholarly
language" (p. 73). Shortly after facing a crushing life-altering experience, my sister enrolled in
college as a member of a socio-economic status category assigned to an underclass. My sister
arrived at college as a high school graduate of Performing Arts High School without benefiting
from socially transmitted or familial complex language; she did not graduate from college but
survived two years. I identified her actions as motivational. When my sister dropped out of
college, she returned to the Bronx.
I did not see my sister immediately after she returned to the Bronx. Initially, she sought the
support of old friends. Eventually, when she finally reached out to me, I invited her to live with
my daughters and me. She lived with us for a brief time, and within less than three-year after
reentering my life, she became extremely sick. When I took her to the hospital, the physician
advised me that she was terminally ill and estimated she had only months left to live.
Unfortunately, she died three months later. Three months was not enough time for me to process
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her illness, much less her death. At that time, my emotions tangled her death to my mother's
actions and our upbringing in New York City. I decided I wanted nothing more to do with either.
Finding the Resilience to Run Away
For four years before my sister’s death, I dated a man with strong family ties. He accepted my
daughters as his own and shared my desire to reinvent our standing in society. As part of our
plan, I supported him as he returned to the City University of New York to complete his
undergraduate degree. We planned that he would then apply to law school. The plan did work,
and after he was accepted, he invited my daughters and me to join him in Iowa, where he had
been offered a full scholarship to attend law school. I accepted his invitation five months after
my sister’s death with no plans of ever returning to New York City. Seeing my then-boyfriend
graduate from college was my first experience witnessing college completion.
Before moving, I secured employment with an ophthalmic dispensing company with a
storefront across the street from the university. They helped me locate a place to live and
identified schools to enroll my daughters. One of the owners also served the community as
mayor and presided over my wedding just six months after arriving in Iowa. The people I met
there, including the optician co-owners and their families, were kind, generous, and thoughtful.
Their humanity was what my bruised heart needed.
Experiencing Cultural Dissonance in Iowa
Experiencing the serenity of a small town was alluring. Accustomed to blaring car horns, angry
motorists and impatient pedestrians made the sight of all traffic coming to a halt as a family of
geese waddled across the city's main thoroughfare, both astonishing and soothing. Moreover, for
the first time seeing real people walking across a tree-lined street greeting me despite my not
knowing them was strangely unusual but at the same time comforting. In the aftermath of my
sister’s illness and sudden death, I sought this peacefulness. I recognized that it was not perfect.
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Trips to the supermarket were the first indicators of our living within homogeneity: I could not
find Café Bustelo, much less an ethnic food aisle. I called my mother-in-law for care packages
and chalked it up to nothing is perfect. As I started speaking with community residents, I realized
there was little to no awareness or understanding of Latinos. I considered the extent to which
similitude played into the calmness I perceived. I thought it bearable until it was not.
One day, just one year after relocating, Baby #2, turning five years old, shared a concern that
gave me a reason to reconsider whether Iowa was indeed the best place for us. My daughter
brought to my attention that the mommy rabbit who lived right outside our townhouse had
bunnies. My youngest daughter then shared that she thought the mommy rabbit was sad because
one of the bunnies was a dark bunny. This conversation seemed odd, so after I explained to my
child that the mommy rabbit loved all her bunnies, I tried to understand the underpinning of her
perception better. I could not do so because, at five years of age, Baby #2 did not understand the
basis for her perceptions, either.
Trying to figure out what was happening, I considered that this child and her older sister
were physically different despite being of the same biological parents. My oldest daughter, four
years older than her sister, manifests light eyes that turn green or variations of hazel depending
on her clothing, wavy blondish hair, and a pale complexion. My youngest daughter has a darker
complexion, brown curly hair similar to my Wela, and brown eyes. Initially, I thought Baby #2
was beginning to perceive physiological differences. I decided to visit the preschool to ask them
for guidance, but instead of providing a compassionate ear and helpful recommendations, the
preschool director/teacher advised me that my daughter should get used to the situation as she
would always be different. I was surprised by the director/teacher's comment and asked her if she
lived outside Iowa. I learned that she had not. Although I realized the woman had no malice
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toward my family and simply held a different worldview, I considered terminating my child’s
enrollment in that preschool. After consulting with a family friend and preschool teacher, I
transferred my daughter to a preschool that supported children of a diverse faculty and student
body affiliated with the university medical and law schools.
The new preschool provided a warm, nurturing environment, fun age-appropriate activities,
quality early education and a diverse student and teacher body. However, the culture shock
associated with living in Iowa proved to be overwhelming. The contrast helped me understand
all I loved about living in New York City and prompted me to move back.
Exposures to More Real-Life Stories on Agency
Toward the bottom of the last box of photos I was working through, I came across an old,
tattered photo envelope. I thought there was nothing in the envelope until I turned it upside down
and film exposures the color of burnt sienna spilled out onto my lap. I picked one up and held it
to the light. The exposure revealed a photo I recalled. It was a photo of my entire family taken
during a vacation visit to my ex-husband's extended relatives in Puerto Rico. As I looked at the
photographic image of my family, I recognized it was incomplete. My oldest daughter was not in
the photo.
Not seeing my oldest daughter’s image on a photo taken during a family vacation reminded
me of one of my ultimate sacrifices, made just one year following my sister’s death and my
move to Iowa. My daughter was ten years old when I permitted her to live with her father as I
struggled to cope with the sadness of losing my best friend and only sister.
Facing More Emotionally Challenging Situations
Some background information I believe is warranted to make the communication clearer for the
reader. Before I left New York City and carried my children to the Midwest, I could not see that
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my mind was not nimble and instead, like a monkey mind (Bai, 2013), shifted from one story to
another as I struggled to validate relocating to Iowa. Through mindfulness practices related to
this study, I learned to quiet my mind and sometimes for just enough time to see this time with
compassion for everyone involved.
After my sister died, I did not want to face the reality that I would never again have her by
my side. Then, not understanding the influence emotions of fear and sadness can have on a
person, moreover, the impacts of avoidance and denial, I fell into depression. I carried those
feelings of sadness like a shroud that covered me. I packed, moved twice during my first year
living in the Midwest, and once more before unpacking in New York City about two years later.
By that time, the feelings of sadness were settling into ever-present indifference. My depression
colored everything I did and took a heavy toll on my oldest daughter.
When the children's father (hereafter called Seg) and I divorced, we agreed not to repeat our
parents’ mistakes. All the while, we committed many other mistakes while paying close attention
to not repeating those mistakes our parents committed. Nonetheless, when Seg remarried and
moved to Florida, either singularly or collectively, he and I ensured our daughters traveled to
Florida to spend alternate summers and holidays with him. My daughters loved going to see their
dad in Florida. What was not to love? They spent their days by the pool and in the company of
the man they most loved. The bitter part came at the end of the summer when they returned to
New York and resumed school and other aspects of life. This was not easy to navigate, but, in
theory, it enhanced the possibility that our daughters would form bonds with both their parents.
Looking back reflectively, I see we achieved that goal. My daughters enjoy loving relationships
with their father and me and with each other.
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One summer, shortly after my daughters and I moved from Iowa back to New York City, my
oldest daughter exercised immense agency. At 10-years of age, my daughter asked Seg if she
could permanently move to his home in Florida. When Seg told me our daughter was moving in
with him, I could not believe it. Later, when she told me that moving with him was her
preference. I understood her need for stability that I could not provide her due to my emotional
state. Despite the sacrifice, I accepted the situation.
She lived in Florida for seven years. When my oldest daughter lived with her father, we
shared joint custody of our two daughters, and I ensured she and her sister spent their summers
and holidays together until she returned to live with us at the age of seventeen. This situation was
complicated, but I understood her moving with her dad was best for her. It was a sacrifice I made
as a mother looking to better her daughter.

The Transformative Power of Education and its Limitations
Education again became an important priority shortly after encountering a family who became a
driving force in my desire to pursue the academic goals I had forgone. The family was comprised
of three daughters and their biological parents. I learned that they emigrated from Puerto Rico to
New York as a unit. In contrast to my mother’s view of the island, although this family had also
faced economic and racial adversity, they cherished their culture and regularly traveled back to
their island home. The family’s father had served in the United States military, fought in the
Korean War, graduated from the Universidad Catholica with a baccalaureate degree in social
work before moving family to the south Bronx. Shortly after arriving from Puerto Rico, the
patriarch utilized his baccalaureate degree in social work to secure employment working with
disadvantaged juveniles who had gotten into legal trouble. The family settled into life as
residents of a housing project in the south Bronx and remained there long after the girls had
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graduated from college, two of whom then graduated from law school while the oldest advanced
her ivy league undergraduate degree with a master’s degree from a respected university.
While the children’s academic achievements were impressive, I was most taken by the family
matriarch, whom I call Señora Dolores. This woman arrived in New York City with three
children, a husband who battled post-traumatic stress disorder, and a dream that her children
would achieve. Focused on bettering her family’s condition, she embarked on a journey to
become a teacher. When I met Señora Dolores, she told me of how she had long balanced the
responsibilities of motherhood with those as a full-time early education teacher employed by the
local Board of Education, and the challenges of pursuing a master’s graduate degree in an early
education program from a highly respected public university.
Señora Delores inspired me to pursue my academic achievement goals with dogged passion
and dream wildly. Using this formula, I pursued my undergraduate degree, aware of the
opportunities it would provide my daughters and me. I believed education could change class
like my mother, and I was determined to change my daughters’ future.
My Professional Successes Masked my Emotional Self
By this time in my life, I had experienced many professional achievements. My standard practice
was to vanquish personal challenges by immersing myself in professional initiatives that led to
achievements. Before this study, I looked upon my actions as evidence that hard work can
produce achievement. This mindset had me believing I could replicate achievement. While this
may be true, mindfully interacting with my actions clarifies that pursuing achievements led me to
believe the lie that I have control over outcomes and allowed me to mask my emotional self.
Reflecting, I see that the framework provided the momentum for multiple professional
achievements and the development of my tenacity. However, professional achievements neither
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addressed the problems nor alleviated the emotions quietly, wreaking havoc on my mind and
body.
Vying to Retain Employment, I Am Taught the Value of Certified Credentials
Despite not having earned an undergraduate degree, I subsisted well while working in the
ophthalmic sales industry. My income and commensurate commissions (in sales, financial
bonuses for meeting or exceeding organizational goals) enabled me to provide my children with
working-class benefits. However, when I sought to transcend into the middle-class, I could not
do so easily without academic credentials. During one attempt to transcend, I applied,
interviewed and was hired only to learn later that the organization I sought to enter required a
college degree that I did not possess.
In response to a New York Times employment advertisement, I applied and was interviewed
for a middle-level director position with a transportation agency’s marketing department. The
chief marketing officer conducted the interview, listened to my experiences, remarked about my
tenacity, and hired me on the spot. Before concluding the interview, he noted my start date and
salary on my resume and handed the paper back to me.
Later, I received a call from the agency’s human resources department informing me that the
offer was retracted because I lacked a college degree. Initially, I felt dejected, but I quickly
retorted and then effectively counterargued that no such requirement had been presented in either
the employment notice or during the interview, where I was offered the position. I also shared
that I had resigned from my position when I received a written offer at the end of my interview.
Eventually, the agency begrudgingly agreed to appoint me but only under the condition that I
agree to earn an undergraduate degree within three years of appointment or be dismissed. I
accepted the challenge.
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My Motivation to Finally Complete College
Higher education was always vital for me. What can I say? I listened and believed my mother,
grandmother, and teachers, who advised me that my expectations would be grim without the
benefit of a college degree. However, each time I enrolled in college, I encountered critical
obstacles that impeded my steady progress to completion. As I reflect, I recognize that after
dropping out consequent to being homeless, I enrolled in college programs fearful that I would
not complete. When complications did arise, I just accepted them as confirmation that I could not
accomplish academic goals. Dropout was part of my lived reality at least four times before I
encountered relatable role models who demonstrated how to pursue academic goals doggedly.
Believing that a college credential would positively impact my earning potential, propel my
children and me out of poverty, and enable me to abandon state subsidy welfare programs
permanently, I resolved to defy my life’s realities. With clear motivation, I finally earned an
undergraduate degree.
I earned the credential in less than three years, with a near-perfect grade point average.
During this study, my encounters with mindfulness resulting from gratefulness meditation helped
me see how I benefited from my ellas’ tenacious spirit. My great-grandmother toiled and
operated her ancestors’ tenacious spirits to earn the ability to become a marru (Nistal-Moret,
1984), which as a reminder to the reader, is one Spanish-language term used to represent a
person classified as a freed slave. My grandmother, mother and I demonstrated similar
determination to accomplish our respective dreams of bettering our descendants' lives. For my
part, although I met my new employer’s condition, throughout my employment as a holder of
educationally uncertified cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1984, p. 23), I was always required to prove
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myself. Unbeknownst to the agency, my then-fragile ego was comfortable in that space where
identity is likened to outputs rather than in simply being.
With college credentials, I reap significant benefits that support positive life-altering
changes. However, the process was not easy. Having struggled to complete college despite
unavoidable setbacks, I make every effort to contextualize and empathize with the persons who
face similar obstacles in completing their personal and professional goals, particularly the single
head of household parents, who strive to earn academic credentials but are unwilling to impact
the family. For me, earning a college credential meant working full-time while simultaneously
attending a moderately challenging college designed for working professionals and carrying 16
credits every semester over a continuous period of two years and eight months. Maintaining a
near-perfect 4.0-grade point average, I graduated on time. I was only able to accomplish my
achievement goals by sacrificing essential aspects of my lifeworld. The price I paid came at the
expense of not spending valuable time with my family. That is time that can never be recouped,
as I have learned over open and honest discussions with my daughters. With few exceptions, I
have not regretted my decisions. Importantly, as soon as I had the financial wherewithal, I
enrolled my daughters into institutions of private education I perceived to provide them a
stronger academic foundation than those I received as a child and young adult attending
neighborhood public elementary and middle schools in the Bronx.
Striving to Provide Better Education to my Girls
In the United States, the Roman Catholic Church has encountered significant criticism in recent
years, consequent of the atrocious sexual abuses committed by its clergy and the related
coverups by the archdiocese. The dichotomy of what the Catholic Church promotes, and the
challenges created by priests who abused children impacted the pews and triggered significant
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enrollment declines in their schools. (Downloaded October 10, 2020;
https://www.ncea.org/ncea/proclaim/catholic_school_data/catholic_school_data.aspx).
My interface with parochial schools occurred and formed from the bounded perspective of a
young, uninformed mother, who, in demonstrating inherently blind faith in the value of Catholic
education, sought this method of education for her two daughters. Parochial school education
was once considered beyond the economic reach of poor urban Latinos. While the Catholic
archdiocese offered monetary support to offset the tuition associated with enrollment costs,
education was not accessible to all. Nonetheless, or for this reason, the value correlated to this
mode of education was deeply ingrained among most Latinos.
In her introduction to Latino education in the United States: A narrated history from 15132000, Victoria-Maria MacDonald (2004) explains the patriarchal role Catholic school education
has portrayed in the lived realities of persons today classified as Hispanic or Latino. That
complicated relationship dates to the colonial era, when the church’s function was “direct
alteration of [Native American] culture, politics, economy, and democracy” (p. 14). Catholic
orders supporting Spanish imperialism functioned as missions to “convert and civilize Native
Americans” (p. 15). As the missions converted ancestors of those native to Mexico, California,
Texas, and New Mexico, the liturgy insinuated mores. Those mores, embedded in the Catholic
religion, continue to push forward religious dogma that ignores their parishioners’ lived realities
and now sound hollow. Not understanding any of this, as soon as I could afford the costs of
tuition, I enrolled my girls into Saint Petra School located in the northeast section of the Bronx,
where I moved my family.
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One Experience with Parochial School Education
My daughters, demonstrating their inherited resilience, dealt with the transition from traditional
schools to the catholic educational system well. They were not cradling Christians but donned
their uniforms and shoes, accepted that nuns could also be teachers, attended Wednesday
afternoon religious instruction designed to make up for the years of Catholicism they had missed,
and dutifully respected the moral codes imposed by their schools. Although my oldest struggled
a bit with the cursive handwriting she had not been required to use before attending Catholic
school, they were always attentive and focused on the academic components. For purposes of
grounding the following vignette, I remind the reader that my two daughters manifest the
beautiful mosaic of Taino Indian, African, and European ancestry in very distinct gradations
between white and brown. Although they are products of the same parents, their external
appearances are remarkably different. As children, they had no reason to question race: it was
not a subject they encountered at home or outside their home until they encountered one fifthgrade teacher, whom we shall call Sister Maria.
Why Would You Think That We are Not Sisters
One day, my oldest daughter advised me that she had received punishment from her fifth-grade
teacher, Sister Maria. When I inquired what happened, my oldest innocently explained that Sister
Maria had gotten upset because she had defended her sister, who was enrolled in the first grade
at the time. As the story unfolded, I learned Sister Maria had been annoyed by the intrusion to
her reprimand. As the nun told my oldest daughter not to get involved during that interaction, she
added that the girls were not sisters. I was later informed by the school’s administrators and
Sister Maria that my oldest daughter was being punished for retorting loudly in front of anyone
within earshot, and I add, in her ten-year-old voice,
You are wrong!
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We are sisters!
For brevity, I shall explain that Sister Maria knew each of my daughters separately but did
not know them as sisters. She assumed that the two girls who looked so different were unrelated.
My oldest daughter was also confused. She did not understand why she was being told that she
was unrelated to her sister. Following several ensuing discussions between the school
administration and my family, I learned a great deal about education at Saint Petra School
through those open exchanges. While the academic education my children received was
perceived to be superior to the traditional schooling provided by the local public school, the
parochial school held extreme religious fundamentalism that did not align with my family’s
worldview. While I respected their right to have such beliefs, I realized through discussion, their
core values did not leave space for accepting secular constructs, and they were adamantly vocal
about their belief system. In addition, the school administrators and teachers operated from
axiological paradigms that undervalued social structures that were not in keeping with the
normative values of what constitutes a family. When I became fully aware that religion would
seep into the classrooms, I became incredibly uneasy about the nun teachers' value system's
potential social and emotional impact on my children. Following more meetings, where both the
school and my family tried to find the middle ground, I finally realized the situation would not
work for us. Soon after, the children were transferred into a more progressive school that hired
lay teachers.

Constructing More Viewpoints on the Institution of Education
My early observations of the educational institutions, the value such provides, how it is
disseminated, and those immersed in the traditional and Catholic primary and middle schools I,
and later my daughters, attended in the Bronx formed my viewpoints. Bumpy experiences were
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juxtaposed against my later membership in the affluent magnet high school I attended and
traditional schools my children attended in Iowa, Catholic schools, and the progressive private
school I was later able to afford my youngest daughter.
These experiences exposed me to the complexities and intricacies of education, but I then
lacked a comprehensive framework for looking at shared realities and integrating multiple
perspectives into my analysis of what happened and why it occurred. This awareness might have
improved my ability to identify through comprehensive analysis better solutions to my
confronted problems. Before this study, I concluded that education was provided differently
depending on a school’s mission, operational budget, and student demographic.

Unpacking
I was finally turning the corner on the intense sadness that had cloaked me for years.
Appreciative of my ability to outpace poverty and use education to transform the lives of my
family, I nevertheless battled feelings of being disillusioned, heartbroken, nervous, angry, and
powerless. Thankfully, despite my Latina cultural mores that stigmatize mental health issues, I
sought professional help to battle my depression (Cabrera & Villarruel &Fitzgerald, 2011). I
underwent a series of sessions that helped me manage emotions related to events that I had
futilely attempted to forget or had tried to convince myself did not matter or affect me.
After considerable introspection, reflection, and persistent tears, I gradually accept that
events happen, but other incidents occur as byproducts of structures that oppress and cloud our
decision-making processes. On the other side, one year after my mother's death, I began to make
peace with her presence in my life. My mother was a caring person who was simply ill-prepared
to combat the challenges of poverty, racism, and depression-triggered mental health issues.

57

POR ELLAS: A LATINA’S AUTOETHNOGRAPHY ON LEARNING

Nonetheless, my mother was a powerful force who figured out how to influence the system to
provide her children with exceptional residential communities and educational opportunities.
These realizations propelled a series of powerful catalytic changes in my worldview. It was
empowering to understand that I retained resilience and self-determination even in the face of
unexpected challenges. Knowing I could change aspects of my life inspired me. As Stephen had
noted, I had reinvented myself. I leveraged experiences in strategic business development and
program and contract management and transposed those proficiencies into grant writing and
program development skills in support of academic initiatives. Working for public universities, I
wrote and was awarded state and federal grants to support the college awareness and academic
readiness programs that I designed to help students of color. I felt as though I had found my life's
purpose, professionally.
Planning the Next Chapters of Life
I felt relieved as I put the last photo into the rattan container. The process of organizing the
photos was emotionally draining but also liberating and empowering. For years, I had said, I
could not recall aspects of my life. The photos helped me to remember so much that I had shoved
away into the recesses of my mind. I moved on to the last box.
I opened the box and peered at newspaper-wrapped objects. I remembered how my
grandmother taught me to use newspapers to protect valuable items, and I quickly unwrapped the
first surprise. It was a Christmas ornament! I moved on to the next wrapped item and found
another ornament. As I continued to unwrap ornaments, each elicited memory of when they were
purchased or acquired and their significance to the family and me. I found ornaments made by
my youngest when she attended preschool in Iowa and others that I had purchased in the city my
family and I settled into after moving from the Bronx. In this city, we became the first in our
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family to purchase a home, indicating we had transitioned from one class to another (Bourdieu,
2005). Nervous but determined to provide my children with a brighter future, I established roots.
I slowly became present to the reality that I was the embodiment of my great-grandmother,
grandmother, and mother’s dreams for a better life.
As I unwrapped each ornament, I remembered that I had not put up a Christmas tree in a long
time; in fact, I realized I could not remember the last time. This thought made me stop and search
the newspapers for a date. The newspaper read, January 17, 2010. Looking at the date generated
a torrent of memories. I realized Christmas 2009 was the last time I had put up a tree and hung
ornaments, and the following January was the last time I had touched these ornaments as I had
packed and stored them away. Instinctively, I tilted my head and looked over to the left at my
home-office wall calendar and momentarily reflected on how much had changed from January
2010 to January 2020. Then, I leaned back and smiled.
During my young adult life, I had experienced the hills and valleys that comprised my
lifeworld from the perspective of a defenseless participant tackling social, cultural, and economic
circumstances. My emotions of fear, sadness, anger, and frustration impeded me from
appreciating the strength that my family and I put forward as fervent participants in our life
experiences. The knowledge produced by conducting this interpretive phenomenological
autoethnographic case study helped me recognize how much I learned about identity,
transformation, and self-love. Today, I recognize the agency my maternal ancestors brought to
their struggle for transformation. Borrowing from Anna Stetsenko (2017),
while acting is always taking place under the given conditions within the present, its
dynamics can neither be explained nor reduced to the effects of these conditions as if they
were some outside forces acting on passive individuals subjected to extraneous effects of the
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world. Instead, these conditions are changed and transformed, along the way, in the acts of
[my] being, knowing, and doing in their continuous unfolding because these acts are
contributing to and co-emerging with the ongoing social practices (p. 253).
I gently put the cover on the last box and thought to myself. Reminiscing was time well
spent. I thought to myself how much I looked forward to reopening these boxes again. I exhaled
profoundly, appreciating the decade that was about to close and determined to contribute
positively to the years yet to come.
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CHAPTER FIVE
Sin Fin: Treading the Path Toward Seeing the World Differently
This chapter deals with my never-ending need to evolve as a person and the critical decisions I
made to be where I am today. It explains how I began to be exposed to mindfulness and
contemplative practices that are now daily practices.
Darting hurriedly around my apartment, afraid of being late, I bump against my kitchen
cabinet, and a familiar but now dull pain shoots across my foot. The original injury occurred
months ago. I was exercising and watching the news when Governor Murphy announced the
reopening of New Jersey childcare centers. For several months, following the New Jersey
governmental shutdown of all non-essential business on March 16, 2020, the small preschool I
directed had closed indefinitely due to a global pandemic that wreaked havoc across our nation
and others. Despite the impact school closure had on my committed staff’s livelihoods, as well as
my own, and the pushback I received from families, I vowed not to reopen the preschool until
our nation developed a rational plan for addressing the global pandemic. Hearing Governor
Murphy’s announcement that New Jersey had lifted the mandated quarantine after some 90-days
and without a vaccine to mitigate the thousands of deaths reported each day on nationally
broadcast news was astonishing. In response, I triggered the emergency button on the treadmill,
hoping to get closer to the television monitor, but instead of waiting for the track to stop entirely,
I hastened off the machine. I jumped off too soon. As I hit the basement’s concrete floor, the
shooting pain informed me that I had damaged my right foot. Recalling that first injury and
seeing that I narrowly missed another accident triggered by fear-induced mindlessness, I
remembered my practice. Slowly I walked toward the furthest end of my apartment. Taking long,
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deep breaths and ever so slowly expelling air from my lungs, I challenged myself to watch my
mind and body while walking back and forth.
Watching my breath while walking is a contemplative mindfulness practice that I am
determined to develop. Focusing on my breath compels calmness and awareness of the present
moment. Being fully present feels good. Beyond feeling good, this contemplative mindfulness
practice is vital for attending to the mind and body. Nevertheless, as most human beings know,
very few admit, making good choices is not always easy.
Mitchell Bleier (2018), sharing his doctoral research entitled Finding light in the caves:
Achieving professional and personal bliss on a journey in cheeseworld, an ethnographic
narrative on an authentic, self-directed, nonconformist vocational education program, reminds us
that the most memorable journeys do not always occur because the explorer followed a
predesigned charted course (p. 16). Similarly, my path toward incorporating contemplative
practices into my lifeworld did not occur by design.

The Emergent Purpose and Subject of the Study
My inability to comprehend why persons I encountered in my lifeworld, both personally and
professionally, self-identified as underachievers or self-defined as “not college material” guided
my interests in researching academic underachievement. Guided by findings that did not paint
the picture of the plethora of intricacies surrounding the decision to underachieve, I contemplated
the merits of using qualitative research methods, including ethnography, to study emotions and
identity related to education, achievement, and other interrelated constructs of self. Like a ball of
yarn, the path to studying emotions and identity from biological, cultural, and transformative
standpoints unraveled into my ongoing journey toward embracing introspective traditions,
including mindfulness, yoga, Vipassana meditation, and other contemplative practices.
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Embracing the transformations impacting my ontology, axiology, and epistemology, I am
beginning to understand and appreciate the research that speaks to the interconnectedness
between contemplative mindfulness and meditation practices, educative achievement, and
personal and global health and wellness (Bellocchi et al., 2013). The process of adopting new
rituals associated with mindfulness is challenging. My upbringing taught me to respond to disease with medication rather than meditation.
Embracing the Forks on the Road Guided Me to the Present
I value the construct of education. The acquisition of academic credentials served me well as a
tool for climbing out of extreme poverty; however, my professional shift toward guiding and
directing educational programs and services was not intentional. Like other important decisions I
had made over my lifetime, I pursued a path guided by instinct after a period of intense reflective
soul-searching.
Surviving the experience of being at the site of September 11 and seeing the day unfold
before my eyes, I emerged determined to create positive change in my life and the lives of others.
Not knowing how to achieve these goals, nor being religious, I started each day making a
straightforward request of the universe,
Please open the door to my purpose in life, and I shall recognize it and will walk in.
The universe responded.
For months, I preoccupied myself with thoughts focused on what I contributed to the greater
good. Feelings of being thankful helped motivate me to get up each day and push forward, but I
was suffering. Old childhood wounds not yet fully healed bumped against the reality of intense
fear, immense loss, and sadness. Eventually, with support, I pursued a track that made me feel
happy: Interior Design. Rather than examining the actual root causes of my fear and sadness, I
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enrolled at a state university. Over two introductory courses, I began to see differently. Learning
how to draw was challenging, but the approach was non-threatening. It was also fun, but more
important, it forced me to view the world using different perspectives and encouraged me to do
so in full color. I was not conscious of the changes, but slowly, I felt as if I was shedding a bit of
the intense fear, sadness, and guilt that shrouded my viewpoints. Operating from the desire to
continue this happy path but to reduce the expense of paying out-of-state tuition for the interior
design courses, I investigated other programs. I identified and gained admission to an interior
design baccalaureate program offered in New Jersey.
Blindly Following the Path Toward Discovery of Purpose
Late August 2004, I walked onto the first floor of the Morgan Building of a public university in
central New Jersey on my way to my first interior design class. Preoccupied with thoughts of
working toward a second undergraduate degree while learning how to create peaceful
environments for myself and others, I opened the door to what I mistook to be the assigned
classroom. Upon entering, I encountered an older woman who sat facing that door. I later learned
this gentle soul was named Ms. Sol. As I stepped into the room, she looked up from a pile of
papers, and with the brightest smile I have ever seen on an adult person, greeted me, and asked if
I wanted a glass of water. I looked beyond her smile and saw that her desk and other desks were
covered with vast amounts of papers arranged in neat piles. Almost immediately, I realized I had
walked into the wrong room.
When I shared my mistake, Ms. Sol nodded her head, demonstrating what I interpreted as
compassionate understanding. Without provocation, she told me all about the grant-funded
teacher pipeline program that the office provided to Latinos and other students of color who
attended economically disadvantaged elementary, middle, and high schools in New Jersey. I was
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interested. Until that moment, I had never heard the term grant-funded programs. In a melodic
tone, she further explained that the program was called GEAR-UP and even explained what the
acronym represented: Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs.
Continuing, she shared that she had mistaken me for the person who was scheduled to interview
for the role of project coordinator. Listening to her, I recognized that I had opened the door to my
purpose. By November 2004, I was appointed as the newest project coordinator of college
success programs and have supported educational programs and services.
Rediscovering how Education is Provided in Underfunded Schools
From 2004 through 2007, as I walked the hallways and classrooms of public elementary, middle,
and one high school in a city I shall call Ports, I revisited public institutions designed to provide
equal education. Over three years, I observed board and school administrators, teachers, parents,
and students from the standpoint of a college-sponsored change agent brought in to coordinate a
pre-college program rather than the viewpoint of a student or parent. Each day, I arrived at these
schools accompanied by firsthand memories of attending underfunded schools in the south
Bronx. My recollections of the good, bad, and ugly allowed me to filter what I observed in Ports
sympathetically.
Researchers focused on public school education initiatives are painfully aware that
marginalized students from socio-economically disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to
attend underfunded public schools, reject the system, and drop out of schools (Rumberger, 2011).
There were students who I observed demonstrating similar apathy for education.
I observed overly stressed teachers and students who seemed unengaged and pervasive
underachievement that made me question the methods we use to educate. Often, I considered
how education could be done differently to produce different outcomes.
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Using The Same Strategy but Expecting Different Results
When I accepted a professional appointment working for college success programs in New York
City, along with relevant experience and skills, I brought unresolved questions and a relentless
passion for understanding the root causes of underachievement. Motivated by that goal, I
pursued a coveted slot with the Graduate Center’s Urban Education doctoral program of the City
University of New York. My first application resulted in a humbling experience. Although I had
prepared for the qualifying examination and had a solid academic and professional record of
success, my first application was not among those accepted into the Urban Education’s
competitive program. After drying my tears, I called the program administrators and requested
approval to take two courses as a nonmatriculated student. Thankfully, the then administration
agreed. The rest is history.
The experience of having my application for doctoral studies rejected, taking, and passing
two rigorous courses, and then re-applying for admission jaded my comprehension of the
challenges students of color face as they attempt to traverse the road to higher education. Those
early opinions were based on blinded neoliberal ideologies I adopted that left me believing
anyone can pull themselves up from their bootstraps. My perception also reflected: 1). my lack
of mindful compassion for the fact that was figuratively speaking, poor students of color may not
own a pair of boots; and 2). lack of critical awareness of the issues that impede achievement.
Although I had personal and professional lived experiences, I then operated as if I were the other.
Once I was accepted into the Graduate Center (GC) Urban Education doctoral program, I
engaged with others who had research questions. The idea that I could find a solution for
academic underachievement inspired me. For the following ten semesters, in combination with
meeting multiple professional responsibilities and sustaining a record for garnering grant funding
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and installing college preparedness and academic success program, two evenings a week rather
than travel home to New Jersey, I traveled into Manhattan to take doctoral courses.
I applied quantitative research methods to answer questions concerning a student’s decision
to abandon stated academic goals related to higher education. I analyzed numerical data points
related to standardized test scores, attendance, and persistence during evenings and weekends. I
could not see that the strategies I had developed while propelling myself out of poverty were not
providing the desired outcomes. My quantitative research design also failed to answer my
questions concerning dropout.
I Encountered More Forks On The Road To Personal And Professional Achievement. I was
frustrated with the positivistic turn my five-year investment in research was taking. While I had
collected data that indicated students linked the construct of fear to education; moreover, there
appeared to be commonalities among students who later dropped out, including absenteeism and
poor grades, my research findings did not abet my understanding of why the academically wellprepared black and brown students I worked with decided to drop out of school and enact what I
refer to as academic/professional suicide.
I Was Acknowledging Those Who Helped Me Chart A New Course. Recognizing that my
research quantified but did not clarify reasons for dropout, I explored alternate ways of
researching phenomena. I remembered a fellow doctoral student who explored the unknown
differently. She used numerical data as part of her methodology and sought to uncover
stratagems interconnected with the phenomena of human depression leading to emotional
collapse. I identified with Malgorzata Powietrzyńska’s research on mindfulness and health. Since
I had taken courses with her, I felt comfortable reaching out to ask her advice. Upon returning
from medical leave, I scheduled a meeting with Malgorzata Powietrzyńska, who had recently
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published her doctoral research. Her thesis on the impact mindfulness has on health piqued my
interest. I had never heard about mindfulness before reading her work.
Meditation and mindfulness were not part of my childhood vocabulary. As a young adult, I
recall experiences drawn from my underdeveloped interpretation of culturally relevant accounts
of Catholicism, Santeria, intuition, instinct, providence, and wisdom. Although we did not
practice any religion, faith and generosity were concepts held in high regard. Powietrzyńska had
researched mindfulness as part of a compassionate effort to assist her former husband in
mitigating his health-related issues. This generosity of spirit captivated my attention.
During my meeting with Powietrzyńska, she explained her work and allowed me to share my
discontent with quantitative methodologies that entailed crunching numbers that provided little
insight and much fewer answers to my questions (personal recollection). In turn, Powietrzyńska
reflected on her similarly situated experiences early in her doctoral studies. She recommended
that I set up an appointment to meet with Kenneth Tobin. Eager to explore alternative ways of
knowing and understanding, I followed her advice. Powietrzyńska graciously joined us and made
the initial introduction (personal recollection).

My Introduction to Meditation
As previously shared, my early exposure to religion, meditation, and mindfulness was narrow in
scope. While my early life experiences taught me models of prayer and worship that aligned with
my Afro-Caribbean heritage, without paradigms to guide my awareness or comprehension of
meditative practices, the construct of meditation connoted religious practices related to
Buddhism. Nonetheless, I was inspired by Tobin’s work and Powietrzyńska's research on
mindfulness. Wanting to understand better the benefits mindfulness offered motivated me to
pursue Tobin’s recommendation to enroll in a mindfulness course. At that time, my interests in
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learning more about the contemplative practices of meditation and mindfulness were also selfserving. It was my first semester back from a health-related hiatus, and I was eager to determine
whether mindfulness could serve as a tool to mitigate my illness.
Striving to Close My Eyes and Relax
My first lecturer on mindfulness, David Forbes, allowed me to engage with mindfulness and
meditation. Moreover, he created the impetus for critically analyzing mindfulness. He questioned
the motives for the growing demand for mindfulness-based interventions we observed growing
across vast and wide-ranging sectors, including education. Like kindling, that first semester with
Forbes fanned the flames of my interest in meditation. However, the journey was not as smooth
as I had hoped.
During one of my first attempts to meditate, I recall sitting in a small, windowless seminarstyle room that resembled a meeting room more closely than a classroom. The desks were
configured into a small square that allowed everyone just enough space to inch into the room
and, after claiming a seat, to see one another. One evening, my fellow graduate-level students
and I listened to Forbes explain how people initiate meditation and the various steps one can take
to elicit meditation. I recall he intended on sharing a visual presentation, but the technology was
not being supportive. Despite the hiccup, he remained calm. Forbes’ demeanor impressed me
because I had witnessed other faculty react quite differently to these technical issues. Without too
much fanfare, Forbes asked whether we felt comfortable trying to meditate. The others mumbled
and nodded in acquiescence while I remained silent. Forbes then asked that someone reach over
to the light switch and turn it off. Once the room was dim, he asked that we close our eyes and
that each one of us attempt to clear our minds. Forbes reassured my fellow graduate student
colleagues and me that mediation and mindfulness are incredibly challenging practices.
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Explaining what we should expect, he said that thoughts would arise as we attempt to clear our
minds. Forbes advised that we should see this happening and resume our practice.
What followed was surprising. Despite keeping my eyes closed and encouraging a meditative
state, my first encounter with meditation was unsuccessful. I could not keep my mind still
enough to achieve a state of meditation. It bothered me that I could not accomplish the task, as I
have always been an overachiever. This time, however, I faced a challenge that I was unprepared
to overcome. I tried to keep my eyes closed and relax, but I could not meditate. I was unnerved
by the fact that there were others in the room with me. The act of closing my eyes to disengage
as part of a group activity did not align with my ontology. Let us face it; my upbringing taught
me not to close my eyes, particularly in the company of people who were not related to me. I
continued trying but was not successful at meditating.
Rebuffing Meditation
Each following week, I observed Forbes and my classmates introduce tools traditionally used to
aid the meditative process: chimes, bells, incense, candles. Then, after the lights were dimmed,
the collective sat in a manner that I judged to be peaceful: eyes closed, bodies relaxed, breathing
in and out in long, deep nasal breaths. They all seemed to have quickly adopted the ability to
meditate. For the duration of my earliest experiences with in-class meditation, I sat in that dimly
lit small seminar room consumed by the stillness, studying Forbes and my peers. While my mind
felt more relaxed, mainly when candles were used, I could not achieve a completely meditative
state.
During those early opportunities to mediate, I watched others and felt envious. I wanted to do
the same. Instead of relaxing, my mind wandered between the past and the future. My busy mind
interrupted the then-present moment with thoughts of what had been and was yet to be. I became

70

POR ELLAS: A LATINA’S AUTOETHNOGRAPHY ON LEARNING
uncomfortable with my inability to meditate. Each week, my unconscious mind found something
at work that would make me arrive to class late enough to miss the meditation exercise. Although
I could not figure out how to meditate, I was drawn to its basic tenets and sought to understand
mindfulness and meditation better. During subsequent meetings with Forbes, he brought to my
awareness that I was mindful during those instances when my mind saw the challenges I faced.
Challenging Myself to Learn More About Mindfulness
After an introduction to mindfulness and meditation, Forbes exposed the graduate students
enrolled in his course to the work of Jack Kornfield and his video on mindfulness practices
(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Upjv-kuM72c). The video provides a visual designed to
assist beginners in understanding what meditation provides to humankind. Under Forbes’
tutelage, I was also aware that many mindfulness programs were not rooted in the morally based
foundational intents of contemplative practices. In Critical Integral Contemplative Education,
referencing the work of Edwin Ng & Ronald Purser, Forbes (2016a) explains:
As a secular program that severed itself from a morally based tradition, Buddhism
mindfulness in education swims in shallow waters. It flounders with regard to moral
principles and practices of social justice and engagement, inquiry into the development in
nature of the self, and reflection on and enactment of everyday cultures and meanings. There
is a need to embed mindfulness within critical, integral programs that uncover and resist
dominant ideologies and institutions in which we swim and to consciously help us heal and
create new relationships that work toward optimal personal development and universal social
justice (p. 355).
Forbes also aided my comprehension of Jon Kabat-Zinn’s work on mindfulness. Kabat-Zinn
was an MIT graduate who began practicing mindfulness in the late-1960s and is credited for
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developing Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR). Kabat-Zinn made the construct of
mindfulness and practice of meditation more accessible to the masses, including organizations
seeking to provide their employees with methods to reduce stress.
Forbes shared that Kabat-Zinn’s application of mindfulness had been critiqued for lacking
total relevancy, explaining that Forbes and a growing number of researchers believed the practice
of meditation and mindfulness were being misappropriated. In Critical Integral Contemplative
Education, Forbes critiques Kabat-Zinn’s mindfulness for purporting a “morally neutral,
technical, or instrumental definition of mindfulness” (p. 356) that “is akin to spiritual by-pass,
the appeal to absolute truths as a way to avoid and dismiss painful or difficult everyday needs
that require concrete consideration” (p. 357). Ronald Purser (2014), in The myth at the present
moment, also criticizes the apparent misappropriation of mindfulness. Purser explains the
commodification of mindfulness as follows,
[W]hile it is true that MBSR and other forms of therapeutic mindfulness interventions aim to
reduce suffering—which is resonant with Buddhist practice—we have to be more discerning
and accurate in what is meant by suffering, in terms of its different levels and forms, as it is
understood within the Buddhist tradition….[T]he practice of Buddhist mindfulness, however,
is not limited to symptom reduction at the first-level of suffering. The penetration into the
true nature of the self, to see through the delusion of its inherent existence (annatta), is a
cornerstone of Buddhist philosophy. The Buddhist teachings consider basic ignorance
(avidya) as the root cause of mental and emotional afflictions (kleshas). However, this form
of ignorance is not a mere lack of knowledge, but a deeply instinctive sense of an
unchanging, separate self or “I”—which requires a particular temporal order in which to
operate (pp. 680-681).
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Briefly Addressing the Subject Of McMindfulness. Forbes (2019) clarifies the growing
critique among “[e]ngaged Buddhists,” including himself, as well as Ronald Purser and David
Loy by explaining the genesis of the term McMindfulness, as,
McMindfulness occurs when mindfulness is used, with intention or unwittingly, for selfserving and ego-enhancing purposes that run counter to Buddhists and Abrahamic prophetic
teachings to let go of ego attachment and enact skillful compassion for everyone. Instead of
relinquishing the ego, McMindfulness promotes self-aggrandizement; its therapeutic function
is to comfort, numb, adjust, and accommodate the self with a neoliberal, corporatized,
militarized, individualistic society based on private gain (p. 25).
Forbes, Purser, and others who understand that the origins of mindfulness and meditation are
rooted in the Buddha’s venerable teachings on wisdom rather than neoliberal cravings, including
conformity, drew necessary attention to the growing secular use of mindfulness akin to having
spiritual practices wholesaled. These researchers rejected the notion of having neoliberal
education policymakers misappropriate the constructs of mindfulness and meditation.
Interpreting their perspective, I understood that mindfulness and meditation are spiritual
practices ingrained in goodness, peace, and acceptance. Therefore, according to those who hold
this opinion, it would be a travesty to misappropriate the sacred teachings to address the need to
control students attending low-income schools. In demonstrating their objection, they referred to
these acts of misappropriation as McMindfulness.
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Sharing A Novice’s Slightly Different Perspective on McMindfulness. Buddhists and
mindfulness theorists assert that mindfulness and meditation have been severed from their
prophetic origins to serve neoliberal ideologies associated with greed, behavior, and
performance. They claim mindfulness programs insinuated in a plethora of arenas are simply
evidence of McMindfulness. Reflecting on McMindfulness and the angst regarding the apparent
misappropriation of mindfulness prompted me to consider the issue as one with a different
vantage point. Experiencing schools that serve low-income students from the perspective of a
student, parent, and university-sponsored change-agent; moreover, having the firsthand
experiences of living in low-income neighborhoods challenged by the realities of poverty, I
believe the term McMindfulness serves to disparage a practice that could provide students
entrenched in overwhelming conditions with a path toward seeing reality for what it is and as it
exists for them.
The use of the word McMindfulness reminds me of the adage, throwing the baby out with the
bathwater. Using mindfulness in classrooms is undoubtedly not the first, nor will it be the last
time policymakers desperate for viable solutions seek spirituality to control / support /
educate/appease the masses. Education is done best when it guides awareness, exposes
alternatives, and compassionately challenges one’s positionality rather than imposing change via
conformism.
A privileged few followed a path toward wisdom through contemplative mindfulness and
learned exposure to the venerable Eastern belief system that offers so much more than only the
opportunity to be in the present moment. However, for those of us who lack that foundation,
being exposed to mindfulness practices in almost any environment just may be an excellent place
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to begin the path to truth, see reality as it is and find a middle path that allows us to interact with
negative speak, delusions, and suffering and move forward toward enlightenment and wisdom.
Rather than dispute assertions made by Buddhists, I pivot and consider another compelling
reality: we are long past the time to sound an alarm (and I do not refer to an alarm concerning
who gets to use mindfulness); it is time to respond to sirens that are ringing in all aspects of our
global realities, at this very present moment. Absent a precise strategy for collectively moving
past these neoliberal ideologies that are mortally destructive. I argue that we must consider all
viable options for our collective holistic survival. Time is of the essence.
Like the young men David Forbes (2004) introduces us to in Boyz 2 Buddhas: Counseling
urban high school male athletes in the zone, I first encountered mindfulness through education,
and similarly, “an invitation to consider an integral, contemplative way of life” (p. 5). While I
may be demonstrating delusion when I consider it possible to eradicate dropout, I am fully aware
that I learned the benefits of mindfulness because I was at the right place, at the right time. My
path to seeing reality and my road to knowledge production on emotions was paved by my being
immersed in academic pursuits, and those first steps resulted from my privileged membership
with the Graduate Center and exposure to contemplative mindfulness practices. At the outset, I
lacked appreciation for Buddhist traditions and was unaware of the benefits of mindfulness or
meditation. Nonetheless, for self-serving reasons unrelated to Eastern religious practices,
conversely, for reasons aligned with personal cravings for academic and professional acumen,
and the belief that I could mitigate stress-related health issues, immerse myself in mindfulness,
challenge myself to adopt meditation, and seek enlightenment.
Could I also be accused of misappropriating mindfulness for personal gain and, therefore,
guilty of McMindfulness? I indeed could. Instead, I maintain that teaching and learning occur at
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that nucleus of exposure to the unknown, particularly when standpoints are challenged. For
many, this only occurs in school and other educational settings. From the vantage point of a
Latina from the south Bronx who became aware of mindfulness as a tool for being present in the
moment and who struggles to practice meditation, I am keenly aware that my ontological
standpoints are slowly transforming. For me, and potentially for others facing overwhelming fear
and strife associated with social and economic inequities, racism, natural catastrophes, growing
dissent, and martial law, not to mention a pandemic, exposure to mindfulness may create a
possibility to transcend through broadened awareness that may encourage living in a manner that
includes having the:
wisdom about the insubstantial nature of the self and the impermanence, interdependence,
and non-duality of all things in the universe, the moral demand to promote a compassionate
life free of suffering for all beings, and the quest to realize non-duality, enlightenment or
awakening (Forbes 2016a, p. 356).

Ending the Charade and Leaning Into Contemplative Practices
My earliest exposures to mindfulness and meditation in graduate school classrooms, while
illuminating, left me feeling unsettled. My ontological schema provided no recognizable
behaviors that resonated with the quiet, introspective practices I observed from the others in the
room. Yet, I recognized the benefits mindfulness offered to students in public schools and
believed these practices could influence the emotions I hypothesized influenced their
achievement. I had crossed the threshold on behalf of my students but struggled to do so on my
behalf. I was about to get a life lesson on the insanity of doing the same thing repeatedly but
expecting different results.
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Challenging myself to unpack paradigms of the present moment and obscure concepts related
to time, pain, meditation, and the Buddhist tradition produced some understanding, but deep
within myself, I considered that I was impenetrable to this form of existence. Until then, I
focused on deadlines, milestones, and birthdays that occurred weekly, monthly, and annually, and
the stress I attached to those events. My watch reminded me that hours flew by, while this
practice asked that I observe each moment. I found it frustrating and often enmeshed in that
exasperation felt like I was deceiving myself and others. Still, I persisted. I trusted in the
possibility that mindfulness could benefit the students and communities I served.
By 2014, I began feeling like I was making headway. Identifying the precise moment this
occurred is impossible, but my understanding of mindfulness indeed changed during my second
read of Mindfulness for Beginners. In that text, Kabat-Zinn (2012) describes The attitudinal
foundations of mindfulness practice that includes not only the “beginner’s mind” but also
principles I strive to incorporate in my everyday life, such as patience, trust, and being nonjudgmental (pp. 123-125). This reading offered a clear and simply stated starting point that not
only acknowledged my feelings of being unsure of my practice but, more importantly, clarified
that those feelings are to be expected. Before this time, I strove to practice mindfulness as a
standardized test that required memorizing and regurgitating bare facts. Slowly I was beginning
to understand there was no need to strive for an A that was impermanent. I had to commit to
ongoing, life-long practice.
Accepting the Vicissitudes of My Journey And Study
Changing belief systems is complex and can sometimes include pain, even when transformations
are pursued intentionally. My journey toward better understanding mindfulness and the belief
systems associated with this practice did not begin as a deliberate effort toward learning about
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Buddhism or how to acquire enlightenment. I pursued a path that I believed would provide
answers to my research questions on emotions and achievement. Instead, as I moved closer
toward understanding the emotion of fear and seeing that suffering is universal, I discovered
contemplative practices and the promise of peace and wisdom.
Beginning to Understand Delusion
Focused on life and my then approach to living, I used many excuses to justify not having time
to practice mindfulness. I now recognize the strange paradox of creating a curriculum that
embedded mindfulness practices into the college awareness workshops I directed yet dragging
my feet to do the same for myself. At the time, I had not yet seen the value of Thich Nhat Hanh
(2016), who reminds us that “concentration power is the strength but instead let our impatience
or anger interfere, then our work is no longer of any value” (p. 14). So, at that time, failing to see
mindfulness for the tool that it is, I returned to my old habits.
During that period of my life, many people I engaged with commented on how busy I always
seemed to be. My busyness reflected my being involved with an overabundance of
responsibilities, which I categorized as family, work and working toward accumulating academic
credentials. In hindsight, I recall operating mindlessly and producing surprisingly successful
outcomes at the expense of my health and well-being. It took years to see that I operated from
emotions rooted in fear and suffering without compassion and love for others or myself. This
cycle repeatedly produced the same old results: chronic stress-related illnesses.
I incorrectly believed I was supporting others. In reading Hanh (2015) How to Love, Digging
Deep, Making Mistakes, and Goodwill is not Enough (pp. 66-68), I learned that addressing my
emotional and physical ailments on an as-needed basis while continuing to divert my attention to
situations I could not change was detrimental to my mind and body. I began to see that focusing
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my attention on other people’s problems I could not solve more closely resembles delusion rather
than magnanimity.
It took two years before my medical provider put me on another medically required leave of
absence. This time I made a conscious decision to shed my apprehensions regarding mindfulness
and meditation. By this point, I was beginning to see that mindfulness practices were not only
essential to my study on the impact emotions have on achievement but could quite possibly be
vital to my life.
Addressing the limitations of my understanding, I constructed the path for incorporating
contemplative practices into my life. Reflecting on those early steps, I assume that I focused with
intentionality on Ayurveda first as it offered holistic approaches to self-care and represented an
easy transition from my then firmly ingrained consumerism-driven habits.
Ayurveda
I discovered ayurvedic healing rituals. Ayurveda, believed to be the oldest complete medical
system globally, combines lifestyle guidance, herbal medicines, spiritual practices, nutrition,
massages, and other bodywork, including yoga (personal recollection). On this still unraveling
journey, I am learning the ayurvedic principles of loving self-acceptance and care. Drawn to the
benefits of teas and other ayurvedic rituals prompted me to take a tiny but crucial step toward
wisdom by scheduling my first meditative massage.
My First Ayurvedic Experience Was Part Of An Organic Ontological Shift
On the ride to Aveda, an ayurvedic retailer, I consider the many times contemplative practices
had been brought to my present. While I had procured oils, creams, teas, and other holistic
remedies from Aveda, I had never stepped outside my space of comfort to have a massage. I had
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thought about it once or twice but always followed the idea with ill-positioned, culturally-based
opposition.
As I traveled to the Soho section of New York City’s I wondered if I would react to the
massage the way I did to the mindfulness classes. I recall then thinking that I should come to
terms with the fact that I was incapable of meditation. Nevertheless, I persisted. After arriving
and completing the medical release forms, I followed the woman assigned to guide me through
the massage. On the entire walk to the room, my mind kept reminding me that I was outside my
comfort zone. Before entering the room, I considered the awkwardness of disrobing and having
someone I did not know touch my body. I would have turned around were it not that I paid
considerable money to partake in this experience. As the woman opened the door and I entered
the room, I nervously took a deep breath: one of those deep breaths Forbes had taught me and
encouraged. I later learned I had inhaled the intense aroma of lavender.
Lavender is an essential oil that provides its users with significant health benefits, such as
reducing anxiety, promoting sleep, and reducing headaches and aging. On the day I first
experienced the scent of lavender, my mind and body united in a reaction. As I inhaled, my
shoulders dropped, I began to relax, and my mind let go of the fear that previously clouded my
thoughts. The scent, coupled with the dim lighting, created an almost hypnotic atmosphere.
Despite my earlier apprehensions, I undressed, climbed onto the table, and as instructed, lay face
down with my face positioned over the pillow-shaped opening. I cannot say that I meditated, and
even though I did not sleep, I had never felt that calm in my waking moments before that day.
The Effects Of Ayurvedic Massages On Compassion And Wisdom. The massages I
adopted continue to help me still my mind. The ability to relax enables me to become more
attuned to my body as I learn to listen to its needs mindfully. The practice of regular massages
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has been indispensable. These simple changes in my relationship with my body prompted my
interest in learning more about other contemplative practices.
Stretching Limits Can Be Both Humbling And Enlightening. The practice of yoga has
been commercialized and labeled exercise to gain broader appeal and interest. While I
encountered this harmonizing practice as an exercise, I learned that my body benefited from
yoga techniques designed to help center oneself, control ones breathing and locate peace. These
positions allow my mind and body to connect, and this sensation is an act of mindfulness. During
yoga, I am forced to watch my breathing, my mind, and my body.
Most importantly, the practice has taught me the value of recognizing my body’s limitations
and accepting those limitations. Accepting my limitations has been humbling: where in the past I
might have become frustrated with myself and my inability to accomplish a task, rather than
demonstrate anger or fear when my body cannot do what I want, I have learned to be more
forgiving of myself. This change in my mindset was a significant turning point in my life.
Engaging in yoga and aromatherapy, and massages helped me to engage in meditation with
intention. These were my self-initiated first steps toward self-acceptance, genuine selfcompassion, and enlightenment.

Treading A Personal Path Toward Understandings and Wisdom
Encouraged by the steady progress, I had made, at least in keeping up with meditative massages
and practicing yoga, motivated me to seek a deeper understanding of mindfulness and
meditation. The prolific author Thich Nhat Hanh, a Vietnamese Zen Buddhist, provides
understanding and wisdom on mindfulness in a simple, unassuming manner. It seemed a perfect
place to continue my journey.
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Hanh published more than one hundred titles. His books contain spiritual teachings relayed
as short, easy-to-understand guidance on an approach to living. While his vignettes remind me of
Catholic homilies, they do not encourage conformism reigned by an existential power that
governs our capacity to execute the recommendations nor the fear of eternal punishment if we
fall short of doing so. Hanh’s teachings touch on commonplace subjective experiences,
constructs, challenges, and emotions such as fear, love, suffering, and peace with eloquence.
Hanh brings mindfulness to the forefront as a tool that anyone could use.
The Delusion of Seeking Happiness Absent of Suffering
Striking a balance between spiritual guidance and practical recommendations for how his readers
may confront fears and fixations, in his titles, Hahn shares the tenets of Zen Buddhism clearly
and succinctly. Reflecting on our collective preoccupations with happiness, in No mud, no lotus:
The Art of Transforming Suffering, Hanh (2014) states: “Thinking we should be able to have a
life without any suffering is as deluded as thinking we should be able to have a left side without
a right side. The same is true of thinking we have a life in which no happiness whatsoever is to
be found.” (p. 11).
After establishing the simple reality that we will never be without suffering (or without
happiness), Hanh (2014) urges readers to use mindfulness as a tool to transform the pain and
suffering “into something beautiful: the wonderous, healing balm of understanding and
compassion.” (p. 37). Hanh’s teachings inspire, but more critically, his words reveal how
mindfulness practices can liberate (p. 67). His works empower readers to face life as it is, but in
sharing mindfulness breathing practices, Hanh teaches us how to focus our attention on care for
the body, emotions, and mind to mitigate the challenges we face.
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Transforming Personal and Societal Problems Toward Peace Through Mindfulness
In what began as a compilation of letters written to his brother, in Peace is every step: The path
of mindfulness in everyday life, Hahn (1992) shared his experiences of living in Vietnam during
times of crisis and leads readers on an explorative journey toward using mindfulness to develop
and sustain peace. His work outlines a process that readers may use to address harmful feelings,
support community-wide benevolence, and defend peace and joy despite conflict and devastating
strife. Counseling readers on the need to be “aware of the real problems of the world,” Hanh
reminds us that “if we maintain awareness of our breathing and continue to practice smiling,
even in difficult situations, many people, animals, and plants will benefit from our way of doing
things” (p. 91). Tools like mindfulness can indeed help the individual sustain balance despite
adversity.
Advocating on behalf of using mindfulness to acknowledge and embrace feelings such as
fear, rather than attempting to eliminate them outright, Hanh (1992) communicates the value of
being present through mindfulness practice. However, he acknowledges that mindfulness as a
tool requires practice, and “although [our] mindfulness may not be very powerful in the
beginning, if you nourish it, it will become stronger” (pp. 53-54). Analogizing his own
experiences when faced with war, Hanh (1992) makes an empathetic plea for the fact that
“mindfulness must be engaged” and activated in times of war and strife (p. 91). He effectively
advocates the fact that humans must operate with mindfulness and act in support of peace. His
words continue to merit our attention, as we are faced with the dehumanization of people,
disregard for our environment, and insults to our intelligence that could leave one feeling angry
or, worse, apathetic. Instead, accepting Hanh’s wisdom, we must strive to focus and engage our
mindfulness toward global peace.
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This small book offers empathetic analysis on the constructs of wealth, poverty, war, peace,
and the interconnected nature of all things in the world. Through simple stories on everyday
concerns, Hanh (1992) ensures his message is clear: “[r]eal strength is not in power, money or
weapons, but in deep, inner peace” (p. 99). These messages resonate today when our global
community is inundated with overwhelming threats to our collective health, democracy, and
decency. The truth I read in Hanh’s work made me consider how the noise created by the
defilements we observe all around us works to impede our collective ability to see reality more
clearly.
Learning and Understanding How to Filter the Noise
Until reading Heesoon Bai's (2013) Peace with earth: Animism with contemplative ways, a
persuasive argument for a shift in our collective ontological and epistemological framework
toward one that favors animate perception, I referred to the chatter in my head by the term: noise.
Bai (2013) informs that the mental noise is akin to a mental activity termed monkey mind, which
Bai further explains must “be as old as human civilization itself” given “[t]he historical Buddha
was teaching 2,500 years ago how to tame” this phenomenon (p. 141).
In unpacking the rationality for an animistic ontology and ethic, Bai interprets the value of
contemplative practices such as mindfulness and roots these practices in David Applebaum’s
work on mental construction of the world or “the constant discursive activity that goes on “in the
head” (author’s accent) that we are all familiar with: the chatters, the noise, the images that
attempt to represent reality (emphasis in Bai’s text) (p. 141). Understanding this concept of
noises attempting to influence our reality is particularly relevant to what this nation is once again
witnessing in our political arena.
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It seems clear that society is again being distracted. Instead of focusing on the plethora of
needs of our fellow citizens, we are provided reasons to remain silent conspirators. People can
become detached and distracted from life’s harsh realities with the help of the media,
consumerism, vicarious involvement in sports and game shows, reality show television and
observations of others who are more downtrodden or otherwise become acculturated and
desensitized to having organized law enforcement intrude on our lives and infringe upon our
constitutional rights. These images of strife result in deepened fear, hopelessness, and
desensitization of our moral codes. Reminded of Hanh’s message that mindfulness provides us
with a tool to see and engage differently, I continue to practice.
Using Mindfulness to Confront Present Challenges
January 26, 2020, was an emotionally charged day for masses of United States citizens who were
following President Trump’s impeachment trial, including me. Many in the country, including
me, could not foresee the beginning of the emotionally charged events throughout 2020.
Particularly engaging, my emotions fluctuated like an unbalanced pendulum because my
daughter was scheduled to have her third son that afternoon. Despite her repeated precautionary
reminders that I should not celebrate until warranted, I woke up feeling sanguine.
As soon as I turned on the television, always programmed for the day’s news, my feelings of
pure happiness were momentarily clouded by a television broadcast report on the United States
Senate’s refusal to explore the merits of the House of Representatives’ recommendation that the
then-president be impeached. The news saddened me. I queried how the facts could be judged
fairly without the benefit of witness testimony and pertinent documents? I questioned the
veracity of this political process and how it departed from what I understood to be a fair trial. I
also wondered what message the Senate’s historic departure from basic tenets of a fair
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democracy sent to American citizens and global spectators. I felt perplexed and fearful for our
collective future. However, that emotion vanished in one fleeting moment as my mind recalled
the personal significance of this day. Noticing my mind and realizing it shifted helped me see
that my mindfulness practices had begun to bear fruit.
Suddenly, I was joyful for my growing tribe. I mindfully remembered that I had to hurry
because I had promised to care for my grandchildren until their parents returned from the
hospital four days later with their soon-to-be third son.
I lit a candle and proceeded to recompose through meditation. My mind continually drifted to
the president of the United States and the senators charged with imparting this country’s
constitutional guidelines fairly and impartially. I wondered how many of these elected officials
failed to understand the lessons I taught preschoolers enrolled in my early education center:
mean-spiritedness and cheating are not acceptable behaviors. I took a deep breath and
compassionately brought my mind back to the present moment.
I am practicing mindfulness daily, and through the resultant enlightened awareness, I can see
countless atrocities against humanity. Forbes, Tobin, Hanh, and Bai individually, and collectively
through their teachings, help my practice. Through their work, I see the challenges and
opportunities I related to mindset shifts toward recognizing the value of living mindfully toward
an ethos of interdependence. It seemed natural that the next step in my journey would guide me
to The Buddha.
Because the Buddha lived in India in the 6th century B.C, I sought a highly regarded work to
help me comprehend how one functions under this ideology. Walpola Rahula (1974), in What the
Buddha taught, explains that according to Buddhism:
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For a man to be perfect, there are two qualities that he should develop equally: compassion
(karuna) on one side and wisdom (panna) on the other. Here compassion represents love,
charity, kindness, tolerance and such noble qualities and the emotional side, or qualities of
the heart, while wisdom would stand for the intellectual side or the qualities of the mind. If
one develops only the emotional neglecting the intellectual, one may become a good-hearted
fool; while to develop only the intellectual side neglecting the emotional may turn one into a
hard-hearted intellect without feelings for others. Therefore, to be perfect one must develop
both qualities equally. This is the aim of the Buddhist way of life: in its wisdom and
compassion are inseparably linked together (p. 46).
Mindfulness and meditation are rooted in Buddhism. Unlike most religious practices,
Buddhism does not ask its disciples to believe blindly but instead find Truth. This statement
makes sense as Buddhism is a belief system that offers one peace and wisdom and does not ask
to be labeled.
When asked “is Buddhism a religion or a philosophy? Rahula (1974) reminds us that the
label we ascribe to Buddhism is irrelevant and extends his analysis to the potential errors of
judgment one faces when attempting to ascribe labels to any construct, including nationality (p.
8). Instead, in reading Rahula, I learned that according to Buddhism,
[t]he root of all evil is ignorance (avijja) and false views (miccha ditthi). It is an undeniable
fact that as long as there is doubt, perplexity, wavering, no progress is possible. It is also
equally undeniable that there must be doubt as long as one does not understand or see clearly.
But in order to progress further it is necessary to get rid of doubt period to get rid of doubt
one has to see clearly…. To force oneself to believe and to accept a thing without
understanding is political and not spiritual or intellectual. (p. 3).
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Beginning to understand Buddhism better and identifying the basis for my earlier reluctance
as doubtfulness, I promised myself to take intentional next steps toward learning how this
practice offers me and my community valuable benefits. This decision preceded the events of
March 16, 2020, when I was forced to announce to my staff and families that our small school
would close, consequent to a state-issued mandate that all businesses in New Jersey close due to
the coronavirus. The impact of this virus came as a surprise to some United States residents, who
soon learned that the virus believed only to impact the other was about to rage havoc on us, too!

Allowing Myself to Feel Differently: My Work With Vipassana
Fearing to leave my home for exposure to COVID-19, after March 16, I stopped having
massages and taking yoga classes. My thoughts were occupied with angst and fear. Both my
daughters and the media cautioned that I might not survive the virus. Overwhelmed by the reality
of the deadly virus, as I perceived it, I sought a positive strategy to deal with the situation.
I challenged myself to practice meditation and quieted my mind, knelt in front of my castiron replica of Buddha, and forced my mind to focus on my candle. It felt awkward at first, but
over time, I was able to slow my breathing and stabilize my mind to the point of relaxation.
Those initial experiences were incomplete. By this, I mean, I would quiet my mind for a
moment, or two or more, but after the session was over, I continued to operate at a frantic pace,
trying to meet the needs of my small business, family, and in what had become a pattern, putting
myself last. I kept at arm’s distance the fact that I was suffering. Although I could not see how I
was suffering, and no one directly approached me on this topic, I am sure those who engaged
with me noticed something. By the time I realized my uncertainty was founded, the pandemic
had marked the entire world. Stark realities associated with the pandemic conjoined with my
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realization that I was not practicing mindfulness or meditation correctly, and by late March 2020,
like most people, I realized the need to make significant changes to the way I approached living.
What is the Middle Path?
Guided by Kenneth Tobin, who has acted as a steadfast and compassionate educator and
persistently channeled my completing this journey to enlightenment, I learned about Vipassana
from Jess Koffman. I learned Koffman began his career as a mathematician but diverted his path
and started his journey toward enlightenment with meditation. Koffman is now a Buddhist monk
who is recognized by many as simply Monk Jess. He provides those seeking to understand better
Buddhism and wisdom with space for doing so within the small group and individual seminars
Koffman hosts on mindfulness, meditation, and Vipassana. He has translated, compiled, and
authored meditation and Vipassana, otherwise known as the middle path. Through the work of
Rahula, and then separately from Koffman’s seminar and work entitled Insight, I learned that
The Middle Path represents the way leading to the cessation of suffering. Buddhists referred to
Vipassana as The Middle Path because the path seeks to provide people with an alternative to the
two extremes that are used to end suffering: on one end, people seek to end suffering through the
pleasure of the senses, and on the other end, people end their suffering through self-mortification.
I had seen both extremes used by people seeking to address their extreme suffering.
Tobin and Koffman convened the small group’s first seminar on April 4, 2020, and the
session was entitled, Mindfulness During Uncertain Times. Initially, I thought the title was
relatable to the uncertainties associated with the global pandemic, but I soon realized the title
reflected that life is continuously fraught with uncertainties. Introducing the focus of our
seminar, Koffman explained that the act of mindfulness is simple but extremely important. He
assured those enrolled in the seminar that anyone can accomplish mindfulness and qualified
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mindfulness as the essential thing to create light and beauty. Offering wisdom, he explained that
we should learn to be a light unto ourselves and be happy. Speaking of happiness, Koffman
shared one universal misconception: Happiness is something we need to pursue. Elaborating on
this idea, he reflected that we mistakenly believe we can conjure happiness through others, e.g.,
friends, relationships, or accomplishments. He added that this is a misconception because it is
incorrect, and then he clarified that the nature of happiness is impermanent. In order words, this
form of happiness will not last!
Ministering a small group of researchers, scholars, and others, whose hearts and minds were
undoubtedly overwhelmed by the mandatory quarantines New York, New Jersey, and other states
and cities had imposed in the face of COVID-19 realities, uncertainties, and trepidation,
Koffman proceeded to explain that instead of seeking happiness through external preoccupations,
people should seek to achieve lasting happiness; happiness that is rewarding. Koffman imparted
that we can work on accomplishment knowing it is permissible to do so, but he counseled that
we must also do essential mindfulness exercises. This was important. I leaned in closer.
Offering salient and relatable examples, Koffman reflected on the mind seeking happiness
from external sources that, once earned, only provide fleeting moments of exhilaration before the
happiness dissipates. Once the happiness vanishes, we are left feeling empty and craving the
following experience with happiness. Challenging myself to unravel the totality of what was
being shared, I considered the peaks (happiness) and valleys (sadness) in my own life and the
fact that after grieving, sometimes for minutes, sometimes for an hour or day, years and on two
occasions for a decade, feelings of happiness and suffering were indeed impermanent. I was
moved and encouraged by listening to Koffman explain that seeing occurs when one is ready and
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presents herself with opportunity. To myself, I said, “I am here and finally ready to accept this
opportunity,” so I actively listened to what more Monk Jess had to say.
Treading A Path Toward Being Mindfully
During this first seminar, Kaufman explained that we create a separated mind as an observer
when we use mindfulness. The stable mind is the mind of an observer. Further, he shared that the
stable mind, the observer's mind, is unaffected by incessant suffering. Again, providing relatable
experiences, Koffman analogized the stable mind with an observer sitting on the benches rather
than on the ballfield. Having sat on the highest seats of the old Yankee Stadium for many a game,
I could easily see the difference between being in the game, near the game, and as a stable
observer, but adopting this positionality was not something that I found easy to do. Then for a
moment, I thought about all the students I had counseled and programs I had created, and staff I
had worked with over the last decade. I reminded myself of the counsel I offered to them: “it
takes practice to become proficient.” My inner voice added, “may I have the grace to persist and
the persistence to achieve wisdom.” (reflection of Jess Koffman’s seminar on April 4. 2020).
Providing a clear, compassionate schematic for breathing exercises that support the union
between mind and body to see pain, fear, or recognizing defilements, I strove to see as a “stable
observer” or a person sitting in the benches rather than the ballfield and to let go of the suffering
and happiness or other related feelings that occur in fleeting moments. Slowly, the shroud of fear
and suffering began to loosen.
Through Koffman’s tutelage, I began to understand that the mindfulness we look for is not
the sustained attention to the physical environment or objects like the candles I burned. Instead,
through mindfulness practices, we try to develop sustained focus. Koffman explained that we
seek insight: the quality of the mind that is aware of our body's movements and our mind. Our
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job is to recognize when the mind ventures off or is trying to be good and know when our mind
is being “naughty” (Koffman’s terminology). The value of recognizing that the mind has
ventured off and is not paying attention is a mindful state. That is, one sees that the mind is
aware of the body, and one sees when defilements such as aversion have arisen, and one simply
sees and then will let go and continue to focus on our breathing or other mindfulness practice.
Koffman shared that the mind that knows that the mind has ventured off is in the state of Sumati:
the stable mind. The stable mind can see the separation of the body and the mind and notice
when the mind wanders off. Over time and practice, one develops a quality of mind that
enhances its ability to be an observer that notices defilement, recognizes it when it occurs, and
can do nothing, just notice it.
Speaking on insight, Koffman explained that when the mind is ready for insight, the mind is
nimble. A nimble mind can jump from one thing to another. Conversely, when our mind is stuck,
it will focus and not release defilements or suffering. Using this approach, mindfulness happens
all by itself. Mindfulness happens out of habit by putting the correct causes for it to happen,
irrespective of what we are doing. It occurs naturally, so we must see what arises and see what
we are feeling.
During subsequent seminars, Koffman illuminated some of the qualities of mindfulness. He
explained that it is difficult to practice mindfulness if we are not comfortable. Using some
examples, Koffman asked the seminar participants to notice when we are stuck in imagery that
creates a fixation attached to beautiful states. He shared that Vipassana can take place when the
mind is ready to do real work, adding that Vipassana represents an understanding that reality is
made up of broken moments and, at any moment, the mind can wander. The sole purpose of
Vipassana is to see things as they are without a viewpoint and without the aim of getting things
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done in the world, only to end suffering. He further explained that the mind wanting is evidence
of the mind in pain. For me, one of the so many salient moments occurred when Koffman shared
that those defilements begin to occur when we are holding painful experiences, and we must
know the suffering to want the suffering to end. This is not easy. This is powerful, and it takes
intention and practice.
Am I Mindfully Meditating?
Before engaging in the seminar, my mindfulness practices and meditation had manifested into a
series of perfunctory steps: prepare my environment for a session by unrolling my rug; light a
candle, and stare intently at the flame, but I just as easily could have been inhaling essential oils
or ringing a bell. My practices changed after engaging with Koffman. Today, kneeling, candles,
and inhaling lavender allow me to focus, but I also use walking meditation or simply practice
while doing the dishes, cleaning my home, and am challenging myself to meditate during work
hours while working. The last practice method is the most challenging but produces a kinder,
gentler approach to how I “inter-be.”
In Peace is Every Step (1992), Hanh persuasively argued about adding a new verb: inter-be
(p. 95) to our collective vocabulary, explaining that all in life is interrelated, coexists, and
impacts everything. I try to remember this important fact every day, mainly when I engage with
others around me.
On one recent occasion, as I walked from the front of my apartment straight to the back, I
recall seeing my eyes scan the hallway walls. My mind remembered that I had repainted the
white trim during the three months I had spent self-quarantined in this space. Remembering how
I sought only mindless activities during those three months (referring to March 16, 2020, when I
closed the school to June 15, 2020, when I was asked to reopen), I realized that I had been full of
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fear. My mind quickly saw how grateful I was to have survived those three months. Then my
mind carried me back to a familiar place: fear and unease. I know the emotion of fear well but
am only beginning to understand its impact on my mind and body. Thoughts of fear reeled me
back to that present moment, and my mind reminded me to prepare for that day’s appointments.
In the afternoon, my team and I were scheduled to discuss the possibility of reopening the
early education center we closed in March 2020, shortly after the world fully comprehended that
the COVID-19 virus was fast becoming a global pandemic. I took a deeper breath and slowly
exhaled. Later this day, despite or perhaps because of my fear, I took another class with Jess
Koffman in Vipassana.

Accepting This Yet Finished Journey
According to Buddhism, the body, mind, and other aspects of our lived experiences are not
permanent; there is no permanent (Rahula, 1974). Being able to notice my body breathing and
my mind being nimble and interacting with itself and the environment continues to challenge me.
Understanding the Buddhism belief that nothing is permanent helps me appreciate that feelings
and emotions come and will go because of their causes, and practicing mindfulness is an ongoing
effort that helps me see and be in the present moment. Seeing that nothing is permanent also
allows me to forgive myself and others with compassion.
The word mindfulness connotes a broad spectrum of meanings and constructs depending on
the journey. For me, at this moment, I define the construct of mindfulness as the state of being
grateful, aware, and being both humbled and awed by the fact that I am minuscule in relation to
the universe and yet, also, powerful. In this construct, mindfulness fulfills an important function.
Presently, I see mindfulness as a formidable adversary to fear, sadness, guilt, anxiety,
depressions, anger, and doubt.
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Arriving at these realizations prompted me to look deeper at the benefits of mindfulness,
meditation, and other contemplative practices on students. Again, guided by the emergent and
contingent framework, my research on underachievement and dropout evolved. My findings
again guided a refinement to the questions I asked. This realization, combined with emergent
aspects of my life experiences, guided me in developing an on-site exploration to discover how
mindfulness may be implemented into schools early.
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CHAPTER SIX
Following The Study’s Emergent Twists and Turns
This chapter highlights the professional experiences that, when compounded with my memoried
experiences, triggered, and guided the scholarly autoethnographic research recorded in this
reflective narrative. This study was guided by the emergent and contingent nature of the
phenomena being examined. Readers will encounter two moderately detailed vignettes of unique
but similarly related professional experiences that provoked this study, including,
The First Year Assembly I attended while I was employed in Port High School. This vignette
reflectively and reflexively considers one of my re-exposures to schools from my subjective
perspective of being a university grant sponsored change-agent focused on precollege
communication. In addition to phenomenological autoethnographic methodology, considerations
will analyze meaning-making, emotions, role appraisals and identity.
Making It to Credited Math Classes reflectively shares the experience of learning how creditbearing math courses are accessed by college students vis-à-vis opportunities to enhance
communication and needs identification through Integral Theory analysis designed to support
rich cogenerative identification needs holistically.
Interrelated as a backdrop to these experiences are examples of how learnings on
mindfulness are influencing personal transformations. The chapter provides a crisp picture of this
study's emergent and contingent nature and my evolution as a researcher within this project.

Formulating The Questions
When discussing the remediation needs of first-year students entering a 2-year college program
with the educators, scholars, and college administrators I interacted with within academia, I often
heard similarly situated perceptions that remediation is the upshot of the under-education
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provided by institutions for the public education of marginalized students enrolled in public PreK-12 schools. I argue it may be something completely different, and while I did not completely
understand the root of the problem, I was repeatedly allowed to recognize a disconnect.
The Basis for Questions I Derived From My Experiences At Ports
Federal and state grant-funded college success programs are designed for students needing
support based on poverty or racial criteria. It was no different for the programs I supported.
Through an appointment with a public university in central New Jersey, I supported the city I
call Ports. This city was then home to more than 47,000 residents, 68% of Latino descent. The
city was one of the state’s most impoverished areas, with over 24% of children ages five to 17
years enrolled in the school district living in poverty, based on the 2002 Census Poverty Data. At
the time, only 56% of Ports’ residents held a high school diploma, and only 10% held a
bachelor’s degree or higher. In 72% of Ports’ households, a language other than English was
spoken as the first language. Using the most recent Census, I learned that the city’s median
household income was $37,608, or 61% of their county’s median household income. Poverty
was a reality for 18% of Ports’ then-residents, and because of uncounted, undocumented
residents, it was challenging to accurately assess whether the poverty level was higher or lower
than was reported by the census.
Over the three years, I supported Ports’ college success program; I often heard student
participants share their self-proclaimed beliefs that academic achievement was an unattainable
goal. Reflecting compassionately on those statements, I now fully appreciate why they thought
this was a reasonable conclusion.
While working for precollege programs, my professional focus was to inspire upperelementary, middle, and high school students of marginalized descent to achieve academically. I
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had accepted the role of university-sponsored change agent supporting college awareness and
readiness. Not all, but most students, enrolled in the program would have become the first in the
nuclear family to earn a baccalaureate degree. Referencing Russell Rumberger (2011), the
research states that not having the benefit of a family member with personal experience of what
it takes to complete college is an impediment to completion and among the predictors for
dropping out (pp. 181-185). The program was there to demonstrate local, state, and federal
interests in filling those gaps.
Our precollege program was one of many initiatives Ports’ Office of the Assistant
Superintendent of Schools constructed to help mitigate the differences inherent to being a
marginalized student. Ours and other programs served marginalized students with mentorship,
exposure to military, gifted and talented programs, pipelines to the workforce, and other
initiatives. Students living in Ports, being raised in single-parent-headed households or by family
members and acquaintances, and among those most likely to fall into socio-economic conditions
of extreme poverty, were offered self and college awareness, academic remediation, and
preparedness for college and experiences they otherwise were unlikely experience (personal
recollection, 2007).
Roles I Encountered and Observed In Schools
As a change agent for the city’s college partner, my role permitted me to access the Ports school
district. In those spaces, I observed the institutional dynamics between teachers, students, and
school administrators, as I coordinated college success programs designed to infuse college
awareness and readiness among students enrolled into the city’s public elementary-, middle- and
high school, grades 6 through 12. College success programs were ancillary to the core business
of schooling children to meet local, state, and federal goals and targets of graduating students
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and move them into the military, workforce, college, and university campuses. Reflecting on
those moments in Ports, I saw evidence of chasms between the well-meaning school personnel
and the students. On one end, teachers, administrators, and support staff worked tirelessly in the
collective role of an academic institutional factory relentlessly pursuing completion goals. On the
other end of this continuum was the lifeworld of students being encouraged to pass assessments
and otherwise pursue a continuous path to high school graduation, despite the additional
responsibilities as members of families struggling to put food on the table or address childcare
for younger siblings.
Observing How Roles Were Established During a First-Year Student Orientation
Before attending my first first-year student assembly at Ports High School, I was forewarned: be
patient! My supervisor explained that I would not be allowed to speak until sometime toward the
end of the assembly. He also told me that I would only have minutes to present the program’s
values before the director of guidance interjected. Arriving at the auditorium, I walked directly to
the first row, took a seat, and listened intently, waiting for my cue. The director of guidance
officiated the program. She was the first to speak, and she set the tone for the entire assembly.
More than that, I felt her words set the tone for the Ports high school experience, and all but the
most resilient among those first-year students seated around me would walk out of that
auditorium thinking they were not college material.
In her presentation, the director of guidance explained what first-year students could expect
from high school relative to scheduling, course work, and testing, in addition to other
institutional components related to the following four years. She continued by sharing what
support services the students could access from Ports High School and stated that representatives
from all the support services would also speak to the students during that day’s assembly. Then
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she proceeded to introduce the adults who directed those programs. One by one, each presented
on their respective services, including a stocky man of Latino descent who invited the students to
call him “Meto” before he spoke at length about the in-school Junior Reserve Officers Training
Corp (hereafter JROTC) program he directed. After each organization had presented, the director
of guidance began her discussion on college. Before she introduced me as the person
representing the high school’s college partner, she informed the students,
The office of guidance is busy, so do not visit us at all this year. We are here to support
students who are going to college. We do not expect you will all go to college, and even if
you are, we are too busy to discuss this now. This year we will be helping the seniors who
will be going to college next year. So, I repeat, do not come to the office this year.
Personal recollection, September 2005.
Listening to Her Speak, Considering the Meanings and Impact of Her Words
The school official’s message and tenor surprised me. From a personal experience, I considered
the benefits of having first-year high school students know what would be expected, moreover,
required of them in one to three years later, when colleges customarily request transcripts for
potential scholarships and early admission. I also thought about the typical teenagers I had
encountered and subjectively judged that most first-year high school students sitting in that
auditorium did not completely understand the underlying messages conveyed to them.
I entered the auditorium in a college success coordinator role, eager to demystify college to
students embarking on their high school experience. However, I left questioning how we propose
to reach students and convince them that academic achievement is within their grasp if we
cannot unfailingly speak to them in a way that validates that possibility. Again, turning to
Rumberger (2011), who makes a clear and compelling argument that “to be successful in school,
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not only must students value school, but they must also believe they are capable of achieving
success” (p. 180), I wondered how many students left thinking they would not be among those
going to college.
During my tenure, I observed and listened to students speak of dropping out of school. The
incidences of dropout from the program and the middle and high schools I supported piqued my
interest in learning why students experienced academic underachievement. Soon after, I started
an inquiry to name the root causes of underachievement. Listening and being with immigrant and
first-generation early-, middle-, and secondary-school students, their teachers, and
administrators, as well as their Spanish-only speaking parents, helped me to appreciate later the
argument John Creswell (2009) makes that research is value-laden. Pondering this idea activated
my interest in listening more before passing judgment. Because of my professional role as
program coordinator, combined with my identity as a Latina, parents, teachers, administrators,
and students readily shared their thoughts with me. Often I listened and heard their honest speak.
I define honest speak as communication where few filters are used in the exchange of ideas and
feelings. I listened, and in listening, began to understand and appreciate each group’s uniquely
distinct perspective.
Over time, I began to consider that despite each group: teachers, administrators, parents,
students, assigning values about the positionality of the other, the subjective opinions I heard
seemed more like misconceptions of the other. I came to understand that most members of those
distinct groups I encountered shared remarkably similar value systems to the other, and the
misinformed opinions of the other manifested into biases on all sides. Nevertheless, I was left
with unanswered questions:
-

I questioned why and how we educate? Who decides what is taught and learned?
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-

Often scratching my head in wonder, I questioned the framework of public educational
systems. I considered outcomes. Did schools aim to create inconsistent outcomes?

-

Moreover, what outcomes were considered valuable? Moreover, I asked myself, who
cares if you pass a science test if you do not appreciate the value of respecting the earth?

-

Though lacking grounded theoretical underpinnings beyond my innate Freirean
transformation-emancipatory perspective, I questioned why education did not more
visibly reinforce the significance of equity?

-

I also wondered how the emotional and physical health of children and teachers was
being affected? Furthermore, whether the impact spurred disengagement among teachers
and parents? Moreover, among students, the decision to drop out.

Guided to Knowledge Production on Role Appraisal, Emotions, Identity and Achievement
Social scientists have long been interested in the concepts of roles and identity. I turn to Jonathan
Turner, a sociologist, researcher, and educator, to unravel the vignette I shared on Ports' firstyear student assembly. Turner’s work (2002) provides comprehensive dissections of human
interaction, interpersonal behavior, and emotions. His work helped me understand the fragile
relationship between the constructs of emotions, roles, and identity.
Importantly, clarifying the theoretical underpinnings of his research, Turner makes clear that
his research is grounded in the principles of interaction developed by George Meade, as well as
intersubjectivity, crediting Alfred Schutz, and Sigmund Freud’s theories on interaction as an
emotional process, alongside others (Turner, 2002, pp. 4-27). Building on grounded knowledge,
Turner developed the framework for understanding interpersonal behavior, human behavior,
social structures, and culture on micro-, meso-, and macro-levels. In Face to Face (2002), Turner
further clarifies, in detail, the delicate interconnection between roles and emotions, explaining:
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[w]hen roles are successfully made and verified by individuals, transactional needs for
facticity, trust, group inclusion, self-verification, and exchange payoffs are realized; as a
result, individuals experience and express positive emotions. Conversely, when roles are not
successfully made or verified, peoples’ basic transactional needs are not being fulfilled; and
they experience and express negative emotions (pp. 175-176).
Students listening to the director of guidance speak to them as part of their first-year student
assembly may have left feeling their roles were not verified. The young students who attended
the first-year student assembly had expected to hear about their new role as high school students.
Some hoped to be the first in their families to complete high school, and others looked forward to
attending college. Some had no role models to help them traverse the path from high school to
college. Listening to a person, who had authority over their college admission processes, tell
them that they might not be going to college may have had a lasting impact on their role identity.
According to Turner’s research, an event like this can produce a role unverified.
Students who continually hear that they are unfit for college may experience varying degrees
of negative emotions, until as Turner also points out, “defensive strategies and defense
mechanisms are activated” (Turner, 2002, p. 181). Considering the research, I was prompted to
question to what extent the schools I supported operated as fields where students experienced
negative emotions that provoked defense mechanisms resulting from the engulfing ill-speak
directed at them by school administrators, teachers, parents, and fellow students.
Researchers have identified myriad root causes to explain why students enrolled in United
States schools tend to demonstrate poor academic performance. Among these are personal
reasons, including language barriers, poverty and other economic hardships, familial obligations,
counter-culture activities such as gang membership, and even lack of purpose. To these reasons,
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we can add role dissonance, which occurs in schools, as students seeking guidance on how to
become learned and diligent scholars interact with teachers and other school professionals who
feel compelled to address the business of funneling students into the sieves of present life
(Lippman, 1998). Quite possibly, well-meaning school personnel becomes so overwhelmed with
their realities that they forget to recall the passion that drove them into education in the first
place. Without compassion, it is challenging to engage in teaching and learning of any kind.
Understanding how emotions impact and influence roles and identity helped me unravel what
I observed in Ports. I wondered to what extent what we see enacted in schools may be explained
by contemporary critical theories such as Turner's (2002) “principles of negative emotional
energy” (p. 234). According to Turner’s theory, individuals have basic needs to have their roles
verified. To explain this theory, I consider the average high school student who begins the
academic years with a fundamental desire to “fit in,” that customarily is interrelated with
performing well academically. According to the principles of negative emotional energy, if the
role is not verified, which could stem from real or perceived beliefs of not doing well in school,
not being called on in class, being ridiculed by fellow students, or failing tests or courses, this
person’s role is unverified. Not being successful in having the role of student verified may result
in negative emotional energy toward the individual’s self (physical, mental, or other) or toward
others.
Seeing education enacted through the lenses of roles, emotion, and identity prompted me to
question to what extent have our roles as concomitant members in a society trampled contributed
to academic and personal underachievement, including substance abuse, health problems, apathy,
and other forms of dis-ease that afflict members of our society. Recognizing that institutions for
education offer the incomparable opportunity for verifying positive roles, encouraging our
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country’s foundational democratic ideals of fairness and equity, and fostering positive emotions
toward self, became a springboard for this current study.
Recognizing Structural Barriers to College Success and Completion – Math Courses
I faced similar challenges enrolling high school students for college awareness and success
services through a distinct professional assignment in New York City. I considered the stakes
higher in New York because the college-sponsored free credit-bearing college courses I offered
were identified as future college completion barriers.
Early in my tenure, I recognized a situation with our math course offerings in that
prospective program participants submitted applications for program participation but never
actually attended classes. After considerable analysis, responding to the challenge, my team and I
modified our recruitment plans and mandated that student applicants apply and partake in faceto-face interviews before being considered for program enrollment. The process was laborintensive, but the direct communication between the students and program administrators yielded
rich understandings that we did not get from a paper or electronic application.
My team and I visited the schools and spoke with the students directly and individually.
While encouraging students to take math classes, the team learned a great deal about the level of
apprehension those qualified students had with math. Overall, students politely explained that
they did not want to enroll in math courses; Miss, math is hard. I cannot do the math! Listening
and embracing our prospective student participants’ collective anxiety, we saw the need to
clearly explain that the program would support them with tutoring, mentoring and other support
services. After reviewing the student's academic records and identifying math fluency,
determined by reviewing math class grades and test scores, we quelled the student’s
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apprehensions and then addressed the students' fear of taking college-level math courses. We
gathered about 70 student applications.
Believing the program was moving closer toward its goals, I asked the college to open math
sections. However, after reviewing the student applications and comparing them against the other
program prerequisites, I realized that fewer than 24 percent or 17 students of the 70 presumed
eligible recruited students demonstrated meeting the college's eligibility criteria. I needed at least
17 students to create a college course section or what most define as a class. I did not have
sufficient enrollment to create even one college section.
I was confused and disappointed that I could not open the math sections I requested from the
college, but I was more concerned with the impact of false expectations of being college-ready
on the students I served.
Developing Common Understandings Around the Paradigms Of Being College Ready
Prospective high school student program applicants must demonstrate interest and academic
acumen before being accepted into the college readiness program. The program determined
interest when students submitted a completed precollege program application, and under the
revised procedures, then participated in the face-to-face meeting. The program determined
academic acumen using a battery of assessments, including reviewing each student's academic
transcript. Minimally, each student was required to demonstrate having passed three rigorous
high school level math classes, e.g., Algebra, Geometry, Algebra II, and the corresponding
standardized Regents' examinations. Although 70 students met those criteria, fewer than 17 met
the college's enrollment criteria. Students who met the high school’s passing grades of 75 on
math regents' examinations did not meet the college’s requirement to score 80 or better. In
addition, most students did not meet the college enrollment criteria because they failed the
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required college placement examination needed to be deemed fully eligible. This finding was
particularly challenging to unravel for me as I had little personal understanding of the challenges
students face in my program.
Autoethnography is challenging. For me, this qualitative methodology sometimes required
suspension and, at other times, balanced subjectivity as I connected with related findings and my
lived experiences. For example, throughout the study, I benefited from remembering that my
education experiences were markedly different from those I supported. I challenged myself to
recall how I had traversed similarly situated barriers to math courses and bypassed remediation.
My memory initially informed me that my elementary, middle, and high schools provided solid
content instruction and support; I never failed a class and graduated with honors. My story drawn
from memory has been enriched by the compassion meditation I practice in conducting this
study. Meditation and mindfulness practices helped me recognize that my mother guided me to
better schools that may have better prepared me to engage in math, including Music & Art,
where I benefited from math classes that were aligned to our vocational and career program.
Delving Into the Problem of Under-enrolled College Math Sections
It was understanding that I needed another strategy that triggered changes in my plan. Rather
than offering college-level math courses, I sought to conduct student-driven research to
understand better the problem I encountered. After consultations with the college's math
department, including the departmental chair, I learned of significant misalignments between
some of the sending high schools and some receiving colleges, including the city and state
universities I supported. Not understanding why local high school, state, and university
assessments did not align, I sought to analyze the subtleties of this situation. I was new to these
facets of education and wanted to study my questions with fidelity, so I consulted with my then-
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supervisor, who had experience and expertise in conducting qualitative educational research and
analysis.
Reporting to the college's Vice President of Academic Affairs and Provost provided the
college readiness and success programs, significant vantages related to how the college
community perceived the programs and was respected by the college academic departments and
operational divisions. I also reaped benefits from a higher education officer with a genuine
interest in college access programs and experience devising practical inquiry methods from a
professional standpoint. For confidentiality, we shall reference this individual as H. Summer,
Ph.D.
I met with Summer on six occasions for one semester to discuss my findings and better
understand this important matter. The following accounts draw from my recollection of those
conversations.
After sharing my exasperation over not enrolling students into the math section, Summer
explained that college faculty and administrators shared similar frustrations. The college had
witnessed a growing demand for remedial mathematics courses for entering undergraduates.
Assessing the math department's enrollment, retention, and outcome activity revealed barriers to
upper-level (wording) math courses among newly admitted students attempting to access
college-level math courses. The math department believed the problem relatable to academic
deficiencies that aligned and manifested in low scores on specific aspects of the college
placement examination. There appeared to be a consensus among math department members that
these lower scores reflected a lack of proficiency in the numerical and algebra skills taught in
and before ninth grade. When identified before matriculating into the college, placement officers
often enrolled students in remedial math courses.
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Summer further shared previous quantitative research conducted by the university showed
that by the end of one year, on average, only 60% of students in remediation for math were able
to pass the placement test and enroll in their first math courses for actual credit toward a degree
(recollection of personal dialogue, 2012-2013). Of concern was that the 60% of students required
to take remedial college math use up valuable time, energy, and financial aid without progressing
toward their degrees. In what the authors define as a "cursory review of conceptual models using
economic, psychological, organizational, and sociological theories accounting for [college]
student departure," John Braxton and Amy Hirschy in College student retention: Formula for
student success (2005), validate the commonsense notion that students who take longer to
graduate often accumulate more debt and have a higher risk of dropping out before graduation
(pp. 61-87). Seeing scholarly research that identified and confirmed the knotty web structurally
disadvantaged people face as they traverse their paths to college graduation triggered
recollections of my multiple failed attempts on the road to college completion. Personal
reflection helped me appreciate how challenging this situation could be for students who
graduated from high school, believing they were college-ready only to learn later that the
receiving college identified gaps in their academic preparedness.
Moreover, despite the scarcity of resources, I considered how these students were required to
accept responsibility for the additional time and expenses associated with college academic
remediation. This consideration reminded me of my sister and the experiences she may have had
once admitted and attending college. I explored these considerations and studied Jonathan Turner
(2002) and his grounded comprehensive research on role appraisal and emotions (pp. 180-190). I
considered the potential, deleterious impact on emotions and identity when a student continually
hears from a teacher, guidance counselor, precollege program director, or other people that the
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student is not college-ready. Seeing the need to enhance my grasp of misalignments between
secondary school and college requirements prompted me to seek additional guidance.
Challenging Myself to Listen to Those Who Live the Problems Related to Math Insecurities
Summer introduced me to a research method named Looking Both Ways, implemented as part of
a polyphonic study that invited voices from local education agencies on one end and institutions
for higher education on the other to discuss their concern with the transition from high school to
college in the area of English literacy.
My early questions sought to answer why I could not enroll more high school students into
the free 4-college credit-bearing Math courses offered by the college access and success
programs I directed. Contingently and emergently, my questions transformed and instead sought
to understand the alignments between high school and college math courses. Working closely
with an assistant professor of mathematics at the college, I began a series of seven meetings to
discuss the roots of the problem and identify viable solutions. The committee adopted the name
Math Both Ways, and members agreed to participate in open and polysemic dialogue that
fostered awareness and encouraged mutual understandings (Tobin, 2017) of what education
meant to the other. The Math Both Ways committee included:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

A network leader for 20 schools through Community Learning Support Organization.
A mathematics teacher at a New York City high school.
Senior Instructional Specialist for Secondary Mathematics with the Community Learning
Support Organization.
Director of the University's Center for Teaching Innovations.
Chair of the mathematics department at a local high school.
A founding principal of a high school located in New York City and former assistant
principal for mathematics and sciences at another local high school.
A parent.
A student.
Me, and
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•

I enlisted an organizational consultant, technology consultant, and writing consultant to
facilitate the committee's work.

Looking at the problem from various perspectives, or what I now refer to as integrally,
challenged the committee to consider aspects of the math dilemma using the Integral Theory
method. Ken Wilber (2007) developed a framework for understanding the dynamics of any
situation, environment, or structure using the comprehensive all quadrants all levels assessment.
This approach offers its users the ability to analyze anything by considering all influential
components to the problem. All quadrants all levels analysis refers to the four quadrants, states,
structures, and levels of development that are analyzed subjectively and objectively against the
individual and the collective. In his book, The Integral Vision: A Very Short Introduction to the
Revolutionary Integral Approach to Life, God, The Universe, and Everything, Wilber (2007)
asserts Integral Theory “ensures we are utilizing the full range of resources for any situation,
with the greatest likelihood of success” (p. 18). He invites users to call the framework Integral
Theory or Integral Approach.
Proponents of Integral Theory, including two researchers whose work I reference to
illuminate the benefits of Ken Wilber’s framework to this and any study: David Forbes and Sean
Esbjorn-Hargens agree the all quadrants all levels framework assures inquiry is conducted
comprehensively with all aspects under inquiry considered. David Forbes is an author, counselor,
activist, and researcher who serves as faculty at Brooklyn College and the Graduate Center, City
University of New York. Forbes introduced me to Integral Theory in the fall of 2014, when I was
enrolled in his graduate course entitled Mindfulness in Urban Education. He and Sean EsbjornHargens, a leading scholar-practitioner in Integral Studies, have extensively used the all
quadrants all levels model. In the interest of transparency, I share with the reader that I
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immediately gravitated to the framework and have applied the all quadrants all levels model to
analyze professional dilemmas I have encountered, including those encountered by the Math
Both Ways committee, since being exposed to its benefits. This chapter shares an abbreviated
sample of the process I used to address a professional challenge I encountered in fall 2014 and its
benefits.
In Integral Theory in Action: Applied, Theoretical, and Constructive Perspectives in the
AQAL Model, Esbjorn-Hargens (2010) explains how the all quadrants all levels framework
enables researchers to “untangle phenomena as a quadrivial [that] refers to four ways of seeing”
(p. 39). Simplifying the theoretical underpinnings of his framework, in The Integral Vision, Ken
Wilber (2007) explains the all quadrants all levels model and defines the quadrants as “the inside
and the outside of the individual and the collective” (p. 70). He further explains, “the Integral
Approach involves the cultivation of the mind, body, and spirit in self, culture and nature” (p.
84). However, as Wilber illustrates the components of creating an integral map, he reveals the
complexities involved with using this framework to yield a fully comprehensive analysis of any
problem whereby both the individual and the collective are considered comprehensively, and the
integral map is drawn from the process of evaluating all quadrants all levels in a manner that
acknowledges that all is interconnected. Wilber (2007) further explains that the critical point
about the integral approach is that we want to touch bases with as many potentials as possible not
to miss any practical solutions, growth, and transformation (p. 56). Elaborating that rather than
esoteric conceptualizations, the elements of an integral map are designed to represent our “own
experience [and] contours of our consciousness (p. 17) that enhance our ability to “dramatically
accelerate cross-disciplinary and trans-disciplinary knowledge” (p. 20).
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In Integral Teacher, Integral Students, Integral Classrooms: Applying Integral Theory to
Education, Esbjorn-Hargens (2010) defines Integral Theory as “a post-metaphysical approach to
knowledge synthesis[that] provides a comprehensive means of integrating the four dimensionperspectives of objectivity, interobjectivity, subjectivity and intersubjectivity (and their
respective levels of complexity) with the major methodological families” (p. 4).
Using Integral Theory to Listen for Understanding
The Math Both Ways committee sought to understand the root of the challenges we encountered
from under-enrollment in college-level math courses. So, we started by discussing the impact on
underprepared students for test-taking and how feeling "not good at math" sometimes becomes a
self-fulfilling prophecy. We also contemplated how performance and outcomes were impeded by
more than just under-preparedness or "not being good at math," instead exacerbated by
misalignments, misinformation, and miscommunication outside the control of the students and
teachers.
Focusing on other aspects of an integral analysis, we thought about the impact high-stakes
testing had on students attending the high-needs middle- and high schools we supported and their
teachers, principals, and the school's environment and culture. The committee identified other
complex factors contributing to and resulting from student underachievement in math, including
teachers lacking relevant conceptual knowledge or instructional skill; curriculum not focused on
core concepts; pervasive negative attitudes toward math among students and the extended
community; impacts to higher education, the workforce, and to the self-esteem of all. Our
dialogue imparted critical awareness.
Together, we discovered that some high school junior- and senior-level students arrive at
high-school math classes after being repeatedly socially promoted despite not having

113

POR ELLAS: A LATINA’S AUTOETHNOGRAPHY ON LEARNING
foundational numeracy skills or deficiencies in the literacy skills essential for decoding complex
math problems. These findings were illuminating. Other findings were simply disturbing. For
example, we identified a startling dichotomy: students were provided and taught to use
programmable calculators and encouraged to use the tool during test-taking, including Regents'
examinations. However, colleges prohibited the use of calculators during math placement tests.
We speculated that most colleges and universities used placement tests and might also restrict
students from using calculators on math placement examinations.
The impact of being underprepared to answer math problems on a college placement exam
without using a calculator might be distressing for a high school junior or senior looking to
access free precollege credits. However, on a broader level, this finding was alarming. Most
committee members readily understood what this finding might represent to high-school students
navigating the road to college and how potentially detrimental this finding would be to any
college student lacking the resources needed to go the long haul with remedial classes.
Typically, when a high school graduate fails a college-level math placement examination,
that student is deemed underprepared and placed into a remedial math course. Remedial
education, also named developmental education or college remediation, requires significantly
more time on task than the typical 3- and 4-credit college courses. Customarily, at public
universities, college remedial math courses are 6-credits (90-hours) versus the typical 4-credits
(60-hours) college-level math course. Making matters worse, the pass rate for college remedial
courses is abysmal (at the time of my research, less than 30% of students passed a remedial math
course on the first attempt). In addition, colleges and universities require that students pay for
remedial courses despite the remedial courses not contributing to credit accumulation.
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Here is how this scenario looked at the time we identified the problem: Student X was six
months from high school graduation, and by her school's standards, she was academically wellprepared for college: she had passed Algebra I, Geometry and Algebra II, and had passed the
corresponding high school math Regent's examinations. These benchmarks are related to meeting
local and state standards for math and not necessarily related to math proficiency. In this
scenario, Student X applied to college, took, and failed the often-required college placement test,
possibly because she was unaware that she could not use her programmable calculator and could
not complete college-level math problems without it. As a result, she scored below the Intro to
College-Level Math. As a result, she was not accepted into our precollege college credit-bearing
math courses.
If she had this experience in the summer preceding her first-year college attendance, this
scenario would have potentially resulted in the student being placed into a remedial math course.
If the student failed the first remedial course, she would be required to repeat the course. This
scenario would translate into Student X having to pay for 12 college credits, an entire semester,
that would not contribute toward the average 120 college credits needed to graduate with a
baccalaureate degree.
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Our Experiences Were Not Dissimilar Than Those of Countless Other People Looking
to Complete College: The Research on Problems Related to Remedial Course-taking.
Researchers have identified the need for remedial (math) courses as a predictor for dropout
(Rumberger, 2011, p. 185), as it adds to the costs and time needed to earn a college degree – two
items in short supply for low-income college students. Unfortunately, far too many students
attending high-poverty institutions for public education who graduate having met state and local
standards later learn they are underprepared for success in college. These students are most often
among those who are required to take remedial courses.
The National Center for Education Statistics is the federal agency primarily responsible for
collecting, analyzing, and reporting data on education in the United States and other nations. The
agency provides timely, high-quality data and information to the United States Department of
Education, Congress, and the states. In addition, this invaluable source is used by researchers,
scholars, educational policymakers, and practitioners, markedly by those among us learning
about the realities surrounding remedial education in its role as a structural disadvantage for
marginalized students.
Remedial education has been on the national agenda for decades, and the focus of concern
over the millions of students who arrive at college in need of remediation. Reporting on this
critical matter, Xianglei Chen (2016), in Remedial course taking at U.S. public 2-and 4-year
institutions: Scope, experiences, and outcomes, considered the experiences of incoming 20032004 post-secondary students over five years. His findings concurred that college students face
enormous challenges within the context of completing remedial education. Looking at all
remedial courses, Chen found that about 51% of those students attending public 2-year
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institutions and 41% of those at 4-year institutions taking remedial education courses from 2003
through 2009 did not complete the attempted remedial courses.
These findings, among others, have resulted in policy changes and local, state, and
philanthropic supports to bolster completion of rigorous high school coursework, enhance
alignments between secondary and post-secondary institutions of education, and identify other
workable solutions to address this critical issue.
We Addressed The Study Findings Responsibly. Our focused discussions revealed
essential findings. The process of analyzing math courses along the grade-6 to college continuum
helped the committee unveil layers of misalignments, miscommunications, and general
unawareness on local schools, higher education, parents, and students: those most impacted by
our findings. The findings led the group to consider how students' and teachers' self-identities
were impacted by not understanding math's significant role in college completion. We also
reflected on the possible influence this had on school culture and the social systems that
pertained to college attainment, poverty, and related issues on income, health, and wellness.
Recognizing the need to divulge our findings in an organized and comprehensive manner,
The Math Both Ways committee called for teachers, principals, parents, instructional support
specialists, and other stakeholders to form a learning community and to dedicate itself to learning
with and from each other as they pursued the most effective educational practices for supporting
student achievement in math. Nancy Shapiro and Jodi Levine, authors of Creating Learning
Communities: A Practical Guide to Winning Support, Organizing for Change, and Implementing
Programs (1999), remind us that learning communities promote "connected rather than unrelated
knowledge" (p. 17). The authors also explain that learning communities were influenced by
Alexander Meiklejohn, credited for organizing one of the earliest learning community initiatives
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and the early work of educational reformers, including John Dewey. Dewey was a proponent of
education "as a purposeful, student-centered social process that required a close relationship
between teacher and student" (p. 17). Furthermore, they explain, "[t]he learning environment
should be structured to apply cooperative and collaborative approaches to learning that
emphasize learning and not teachers" (p. 17). In a similar vein, Math Both Ways learning
community members collectively recognized that when local teachers, schools, or other
educational initiatives remain separate, their influence remains local. However, when they
interconnect integrally, their information sharing can have a much more significant impact on the
more extensive system.
Consequently, college-level partner participants engaged in the learning community sought to
support rather than dictate the direction the math education practitioners would take in this
initiative. The committee findings were incorporated into a proposal for grant funding that
supported a cohort of students starting in the eighth grade and followed their progress through
their first year after high school graduation. Further, the findings prompted necessary and
immediate modifications to our precollege programs and were shared broadly with our
colleagues and directors from other precollege programs. In partnership with mathematics and
English departments at the college, we designed and implemented new math language
workshops, preparatory test seminars, and math workshops that weened students off their
calculators.
We learned that some math teachers did not have the essential math skills needed to prepare
students for rigorous math classes. Consequently, we identified and addressed the need to
introduce teacher preparation programs focused on honing math skills during our sequel
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discussions. Then we recruited college professors to teach these professional development
workshops.
Importantly, our precollege program parent meetings took on a new focus. We advised
parents that students could encounter formidable barriers to college completion if they could not
access entry-level college courses. Helping parents understand that remedial courses added to the
time and costs of college, parents became motivated to advocate on behalf of their children.
Together, as a community supporting students enrolled in our precollege program, parents and
educational practitioners identified strategies for addressing the unwanted outcome of
remediation.
The Impact Of Identifying Those Inconsistencies Advanced Interest In Further
Understandings On Teaching And Learning. I dutifully participated with my colleagues in
problem identification and then communication to enhance awareness and change. Later, using
the findings, I spearheaded the assessment, program design of an integrated approach to meeting
the needs of the teachers, students, and parents. Then, I developed the grant proposal that
garnered the funding needed to pilot the implementation. Nevertheless, throughout the entire
process, I felt concerned.
I wondered, how was it possible that this small group of thoughtful educators, concerned
parents, informed students, and I stumbled across these findings, and how did these systemic
misalignments serve to create emotional and economic hardship as well as undermine equity for
countless unsuspecting students attending institutions of public education? I could not help but
ask, what else had been missed by those responsible for plotting the course for math academic
achievement? What else has been overlooked in forming a perfect system of education that
promotes equality and social mobility? And why? To what end do we create such misalignments?
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Related to the content area of math, I questioned the methods used to teach math that made
students reliant on pre-programmed calculators. Considering the misalignments, I wondered how
we could better prepare students to take the often-mandated standardized test commonly named
ACCUPLACER examinations used by most colleges to assess aptitude before placing first-year
college students into introductory credit-bearing courses? At this point, I first considered the
enormous impact high-quality early education provides as it imparts foundational math sense,
which years later pushed the impetus for co-founding an early learning center for children 0-6
years.
Using Integral Theory to Build Deep Understandings of Precollege Program Participation
Integrally
The Integral Theory framework I was first exposed to during a graduate-level seminar by David
Forbes provided knowledge on integral perspectives that may enhance and examine specific
social, cultural, and material contexts and aspects of any project. Developing a foundational
understanding of this framework enabled me to incorporate a strategy for meeting enrollment
targets for one of my programs.
The grant-funded programs I directed facilitated the ability for qualified students to earn up
to 12 college credits during their junior and senior years of high school, with no need to seek out
financial aid, loans, or otherwise incur out-of-pocket costs. Having supported my daughters and
me through college, I appreciated the significance of this program’s offerings, and in fact, this
extraordinary benefit was the basis for my accepting a position with this university. Eager to
enroll students in these courses, I employed traditional methods of communication the program
had used before my arrival.
Using subjective understandings of the costs and value associated with 12 college credits, my
team and I thought it would be easy to amass more than the 1,200 student enrollments we sought.
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Without more consideration, the team and I coordinated an event for an early evening on a
weekday when the college campus agreed to allocate space to the program. With loads of
applications on hand, we waited. At the end of the night, with only two parents in attendance, I
recognized the tough hurdle we faced in getting parents to attend our meetings. I also considered
the need for new tools for making objective decisions.
Conducting an Integral Analysis of Precollege Program Parents
With determined aspirations of encouraging students to participate in our college access
programs, I guided my program coordinator through the process of developing a critical analysis
of the problems we encountered using Ken Wilber’s Integral Theory. At the time, we defined the
problem as not engaging parent interest in the program offerings and the corresponding
challenges this created for meeting program goals and targets.
Using the Integral Theory map that David Forbes had introduced me to during a doctoral
seminar, my team and I analyzed the situation using the all quadrants all levels model (see
Appendix A). The analysis was focused on the parents’ perspectives because we viewed parent
buy-in as crucial: students could not enroll without their parents’ written consent. The framework
forced us to conduct the analysis objectively and subjectively from both the interior and
collective perspectives of the parents. We relied on Pew Research Center findings and
phenomenological data we collected from informal interviews with parents, students, teachers,
and school administrators. The individual interior quadrant that focuses on psychological and
phenomenological inquiry, including constructs of emotions, self-identity, and beliefs, unveiled
striking findings on the parents we supported. I describe these in the following section.
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Our Analysis Illuminated Findings That Triggered Changes in Policies and Practices
Before conducting a critical analysis of the parents, we sought to engage in our college success
program, the team used the traditional outreach methods inherited from the former program
administrators. Those methods included designing promotional literature promoting the
availability of free college credit-bearing courses. The university designed the material and
printed it on stationary that marked the communication as a university message. The materials
communicated the significant program benefits in English. The distribution method we used to
get the materials from our university office into the parents’ hands relied on the support of
teachers employed by our partner schools. These teachers were instructed to identify “suitable
student candidates,” disseminate the flyers to those students and ask them to give the flyers to
their parents. Our objective was to have parents of the minor-aged high school students we
sought to enroll into our programs gain awareness of the benefits; moreover, the intrinsic and
extrinsic values, including self-esteem and monetary savings their children could reap during a
parent /guardian informational assembly.
The integral analysis revealed that the parents of the first-generation students we targeted
spoke in Spanish. Through discussions with the school, we learned that parents in our
community did not speak English well, if at all. Therefore, writing to them in English might have
been useless. Parents who did speak English most often did so at a fifth-grade level. Research on
Latino parents explains that this demographic has extreme deference for school and trust that the
schools can educate their children and prepare them for academic achievements. Most important
to coordinating parent events, assemblies and workshops were the findings related to values. Our
materials were being disseminated without a clear understanding of the parents’ values. We
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asked parents who balanced multiple priorities to come to an event on a week-day evening,
despite their beliefs regarding family’s needs superseding all others.
Listening helped us understand that our parents could not allocate time on a weeknight to
participate in events that interrupted family dinner preparation to attend a college-sponsored
event (evidenced by the logos on the flyer) when they did not view college as a time-sensitive
concern. Having dinner ready for family and preparing for the following workday was a priority
for these families. Another crucial finding was related to our cross-purposes with families who
relied on their teenage children to help with childcare or expected their teenagers to augment the
family income by working after school and on weekends. These families simply could not afford
to comprehend the construct of delayed gratification without a frame of knowledge and tools for
doing so.
The initial findings were highly informative and led us to reconsider our messaging and
integral analysis target. In response, we redesigned the all quadrants all levels analysis and
implemented to explore whether the program should interact directly with students. This analysis
was also illuminating. Considering students from an interior subjective standpoint that revealed
their emotions, self-identity, and beliefs, we learned students, as young teenagers developing
self-identity and looking to fit into their new roles as students were not likely interested in
sacrificing after-school activities, including sports activities and social bonding for the sake of
attending programs that represented more schooling or facing peers that might not consider the
idea of being involved in pre-college program activities to be “cool.”
Contextualizing these findings, we reflected that some parents encouraged and sometimes
dictated enrollment in college preparatory activities. This observation helped us conclude that
parents were the appropriate persons to target, and we sought to engage them in ongoing open
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dialogue. I encourage readers to view a sample of our first Integral Theory analysis map findings
(Appendix A) that evolved into modifications and additional consideration for improving the
services offered through the precollege program from the collective participants' perspectives.
Modifying Program Procedures as a Consequence of our Integral Theory Findings
The program administrators considered how the lived realities of the individuals interconnected
with the program enabled the administration to find more appropriate solutions to the challenges
faced. Addressing findings resulting from the all quadrants, all levels of analysis prompted
significant changes in how the program was offered and delivered to our stakeholders: the
students. Among the more notable changes was engaging Spanish-speaking social workers and
guidance counselors paid by the grant instead of the school to directly communicate the
program's benefits to our parents, including those of Spanish-speaking parents. Given that I am
semi-fluent in Spanish, I piloted the initiative myself. To illustrate a relevant component of this
study that aids understanding and knowledge, I share the beginning of the script we tested but
use pseudonyms and translate the conversation from Spanish to English. Embedded into this
vignette, the reader shall encounter explanations for the strategies that evolved from our all
quadrants all levels model in brackets.
Buenos Dias [here, waited for the person who answered the call to respond so we could
determine the language to use for the next part of our communication, noting that the rest of
the communication could be in any language].
My name is Ivonne, and I am calling from the university interested in enrolling Felix Rios
Salazar. [From the upper left quadrant that reveals emotions, self-identity, and beliefs using
the term university and linking it to the child’s name engaged emotions of pride and positive
self-identity. From the lower right quadrant that reveals lived realities from ecological and
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social assessments, we learned many parents were undocumented, so identifying immediately
as a member of the university calling for enrollment helps to clarify the caller’s purpose and
dispel fears quickly.]
I am trying to reach his mother, Señora Rios-Salazar, to discuss the possibility of providing
Felix becas for college. [The word becas is recognized broadly among Spanish-speaking
parents; it translates to the word scholarships that the program was offering as part of the
college credit program that may transfer.]
If I am not interrupting, may I speak with her now? [I demonstrated courtesy and
compassionate understanding of the others’ time.]
Personal recollection
Moreover, parent participation is essential to the college application and vital to the financial
aid process as most colleges require parent financial disclosures. We represented our awareness
of their social, cultural, and systemic values by engaging parents in value-laden discussion using
their primary language.
On the ground, programming changes were modified to include hosting open-houses,
orientations, and awareness workshops for parents on Saturday mornings rather than during the
evening when most parents were addressing dinner preparation. Understanding the lived realities
of our parents, including their need to provide their family with meals, having younger children
cared for, and having limited budgets, we designed our program budget to serve a continental
breakfast, pizza or on special occasions and holidays a celebratory meal at the events.
Scholarly research and reflective practices helped me to identify the value of looking at any
phenomena integrally. By looking at a problem holistically from multiple quadrants that consider
related individual-intentional, behavioral, cultural, and social components (Wilber, 2007), both
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the researcher and other research participants benefit from the knowledge production that ideally
triggers transformational changes. Agentically, changes in program practices and knowledge
production was shared broadly with our central office.
How Integral Theory Analysis Continued To Enhance Our Deepening Relationship With
Parents. Unsure how to communicate best with those we sought to enroll into a program of
significant value, I sought methods to open lines of communication between the program and our
participant parents, guardians, and students. Impressed by the ideology behind the method, I
sought to conduct an integral analysis of the program benefits and our messaging to our
prospective parents of students marginalized by socially constructed constraints. I perceived one
element as vital to the communication we sought to encourage and enrich. During a graduatelevel course, Kenneth Tobin and Kostantinos Alexakos lectured on mindfulness and unraveled
polyphonic discussion tenets, wherein multiple participants' voices are involved and respected
without appraisal (polyphonic). They stressed the importance of engaging in cogenerative
dialogue that embraces polysemic dialogue that enriches the exchanges, as it acknowledges that
words have multiple meanings. The more I listened and read their works during the three-month
course, the more I understood their collective argument that polyphonic and polysemic
communications are crucial for enhancing the quality of any authentic inquiry and, more
critically, vital to our overall ability to communicate compassionately in the effort of living
harmoniously. Listening respectfully to participants in our lifeworld in a manner where all voices
are equally valued (polyphonic) without imparting judgment enhances our ability better to
understand reality from the perspective of the other (see Tobin, 2017). As we are witnessing,
listening to the other offers a significant opportunity for developing a multicultural democracy.
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We tested the integral model at one parent meeting workshop (see Appendix B). The topic
was The Important Role Parents Play in Supporting a College Education. We gained insight
through integral analysis and a heuristic that invited open dialogue marked by polyphonic and
polysemic exchanges (Tobin, 2017). In one example, we wrote open sentences on long pieces of
paper that we hung on the walls along the perimeter of the assembly room. The sentences invited
open and critical communication on the program we provided to our participants. In another
example, the program team wrote the alphabet letters and asked parents to identify as many
college-related words they could remember. Parents were invited to work with a team or
independently as they answered the questions. Through rich oral interchanges, parent
participants communicated with program personal and clarified what was essential to the other,
connected, and interchanged values and co-developed knowledge production. Consequently,
after arriving at a consensus of mutual understanding, we embedded into our program planning,
policies and practices the rich information we gathered from the analysis.
Some of the findings were implemented immediately, and others were folded into the
program over time. For example, understanding that our parents were juggling multiple
priorities, we agreed to host our parent workshops on a Saturday morning from 9:30 to noon,
with a continental breakfast served from 9:30 am to 10:15 am. Refining our communication
strategy, we called and personally invited parents to attend. Personal outreach positively
impacted our communication and resulted in heightened parent engagement; we hoped sustained
parent engagement would translate to increased student enrollment, higher retention, and positive
outcomes.
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The changes we made helped us yield more than 40 attendees out of 100 guests who traveled
by public transportation to the college. Given that the preceding event resulted in two parents
attending the assembly, we were thrilled with the improvement.
In another example of our first uses of Integral Theory (Wilber, 2007), we sought to
understand better how to help families experiencing dissonance around the college application
process at another event. After having program participants advise us that they could not go to
college or accept an out-of-state college offer due to familial responsibilities, we identified the
need. Immediately, we sought to engage our parents in an assembly that sought to understand the
issues better.
The program convened a parent awareness assembly that began with information sharing.
Before attending the assembly, parents who scheduled participation were asked to complete a
survey (see Appendix C). The findings were used to create an integral map, ensuring the
program was designed from a place of informed awareness and that the program was meaningful
to the participants.
Our self-reported survey findings, confirming the integral analysis, revealed that parents
were undereducated (more than 75% had little or no formal higher education), underemployed,
and overtaxed (juggling multiple jobs and roles, including caring for extended family). Not all
parents understood the nuances of college, much less that college admission requirements are not
always aligned with high school graduation requirements. Overall, parents indicated that they
entrusted their children to schooling institutions and expected them to graduate, be educated, and
be ready for “Colegio” or the workforce (personal recollections, 2015-2017).
Incorporating parents’ voices into the process of inspiring academic achievement is vital.
Before our guest speakers presented important matters concerning college applications, financial
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aid, and the relationship between college completion and income, parents were given heuristics
to prompt discussion on various constructs associated with college. Those parents involved in the
discussions were asked to answer using English, Spanish, or their preferred language of choice.
They were empowered to participate in the discussion without restrictions.
At the end of the program, parents shared that we valued their opinions. For me, it was
moving to see parents demonstrate how important education was to them through their
participation. Those encounters with parents reminded me of my mother, who struggled to
provide me with a quality education. The event served as a starting point for what became a
regular awareness series offered to parents while their children attended our precollege
workshops on Saturday mornings.
Revealing Theoretical Paradigms That Underline This Study
My introduction to institutions for education in the United States occurred as I interrelated with
formal public structures designed to support the teaching and learning provided to people living
in the Bronx, where I was raised. Second and subsequent observations occurred in New Jersey
and later in New York City. These institutions for education were similarly positioned to serve
students with high needs and of black and brown descent. Thoughtful considerations of the
overuse of discipline and positivist approach used to guide and educate piqued my curiosities and
enflamed my interests in broadening my understanding, knowledge production and scholarship
of the barriers to academic success.
Discussions with fellow doctoral students, colleagues, and mentors exposed me to the merits
of conducting qualitative research versus the positivistic approaches that often served to validate
rather than discover the roots of a problem. Qualitative research is, by nature, designed to gain
deep understandings of a problem rather than analyze numeric information. Since the problems I
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witnessed and sought to understand were not well defined, more qualitative research seemed
appropriate despite the abundance of scholarly research conducted on dropouts (Rumberger,
2011).
As previously mentioned, Kenneth Tobin was the first senior lecturer to expose me to the
merits of conducting scholarly research using authentic inquiry as a methodology that
empowered me to construct, conduct, deconstruct and reconduct this study as I deepen my
knowledge production on students and the challenges they face as they embark on their
scholarship. In Authentic Inquiry as a Constituent of Methodological Bricolage (2017), from the
positionality of a teacher, researcher, and learner, Tobin explains the strategies he developed as
he strove to conduct quality research, including dialogic cogenerative dialogue that was designed
to be "educative, catalytic, tactical and ontological" (p. 4). Further, Tobin asserted that this type
of communication encouraged participants to share their unique perspectives while also
understanding the perspectives of the other. Explaining the merits of authentic inquiry, Kenneth
Tobin & Konstantinos Alexakos, in Doing Authentic Inquiry to Improve Learning and Teaching
(2021), explain that to them,
[It] is a methodology that is fluid and pays attention to all participants learning from their
involvement in the research, Understanding and respecting everyone's constructions of what
is happening and why it is happening, and ensuring that what is learned from the research is
used to benefit all participants equitably (p. 3).
I yearned to aid the high-needs college-bound students I encountered in inner-city public
schools with determined commitment, and I instinctively understood that my research required
more than statistical analysis. To understand dropouts, I needed to understand and tell my
participants' stories with integrity. Concurrent with this personal and professional goal, I
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accepted guidance that encouraged me to meander along the path toward self-awareness,
compassionate thoughtfulness, and the mind's development through contemplative practices. My
unconventional journey to scholarship began as an effort to save my daughters from extreme
poverty conditions, which emerged contingently and contemplatively, have taken more than ten
years. While the journey is not yet complete, it has aided my understanding of the participants'
voices memoried as a part of this reflective narrative study.
At the onset of this study, I recognized concern with the education of black and brown
students, including those of Spanish-speaking descent, abetted by my precollege program.
However, I did not understand the why or how. Clarifying the whys and hows to problems is an
essential component of authentic inquiry research that seeks to meet the salient authenticity
criteria of change-oriented outcomes. Elucidating the construct and purpose of research, in
Authentic Inquiry in Critical Methodologies for Researching Teaching and Learning (2017),
Tobin asserts that everyday life in classrooms is "continuous" research [and] "a form of inquiry
that can provide answers to what is happening, why is it happening, and ascertaining what more
there is to what we have learned so far" (p. 5). Understanding Tobin's statements' validity
prompted me to request my partner schools' permission to observe students in classrooms during
the school day. School administrators readily grant such permission. With the needed approvals, I
began visiting classrooms. I arrived before students and took a seat in the back of the room. I
witnessed engaged students arrive early or on time and sit close to the teacher's desk. The
teachers' desks were near the blackboard at the front of the room. However, I focused my
attention on the back aisles and rows.
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Hearing Classroom Environments Speak About Teaching and Learning
Drawing from my survey notes, the classrooms I visited were a similar shade of toned sage.
Windows were large and gated, and floors were covered in dark grey plastic tile. Heavy metal
desks and chairs organized into rows and aisles invited students to sit facing blackboards that
bore the perfunctory do now prewritten on the top left-hand side. Near the blackboard, near the
front of the classroom, was a big heavy wooden desk and a chair. The classroom environments I
surveyed reminded me of the public schools I attended in the Bronx. As part of this study, I
contrasted the precollege partner school settings to my high school classrooms and the private
schools’ brightly painted classrooms my daughter attended.
Some of the classrooms I observed in New York City captured my interest in learning more
about student engagement than classroom environments. For example, I noticed that the last row
of all classrooms drew the attention of students who either slept or otherwise demonstrated
disengagement. Trying to understand why students chose to sit in the back of the classroom
became one focal point of my early questions. Over a couple of months, I visited classrooms and
learned that students who sat in the back of the classroom were more likely to tune out of the
teaching and learning experience. I could not understand how teachers could draw in the many
students who demonstrated and voiced apathetic mechanical interaction with subject matter that
should have been engaging. Intrigued by the absence of excitement in learning that I perceived, I
questioned the purpose and methods of educating.
Pursuing Scholarly Knowledge Production
My firsthand experiences as a student and mother of students and subsequent professional
experiences working for college access and success programs exposed me to the inconsistencies
related to public education. Interrelating with the problems and understanding how they impact
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marginalized people of color motivated me to unearth solutions. With assiduous hope for
discovering replicable models to mitigate academic underachievement and dropout, I became
inspired to apply for admission to the Graduate Center of the City University of New York.
However, being self-reflective, I often felt like an imposter among the learned scholars I
encountered. In describing one learner's journey toward self-education, Mitchell Bleier (2018)
explains that some are "able to achieve our goals despite our school experiences" (p. 75) that, to
me, speak about the gaps in learning I perceived as roadblocks. Nonetheless, I became
determined to achieve despite having emerged from institutions for public education as a
member of an underclass. Fighting back self-deprecative thoughts and mustering bold tenacity, I
set out toward conducting scholarly research on urban education.
Before beginning my doctoral study program, I read Michelle Fine's Framing Dropouts:
Notes on the Politics of an Urban Public High School (1991), which revealed the sobering and,
for me, all too familiar experiences of students attending a New York City public high school.
Fine's ethnographic study exposes how the high school she researched systemically and all but
physically pushed out low-income, disenfranchised students, guiding them toward dropout.
Rather than conflate the consequences of the academic under-preparedness gleaned from my
participation on the Math Both Ways committee with Fine's comprehensive critical study on the
systemic antecedents to dropout, I chose to begin my scholarship by considering the historical
tenets of education within the context of its genesis and the function it was designed to serve in
the United States of America.
Seeking to Better Understand the Purpose of Education in The United States
Knowledge is indeed powerful. Before my scholarly analysis, I was unaware that the United
States' educational system was designed to fulfill the historic goals established in the nineteenth
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century and not entirely designed for the selfless purpose of equalizing the masses. Conducting
this study, I learned that American education was constructed to serve everyone (Spring, 2018).
Thinking how challenging it is to meet everyone’s needs, I critically examined how the
institution of education accomplished this ideal. Specifically, I sought to learn how institutions
for public education met the unique needs of all students.
I was about to get a history lesson I had never received inside American public schools.
Through secondary research, I discovered that using education as a method of social control,
particularly for race and class, has long and deep roots in the United States. Researchers assert
and have drawn attention to early primers, schoolbooks, stories, geographies, and other curricula
that sought to influence children's views on vocation and race and white superiority (Kliebard,
1995, pp. 78-81). Concurring on the intents of public education, Joel Spring (2018) shares,
There are many reasons for the establishment of a common or public school system in the
United States, including educating students for good citizenship, ending poverty and crime,
and stimulating national economic growth. Ironically, the perception by many whites that
Irish Americans, African Americans, and Native Americans were a threat to the dominance of
white Protestant Anglo-American culture in the United States resulted in the segregation of
Native Americans and most African Americans and the establishment of a competing
parochial school system. As a result, the common school was never common to all children
and the struggle over cultural dominance continued through the end of the 20th century (pp.
136-137).
I learned that educated teachers and administrators persistently endeavor to address the needs
of those who learn differently. Strides were made and continue to be made to ensure students are
provided with fair and appropriate education. However, schools are not always well-equipped to
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address the social, emotional, cultural, structural, economic, and psychological needs some
students carry into school buildings to make teaching and learning extremely challenging.
Looking at the purpose and role of institutions for the public education of Spanish-speaking
descendants, I found that education was used to exert social control due to acculturation practices
that date back to the mid ninetieth century. Schools served to support the modification of social
and cultural norms of legal and illegal underage immigrants and migrants by exposing and
teaching adaptation to the dominant group, which for the current research are American mores.
Within some New Jersey and New York schools, Puerto Rican American citizens born on the
island have had their culture disparaged by their fellow Americans born on the mainland United
States. Victoria-Maria McDonald (2004) explains that at the turn of the twentieth century,
"[a]lthough some American officials in Cuba and Puerto Rico eventually treated the island
cultures with respect, most officials aspired to bring the unenlightened and the ignorant out of the
darkness of 400 years of Spanish empire and into the light of U.S. governess, culture, and the
English language (p. 94). In his challenged expository, War Against All Puerto Ricans:
Revolution and Terror in America's Colony (2015), Nelson Denis concurs with MacDonald's
contention that some American government and businesses abused Puerto Rico. Moreover, Denis
also reflects that some considered the U.S. colony's inhabitants to be "ignorant, uncivilized,
morally bankrupt, and utterly incapable of self-rule," adding, "The US would protect them, tame
their savagery, manage their property, and deliver them from 400 years of solitude" (p. 17).
Better Understanding the Role of Institutions for Public Education
America's institutions for public education have long served to instill deference to social code
and obedience to bureaucratic norms overtly and with zest. In 1974, David Tyack, in The One
Best System: A History of American Urban Education, asserts.
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The acquisition of positive knowledge was only part of the purpose of the common school in
the city [the purpose was also] the hidden curriculum of public school, namely the traits of
behavior and roles expected of students which are rarely written in curriculum guides or
acknowledged in the manifest objectives of the school, but which are nonetheless
systematically inculcated and rewarded. These include, for example, competition for extrinsic
rewards such as marks, conformity to authority (such as requesting hall passes to go to the
toilet), and adaptation to bureaucratic definitions (such as being part of a group called third
graders) (p. 49).
While we collectively speak of the need for educational policy that addresses the
achievement gaps that manifest into black and brown student underachievement, the rhetoric is
increasingly frustrating. Instead, today, far too many institutions for public education of
America's urban poor continue to "teach conservative morality and the conservative notion of
character, starting with self-discipline;" which George Lakoff in Moral Politics: How Liberals
and Conservatives Think (2002) labels and define as,
traditional morality…[m]ake students work hard. Use a system of rewards and punishments:
grade seriously and rigorously and fail people who deserve to fail. If there is going to be an
elite, it should be an elite of talent, hard work, and achievement. Let those factors determine
success. If students fail, they have to take responsibility for their failure, and either do better
next time or go through life as failures (pp. 233-234).
Neighborhood school buildings are supported by law enforcement and maintain an
environment where police are omnipresent, and in an unrestrained approach to compliance,
security guards greet most urban students, parents, and visitors with metal detectors. During my
visits to partner schools, I witnessed security personnel ask students and other visitors to remove
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belts, footwear, and other articles of clothing. The process communicates that schools are
policing students and parents who enter the schools presumed to be carrying weapons and intent
to cause harm. While designed to enhance safety and security, it is also intrusive and reminiscent
of the process one would undergo after an arrest. Students subject to this process invariably
become desensitized and conditioned to this form of oppositional practices.
The legacy of separation and inequality persists in today's schools. Schools face a
challenging situation. Although we continue to expect our educational system to resolve the
myriad of economic and social problems facing our nation, we disregard that schools often
mirror the more significant societal issues outside school (Noguera, 2003). While people traverse
the path to personal economic prosperity and social capital leveraging academic achievements
garnered in public schools, this is not the case for all black and brown students. Instead, we
collectively see how schools and communities operate as large bureaucratic hierarchies,
reproducing the society they inhabit.
I was beginning to see that my research strategy and design were seriously flawed. About
this time, aspects of my life guided me to pause professional and academic pursuits to address
personal needs. I took the opportunity to deepen my comprehension of authentic inquiry as a
methodology for conducting research. I connected my learning to the challenges I faced at work
and was among those fortunate enough to learn about mindfulness, along with qualitative
methods of research directly from Kenneth Tobin, whose work on authentic inquiry has shaped
this study
In Authentic Inquiry as a Constituent of Methodological Bricolage, Tobin (2017) dissects
this research method. He expounds on the importance of authentic inquiry "as a central
component of multi-level, multilogical frameworks ethically grounded with the goal of all
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participants benefitting from their involvement in the research" (p. 1). Explaining the role of the
participants, the vital importance of research transparency, and the essential need for research
that is enacted in an "emergent and contingent" manner, which allows the participants to guide
the research constructivistically. Tobin succinctly states, "all participants [involved in research]
are researchers and should enact their roles with awareness that they are engaging in
participatory research for many reasons; some of which relate to improving quality of teaching
and learning in an emergent, contingent, and ongoing manner" (p. 5). In this rich treatise on the
extraordinary impact authentic inquiry offers to not only the constituents of the research but
broadly across the "lifeworld," Tobin shares,
As participants heighten awareness, change practices and values, and notice that different
forms of culture are being enacted, it is possible that what they do in the moment changes,
not only in the fields that are constituents of the research, but also in fields throughout the
lifeworld. If and as this happens the interactions with others, throughout the lifeworld, will be
different than they would otherwise be. These differences can catalyze new forms of cultural
enactment than otherwise would occur. Accordingly, participants in the lifeworld would act
differently, in interactions with research participants, than otherwise would be the case.
These changes, like all enacted cultures, would be both aware and unaware. We refer to
cultural changes like these as ripple effects - catalyzed by participation in research (p. 14).
The methodology resonated with my reverent respect for those people I encountered in the
schools.
Guided By the Research To Explore Rather Than Examine Emotions, Identity, Achievement
During my hiatus, I reflected on my knowledge production. I considered the role of students who
are taught to use programmable calculators to demonstrate fluency and proficiency in
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challenging high-school math classes and examinations but later flounder on college math
placement tests when the colleges prohibit the tool. I began to consider to what extent these
students are oppressed (Freire, 2010). Moreover, I questioned to what extent the calculators and
the resultant remedial course represented tools used by education to sieve the masses or practice
the words of Paulo Freire, the oppressor. This subtle change in my ontological and axiological
paradigms changed the study and how I interacted with the problem.
In Pedagogy of the oppressed (2010), Freire states,
one cannot expect positive results from an educational or political action program which fails
to respect the particular view of the world held by the people. Such a program constitutes
cultural invasion, good intentions notwithstanding. The starting point for organizing the
program content of educational political action must be the present, as extensional, concrete
situation, reflecting the aspirations of the people (p. 95).
The Aha Moment of Seeing the Study is Indeed Personal
At the onset of this study, my ontological and epistemological viewpoints were tainted by deeply
rooted beliefs that education and other vital societal resources were not dispersed equitably in
America I experienced. These standpoints guided my interest in saving disadvantaged students of
Latino descent. However, this study helped me understand that those lived experiences within the
inner-cities I inhabited resulted from the socially constructed pecking orders that grade human
beings based on physical attributes and perceived socio-economic standing (Bourdieu, 1984, pp.
53-55). Considering how institutions interact with people changed and influenced how I engage
with my lifeworld and helped me realize that however well-meaning, I looked upon dropout
phenomena from a positivistic standpoint. I believed I could identify the panacea to ameliorate
the lives of brown and black students whom I perceived were committing professional suicide.
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Interconnecting with contemplative yoga and meditation practices brought clarity and
introspection that allowed me to see the purpose of this study very differently. This time I
understood that simply having the agency to declare and (self)define is not enough. By only
scratching the surface of contemplative practices, I recognized that the tools I appropriated for
self-development and holistic love and peace were not enough. In recognizing and embracing my
emotions through Vipassana, I saw the immense sadness and anger I had carried around.
Working with the contemplative mindfulness practices, I inched closer toward more freely
experiencing compassionate forgiveness of the other and myself. Slowly my mindset and this
study transformed organically. I stopped looking for a solution to help save the other and
recognized how deeply rooted this study was to my salvation.
Considerations on Identity Formation from Listening to Taino's Story
During this study, I reacquainted with someone whose path crossed mine more than a decade
ago. Although we worked together in the same school building and interrelated with the project
that ignited my interest in pursuing this study, my memories of our rapport are almost
nonexistent. Over the last six months, I have learned that Taino (pseudonym) was born in
Brooklyn, NYC, where his mother, 15 years of age, married his father, 21 years of age, and gave
birth to the only child they conceived together. Recalling his parents, Taino shares that his
mother was not only a young parent but also manifested cognitive illnesses, and his father was a
high-ranking member of a national gang who was murdered during his lengthy incarceration.
Research on dropout paints a bleak portrait of Taino's lifepath given his immediate family
history. However, Taino's lifeworld changed. Evocative studies on nature versus nurture and
neuroplasticity, which clarify that "genes load the gun, but only the environment can pull the
trigger" (referencing and recommending a close read of Richard Davidson and Sharon Begley's
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The Emotional Life of Your Brain: How Its Unique Patterns Affect the way you Think, Feel and
Live – and how you can Change Them, 2013, pp. 91-112), socio-economic status did not seal
Taino's fate.
It is unclear if his parents understood the ramifications of their decision, but not long after
Taino's birth, he was sent to Puerto Rico to live with his paternal grandfather and his wife, Julia
Fuentes. Although Julia was not Taino's biological grandmother, throughout the pursuant 15
years of his life, she nurtured, sternly guided, protected, and loved Taino fiercely. It is no wonder
that this is the only woman Taino recognizes as his mother/grandmother. Along with
compassionate, loving care, Julia transmitted culture. In Grit: The Power of Passion and
Perseverance (2018), Angela Duckworth defines culture as "the shared norms and values of a
group of people;" further, Duckworth's research affirms that Julia helped shape Taino's identity
and corresponding grit, explaining that grit is what helps people overcome in the face of knotty
situations (pp. 244-248).
The benefits Taino derived from his early learning of customs, language, beliefs, and shared
values provided the foundational support that sustained him, even after his biological mother
convinced him to leave Julia, his grandfather, and Puerto Rico to return with her to New York.
He lived with his mother in a dysfunctional environment until he was expelled from high school.
Then, summoning courage and agency, at 15 years of age, Taino ran away. He recalls begging for
money to board a Port Authority bus and traveling from Yonkers, NY to New Brunswick, NJ.
Fighting back the tears and fear of rejection, he walked from the bus stop to the front door of his
uncle's home, knocked on the door, and asked his uncle and his uncle's wife and family if he
could move in with them. Once again, Taino found nurturing, loving guidance. Three years after
moving in with Titi (aunty) Maria, Taino volunteered to serve in the armed forces.
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For decades, despite his contributions to his country, family, community, and himself,
including retiring as a United States Army captain, earning a degree from Rutgers University,
and then completing two master's degrees while teaching underrepresented youth, he struggled
with depression. As part of his daily routine, Taino now practices meditation and yoga to help
him confront demons interconnected with aspects of his life path. Importantly, Taino credits
meditation for helping him to face the nightmares that plague his sleep. Today Taino serves as
vice-principal of an inner-city public school and is treading a path toward forgiveness and selfcompassion. Paying homage to his mother/grandmother, Julia, and his Titi, fighting back the
tears, Taino reflects on his proudest accomplishments and affirms, "my sons are the wildest
dreams of my ancestors" (direct communication, January-April 2021).
Considering The Constructs of Agency and Transformative Development
Those whose worldviews posit schools operate to reconstruct culture believe United States
public schools have historically served to transmit norms, acculturating its citizens and otherwise
reproducing society in a manner that ensures power and social capital remain with the affluent
and their descendants (Bourdieu, 1977). Citizens lacking in economic capital are also presumed
to lack human and social capital, and society often typifies them as underprivileged members.
From the personal experience of living as a member of the marginalized underclass, I can attest
that poverty is a daunting and merciless reality that seeks to encroach on every aspect of the
affected lifeworld. Its grim shroud seems impenetrable. It engulfs, debilitates, and wanes even
the most resilient ego. People like Taino and me have challenged the odds to climb out of the
poverty trap onto the ladder of social mobility. However, the stark reality is that there is no magic
bullet. To make matters even more complex, living in a competitive global economy has made it
increasingly difficult for the indigent to escape the culture of poverty and to transform.
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Exploring the Constructs of Outliers and Agency
Defying the odds associated with the cycle of poverty is undoubtedly a challenging task. Indeed,
it takes courage, audacity, and self-determination to not acquiesce to situations that appear
hopeless. As I considered Taino's accomplishments and the experience of countless others who
achieved personal, academic, and professional goals despite challenging situations, I
contemplated the problem from a distinct perspective. The authenticity criteria methodology
unpinned the emergent and contingent framework that allowed me to reflect on commonalities
among those perceived to have achieved.
Malcolm Gladwell, in Outliers: The Story of Success (2008), reminds us that the word outlier
refers to either "something that is situated away from or classified differently from a main or
related body" or "a statistical observation that is markedly different in value from the others of
the sample" (p. 3). He argues that for some, referred to as outliers in his text, success and
achievements are not indicative of innate talent or skill, but instead, such achievements result
from age, practice, resources, or social skills. Similarly, Gladwell posits that those who succeed
may have benefited from heritage, cultural traditions, and attitudes. He draws attention to the
critical point that culture significantly affects our potential for success and argues that "the
culture we belong to, and the legacies passed down by our forebears shape the patterns of our
achievement in ways we cannot begin to imagine" (p. 19). Further, Gladwell explained that the
tenacity that individuals demonstrate in the face of adversity makes the difference between
success and acquiescing to the realities of a harsh life. Using various case studies, Gladwell
demonstrates how outliers change their future over several generations, and he asserts that a
critical lesson to those who want to tackle the upper reaches of a profession like law or medicine
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is that if you work hard enough and assert yourself, and use your mind and imagination, you can
shape the world to your desires (p. 151).
Thinking about Gladwell and outliers, I recalled the stories I had heard from members of the
Señora Dolores’ family who migrated to New York from Puerto Rico. Despite language barriers
and the post-combat posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), her husband suffered after serving in
the Korean War, coupled with the realities of living in the same south Bronx project, amid
ravaging poverty, Señora Dolores and her husband raised three professionally successful women.
During my daily meditation sessions, I connected Señora Dolores’ lived experiences and Taino's
story of triumphs to my path and my ancestors' paths, including my great-grandmother, whom I
saw only in photographs. My great-grandmother worked tirelessly to address her children's
needs, as she saved to buy her freedom. During this study, I learned she successfully earned the
right to call herself marru (Puerto Rican freed slave of African descent). On her shoulders stood
my grandmother and mother. They traversed colonial subjugation and then bigotry and
ethnocentrism, chasing the dream to escape the grips of the extreme poverty they witnessed on
the streets of the lower east side and then the south Bronx so that one day I could proudly speak
of my accomplishments, most important of which are my two beloved daughters who have
brought pure happiness to my existence.
I relate Señora Dolores, Taino, and my own story to countless others who have persevered to
self-define their stories and accomplishments despite the sometimes brutally arduous path. I
agree with Gladwell. Amassing the agency to challenge structure emanates from a powerful
sense of culture that answers who one is, where one comes from, and why? However, as I
reflected on the people whose paths I traversed, I realized not all had a sense of cultural
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relatedness or identity and pondered what more was needed to enable the actual transformation
of the mind.
My research methodology's emergent and contingent nature enabled findings to guide and
alter the research to meet the study’s needs and dig deeper for richer authentic answers
repeatedly until identifying a plan that enhanced and enriched knowledge production. I used a
similar approach various times.
Here, I spotted yet another fork on the road to my scholarship. I distinguished mindfulness
and other contemplative practices as tools that enhance our ability to see emotions and transform
the mind. Even as I began to question how these practices could be offered with authenticity
inside public schools, I started to embrace my unique positionality to the current research on the
experiences I related to underachievement leading to dropout. Given my first-hand experiences, I
recognized and embraced that I was a suitable participant in the research.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
Charting a New Course: Cultivating Transformative Minds
This chapter presents my findings, conditions, and recommendations for further research and
examination of the subject at hand. It highlights the importance of addressing emotions within
education as a part of the socio-emotional paradigm.
For many years I [un]consciously avoided confronting situations insnared in the emotions of
fear or sadness. Instead of accepting the emotions, I avoided incidents, accepted situations, or
operated on what I refer to as autopilot. Here autopilot may be defined as instances where I lived
“life on automatic” (Goleman, 2013, pp. 36-38) or operated under mindlessness. My monkey
mind (Bai, 2013, p. 181) steered a mechanistic approach to e-v-e-r-y-t-h-i-n-g. Achievements
allowed me to believe that I had control over emotions related to my lived reality. Gradually,
knowledge production on emotions, health, and contemplative practices caused me to see
differently and guided me through challenging my constructions on the purpose of education.
In conducting this study on the influence emotions have on academic achievement, I
discovered that emotions could never be evaded and should not be left unattended. Emotions can
cause illness and disease. Learning about emotions guided me to gradually practice compassion
and self-awareness using tools of mindfulness, which has helped me begin unpacking emotional
memories. Memories of the transformative education I have benefitted from ignited and continue
to deepen my interest in understanding the multifaceted challenges at the root of the selfdetrimental decisions made by members of the generationally marginalized, of whom I am a
member.
Synchronously, my daughters began to speak into the universe about their desire to grow our
family. Thinking about my grandchildren and their education prompted me to understand better
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how transformation has been interconnected with teaching and learning. Being told that my
daughters were planning to have children was a mind-blowing, overwhelmingly emotional event
in my life. I had worked tirelessly to ensure my children would not confront extreme poverty or
be hindered by the limited choices available to marginalized people. At age 18 years, I dreamt of
transforming our lineage, and in so doing, bringing it back to its generational and rich cultural
place of self-determination. Instinctively, and by this time also understanding the scholarly
research on underage pregnancy as a precursor to dropout, academic underachievement, and
extreme poverty, I strove to break the cycle that had afflicted my ancestors, immediate family,
and countless others. I succeeded! I had provided my daughter with guidance and role-modeling
until each daughter appeared rooted as fair, thoughtful, loving, economically independent, and
responsibly involved in careers, administration, and law, respectively, before making a conscious
decision to bear children and raise responsible citizenry. Understanding the ramifications of my
being able to transcend and the impact that represented for my descendants provoked my interest
in supporting other members of society who sought to self-determine aspects of their lived
realities.
Conducting educational research emanates from my indignant interest in addressing the
educational inequities I observed by uncovering replicable methods that may be used broadly to
mitigate such inequalities, particularly among marginalized Spanish-speaking communities.
Anna Stetsenko and Eduardo Vianna, individually and collectively, have done extensive work on
transformation within educational spaces aimed to agitate schemas that may result in
"development and learning as collaborative achievements of an activist nature that are not
confined to adapting to what is "given" in the world" (Vianna & Stetsenko, 2014, author's
emphasis, p. 575), and "enable a practical intervention into human development as the pathway
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to social change" (Vianna & Stetsenko, 2014, p. 580). My positionality continues to be nonneutral, and similar to the education research advanced by Eduardo Vianna & Anna Stetsenko in
Research With a Transformative Activist Agenda: Creating the Future Through Education for
Social Change (2014), my autoethnographic study is "aimed at creating more equitable futures
premised on ideas of social justice and equality" (p. 579). These aims are organically cultivated
into my seeing the wisdom of advancing transformative change.
My Seeing Their Beautiful Faces Shaped my Reexamination of Education
Interbeing with the pure love I felt for my oldest daughter's first child, commingled with my
scholarly learnings on emotions, contemplative practices, identity, and education. The result of
these two powerful positionalities catalyzed my challenging the emic constructions (Guba &
Lincoln, 1989, p. 248) that I ascribed to various aspects of life, including education. For decades
I had chased what I perceived were needed antidotes to cure the realities of extreme poverty,
which I had neatly interrelated to academic dropout, but as I ever-so-gently lovingly gazed upon
the eyes, tiny arms, fingers, toes of one then another grandchild, I reflected on my path from a
different standpoint. From my transformed ontological perspective, I recognized that I had paid
dearly for academic achievements. Operating on autopilot had resulted in many bruises, and not
only had I stubbed toes and broken many bones but suffered from overanxiety and unaddressed
stress.
I understood that while education may indeed serve as an economic equalizer premised on
the fact that "[s]tudents from privileged backgrounds complete more schooling and earn higher
wages than students from disadvantaged backgrounds" (Rumberger, 2011, p. 253), there is more
to life than academic credentialing and related achievements. I dealt with some extreme
challenges during my childhood. I wanted different for my grandchildren. More than academic
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and pecuniary triumphs, I longed to identify an education that guides them in learning how to
sustain peace, equity, wellness, and love. Pondering where my daughters could find such
education for my grandchildren concerned me because I had not yet witnessed education
consistently providing this form of teaching and learning.
Dreaming of Contributing to Quality Early Education
My views on achievement changed when the problem I sought to solve and the answers I strove
to uncover were no longer singularly focused on remediating dropout. I found myself, here
borrowing from Anna Stetsenko in The Transformative Mind: Expanding Vygotsky's Approach to
Development and Education (2017), "deliberating not only on how to solve problems, but also
on what problems require solutions in the first place," which the author argues, "necessitates the
work of identity building through positioning oneself vis-à-vis the ongoing collaborative
practices and, more importantly, finding one's own stake in them (author's emphasis, p. 342). My
interests in teaching and learning, combined with my desire to positively influence the future for
my growing family, organically guided my interests in better understanding the transformational
aspects of early education.
Still fascinated by the influence of Lev Vygotsky on children's learning and development, I
examined his work as part of an early education college course offered by a local university.
Guided by an instructor of Vygotskian education, I learned that in his short 37 years, Lev
Semyonovich Vygotsky (1896-1934), a renowned Russian psychologist and pioneer in
developmental psychology, established essential theories on the mind and left indelible
knowledge that informs pedagogy: the science or art of teaching. Vygotsky's work made visible
the underlying social experiences and cultural signs and symbols foundational to the
developmental processes of learning. Vygotsky believed,
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children's learning and development are neither predetermined by hereditary, as nativists
hold; nor determined by conditioning, as behaviorists hold; nor the result of children's
independent explorations, as constructivists hold. Rather, children's learning and
development are the results of adult mediation, that is, the engagement of children in ageappropriate activities, in the context of which adults promote the development in children of
new motives and teach them new tools of thinking, problem solving, and self-regulation
(author's emphasis; Karpov, 2014, p. 9).
Vygotsky's theoretical approach, called sociohistorical and sociocultural, argues the vital
need for parents, caretakers, teachers, and researchers to mediate practical activities using a
child's history and culture to ignite human mental processes (Karpov, 2014, p. 17). In
understanding a child's culture, caregivers can make education relevant to existing knowledge.
Relatedly, I learned attachment is foundational for future development, and Vygotskians argue
"that the roots of attachment should be sought in the history of emotional interactions of infants
with primary caregivers" (Karpov, 2014, p. 30). My knowledge production catapulted into an
intense desire to learn more about high-quality early education. Unfortunately, the stress of
scholarly research, passionately intense work supporting my professional responsibility to
precollege grant-funded programs and services, and my personal life, including my new role as a
granny, proved too heavy. This time, I saw the signs early and recognized the wisdom of
listening to my body, mind, and health.
Being and Doing Differently
In conducting this autoethnographic study, my body and mind brought me to a halt several times
until I learned to focus on myself holistically. Focusing on incorporating breathing, meditation,
and yoga into my daily practice has helped me slow my busy mind. The clarity I experienced
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simply by challenging the viewpoints I had developed throughout my life was transformational.
Immediately after recovering, I deliberated on my scholarship, my new interests are given recent
awareness, and I became determined to support my family and humanity by providing
exceptional support to its early childhood, even on minor scales.
When an opportunity to open a small preschool presented itself, I jumped at the idea of
constructing an early education school. My role was that of an operational consultant supporting
a full-time operational director and fiduciary partner. The endeavor of opening the childcare
center was daunting. Finding highly qualified, the credentialed teaching staff was onerous. The
center opened as an early education childcare provider. The childcare center offered

contemplative mindfulness practices and yoga to children ages 15 months to 5 years in ageappropriate lessons. In addition, children were guided in learning about botany, food and health,
culture, chess, and music. It took five years to build the program, and it was severely dismantled
by the 2019-2020 global COVID-19 pandemic.
Helping Guide Children Toward Self-Regulated Learning
Awareness of the benefits of early scaffolded learning and contemplative practices, combined
with my reverent desire to support meaningful life agenda for my family and others, became the
impetus for establishing an early learning center to serve infants, toddlers, and preschool children
and families. The school was founded on optimistic belief and self-determination. From its onset,
we strove to bring together a multicultural community of learners.
Recollecting the mandate I understood from my reading of Ira Shor, who in Empowering
Education: Critical Teachings for Social Change (1992), shares that "situated, multicultural
pedagogy increases the chance that students will feel ownership in their education and reduces
the conditions that produced their alienation [that] compromise the majority of students" (p. 51),
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I sought to uplift the early development of a democratic populace. The center’s administration
needed to carve out a plan for doing so.
A Blueprint for an Early Learning Center. More than addressing the practical matters
related to the governance of a small learning center for infants and toddlers, e.g., financing,
locating, and acquiring needed licensing and permits, as the center's founding architect, I sought
to develop a blueprint for comprehensive teaching and learning. Rather than singularly adhering
to the New Jersey Department of Children and Families' comprehensive guidance and
sanctionable requirements for childcare provision, the blueprint maintained that teaching and
learning practices would be rooted in the works of seminal education theorist Lev Vygotsky. His
theories, particularly those situated in social interaction and cultural development, became
fundamental to the center's practices.
With a young, compassionate, and committed director, and an education coordinator who
amassed high credentials in early education, special education, bilingual education, and teacher
education before taking early retirement after serving the New York City Department of
Education for more than 20 years, we drafted a plan to enroll infant children into an early
learning center. The Nursery classroom was to support infants in the center, and like most
daycare (early learning) centers in Jersey City, New Jersey, would rely on the HighScope
curriculum.
The early learning center selected the HighScope curriculum to support classrooms.
The HighScope method of teaching and learning is designed to provide high-quality early
childhood education to children ages infancy to 3 years and 3 to 5 years. While HighScope, as a
non-profit organization, upholds this methodology's integrity and strives to support
disseminating early childhood education with fidelity, HighScope does not credential the
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implementation of its curriculum. In addition, since teaching standards vary from state to state,
there is no national standard for earning teaching credentials, particularly in early childhood.
HighScope offers paid professional learning and training opportunities to individuals
interested in becoming early childhood/preschool teachers, supporting this education segment.
There are no minimum education prerequisites for enrollment, and so an individual with a high
school diploma can apply as quickly as another with a college degree. The International
HighScope Registry oversees HighScope teacher credentialing. While states have drilled down
into many early childhood classrooms to mandate standards in curriculum, they do not mandate
how early education is provided. Parents select their children’s daycare (early education) centers,
determining how their infants and young child(ren) will experience early learning.
Our Teacher Professional Development Is Rooted In Vygotskian Theories. Reminiscing the
guidance that I had received from countless teachers, including Mrs. Doggedly and Mr. Antonio,
sparked my reflective mindfulness that the quality of edification matters. Recalling David Abalos
in The Latino family and the politics of transformation, I sought to guide my children's children
and the children of families served by our programs to learning that not only imparts the skills of
reading, writing, and mathematics but aids holistically "to transformation" (p. 59).
In understanding the vital role teachers play in children's education, the blueprint was
designed to contain a framework for supporting teachers through professional development and
training. Our focus was to cultivate teachers who guided children's critical thinking, problemsolving, and self-regulation skills. Vygotsky had closely examined the psychological
underpinnings of education and offered influential contributions to implementing our teaching
and learning program. Collectively, we reviewed Vygotsky's theories that cognitive development
occurs through social interactions, and the construction of knowledge occurs through social
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negotiation (Karpov, 2014). Thus, the center's blueprint outlined how the environments would
encourage developmentally appropriate learning among a small learning community comprised
of infants, toddlers, preschoolers (6 weeks to 5 years). The teaching guides are charged with
helping children learn about their world. Preschoolers, children ages three to five years were
provided early experiential exposures to meaningful, practical matters focusing on the living
sciences (botany), awareness of self, and awareness of others (cultural awareness through
Geography and peace education).
Vygotsky for educators, by Yuriy Karpov (2014), was used to guide our teaching and learning
practices, particularly for infants. Consequently, programs demonstrate the notion that infants
should engage in positive infant-caregiver emotional interaction minimally for the first six
months, which Vygotsky believed paramount to the child's complete development (Karpov,
2014). The first elements of our blueprint for teaching and learning focused on the environment.
Infant and toddler classrooms were supported with light tones of sage paint, believed to stimulate
positive brain functions, and are scented with lavender oils traditionally used to promote peaceful
atmospheres (Alexander, 2019, p. 13). The Nursery classrooms feature wall-to-wall carpeting
that was laid over two layers of padding. Infants and young children only use cribs when they
sleep and otherwise spend their days working with the critical thinking tools (toys) repeatedly
cleaned and placed on low shelves easily accessible to the children roaming the floors.
Consistent with Vygotsky's theoretical paradigm, as outlined in Karpov (2014), our nursery
program practices focus on the imperative that teaching staff (including teacher aides) engage
children in age-appropriate activities that promote new motives and tools according to the
prescribed three overarching stages of development from birth to six months (pp. 30-43).
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First Stage- Birth to 1 month (4 weeks): For the first four weeks of life, an infant
demonstrates physiological needs, and the caregiver expresses positive emotional interactions,
e.g., smiling. The infant's reactions toward his/her caregiver are limited to natural emotional
displays prompted by a combination of the infant's natural helplessness and physiological needs
for food, diaper changes, and changes in the immediate environment need that requires an adult
caregiver's support. Under best-case scenarios, the infant's caregiver will respond to the infant by
determining and gratifying the physiological needs. At the same time, under such scenarios, the
caregiver smiles, coos, talks, caresses, and fondles the infant, forming emotional contact with the
infant. During this process, the caregiver initiates an emotional bond with the infant as she
gratifies the child's physiological needs; the infant does not reciprocate the emotional interaction
and most often relax until the next occurrence. As the infant ages, she begins to respond to the
caretaker's emotional actions. The caregiver continues to provide positive emotional interactions.
Second Stage- One month-2.5 months (4-9 weeks): By the fifth week of age, infants who
have benefited from caring, compassionate mediation begin to demonstrate positive emotional
reactions and respond to their caregiver's emotional interaction with a smile when physiological
needs are being met. Caretaker's mindful persistence evokes the child's smiles; this
developmental transition requires the caregiver's part. Infants slowly begin to respond more
quickly and smile of their own volition rather than solely when prompted by their caregivers.
Third stage- 2.5 to 6 months (9 weeks to 6 months): During the third stage of the infantcaregiver emotional interaction, infants begin to develop self-initiative, which includes what
American researchers have referred to as "social smiling" (p. 32). Vygotsky called the positive
emotional reaction of infants to caregivers the "stage of excitement." (p. 33). This stage begins
with the infant's responsive smiling to the caregiver whether or not the caregiver initiates the
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emotional interactions or the infant's physiological needs are gratified. Other positive emotions
include body gestures and happy vocalizations. Although stage three indicates that the infant has
reached an important benchmark in infant-caregiver emotional interactions, the caregiver's role
in further developing the interactions continues to be extremely important.
At this stage, infants often are more interested in the infant-caregiver emotional interaction
than in physiological needs, and when a caregiver demonstrates to the infant emotional attention,
the infant becomes distracted from physiological interaction, and the infant intensifies
excitement. Progressively, the infant-caregiver emotional interaction begins to be initiated by the
infant, who now has developed new motives: social interaction or the motive of object
exploration. Other essential shifts include the infant developing the new activity of emotional
interaction and differentiating between caregivers and strangers, or otherwise developing an
attachment to primary caregivers. I recall observing this in a child, and I shall call her Olivia,
who demonstrated intense emotional attachment to her primary nursery staff for the first eighteen
months of her life. The attachment impeded her from interacting with other adults without
screaming and crying frenziedly and in a manner that we equated with emotional discomfort.
Concerned, the early education center asked that the parents consult with their pediatrician and
provide a letter approving the child’s program participation.
The third stage is marked by the progressive shift from the mediator's initiative to the
mediated infant slowly assuming initiative. However, despite the progressive shift, it is essential
to note that the mediator caregiver plays a vital role in mediating the learning, focusing on the
emotional interactions.
Vygotsky's Theories On Mediated Learning Guided Our Teaching And Learning
Practices. Members of our original teaching staff had been conditioned to meet all the needs of
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infants, so the concept of allowing a young infant to interact freely with materials in a prepared
environment and only to intercede when the child needed assistance was unfamiliar. Vygotsky's
theories of mediated learning and human development were instrumental in helping teaching
practitioners to understand that children scaffold their learning upon earlier learning. Research
findings clarified our shared understanding that the role of teaching and learning is to guide
rather than instruct the child. The Vygotskian notion of mediation in Yuriy Karpov's Vygotsky for
educators (2014) was used to guide the professional development of teaching staff and to
facilitate our understanding of how educators support the mental processes of learning by
engaging children in "age-appropriate activities and in the context of these activities teach them
the psychological tools needed for successful performance of these activities" (p. 18). We also
discussed how to react when the child's use and proficiency in the tool increases, and we drew
attention to the process of mediation that requires that teachers become less and less involved in
the child's activity to support communication, language, and self-regulation (pp. 19-21).
Our multicultural learning community, whose membership represented Indian, Irish, Italian,
Russian, German, Mexican, Dominican, Cuban, Puerto Rican, and American descent, benefited
from understanding the vital relationship between learning and cultural relevancy. In Introducing
Vygotsky: A guide for practitioners and students in early years education (2009), Sandra Smidt
clarifies Vygotsky's theories on the cultural-historical relationship to learning and development.
Unpacking this theoretical framework for novice teachers, Smidt explains that Vygotsky believed
"a child is born into a culture and becomes a full member of that culture through making
meaning of all aspects of the culture – the practices and beliefs and values, [and] the child does
this through using the communicable systems as tools which allow the child's thinking to
change" (p. 37). This construct took on special meaning when staff commented that children
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were not provided nutritious meals because they did not equate the Indian staple of naan and
chickpea puree as nutritive.
To abet these cultural misconceptions, we asked parents to provide cultural awareness of
their foods, holidays, and other socio-cultural symbols. This cultural awareness was subsequently
embedded into our professional development. The construct of mediated learning being rooted as
a sociocultural activity was essential to Vygotsky, who notably recognized that learning is
enhanced when students have access to relevant tools and teachers mediate learning that helps
them better understand the world.
In defining Vygotsky's interpretation of the terms historical and instrumental, Smidt explains,
Vygotsky's meaning for the term historical refers to "how humans have mastered and used the
environment- and continued to do so- over decades" again highlighting language as the key to
these processes, while the term instrumental refers to the process of utilizing "cultural tools or
signs to mediate qualitative changes in thinking" (pp. 21-22). Cultural and historical tools,
represented as language, are unique and distinct from the social fields where these early learners
experience life. Vygotsky identified the goal of instruction as providing the "child with the
support of a more expert other [adult] using text or other cultural tools to mediate experience" (p.
26). In addition, meaning-making is influenced when the subject or learner interacts in artifactmediated or object-oriented action (p. 90). We incorporated these tenets by using parent-provided
cultural artifacts, such as the foods and books, to assist language development.
The Montessori Method Begins to Creep in as a Curricular Approach to Teaching and
Learning
As I amassed knowledge on constructivist education, I engaged with bouts of curiosity,
awareness, and high emotions related to recognizing that my offspring would be gauged by their
ability to pass standardized examinations. Instead of striving to educate children to pass tests, I
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considered what if we educated young people to pass the trials of living? I continued my
investigation of methods used to support education and encountered the work of Maria
Montessori, among other compelling early education philosophies, e.g., Reggio Emilia, Waldorf,
Creative Curriculum, and the one we used, HighScope.
What are Montessori Methods of Guided Instruction
During my research, I discovered that Maria Montessori's methods result from professional
experiences with childhood, health, and exposure to constructivist educators and theorists.
Research findings indicate that Montessori's views on intelligence and human potential were
influenced by her exposure to various special education techniques utilized throughout Europe
during her knowledge production. Among these were French physicians Jean-Marc-Gaspard
Itard and Edouard Seguin, who are believed influential in the scientific approach Montessori
later used in her work, including observation and experimentation (Lascarides & Hinitz, 2011 p.
144). Likewise, influential were John Dewey and Lev Vygotsky. They also held the theoretical
and philosophical beliefs that children construct knowledge "rather than simply taking it in like
empty vessels," as noted by Angeline Lillard in Montessori: The Science Behind the Genius
(2008, p. 12), where she paraphrases Paolo Freire in Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2010, initially
published in 1970). Witnessing the influence of an oppressive fascist regime also helped shape
the Montessori teaching methodology that supports many children today, and undoubtedly these
experiences guided her to consider how the child "could form the basis for rebuilding mankind in
a peaceful image" (Lascarides & Hinitz, 2011, p. 163).
The Montessori educational methodology has been used for more than 100 years when Maria
Montessori first implemented a program to address the needs of children who lived in housing
projects and were left unsupervised while their parents worked. Today, Montessori methodology
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and curriculum are used by parents and directresses who support private and public Montessori
schools. Maria Montessori and her heirs refrained from having the teaching method trademarked.
Therefore, it is incumbent upon the individual schools and credentialing bodies charged with
overseeing the American and international implementation of the curricula to ensure teaching
and learning occur with fidelity.
Optically, astute visitors of Montessori classrooms will see that the Montessori method relies
on a heterogeneous grouping of children and aesthetically pleasing, well-prepared environments
that encourage the self-selection of first-hand, didactic materials with imbedded control of errors
(these materials are also referred to as work). Teachers are called guides. Guides offer a silent
presence or, when needed, speak in whisper-like voices. Montessorian guides create
demonstrations to introduce children to the structured materials properly and then do only when
needed while concurrently performing constant observational assessments as children interact
with the self-correcting materials positioned in an esthetically beautiful and peaceful
environment.
Educative materials, called tools used in work, are organized purposefully on low shelving
from left to right, concrete to abstract, and simple to advanced. Guides and the well-prepared
environment are central to Montessori learning rooted in peace education but encompass the
areas of practical life, sensorial, culture, science, math, and literacy (personal observation of
Montessori classrooms).
Typically, assessments of children and their interactions with the work occur constantly
inside a Montessori classroom. However, children are completely unaware that this is taking
place. Children introduced to the materials are encouraged to self-select and use them consistent
with their unique interests and skill levels. Unless a child requests or demonstrates help, guides
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strive not to interrupt the work cycle. Montessori materials encourage critical thinking and
enable children to analyze the need to alter and critically self-correct use. In this manner,
students are not competing against one another but engaging with the material on deeply
cognitive levels. This assessment method represents a significant move away from the United
States' long-standing emphasis on testing and assessments.
In 1932, Maria Montessori, critical of exams, vocalized her opposition to competitive testing.
Here again, I reference the work of Lascarides & Hinitz (2011), who quote Maria Montessori in
saying,
An education that is merely a blind struggle between the strong and the weak can only
produce inefficient adults. To avoid this, we must substitute more nourishing conditions in
our schools for the unfortunate circumstances to which young children are usually subjected.
Sadly, children now receive rewards for triumphing over their schoolmates in competitions
and excelling in exams, which allow them to pass from one year to another of monotonous
servitude (p. 163).
Reviewing early childhood education teaching methods as part of my early education college
courses and relevant scholarly publications, I learned that Maria Montessori had worked to
develop world peace during the last two decades of her life. I found it interesting that peace
education was infused into the Montessori curriculum. My interest in early education, combined
with a deepening understanding of the value contemplative practices offer society and my desire
to guide my grandchildren toward peace, provoked my interest in closely examining the
curriculum's author and the Montessori teaching methods from a holistic perspective.
Maria Montessori, hallmarked for her egalitarianism, was a trailblazer whose teaching
methods resonated with my desire to cultivate a critically thinking populace rather than mindless
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obedience. Learning Maria Montessori was the first woman to graduate from an Italian medical
school in 1896, despite the challenges of studying medicine, as a woman living within Italy's
patriarchal society (Lascarides & Hinitz, 2011, p. 143), was fascinating. However, I found her
path to education equally impressive. After earning her degree, Montessori accepted the role of
assistant doctor at the University of Rome psychiatric clinic, where she specialized in pediatrics
and psychology, and came into frequent contact with children of the working class and poor
(Lascarides & Hinitz, 2011, p. 143).
Montessori's writings on the importance of early childhood ignited my interest in learning
more about this pedagogical alternative for teaching and learning authentically. Over three years,
I attended professional development workshops on the Montessori philosophy for teaching and
learning and progressively implemented the practices. Reading in The secret of childhood
(1966), where Montessori states, "the human hand, so delicate and so complicated, not only
allows the mind to reveal itself but it enables the whole being to enter into special relationships
with its environment" (p. 81) catapulted a transformation of our nursery. Infant apparatuses such
as walkers and swings were replaced with infants' tools placed on low shelves within easy reach
of all children.
The Montessori method of teaching and learning has garnered the interest of parents,
educators, researchers, and educational theorists for offering embodied education where students
engage in activities that contribute to holistic human development (Rathunde, 2009). In The
absorbent mind (1967/1999), Maria Montessori, in comparing the merits of her teaching and
learning methods to other teaching methods used at the time, wrote, "among all the many
teaching methods officially used in different countries, no one proposes to help the individual
from birth and to protect his development" (p. 10). Contextualizing Maria Montessori's plan for
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guiding an individual to interact with life peacefully rather than to prepare for tests, I thought
about the educational methods I had until then observed. Until then, my observations of guided
instruction aligned with Maria Montessori's ideals only occurred at home under the nurturing
home-care environments or in high-end private schools.
Although the Montessori methodology was created in the early twentieth century, the
educational pedagogy remains relevant and is well aligned with practical psychological research
on how knowledge is constructed. For example, in her book, From childhood to adolescence,
Montessori (1976) explains why she believes learning is a dynamic part of the human
developmental experience:
Education should not limit itself to seeking new methods for a mostly arid transmission of
knowledge: its aim must be to give the necessary aid to human development... If the
formation of man (author's emphasis) becomes the basis of education, then the coordination
of all schools from infancy to maturity, from nursery to university, arises as a first necessity:
for man is a unity, an individuality that passes through interdependent phases of
development. Each preceding phase prepares the one that follows, forms its base, nurtures the
energies that urge towards the succeeding period of life (p. 84).
Infusing Mindfulness into our Early Learning Settings
By the time I encountered Montessori teaching and learning methods, I understood that applied
mindfulness aids concentration, focus, contemplation, and healing. Around this time, I looked
around and considered the unrelenting realities of inequality, poverty, dis-ease, war, and other
overwhelming reasons to be concerned with the world's fate. Comprehending how much we as a
people stand to benefit from contemplative learning practices, I sought to understand better how
and why Montessori methodology had been interrelated with mindfulness (Rathunde, 2001).
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At that point, I had not yet observed a Montessori classroom. I had read the work of Angeline
Stoll Lillard, professor of psychology at the University of Virginia in Charlottesville, who had
published her comprehensive research findings on the Montessori methodology of teaching, a
project she states emanated as she selected schooling for her children. Evaluating the Montessori
philosophy and practices and how its fundamental principles contrasted traditional education,
Lillard produced a critical analysis that substantiated the benefits of Montessori education. In
Montessori: The Science Behind the Genius (2008), Lillard asserts that "no other single
educational curriculum comes close to the Montessori curriculum in terms of its levels of depth,
breadth, and interrelationship across time and topic (p. 22). Further, Lillard explains that
Montessori is an educational methodology built on the premise that children learn best by active
engagement (p. 30). Thus, guides introduce tools and exercises to help children enhance their
minds through self-directed, concentrated practices. I used her work as my guide and retained the
Montessori teacher education program in New York City to provide my staff with professional
development sessions.
Contemporary psychological research has correlated Montessori's concentrated practice with
mindfulness and has indicated that Montessori methods positively impact students with a
curriculum that inspires concentration, individualism, self-directed engagement (Lillard, 2007).
Moreover, research studies have cited findings indicating Montessori preschool elevates and
equalizes child outcomes (Lillard, Heise, Richey, Tong, Hart, and Bray in Frontiers in
Psychology, 2017). Years before co-founding an early learning center, I became interested in
scholarly research that identified the benefits of engaging the mind in deep concentration. One
such research comes from Kevin Rathunde, who is in Montessori and Embodied Education
(2009), where he shares his argument that optimal experiences arise from embodied education
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that correlates to mindfulness and Montessori learning methods. Citing the work of neurologist
Antonio Demasio, Rathunde further explains that "the body and emotions are indispensable for
rationality and the highest reaches of decision-making and creativity" (Rathunde, 2009, p. 191).
Identifying a gap in the research, in the text, Rathunde argues Montessori's "ideas about how
connecting the body and mind influenced students' attention and experience had (at the time of
his publishing) largely gone unrecognized" (Rathunde, 2009, p. 193). He reflected on the fact
that Montessori "emphasis on concentration so deep that one becomes unaware of surroundings"
that she labeled normalization was akin to the research he and his colleague have done on the
benefits of deep concentration (Rathunde, 2009, p. 194). I became fascinated by the opportunity
to provide children with an education that could refine their sensory perceptions, concentration,
and mind.
Transforming the Early Learning Center From Theory to Practice
Credentialing the school under American Montessori Society guidelines included a self-report of
the school's administrative and teaching staff's credentials and the school environment. In
keeping with the Montessori methodology, our classroom environments invite interaction,
engagement, and choice. Unlike traditional classrooms, as Montessori methodology dictates, the
learning environment is well-prepared by the guide (the title assigned to the person who follows
and supports each child's unique learning). Amid authentic Montessori classrooms, learning takes
place in a large, open classroom with aesthetically pleasing tools for work areas. Some work
areas are suited for a group activity, and there are other defined areas where children can either
decide to work on the floor or tables, alone or in small groups. Adhering closely to my ancestor's
axiology centered on absolute integrity, I identified the company that researched the Montessori
method and compiled aligned lesson plans with a list of related tools. Then I invested
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conscientiously in the tools and equipment needed to afford children the best opportunity for
self-directed learning.
Like what I witnessed when I visited my youngest daughter at Brooklyn Friends, our
classrooms were not constrained by the standard rows of tables and chairs. Rather than having
teachers impart information at the head of the classroom, Montessori classrooms are supported
by guides who speak so softly that children learn to engage quietly to ensure they hear the
guidance they will receive. In addition, Montessori instruction is rooted in respect.
Montessori classrooms, walls are white, furniture is usually white or made of pine, and
materials are colorful and aesthetically beautiful. Guides present activities like eating, moving to
a learning center, and even using the bathroom as choices. For learning activities, guides
encourage students to roll out a mat, pulling tools off the shelf doing work. Like many
Montessori classrooms, well-defined spaces are used to support the curriculum. These spaces are
designated with names that denote subject matter and practices like Practical Life (where
children learn self- and community support), Language, Sensorial, Math, Culture (supported by
small animal objects, world maps, puzzles, and flags), Peace and Reflection (encourages
meditation) Science, (biology, and living sciences including botany) and peace education.
Guides take great care in establishing order. Order is established during morning meetings
where the collective (guides and children) participate in the day's discussion. The process of
normalization encourages children to respect themselves, others, and the environment. The guide
introduces tools before putting them on a shelf; students can freely work with self-correcting
tools once on a shelf. Children learn that they choose to work with another or politely explain
that it is his/her preference to work alone. Children are free to engage with any tool, even
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repeatedly. When children have trouble with an activity, they are encouraged to seek help from
the guide or a peer: mentorship and teamwork are introduced early and encouraged.
On-The-Ground Implications of Infusing Emotional Intelligence Among Children Enrolled
Into an Early Education Center
Understanding the ramifications of unregulated emotions and the impact this has on all aspects of
living, particularly health, from the onset, I recognized the importance of counteracting the social
realities our children faced by infusing tools to encourage emotional balance. To that end, in the
classrooms supporting children ages 2-5 years, I contracted a yoga instructor who served as a
guide to regulated breathing, and among the oldest of the group, yoga and meditation.
Guides like all teachers can make an enormous difference in a child's life facing challenges,
often simply guiding comprehension and critical thinking skills needed for self-determination.
Understanding the importance of good guidance, Montessori assigned the role of classroom
guide. The guide is responsible for following the child and supporting his needs. Today, much
like when Montessori penned her methodology, families need support in providing early
childhood education to provide a solid foundation for life-long learning and intellectual emotion.
Maria Montessori, who in The Advanced Montessori Method (1965), speaks on intelligence,
made clear the difference between 'understanding' because another person seeks to impress upon
us the explanation of a thing by speech, and 'understanding' the thing of ourselves, adding that,
"ever-inquiring intelligence should be left at liberty to perform its work of reconstruction and
salvation" (author's emphasis, pp. 214-215). In this way, the guide should only intervene when
she needs to guide work or emotions.
The importance of attending to emotions brings to mind a young boy I have observed for six
years. The child was three years old when I witnessed him manifesting high emotions that I
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attributed to the challenges the family was experiencing. As I am wont to do in the classrooms, I
recorded my impressions in my notebook, which are transcribed below:
The little boy dropped his breakfast dish containing cereal onto the floor. He understood
something needed to be done, so he moved his chair back, stood up, and walked over to the
dustpan and small broom located at the corner of the Practical Life area. He had just turned
three years of age, and Care of the Environment was new. He walked back to sweep up the
mess he had made. Usually, this little boy demonstrates extreme frustration when he is unable
to control his work. He has been known to sweep the entire contents off a table onto the floor
with one arm before he begins screaming and yelling at the top of his voice. The guide
understands that the child has been exposed to a family storming from listening. She peered
from the corner of her eye, observing that he was finding this work challenging. He seems to
be considering the situation, and she does not move to assist him. He tried to place the
dustpan next to the broom but lacked the dexterity to complete the task. The guide seemed to
see that he was visibly becoming agitated. Still, she waited. Suddenly, the little boy stood up
and, in a firm and loud voice, screamed: I NEED HELP! Slowly the guide walked over to the
area and asked him, Can I help you? He said yes, and she proceeded to help him position the
dustpan so that he could sweep up the mess he had created.
Recalling this event still makes me hold back tears as I remember the lesson he had created
for himself. Finally, he had been able to identify the need for help and express the need for help.
This child was overwhelmed by the reality of the world he was experiencing and demonstrated it
daily by acting out, crying, and using physical aggression toward others. I witnessed the first step
toward learning to ask for the help that he needed. I understood it as an essential step.
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The little three-year-old boy had been enrolled in the school since infancy. From the vantage
point of his guide, he was becoming unruly. We knew some new behaviors were indicative of his
age. Nevertheless, we also considered to what extent his new behaviors represented his inability
to process aspects of his life? Despite not knowing precisely why the child demonstrated such
aggression, the guide compassionately instilled the construct of seeking help. His being able to
voice his needs opened the door for communicating his needs and then his feelings. Working
closely with the child's parents, we followed the child and his unique needs.
Observing all that is needed to create education that transforms even those most marginalized
by their realities, I understand the importance of having solid foundations of moral codes
customarily provided by family. When lacking, I recognize the many methods used to provide
stellar support to children through early education. Before this study, I sought a panacea to the
problem created by the action of dropout. I now understand there is no panacea, and while
methods of teaching and learning may serve as an excellent tool when implemented with
authenticity, like a kaleidoscope, there are many constantly changing patterns and sequences of
elements to this problem.
Undertaking the various challenges I faced as part of my lived reality, I consider the validity
of the notion that history does not command us, and instead, history is transformed by our
actions (Freire, 1985 in Stetsenko, 2017, p. 30), and I agree. Acknowledging the new
configurations of my thought processes, I slowly realized that I am a participant of historically
constituted social practices, but the practices are dynamic. Many of my realities caused me havoc
before I summoned the agency to dismantle and recreate them. Through my active partaking in
contemplative practices that offer mindfulness, I realize that I shape a reality even as reality is
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shaping me. We create ourselves as we change from agentic knowledge production and agency,
which may also change the environment through this change.
My autoethnographic study was guided by my interests in exploring the influence emotions
have on achievement and learning. Exposure and recurrent experiences with mindfulness
practices transformed my ontology, epistemology, and axiology, which influenced my improved
health, relationships with myself and others, and my personal and professional practices.
Improved health and compassionate interpersonal interfaces guided my interests in considering
early education curricula focused on peace education and mindfulness. Montessori is one such
approach. There are others. I recognize that some might question whether what I experienced
resulted from mindfulness. My interpretations of my reflective lifeworld events are based on my
perceptions and philosophies. These are not the only truths. Meditation and other mindfulness
practices guide me to open my heart and mind to all that is known and truths yet to be revealed.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
Considering the Path Toward Nurturing Transformative Learning
When my graduate studies began, I was interested in identifying solutions. My early attempts to
address the dropout problem were grounded in narrowly framed hypotheses and feeble unbiased
experimental research designs fraught with data-driven dependent and independent variables that
I – then – believed could help me understand the phenomena. Before I shed positivistic
approaches, I believed the research and researcher needed to exist as mutually distinct
organisms. Slowly I embraced that I did not need to detach from my participants as I sought to
research the decisions of young people of color who abandoned schooling, dropped out, and later
joined the statistically high-needs ranks. The current research fulfilled concerns that were
personal, professional, and scholarly. As this autoethnographic reflective narrative reveals, I
interpreted situations in schools using the mindset I developed as I transformed the aspects of my
lifeworld that once represented my young children and my social-economic statuses. I believed
poverty could be mitigated through academic achievements. I associated dropout with academic
and professional suicide that precedes poverty, and I wanted to help others who also sought to
transform out of poverty. Using an emergent and contingent framework, I slowly allowed the
research findings to guide the study. Consequently, the current study evolved into a rich
phenomenological autoethnographic exploration of the emotions and identity stratagems that
influence achievement, and the benefits mindfulness may offer others on the path to
transformative learning.
What has Been Learned?
As I immersed myself in contemplative mindfulness practices, Vipassana meditation, I began to
see the delusion of my thinking that I could detach from the problem. Through mindfulness
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practices, I embraced the emotional conflict I had engaged with most of my adult life, and
pertinent to this study sought to understand the lived experiences of parents, teachers,
administrators, and others involved in public education institutions from their unique
perspectives. This awareness catalyzed a multilogical approach to conducting the current
research in an emergent and contingent manner.
As part of this journey, I learned that researchers have clarified that emotional intelligence is
fundamental to positive and negative outcomes in all aspects of life, including teaching and
learning defined by some social scientists as schooling (Goleman, 1995, pp. 261-287). In
addition, social scientists have illuminated the value of positive emotions grounded in positive
self-appraisals (Turner, 2002). Finally, others guide us to consider how contemplative
mindfulness can help students learn self-compassion leading to peace (Forbes, 2004).
I also learned there is no panacea to the problem of dropout. Guided by Buddhist teachings
(Rahula, 1974), I realize that seeking to solve the problem of dropout is to ignore the absolute
truth, which according to Buddhism, is "that there is nothing absolute in the world, that
everything is relative, conditioned and impermanent, and that there is no unchanging,
everlasting, absolute substance like Self, Soul within or without" (pp. 39-40). To think otherwise
represents manifestations of delusion.
Through this study and correlated reflective considerations of firsthand experiences, I
realized dropout might express personal and agentic decisions to forgo something of value given
the realities one faces. Decisions to drop out are relative to the unique conditions the person
faces interbeing within that lifeworld. For example, my real-life experiences of being a mother of
two daughters balancing 16 credits of college work with the responsibilities of a full-time job
taught me how challenging it could be to complete college. I recall one incident when I walked
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into my childcare provider's apartment at 8:30 pm after spending the day at work, followed by
four hours attending two college courses on a Friday night. I was about two weeks into the
semester, and I remember walking in the door, dropping my bags to hug my children, thinking
about the four classes I was scheduled to take on the following day. As I wrapped my arms
around my youngest, I heard my two-year-old child say, mommy, I am hungry! After learning
that my children had not yet been offered to eat dinner, my mind immediately became distressed.
I wanted to improve my children’s lives long-term but did not want to do so while harming them
in the short term.
I could have devised solutions to prevent this situation from reoccurring. However, left
unresolved, the distress of leaving my children in potentially unsafe conditions became the
motive for dropping out of schooling again. Daniel Goleman (2013), in Focus: The driver of
excellence, shares his research-based clarification that "negative focus leads to discouragement
and disengagement" and adds "when our neural centers for distress take over, our focus shifts to
distress itself, and how to ease it. We long to tune out" (p. 151).
Under the present study, there are no proposals or deterministic strategies for teaching and
learning. Instead, what has been presented in this personal narrative is one portrait, constructed
via self-reflection and interpretive methods of analysis, of one learner's journey to achievement
within social, political, and cultural conditions, enriched by embracing contemplative practices.
Considering This Study From an Evaluative Authenticity Criteria Framework
This autoethnographic study presented as a reflective narrative addresses broad questions
concerning emotions and achievement. The questions surfaced from my countless exposures to
cultural reproduction of dropout that emanated from me witnessing and listening to people
before, after, or while they considered dropping out of academic programs at various periods of
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my social life. Interrelating dropout with poverty and the deleterious impact poverty emits onto
the lives of marginalized people, I sought to examine the impact emotions have on achievement.
I longed to identify opportunities to create unbounded ripple effects that could improve the
quality of our collective life.
Kenneth Tobin and Konstantinos Alexakos, professors in the Ph.D. Program in Urban
Education at The Graduate Center of The City University of New York (The Graduate Center),
have extensively studied educational research and the benefits of using authentic inquiry to
clarify social reality. Considering the purposes of equity in school research, Tobin's frustration
with positivistic research methods unraveled into his participation with other like-minded social
scientists and his co-creation of interpretive constructivist methodologies that in the present day
motivate researchers and educational practitioners, globally, to "improve the credibility of [the]
research through the use of methodologies that could address current issues considered as
significant by practitioners" (Tobin & Alexakos, 2021, pp. 1-2). Building upon the authenticity
criteria, Tobin working interconnectedly, adapted Egon Guba & Yvonna Lincoln's (1989) tool
for evaluating good research not to miss its "fundamentally social, political, and value-oriented
character" (p. 7). In Doing Authentic Inquiry, Tobin & Alexakos (2021) clarify that authentic
inquiry represents the label they assigned to "this powerful framework that acknowledges a
dialectical relationship of theory (ontological and educative authenticity) and practices (catalytic
and tactical authenticity)" (p. 42). Thus, the authentic inquiry methodology offers the framework
I use for evaluating the merits of this study.
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Consideration on the Theory Applied to the Study: Has the Autoethnography met Ontological
and Educative Authenticity Criteria for Authentic Inquiry
Tobin (2017), in Authentic inquiry as a constituent of methodological bricolage, explains,
"ontological authenticity relates closely to hermeneutic-phenomenological questions;
respectively, why is it happening? Moreover, what is happening? Importantly, as a result of
being a participant in authentic inquiry, each person should change his/her ontology – narratives
associated with answers to the above questions and others like them" (p. 10). Educative
authenticity applies "to others involved in the research being aware of their perspective and their
meanings as well as those that differ from them," (p. 10) and embrace, "understand" and support
differences in and out of the spaces used to support education.
Following the definition Tobin (2017) puts forth as my guide, I gauge not the presence of
change but the extent of change to my ontological paradigms that resulted from this work and
offer a few examples. Before embarking on this study, I held little value for emergent and
contingent conditions that naturally arise in any realm of life, much less research that I connected
to personal and professional time-oriented goals. My deterministic approach was to implement
what I deemed a suitable plan, whether that plan was designed to bridge the gap between
extreme poverty to transformed self-sufficiency or to frame methods of inquiry to examine
dropouts. The roads not taken were observed through several interfaces with the emotions of
fear. The first interface with fear as a debilitating emotion emerged after surveying precollege
student participants and seeing them speak of fear as part of their lived reality. My second
interaction with fear arose from reading Don Miguel Ruiz (1997), who argues human beings
could freely break old agreements and adopt The Four Agreements that enable human beings to
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reject fear and instead to commit to the freedom of being happy, creative, inquisitive, and loving
(p. 95).
From ontological authenticity criteria, reviewing the constructs of dropout and mindfulness
practices of meditation consequent of this study provoked changes to my ontology. As the
research study ensued, those changes helped me to change my narrative. Below are some
examples of these changes.
Challenging myself to shed positivistic paradigms of knowing, I embraced the challenges of
conducting an autoethnographic inquiry as an authentic constructivist investigator. Reviewing
data, comprised of interviews, scribbled notes memorializing my lived experiences, journals, and
videos of my exchanges with mothers and teachers stimulated transformations to the ontological
and epistemological belief systems that underpin my interpretation of seeing and being in this
lifeworld. Consequently, instead of solely seeing dropout for its deficit attributes, I see how
educational institutions have continuously designed strategies, including mentorships programs,
academic enrichment programs, and social-cultural awareness programs to support learning. I
recognize many opportunities yet explored, and a few that I have present in this study. My
knowledge production on mindful breathing practices and deep concentration provoked by this
study has allowed me to see the wisdom of infusing into our collective definition of academic
achievement non-academic tools to confront unhappiness and suffering that impedes
concentration and learning (Hanh, 2014).
Other benefits of this doctoral journey have been the myriad transformations to my-prior
positionality that educational credentials are vital to a person's lifeworld. Among these changes
in mindset, today, I see the delusion of blaming students, teachers, parents, and others. Of course,
this punitive approach will never solve the dropout problem, as there is no one to blame. Instead,
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I now see that multiple socially constructed realities exist around the subject of dropout. It is
essential to listen and embrace each constituent's unique life experiences if we strive to
understand how each makes sense of her experiences and work collaboratively to identify viable
solutions to this socio-cultural dropout problem.
Knowledge production amassed from being a participant-observer in this autoethnography
also triggered a change to my position on the construct of dropout. Through my review of
ethnographic research on self-designed learning, I began to value individuals who legally and
morally forgo graduating from K-16 educational programs intermittently or indefinitely without
burdening anyone else. I now respect people's rights to determine and seek out multiple paths to
achievement in life. Thus, I now see how choosing to abandon a path to academic credentialing
may indeed represent one's agency rather than weakness or defeat (Bleier, 2018).
Another change is reflected in the field and during my interactions with teachers. Before this
academic endeavor, I had a deficit viewpoint of teachers I saw struggling with the practice of
teaching and learning. I maintained that teachers who benefitted from exposure to theoretical and
practical experiences were prepared to meet even the most daunting classroom experiences. That
appraisal demonstrated a lack of understanding of what I saw in the classroom. It also did not
reflect my firm commitment to empathetically respect all people and countered the humanistic
ideals of understanding I strived to maintain. Allowing myself to recognize that my teaching and
learning experiences were limited to my observations of being with or supporting classroom
teachers, I have learned to listen and see the value of engaging with compassion and appreciation
for the work teachers do when I walk into classrooms.
The educative authenticity criteria were met in this autobiographical narrative study. Over
the ten-year examination of emotions' influence on academic achievement, I communicated with
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students, families, teachers, and administrators. As a collective, we shared and learned of the
others' interpretive frameworks concerning individual experiences related to fear, success, and
the path to academic credentialing. The narrative discloses examples of the processes we
designed to learn from experiencing and impartial listening to the other to educate ourselves and
the others. Ongoing opportunities for learning from the other were developed and infused into
cogenerative dialogue at parent meetings, student seminars, and teacher/administrator
professional development workshops.
Consideration on Whether the Autoethnography met the Catalytic and Tactical Authenticity
Criteria for Authentic Inquiry
As part of the reflective nature of this autoethnography, several of my practices were
transformed into working with members of the triad, including parents, children, and teachers. I
learned how students interfaced with math and the disconnect between high school and college
placement test requirements. Catalytically, our cogenerative exchanges produced a series of
transformative changes to the methods I used to provide academic enrichment in math seminars
offered to my students, professional development to my math teachers, and informed our parents
of the role math played in college access.
Throughout the autoethnography, my overarching goal was to develop theoretical
understandings of broader social phenomena. The purpose was rooted in an equity criterion that
reflects that not all students have the awareness or equal access to policies and practices that
could benefit lifeworlds, particularly among the subject participant demographics. Considering
this work as the first component of a broader social justice initiative rather than recognizing and
reporting, I accepted the responsibility to determine who was disadvantaged. Initially, findings
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were used to amend program policies and practices and later explore other programs with similar
emancipatory interests.
Remembering The Elephant
The path to the research I entitled Por Ellas was instigated as I observed students, parents,
teachers, administrators, and others attempting to engage with schools. As a participant-observer,
I could see the participant groups were invested entirely in identifying how best to manage the
massive organism that continued to perplex them, as it has done to countless similar situated
members of our collective ancestry. Because members of each group operated from different
perspectives, they could not see the magnitude of the challenges we collectively face as we
interface with this colossal structure. Initially operating in the role of voyeur, I began to
formulate questions about the organism. By this time, I called it by name: education. Then,
suddenly I heard the school bell ring loudly, signaling the end of the parent conference. As I
walked out of the building, I observed others moving away from the elephant toward their
respective communities. I felt the jolt of another spark. Before accepting this professional
assignment and being in this school district, I had never felt these kinds of sparks. Nevertheless, I
was beginning to pay attention because they occurred with more frequency.
Examining the Fire Ignited by the Sparks
This academic journey was sparked by a humanistic interest in helping the other and
understanding dropout. I consider this an ongoing study that will continue exploring education
with a commitment to using an emergent and contingent framework. Operating within that
framework, I followed the path and drew from experiences gathered from those initial exposures
to public schooling in New Jersey, later with public schools in New York City and then to a
private early education center in New Jersey. The study afforded me the necessary opportunity to
stretch my consciousness as I conducted an examination correlated to dropout.
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Armed with questions and agreeing with Steven Pinker (2018) that “knowledge is better than
superstition and ignorance” (p. 453), I explored the topic abetted by a multilogical framework
that allowed me to consider emotions related to aspects of academic achievement, and
conversely, dropout that is neither readily observable when a person decides to ace everything or
when a person stops pursuing academic goals. I feel privileged to have had the opportunity to
encounter scholarly work that opened my eyes to how social, cultural, political, neurological,
critical race, ethnicity, and power theories bear into any discussion on emotions and their
influence on education, achievement, and dropout. Engaging with constructivist ideologies on
mindset and transformation has allowed me to consider opportunities for further research. By far,
most promising to me is the possibility of working with preschool children and using age and
developmentally appropriate methods to engage them in the development of contemplative
practices.
Turning Lemons into Lemonade
Most people see the March 2020 pandemic-related mandated closures as a period of uncertainty.
Indeed, it was. Finally embracing the emergent and contingent nature of all, including inquiry, I
took advantage of the two months I could not go to work and immersed myself in better
understanding Buddhism and incorporating contemplative practices into my life daily. Initially, I
participated in a small group seminar on Vipassana. Subsequently, I created a peaceful space
where I could engage in yoga, mindfulness, and meditation practices. Using the underutilized
cellar of my home, I created a meditation retreat where I now listen to podcasts on mindfulness,
meditate and improve my yoga poses. In this way, rather than focus my energies on the standstill
that resulted from the unexpected global closure, I appreciate that time was an emergence that
permitted me to deepen my understanding and practice of meditation and yoga.
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When I got back to the work of rebuilding and refocused on this study, I continually
reminded myself to put subjectivity and biases aside. Instead, I looked in all directions and
inwardly to make sense of life experiences related to my study. Consequently, my scholarship
offers a multilogical interpretive contribution to complement the millions of threads woven into
the tapestry of socio-culturally constructed education. Therefore, I put forward this scholarly
research with hopes that it may serve as a pebble to ripple awareness of one journey toward
achievement that transcended poverty, trickled positive change in emotions and health, and
provides subjective understandings through a rich autoethnographic account on the
transformative influence meditation, yoga and mindfulness may have on emotions related to
lifeworld experiences, including achievement.
Before engaging in this autoethnography, emotions clouded and colored certain aspects of
my personal and professional lived experiences. I found it challenging to analyze because I did
not allow myself to hear, much less value, alternative perspectives of, the others’ lived
experiences. While challenging, the process of conducting this autoethnography was catalytical
to changes in my mindset. Now, I invite and encourage others to speak their unique realities and
engage with me through rich polyphonic and polysemic exchanges that will help me feel the
meaning of the other. I contain the fear that previously impeded my listening ability, eager to
develop richer meanings around my learning experiences (Tobin & Alexakos, 2021 in Tobin &
Alexakos, eds).
Reflecting on the ever-present challenge of autoethnography, I list one. Throughout
developing this autobiographical narrative, I strove to contribute to the literature through
authentic, reflexive inquiry. However, I found myself constantly struggling to remain fully
transparent in my self-revelations regardless of how others might judge me and my interpretation
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of my life experiences. Understanding that the underlying assumption of qualitative
autoethnography is that truth and transparency shaped knowledge supported by the interaction
between people immersed in the study and their open cogenerative dialogue about their lived
experiences, I braved disclosures about the humble beginning path crossed to the present day.

Next Steps
How would education look if our aims were not to pursue good grades, report cards,
standardized test scores, and academic credentials irrespective of impact to self, others, and our
global environs? Through insights from this multilogical autoethnographic study, I see that
teaching and learning curricula of all brands have the propensity to support achievement. That
said, I have observed differences between traditional public schools, such as those I encountered
and revealed in this study, and other less traditional public schools I observed but did not include
in this study.
Final Thoughts
What I missed while focused on achievement did not occur to me until implementing this
study. It takes agency, tenacity, and much more to look in the mirror and see more of oneself
than our mind sees reflecting. Our mind is constantly darting this way and that sometimes
immersed in what others perceive of us. The vital role institutions of education bear on the
individual and the collective and larger society have been established by researchers, politicians,
and consequent of the pandemic we face, as I write this study, by millions of parents challenged
to operate as teachers. Self-valuation processes begin incredibly early and are formed by
upbringing, culture, and social interactions that customarily begin in educational settings. Our
self-image and the early constructs of self-esteem invariably affect our ability to believe
achievements are within reach. For these reasons, reflecting compassionately, a practice that
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began with learning mindfulness and meditation, I have benefited from seeing my mother's
experiences differently. I now clearly understand how my upbringing paled compared to the
heavy burdens and challenges she faced as a child, an adolescent, and a Latina raising her
children. I also see her enormous strength.
Looking forward, I intend to continue this reflective work and am formulating questions that
ask what society presume children need to know in preparation for their lifeworlds. Additional
questions consider how society prepares its citizens to face the emotions of fear and sadness,
moreover how contemplative practices may mitigate and transform these emotions among early
childhood students and teachers, parents and others interacting with education. I hope to conduct
more research built on cogenerative dialogue to enhance the learning of the Four Noble Truths as
we collectively learn “how to embrace and cradle our own suffering and the suffering of the
world, with a lot of love and tenderness” (Hahn, 2014b, p. 13).
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APPENDIX A
Excerpt Of Integral Theory Map of Parent Considerations Of College Success Participants
INTERIOR

EXTERIOR

INDIVIDUAL

“I”
SUBJECTIVE
THOUGHTS, EMOTIONS, STATES OF
MIND, SENSATIONS, PERCEPTIONS
MANY OF THE PARENTS OF THE
LATINOS WE SERVE ARE
UNDEREDUCATED,
UNDOCUMENTED, HAVE POOR OR
NO HEALTHCARE, ARE CONSTANTLY
ON EDGE FEARING THEIR
CITIZENSHIP STATUS MAY GIVE
CAUSE TO SEPARATE THEIR FAMILY,
ARE UNDEREMPLOYED, DO NOT
UNDERSTAND THE LANGUAGE, AND
BELIEVE SCHOOLS ARE THE ONLY
PLACE WILLING TO ACCEPT THEM
AS THEY ARE. THEY HAVE
DEFERENCE FOR TEACHERS AND
SCHOOL ADMINISTRATORS.

COLLECTIVE

“WE”
INTER-SUBJECTIVE
SHARED VALUES, MEANINGS,
LANGUAGE, RELATIONSHIPS,
CULTURE
SCHOOLS AND PARENTS HAVE
SHARED VALUES – STUDENT
SUCCESS – BUT FOR DIFFERENT
REASONS.

“IT”
OBJECTIVE
ACTIONS, BEHAVIORS,
MATERIAL/PHYSICAL
BODY, THINGS THAT
YOU CAN TOUCH OR
OBSERVE
PARENTS TRUST THE
U.S. EDUCATION BUT
ARE ILL-PREPARED TO
HELP THEIR CHILDREN
STUDY. STUDENTS
COME TO THE US WITH
FAMILIAL CUSTOMS
BUT QUICKLY GET
INDOCTRINATED INTO
THE AMERICAN YOUTH
CULTURE WERE DOING
HOMEWORK AND
STUDYING AND DOING
WELL ARE “NOT COOL.”
“ITS”
INTER-OBJECTIVE
SYSTEMS, NETWORKS,
TECHNOLOGY,
GOVERNMENT,
ECOLOGICAL
ENVIRONMENT
SCHOOLS ARE
DYSFUNCTIONAL,
OFFERING PARENT
LIAISONS TO REACH
OUT TO PARENTS AND
STUDENTS BUT OFTEN
CALLS FROM SCHOOL
INDICATE THAT THERE
IS A PROBLEM.
PARENTS ARE
STRUGGLING TO
SURVIVE; SCHOOLS DO

PARENTS HAVE SHARED VALUES
AMONG THEMSELVES BUT OFTEN
DO NOT INTERACT.
PARENTS AND SCHOOL TEACHERS/
STAFF/ADMINISTRATORS OFTEN DO
NOT RECOGNIZE THAT THEY DO
SHARE MORES, MEANINGS, AND
CUSTOMS.
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SCHOOL PERSONNEL VIEWS
PARENTS AS “THE OTHERS,” AND IN
TURN, PARENTS, AFTER THEY HAVE
BEEN ACCULTURATED TO THE US,
BEGIN TO BELIEVE THE SAME
(PARENTS ARE “THE OTHERS” WHO
DON’T KNOW ABOUT THEIR
CHILDREN AS MUCH AS THE SCHOOL
DOES).

185

NOT VALUE THE
PARENTS’ POWER, NOR
DO PARENTS
RECOGNIZE THAT THEY
HAVE POWER; PARENTS
DON’T HAVE TIME,
ENERGY, OR
BACKGROUND TO
INTERACT WITH THE
SCHOOL SYSTEM IN A
PRODUCTIVE WAY.
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APPENDIX B
Photos Of Parents Participating In Polysemic And Polyphonic Exchanges To Develop
Understandings Around The College Preparatory Experience at NYC College of
Technology
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APPENDIX C
Parent Survey Used To Support The Integral Analysis
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