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CLASS BACKGROUND, RESEARCH TEAM, & EXPERIENCE 
 

This research project and paper is a product of the Spring 2013 Sociology 308: 

Community Based Research Practicum Seminar at Smith College.  The class was lead by 

Professor Ginetta Candelario, an Associate Professor of Sociology and Director of the Latin 

American and Latin@ Studies Program at Smith College.  

Our research team was made up of seven students: Noah Brau (Hampshire College), Nora 

Cunningham (Mount Holyoke College), Caitlin DuBois (Smith College), Petey Fear (Smith 

College), Rachel Garbus (Smith College), Hanna Lauritzen (Smith College), and Arlene Sánchez 

(Smith College).  Our majors consist of: American Studies, Economics, Education, Government, 

Latin American/Latin@ Studies, and Sociology.  Of the students, four of us completed Professor 

Candelario’s Sociology 214 class on the Sociology of Hispanic Caribbean Communities in the 

United States, which consist of Cubans, Dominicans, and Puerto Ricans in the US.  We looked at 

the reasons they leave their islands, when and where they enter the United States, and how they 

become incorporated to greater or lesser degrees into the economy, the political system, the 

social and cultural landscape and the institutions of the mainland society.  Two of those groups 

are immigrants: Cubans and Dominicans.  The third are US citizens—Puerto Ricans; but leaving 

the island and coming to the mainland is often very similar to the immigrant experience in some 

important ways.  

In order to truly understand the sociology of the Puerto Rican community in the U.S., we 

took a semester-long, in-depth look at the community in Holyoke as a case study.  We had to 

complete field exercises and participant observation once a week aimed at developing the ability 

to connect readings to the experiences of a local community.  We also met weekly at the Adult 
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Learning Center with a GED class that was also learning some of the course content on Cuban, 

Dominican, and Puerto Rican incorporation into the United States.  In addition to that, we 

committed 4 hours a week over 9 weeks to an internship with one of seven community based, 

non-profit organizations in Holyoke.  Among them were Enlace de Familias, the Latin@ 

Chamber of Commerce, and Enchanted Circle Theater, which have been particularly important 

to this project.  

Three of the SOC308 students did not participate in SOC 214; however, they brought 

wonderful experience with other educational and internships that they’ve had.  One interned for 

several weeks at the Coalition for Community Schools.  Another student was a future teacher in 

the Boston Public School system.  We have one mother-tongue Spanish speaker and three 

bilinguals, who are trained at the high school and college level.  Several have gotten qualitative 

research methods training for sociology.  In sum, individually we each brought academic and 

professional skills and experiences that collectively allowed for a richly collaborative research 

team. 

  
COMMUNITY BASED RESEARCH 
 

Community-based research is centered on the belief that academic research in a 

community; should benefit the student and the community; and that the research effort should 

operate as a partnership between these two groups.  This theory is especially important to the 

City of Holyoke, situated in the midst of five well-known institutions for higher learning, all of 

which send students and faculty into the city for teaching and learning, but do not always send 

the knowledge they've generated or obtained back.  Community based research is committed to 

an ethic and practice of reciprocity and mutuality in the research and learning relationship. Our 

goal was not to take knowledge and leave, but to piece together knowledge we gained from the 
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community and present it back.  According, our preliminary findings were presented publically 

at a Community Forum sponsored by the Smith College Center for Community Collaboration 

and held at the Picknelly Family and Adult Education Center in Holyoke on April 30, 2013.  

Approximately 30 people from throughout the region attended the forum.  We also submitted 

this report as more permanent documentation of our research and findings via email on June 13, 

2013 to all those who participated in the research, directly or indirectly, and to anyone who 

expressed an interest in it.   

We wish to thank the CCC for funding the course and the Sociology Department at Smith 

College for providing administrative support, as well as all the Holyoke community residents, 

stakeholders, educators, elected and appointed officials, and interested parties who generously 

gave of their time, knowledge and insights to us.  We have learned a great deal, and hope that our 

research is useful in turn. 

 FOUNDATION OF THE PROJECT 
 

Professor Candelario met at the beginning of the semester with several stakeholders in 

Holyoke, elected and appointed officials, key staff members at CBOs and community members.  

She explained to them what this class was about, and asked what some of the contemporary 

issues were that the city was dealing with at the time, that a team of undergraduate researchers 

could contribute to while also expanding upon their intellectual labor in the community work.  

The answer that came up again and again and again, not surprisingly given the historic moment, 

was the fact that the City has launched an early literacy initiative and that literacy itself was a 

core concern in the community.  As a result, our objective has been to contribute to the research 

efforts that are being undertaken in the public policy arena and in the Holyoke Public School 

system to address literacy in Holyoke.   
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As we understood it, the force driving the Early Literacy Initiative was that in May of 

2012 the MCAS scores showed that an average of only 20% of Holyoke Public School’s 3rd 

graders were reading at grade level.  Part of why this statistic was so alarming is because by the 

time a student gest to third grade, so much has already been determined.  In response to this 

statistic, the School Committee began to focus on early literacy as a way of addressing that fact.  

The Early Literacy Initiative acknowledges literacy as a multi-faceted issue, and defines literacy 

more broadly.  Thus, as a complement to Mary Curro’s work inside the Holyoke Public School 

system, Andrew Melendez was appointed the Early Literacy Coordinator to work with folks 

outside the school system to identify community resources and assets that could be brought into 

the initiative.  

  In his effort to do that, Melendez had conversations with people in Pittsfield who also 

were trying to develop a comprehensive framework for understanding and expanding literacy in 

Pittsfield.  The framework was the Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD) model.  At 

Professor Candelario’s invitation, Melendez spoke with our research team about what they were 

doing in Pittsfield and asked if our research could complement this framework. 

 
ASSET-BASED COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT (ABCD)  
 

ABCD is a strategy for sustainable community-driven development.  It was designed so 

that community members drive the economic development process themselves rather than being 

driven by it.  The goal is to respond to and create local economic opportunity by mobilizing and 

identifying existing, but often unrecognized assets.  The key idea is to build on the assets that are 

already found in the community, and to mobilize local associations and institutions.  This is in 

opposition to a deficit model.  Holyoke’s goal is to identify and build actively on existing – 

though perhaps under utilized or unrecognized - assets and resources. 
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EARLY LITERACY INITIATIVE DESIGN TEAM 
 
In line with ABCD, the city has developed the Early Literacy Initiative Design Team, which 

involved a series of community partners.  Figure 1 shows the Early Literacy Design Team 

structure.  The broad range of Design Team members – from the health, family support, 

economic development, housing, non-profit, HPS, and recreation sectors – indicates that 

embedded in the convener’s vision was an asset-based community development notion.  Our 

research, therefore, aligns with the ELI’s goals overall. 

 

 

Figure 1: ELI structure 

 
 
RESEARCH METHODS 
 

Our multidisciplinary research was rooted in Sociology of Education, Economics, and 

Latin@ Studies, with an explicit focus on Latin@ Holyokers.  We also conducted extensive 

historical research in the Carlos Vega Archives in the Wistiriahurst Museum where we were able 
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to locate milestones and capture defining events in the history of education in Holyoke beginning 

with the early 1980’s – a period when many Latin@s, primarily Puerto Ricans, began to establish 

themselves in Holyoke in search of the American Dream. In order to develop an understanding 

of Holyoke’s demographics, we used Census data from both the 2006 American Community 

Survey and the 2010 Census, together with data from the Department of Early and Secondary 

Education (DESE).  We analyzed how the city draws district lines and how the socio-economic 

conditions in each ward and neighborhood may influence MCAS scores. GIS mapping 

techniques allowed us to capture visually the relationship between these various data about 

Holyoke’s neighborhood schools.  We complemented our demographic and archival research 

with in-depth interviews, including 19 with community stakeholders; a half-dozen Latin@ small 

business owners (ex. Salsarengue Restaurant and Fernández Restaurant); a half-dozen Holyoke 

Public Schools administrators; several elected and appointed officials (ex. Mayor Alex Morse 

and Early Literacy Initiative Appointed Coordinator, Andrew Melendez; School Committee 

member Michael Moriarty); several community-based organizations; primary caregivers and 

Holyoke Public Schools alumnae who currently attend college in the 5-College area. We also 

conducted 40 informal caregiver interviews with Holyoke Community Charter School parents. 

Additionally, we ran eight focus groups, ranging from 3-10 primary caregivers with children in 

the HPS. Each focus group participants was a Holyoke resident, had a child in the K-12 Holyoke 

School system, and was or had recently been the primary caregiver of the child. We conducted 

these focus groups in: two Holyoke Public Schools (The Morgan School and the Kelly School); 

two small businesses (Fernandez Family Restaurant and Salsarengue Restaurant); the Toepfert 

Housing Project Tenants’ Association; and with community-based organizations (The Care 

Center and Holyoke Community College Adult Learning Center). While we did attempt to 
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conduct focus groups at Metcalf, Peck and at the Community Education Project (CEP), our time 

was limited and the logistics became insurmountable. Nonetheless, we were able to interview 

key stakeholders from these organizations. Lastly, field notes, observations, and informal 

interviews were also conducted during the Charter School Beacon Hill Lobby Day in Boston in 

early April. 

 
Study Weaknesses: 

While much in-depth research was conducted throughout our investigation, we do 

recognize that there are also some weaknesses in our approach. We are a group of undergraduate 

students with a 14-week (really 12 weeks given breaks) time frame and limited weekly 

research/field work hours due to conflicting schedules and additional academic commitments.  

Additionally, due to time restrictions and logistical fall-outs, we were unable to interview 

teachers, who are essential stakeholders and would have contributed insight from a perspective 

that was crucial to the Early Literacy Initiative. While our intention is to remain as neutral as 

possible throughout this research, we do raise questions concerning teacher attitudes and 

contributions in the context of the Early Education Initiative and the classroom. We are also 

aware that although teachers’ perspectives were lacking in our research, we were committed to 

centering the voices and opinions of parents who are at the other end of this primary caregiver-

school alignment and who were able to provide a detailed account of their relationship to their 

child’s education and school experience. Although one-sided, their insight sheds light on Latin@ 

families’ perceptions of this relationship and how parents assess the efficiency of the schools’ 

attempts to foster parent engagement.  
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INTRODUCTION TO OUR RESEARCH  
 
        There is a wealth of assets available in Holyoke, which we see as fundamentally linked to 

the movement towards early child literacy. Some of these assets have already been identified as 

relevant to this project and are being developed, but there are many that are we believe could 

have profound benefits if utilized fully. We will provide a brief summary of the most important 

of these under utilized assets, and how we perceive their potential benefit.  

What constitutes an asset versus a deficit debate consists of three overarching themes. 

The first, and broadest theme is disconnection. While disconnection manifests in many different 

ways, the most fundamental way we observed it was the disconnect between the families in the 

schools, and the schools themselves. There is disconnect between how these families perceive 

their children’s education and their family’s engagement with the school and their children’s 

education, and what the schools expect of the families in terms of engagement. As a result of this 

disconnect, we observed a common theme reiterated by both families and schools: a feeling of 

not being heard, respected, or supported by others involved. Here we will discuss the various 

forms this disconnect takes, and hope to provide a sociological framework for increasing 

understanding about why this occurs, as well as provide some ideas on what can be done to 

mitigate its effects. 

A second theme is the sui generis importance of cultivating caregiver literacies. In this 

report we define literacies quite broadly, well beyond the skills of reading and writing: it is a 

whole spectrum of skills and knowledge that contribute to the empowerment of individuals 

and families. We believe that cultivating these kinds of literacies is fundamentally important to 

addressing the challenge of early reading, because – as we demonstrate in our findings – the 

empowerment and education of parents and caregivers is crucial to the success of their children, 
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and is perhaps the single most important factor in aiding their achievement.  However, primary 

caregiver empowerment should not be approached as a means to an end – children’s academic 

achievement – but as an end in and of itself.  While caregiver literacies are intrinsically 

beneficial to those in their care, the caregiver should not be treated as an object of – or worse, an 

impediment to the enactment of - policy but as an empowered learner, actor and constituent. 

Navigation was a third theme. The ability to “navigate” the school system – to take an 

active role in their children’s education, by acting as advocate/mediator and making decisions 

to benefit their children – is a skill we observed as important to children’s success. In what 

follows, we discuss navigation both as a way to explain why some families are able to engage 

more actively than others, and also as a skill that is important to inculcate and support in all 

parents and caregivers, so as to encourage as many families to engage in the school as much as 

possible.  Once again, however, that engagement will reflect the caregiver-family-child(ren)’s 

needs, rather than simply serve the school system’s and personnel’s agendas as have historically 

been the case. 

 
 
HISTORY OF HOLYOKE 
 
 According to the most recent census data there are over 52 million people of Latin@ 

origin living in the United States, a marked increase from the only 35 million Latin@s recorded 

in the 2000 census.  Furthermore, the U.S. office of Management and Budget Standards projects 

that the Latin@ population in this country will exceed 132 million by the year 2050, or rather, 

over 30 percent of the entire population.  While historically Latin@s in the U.S. have tended to 

be highly concentrated in certain regions and cities, today they are remarkably dispersed 
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throughout the country.  Latin@s have immersed themselves into different economic sectors and 

become a significant voting block throughout the country (Flashman, 66).  

  One state with a growing Latin@ population and political participation is Massachusetts.   

Known for its important role in early U.S. history and its idealized notion of a working-class 

Irish heritage, Massachusetts is today becoming more visibly Latin@. Between 1980 and 1990 

the rate of growth for the Latin@ population was 104 percent, compared to a 53 percent growth 

rate for Latin@s nationwide.  Today, people of Hispanic or Latin@ origin make up 

approximately 10 percent of the entire population of Massachusetts and they are growing in 

number.  While the African American community of Massachusetts is known for being largely 

concentrated in Boston, Latin@s are dispersed throughout different cities and smaller towns 

(Hardy-Fanta, 5).  Boston, Worcester, Springfield, Lowell, Chelsea, and Holyoke are among 

those with considerable Latin@ communities and enclaves. 

Holyoke, in the Pioneer Valley of western Massachusetts is the birthplace of Volleyball.  

Not only remarkable for its role in North American sports folklore, Holyoke is also considered 

one of the first planned industrial cities in the United States (Hartford).  The first attempt to 

develop the area came in the 1790’s when a group of merchants from the surrounding towns 

constructed the canals in order to facilitate the movement of goods upriver to other New England 

towns.  However, it was not these “Yankees” who would ultimately come to reflect the historical 

and cultural heritage of Holyoke, a city notable for its history as a receiver of various immigrant 

groups.  The Irish and French Canadian immigrants (and a few Polish and Italians) would 

become the industrial laboring heart and soul of this once prosperous town, which claims to have 

had the most millionaires per capita in the country in 1900.   
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After World War II, the 1944 GI Bill, which provided access to higher education and 

homeownership for returning soldiers, allowed veterans and their children to attend college 

inexpensively and/or for free, and granted certain veterans access to home mortgages. 

Subsequently, second and third generation immigrants, largely white, acquired access to 

educational and economic capital allowing them to move out of lower Holyoke and the 

tenements (working-class neighborhoods), and up to homes in the Highlands (middle-class 

neighborhoods) (Méndez, 119).  The demographics of Holyoke would begin to change 

drastically in the middle of the 20th century. A town of approximately 40,000, Holyoke is now 

known throughout the Pioneer Valley for its romanticized industrial past of prosperity and 

culture, now tragically given way to it’s “ghettos” in the lower wards.   

The social, economic, and physical integration of Puerto Ricans into the United States 

has taken place through various waves following the initial takeover of the island in 1898.   In 

1917 the Jones Act imposed U.S. citizenship on Puerto Ricans, which now only made them 

eligible for wartime service (which some scholars believe motivated the Act), but also allowed 

for their unlimited migration and settlement on the U.S. mainland. They came largely as laborers 

recruited to work in both the agricultural and manufacturing industries.  New York City would 

quickly become the epicenter of the Puerto Rican diaspora and by 1940 over 85 percent of the 

approximately seventy thousand Puerto Ricans in the United States lived in New York City 

(Whalen, 3).   

“Operation Bootstrap” was the name of the program implemented by the U.S. 

government to industrialize a country that largely relied upon its agricultural base.  The Puerto 

Rican government would promote the migration of its citizens to the mainland United States to 

deal with the massive numbers of Puerto Ricans who had difficulty finding work on this quickly 
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modernizing island (Mendez, 24).  The changing economic and social landscape of Puerto Rico 

in the 1950s and 1960s assured that migratory waves to the mainland were steadily growing.  Of 

approximately 900 thousand Puerto Ricans in the United States in 1960, roughly 70 percent lived 

in New York City (Whalen, 3), with other communities forming close to the city and in Chicago 

(Méndez, 24).  Many Puerto Ricans who arrived in New England came as seasonal agricultural 

workers.  Some of the workers from the tobacco farms of the Connecticut River Valley would 

abandon patterns of circular migration and eventually settle in the town of Holyoke.  Later, in the 

1960s and 1970s Puerto Ricans were drawn to Holyoke by jobs in manufacturing (Méndez, 8). 

Puerto Ricans began to move into the lower wards of Holyoke in the 1960’s at the same 

time deindustrialization reached full force and as the white immigrant groups began moving to 

the Highlands (Méndez, 11).  The 1970 “fiscal crisis” in New York City pushed many Puerto 

Ricans out of the epicenter of the Puerto Rican diaspora and towards places like Hartford, 

Connecticut, Springfield, Massachusetts, and of course Holyoke.  Affordable tenement housing 

became more plentiful as Holyoke and other towns in the area underwent deindustrialization 

(Uriarte, 9) and white ethnics moved in area suburbs or “up the hill”.  

While de-industrialization meant the growth of affordable housing, it also meant an ever-

decreasing supply of available jobs (Acosta-Belén).  The decrease in jobs and subsequent influx 

of Puerto Ricans into Holyoke meant that large numbers of white Holyokers would begin to 

leave, a phenomenon referred to as “white flight”.  Thus, Puerto Ricans arrived just in time to 

become the visible symbol of economic decline in Holyoke; rather than being understood to be 

the result of U.S. imperial and economic policies that drove them out of their homeland, because 

of their visible ethnic differences as Latin@s – from phenotypical to linguistic and cultural - they 

were scapegoated as the cause of local decline.  Rather than being welcomed and incorporated as 



 13 

previous new comers had been (albeit begrudgingly and uneasily), they were avoided, 

concentrated and contained in the “lower” wards.  Even today, the same patterns exist.  From 

2000 to 2010, Holyoke’s white population dropped by 13 percent (3,000 people) and 

neighboring Springfield, MA lost about a quarter of its white community in the same ten-year 

span (Ring).  This means that every year Holyoke becomes more and more Puerto Rican 

(Vazquez, Fact Finder).  Of course, the Holyoke Public School system was greatly affected by 

these changes in demographics. 

 
BILINGUAL EDUCATION 
 

A massive 88.3 percent of Holyoke public school students are recognized as being “high 

needs” compared to the 47.9 percent of students statewide.  For over half of the students in 

Holyoke public schools, English is not their first language and many students in the Holyoke 

Public Schools have limited English proficiency.  In 1971, Massachusetts became the first state 

in the country to pass a bilingual-education law.  This law mandated that all school districts offer 

three years of instruction in the student’s first language before they be allowed to enter 

mainstream classes (Commonwealth, 64).  It was not until over thirty years later that this law 

was changed.  In November 2002 almost 70 percent (NEWSPAPER UPI) of Massachusetts 

voted yes on Question 2, effectively eliminating the 30-year-old transitional bilingual education 

(TBE) with structured English immersion (SEI) for English language learners (ELL) (De Jong, 

595).   

Critics of TBE claim that too often students stay in bilingual education longer than three 

years and are left behind their peers in English-language classes, perpetuated by poor teachers 

and teaching materials (Commonwealth, 64).  According to the initiative itself, “Immigrant 

parents are eager to have their children become fluent and literate in English, thereby allowing 
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them to fully participate in the American Dream of economic and social advancement.” 

(Question 2)  The perception by proponents of English immersion is that for English language 

learners, delaying the transition into mainstream English classes simply perpetuates the 

disparities in schools between Latin@s and whites.   

Those who have fought against Question 2 see the failure of bilingual education 

throughout the state not as a rationale to change the approach to teaching English language 

learners, but as reason to improve the programs already in place.  According to professor of 

education Sonia Nieto at the University of Massachusetts-Amherst, “Bilingual ed is an excellent 

idea with very few resources dedicated to it...you could say Latin@ kids aren’t learning math.  

Do we say let’s stop teaching them math?  No, we say lets improve the math teaching.” 

(Commonwealth, 64)   

Both the critics and proponents of have valid arguments.  If there is one thing they can 

agree about, it is that bilingual education has been far from successful in this state and 

throughout most places in the country.  What is concerning is that while the very people who 

these policies most affect (Latin@s) should have the ultimate voice in deciding how their 

children will be educated in fact have had no say.  Although 92 percent of Latin@s in 

Massachusetts voted no on Question 2 and 98 percent of Latin@s in Holyoke voted no, 

ultimately they were outnumbered by non-Latin@ voters who carried the day (Republican, 2002).   

Today, as we attempt to evaluate the impact of Question 2 on English language learners 

in Massachusetts, it is largely negative.  In her 2010 report on the results of Question 2 

throughout the state, Antoniya Owens found that, “Overall, LEP (limited English proficient) 

students have fared worse than their English-proficient peers in terms of school engagement.”  

What is truly concerning is that in 2003, prior to the implementation of Question 2, LEP students 
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dropped out at a rate twice that of their English-speaking counterparts and by 2006 they dropped 

out at a rate over three times that of their English-speaking peers. 

While it is virtually impossible to say whether transitional bilingual education or English 

immersion are better for English language learners, we do know what Latin@ students whose 

first language is Spanish benefit when Spanish is part of their education.  In transitional bilingual 

education the main concept is that all students learn about the culture and history of their native 

country as well as the culture and history of the United States.  In her study of high-achieving 

Puerto Rican students, one of the most significant patterns she discovered amongst these students 

was an “affiliation with their Latin@ culture as a source of pride” (Ceballo, 2004).  Latin@ 

students benefit from culturally relevant curricula. 

 
DEMOGRAPHICS 
    

In 1980 25 percent of Holyoke Public Schools are Latin@/a.  By 1993 this number would 

rise to 78 percent, a number that persists today (Hardy-Fanta, 101).  In the early 1980s, in order 

to make the public school system more racially and ethnically diverse and integrated, while 

leaving residential segregation intact, Holyoke responded by implementing a desegregation order 

in which Latin@ students would be assigned and bused to schools throughout the city.  The basic 

goal of the busing decree was to make the classroom makeup more diverse.  Interestingly, 

statistics show that the system of busing expedited this phenomenon of “white flight” from the 

Holyoke Public School system among the whites that remained in the city.   
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Year Number of Latin@s in 
Holyoke 

Number of non-Latin@ whites in 
Holyoke 

1980 6,165 37,185 

1990 13,573 28,519 

2000 16,485 21,508 

2010 19,313 18,651 

Figure 2: Holyoke Ethnic Composition   
 

We used a wide variety of demographic data to understand the relationship between of 

Holyoke’s ethnic communities and the Holyoke Public Schools. Combining Census data from 

2000 and 2010, American Community Surveys for the past several years, and the Department of 

Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) district data helped us understand the relationship 

between City, neighborhood, school zone and school demographics.  This struck us as a 

fundamental matter to understand in the course of developing policy to address the literacy gap 

in Holyoke.  

Holyoke’s citywide data, like many cities, particularly regarding income levels, 

educational attainment, and home ownership, varies widely by census tract. Census tract 8117, 

for instance, located in the Flats, has a median household income of $11,700; 1.9% of residents 

hold a Bachelor’s degree, and 5.5% own their own home. Conversely, further north in the city, in 

census tract 8199, Smith’s Ferry, the median household income is  $60,300, 25.5% hold a 

Bachelor’s degree, and 78.1% own their own home. It is also important to note the racial 

segregation: in census tract 8177, 68% of residents are Latin@; in 8199, only 5.6% are Latin@. 
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These wide divergences across the city are important to consider in analyzing the challenges 

facing different Holyoke families today. 

Total Population 39,900 

Percent of Total Population 
Hispanic or Latin@ Descent 

48.4% 

Percent of Total Population 
Under 18 

26.4% 

3rd grade MCAS reading 
scores of proficient or higher, 
2012 

20% 

Figure 3: Holyoke Demographics 
 

The last statistic in figure three is the MCAS scores, which is the focus of the ELI: 20% 

of 3rd graders scored proficient or higher on their reading assessments last year. Again, this is the 

citywide average. However, examining this number disaggregated across schools offers a much 

more nuanced reality. 

          

STANDARD NORTH AMERICAN FAMILY 
 

In her report “The Standard North American Family,” sociologist Dorothy E. Smith 

reflects on how her research with Dr. Alison I. Griffith on mothers and their work to support 

their child’s education was shaped by an ideological code she calls the Standard North American 

Family, or SNAF. A SNAF family is one in which a heterosexual, legally married couple lives 

under one roof with their child(ren). The male adult is the head of household and defined 

presumptively as “the breadwinner.” The female adult, although she might make some income, 
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primarily takes care of her husband, the household, and their child(ren) (Smith 1993:52).               

 

Figure 4: SNAF in the media 

This is an “ideological code” because it is so taken for granted as to be invisible, yet powerfully 

determinative of visible social outcomes, much as a genetic code is invisible but determines our 

physical and physiological reality.  SNAF is a pervasive ideological code in our society that 

Smith argues is deeply connected to – and driven by – the public school system.  

SNAF is the basis for all demands schools make on families to support their child(ren)’s 

education in the home. In a SNAF family, these duties fall on the mother, although the discourse 

of “parental and/or family involvement/engagement” makes that gender imbalance in unpaid 

supplemental labor invisible.  

The school-mother T-discourse lays on the family the primary responsibility for 
the individual child’s school achievement and even his or her success as an adult. 
SNAF enables interpretation in practical settings to translate family into the 
mother. The intact family means that the child’s mother is available to do the 
work for the school that is done invisibly in the home. (Smith 1993:55) 
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In a SNAF family, the kinds of things the schools ask caregivers (and, in effect, mothers) to do in 

the home to support their child’s education, are realistically achievable. This is because in a two 

parent household, the family is able to more effectively accumulate the resources and kinds of 

capital (like social capital) that can be easily translated into completing the types of educational 

tasks the schools ask families to do in the home. Thus, while it is inherently exploitative of 

mothers and ultimately costly to them in terms of what some scholars have called “the mommy 

tax” (Critteden), these more economically advantaged households can absorb the exploitation of 

the mother’s labor more easily.  Both Smith and Griffith reflected on their own experiences as 

single mothers throughout their research. More specifically, they recognized their own families 

were seen as faulty in the school system simply because they were deviant from the SNAF model.  

Both Alison and I (and presumably other mothers) and the teachers, counselors, 
and principals of our children’s schools knew how to operate this interpretive 
circle. We were viewed at school as defective families; defective families produce 
defective children; any problem our children might have at school indexed the 
defective family as its underlying interpreter; we were always guilty. SNAF 
coordinated our relation to school, the school’s relation to us, and the school’s 
relation to our children. And children learn SNAF from children’s readers. As my 
small son said one day, arriving home from school, “There’s something awfully 
wrong with our family.” (Smith 1993:56) 

 
Unlike Smith and Griffith – who even as single mothers, had large stores of cultural and 

social capital by virtue of their membership in the U.S. Academy – Holyoke’s single mother 

headed households are burdened by multiple disadvantages. In Holyoke, the families who largely 

make up the school community and particularly the schools struggling most are not SNAF 

families. Rather, these families are typically headed by single mothers struggling to manage low-

income and impoverished households, often disproportionately burdened also by managing 

illnesses such as diabetes, asthma, PTSD, etc. and offering support to incarcerated male kin.  
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The damaging internalization of SNAF – which prevented a critical analysis of  the 

structural inequality that circumscribed their life chances -- was evident in our focus groups. 

When a participant at the Care Center focus group was asked what successful students have, she 

responded, “stable homes. I think a lot of it has to do with your family, where you come from. 

Cuz like you’re not gonna be a good student if you’re not living a good life.” When asked to 

elaborate on what a good life entails, the participant explained, “having a regular family. Going 

home, having dinner at five, everyone sitting around a table. Having a regular routine...Having 

your parents there, supporting you.” As is evident from this quotation, students from non-SNAF 

families internalize the message that their family is somehow inferior to or inadequate in 

comparison to traditional SNAF families. Good lives and educational success are possible – and 

indeed routinely evident – in Holyoke’s non-SNAF families, but the structure of the school 

system needs to change what it is asking of families in order to nurture that well-being and 

success.  

The families in Holyoke’s school system, many of which are non-SNAF because they are 

headed by single mothers, do not have the kind of agency, time, resources, or formalized 

education necessary to educate their children in the home in the ways the schools are asking 

them to. Rather than adjusting their expectations of families, the school system places blame on 

the primary caregivers of SNAF deviant families for their child(ren)’s low test scores. Not only 

is this damaging to the relationship between primary caregivers and the schools, but it is also 

damaging to the children in non-SNAF homes.  

 To illustrate how SNAF operates in Holyoke, it is useful to compare the 

demographics of families in the census tracts surrounding two schools with very different third 

grade reading scores, Kelly School and McMahon Elementary. Kelly Elementary is located in 
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census tract 8144, part of The Flats. McMahon Elementary is in census tract 8120.01, located in 

Rock Valley.  Figure 4 below offers a side-by-side comparison of these two schools in terms of 

the demographic variables and educational data driving the ELI.   

  Kelly School McMahon Elementary 

Percent 3rd graders scoring 
proficient or higher on MCAS 
reading 

4% 22% 

Title I Yes Yes 

Ward 1a 6a 

Neighborhood The Flats Rock Valley 

Percent School population 
Latin@ 

96% 55% 

Free/Reduced Lunch 96.8% 69.6% 

Special Education 20% 23.9% 

First Language Not English 75.4% 30.2% 
 Figure 5: Kelly and McMahon Demographics (Source: 2010 American Community Survey)  
 

The most striking difference is perhaps the first statistic: only 4% of last year’s Kelly 3rd 

graders scored proficient or higher on their MCAS reading, compared to 22% of McMahon 

students, which was higher than the city average. But if we observe the differences between their 

demographics, we see that the children at Kelly school are much more vulnerable, across several 

indicators, than the children at McMahon. Free/Reduced lunch, a proxy statistic for living in 

poverty (to qualify, families must be at 130% or below the poverty line, currently $21,710 for a 

family of 4) (“Nutrition, Health, and Safety,” 2013), shows a significant difference between 

these schools, as does percentages of students whose first language is not English.   

McMahon families statistically tend to fit the SNAF model, whereas Kelly families 

largely do not. In the census tract for McMahon Elementary (8121.01), 77% of family 
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households are married, two-parent households. By contrast, in the census tract for Kelly School 

(8114), 62.3% of family households are headed by single mothers. Additionally, the two census 

tracts drastically differ in terms of poverty status. In the McMahon census tract, none of the 

married-couple family households with children had an income below the poverty level in the 

last twelve months. In the Kelly census tract, 44.5% of single mother headed households with 

children age 18 and under had an income below the poverty level in the last twelve months; for 

single mother headed households with children age 5 and under, that number was 100%.  

 

 Figure 6: McMahon and Kelly in context 



 23 

The predominantly SNAF households of the McMahon census tract are clearly better 

equipped than Kelly’s largely non-SNAF households to engage in their child(ren)’s education in 

the SNAF driven model the school system currently expects. That model is simply unrealistic 

and unfair to demand from the non-SNAF families that make up the Kelly School.  

 

SIX FORMS OF ENGAGEMENT 
 

Considering the Standard North American Family model and the “family-school 

engagement” model that is normalized through this “ideological code,” we have to ask ourselves: 

How are schools asking parents to get involved? One of the leading researchers in the field of 

Parental Engagement, Joyce Epstein, developed a ‘Six Types of Involvement” framework 

characterizes engagement in the following way: 

1—Parenting: Assisting families with parenting and child-rearing skills, understanding 
child and adolescent development, and setting home conditions that support children as 
students at each age and grade level. Assist schools in understanding families. 
2—Communicating:  Communicating with families about school programs and student 
progress through effective school-to-home and home-to-school communications. 
3—Volunteering: Improving recruitment, training, work, and schedules to involve 
families as volunteers and audiences at the school or in other locations to support students 
and school programs. 
4—Learning at home: Involving families with their children in learning activities at home, 
including homework and other curriculum-linked activities and decisions. 
5—Decision making: Including families as participants in school decisions, governance, 
and advocacy through PTA/PTO, school councils, committees, and other parent 
organizations. 
6—Collaborating with the community: Coordinating resources and services for families, 
students, and the school with businesses, agencies, and other groups, and providing 
services to the community.” 
 

These six forms are all plug-in forms of engagement where primary caregivers are asked to be 

physically, emotionally, and socially present, discounting their additional responsibilities. 

Considering that fulfilling all six of these forms of engagement are the standard, the system 
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should be challenged to reevaluate what engagement can look like for parents and what 

engagement is, given the context these primary caregivers and their children are living in. 

Epstein’s framework exemplifies the disconnect between SNAF-normative engagement 

strategies desired by the Holyoke Public Schools and the actual engagement strategies of low-

income, Latin@ families.  According to Epstein’s characterization of what engagement may look 

like for the primary caregiver-school alignment, caregivers should be wholesome and must have 

outstanding childrearing skills.  Not all caregivers have access to the skills and knowledge these 

schools expect for them to have these ‘outstanding’ skills.  Communication is deemed as 

extremely important, meaning constant and clear contact between the school and the child’s 

primary caregiver. Volunteering is key in determining the parent as materially engaged, 

involving being present at school events as a volunteer classroom aid, etc. Learning at home is 

credited as key in the process of educating one’s child. Learning at home means asking the 

parents to take out time from schedules and helping their children do their homework with any 

particular problem.  However, not all parents have the time, knowledge, and/or capacity to 

engage in homework help. Decision making as a form of engagement is also considered 

important, where many school highly appreciate the caregivers that are physically present and 

active in school committees. Many times, however, this form of critical involvement isolates the 

parents who struggle to fit this desired commitment in their busy work schedules. It also leaves 

out those caregivers who do not speak English or are limited English proficient and do not feel 

comfortable sharing opinions due to a lack of knowledge in the primary language or issues 

taking place at their child’s school. Collaborating with the community is also valued in this 

primary caregiver-school relationship, which would mean having school leaders expand beyond 

school walls and have primary caregivers leave their homes in order to get together to work 
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within the community and for the community. This final form of engagement assumes a sense of 

priority for primary caregivers that may not necessarily exist due to other commitments they 

have to their families. 

While Epstein’s characterization of engagement does seemingly appear to be an 

acceptable way to measure the success of the caregiver-school alignment, it certainly proposes a 

constrained definition of engagement. Engagement, as mentioned by Epstein, is defined and 

should be applied differently depending on who your target audience is and what their needs 

look like. Nonetheless, from the information our team has acquired from families and our 

assessment of how schools are asking parents to engage, we notice that in many ways, the 

American education system is generally asking parents to engage (at least minimally) in all six 

ways. During focus groups when parents were asked how they perceived schools asked them to 

engage, they repeatedly expressed frustration at the disconnect between their stated needs and 

concerns as parents, and the school’s perceptions and characterization of their children 

and their families.  This is not the most efficient approach if you are trying to engage families 

from varying socio-economic backgrounds.   

From this internalized and normative characterization of engagement, we can conclude 

that achieving all six of these forms of engagement is a SNAF oriented approach. It is important 

to consider, however, the population we are referring to and take into account that asking 

primary caregivers for this sort of commitment may be impractical for many families. It is a 

matter of assessing the way our system is currently functioning under a framework that is not 

working for all and how the SNAF model is a framework that does not take into consideration 

the structural constraints and cultural context of individual families in a community that is 

primarily low-income and predominantly single parent led households. The SNAF model sets a 
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standard for what a “good parent” looks like, which may in fact deter parents from wanting to 

get involved. What was clear throughout our focus groups and interviews was that parents do not 

have the resources to behave like SNAF families and consequently are not perceived to be "good 

parents."  Ultimately, it is unfair to measure their ability as parents via a framework they are 

unable to navigate.  What we did find was that parents want to get involved, and often are 

involved, just not in the same capacity and ways that SNAF families are.   

 

MATTHEW EFFECT 
 
The SNAF ideological code is an important framework for understanding how the model 

of family engagement is predicated on a set of assumptions that do not hold for all families. But 

the material and social benefits of being a part of a SNAF household are often very tangible and 

real, as we’ve shown above with our comparison of McMahon census tract families and Kelly 

census tract families. In understanding the complexities of the achievement gap, one important 

phenomenon to note is the effect of resource accumulation, which benefits SNAF families and 

has adverse effects for non-SNAF families. In sociology, this has been coined “the Matthew 

Effect.” 

The concept of the Matthew Effect was first presented by sociologist Robert Merton in a 

1968 essay, “The Matthew Effect in Science,” to demonstrate how a more established, better-

known scientist will receive more credit for a discovery than a lesser known scientist, even if 

they discover the same findings at the same time (it has also been used in academia in observing 

that whichever scholar is most well-reputed at the time of research publication will receive a 

disproportionate share of the credit for its findings, even if the graduate or undergraduate 

students have done the lion’s share of the work) (Merton, 1968).  This was the unfortunate fate 
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of Gottfriend Leibniz, when he discovered calculus at the same time as Isaac Newton. Newton, 

being a member of the Royal Academy, received all the credit for the discovery at the time, 

while Leibniz received none (this has since been rectified, and Leibniz holds an esteemed 

position in the annals of mathematics history). 

  Its name comes from the Biblical Book of Matthew (25:29): “For to all those who have, 

more will be given, and they will have an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even 

what they have will be taken away.” To put it another way: “The rich get richer, the poor get 

poorer.” In educational research, this concept has denoted the cumulative advantages enjoyed by 

higher-resourced children regarding cognition and reading skills. In wealthier, higher educated 

homes, children hear a greater number of words at an early age – much greater. By the age of 

three, a higher-resourced child will have heard thirty million more words in their home 

environment (Rosenberg 2).  

              

Figure 7: The Matthew Effect on Learning to Read 
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This has profound implications, not just for the three-year-old when s/he arrives at preschool, but 

for the five-year-old who starts kindergarten, and then the third-grader taking the MCAS.  As 

Holyoke School Committee Member at-large Michael Moriarty expressed, "We know that when 

a child begins fourth grade, he or she has reached a turning point.  The student has been learning 

to read since kindergarten.  Now, in order to do the work expected of a 4th grade student, he or 

she has to read to learn; and 4 out of 5 fourth grade students in Holyoke can’t!” By the fifth 

grade, the child needs to read to learn: those 30 million more words that this child heard as a 

toddler will be critical to his or her ability to do the work being assigned. And for the classmate 

who lacked the words, their early advantage will, conversely, be continuously detrimentally 

affected. 

                           

Figure 8: The Matthew Effect on Not Learning to Read 
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The Matthew Effect, therefore, is an important phenomenon to be aware of in 

understanding the disparities in capacities and resources amongst children from different 

background. Children from SNAF households are not only born with more and grow up with 

more, but that advantage accumulates, resulting in an achievement gap that grows, not wanes, 

over time. 

POVERTY 
 

As we have shown in the demographics, poverty is an important indicator when looking 

at what is contributing to low MCAS scores in Holyoke.  "Poverty is not merely the lack of 

adequate income for daily needs and survival; for the...family it means difficulties around 

community, housing, crime and safety, debt, environment, childcare, and schools" (Shapiro, 

2004). Poverty does not just happen as a result of lack of income.  There are a number of factors 

that interact in reciprocating ways to create a web of disadvantage and perpetual crisis.  If these 

factors would happen independently from one another, they might be more manageable, but 

occurring as a whole they tend to consume families. 

In March, 2013 Boston’s NPR News Station 90.9 WBUR published “Report: 3-Minimum 

Wage Jobs Needed to Afford A Mass. 2-Bedroom Apartment.”  According this article, in 

Massachusetts, minimum wage earners would have to work 120 hours per week to afford the 

average 2-bedroom apartment while spending 30% or less of their income on housing.   
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Figure 9: Minimum Wages and Rent in MA 

Essentially, this means that even if you have two adults working full time at minimum wage, 

they are living in poverty no matter what.  Families cannot survive on minimum wage.  How, 

then, can they be expected to manage Epstein’s six types of engagement? 

 
“PUSHOUTS” AND POVERTY 
 
Part of the cause for this poverty and part of what keeps individuals and families in poverty is the 

problem of high school pushouts. We use the word “pushouts,” rather than “dropouts,” because 

of the structural forces that often cause students to lose interest in school and leave prior to 

receiving their high school diploma. Students who are pushed out are more likely to be 

unemployed, in poor health, and on public assistance.  For the student, being pushed out is their 

first step into the cycle of poverty, or in terms of the Matthew Effect, the poor getting poorer.  

There is a $10,000 difference in annual income between “dropouts” and high school graduates.  

College graduates earned $1 million more over their lifetime than high school dropouts.  
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Holyoke has lowest high school graduation rates, and among the highest absenteeism rates, 

drop/push out rates, and suspension rates in the state of Massachusetts. 

 

Figure 10: HPS Graduation, Suspension, and Push Out Rates 

Suspensions are among the leading indicators on whether a child will drop out of school.  

Suspended students are removed from their opportunities to capacity build on prior learning. 

Out-of-school suspension also increases the child’s risk for future incarceration, as suspension 

often leads young men to become involved in criminal behavior as they spend less time in school 

and more time on the streets. Young black and Latin@ men disproportionately experience 

suspension. According to “Opportunities Suspended: The Disparate Impact of Disciplinary 

Exclusion from School” from The Civil Rights, 2012 Project, Holyoke is the fourth largest 
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district in the country in terms of suspending Latin@s in the United States. 

 

Figure 12: Highest Suspending Districts for Latino Students 

In Holyoke specifically, the percentage of out of school suspension is 27.3 percent, in 

comparison with all of Massachusetts, which is 5.4 percent.  At these numbers, this would mean 

that for Holyoke students there’s about 42 days outside of school versus, just generally in 

Massachusetts, 14 days outside of school. 

 Throughout our interviews and research we have found that students are often pushed 

out for reasons beyond their control: poverty, lack of or limited English language proficiency, etc. 

An example of a mother’s frustrations with her son being pushed out is as follows:  

They waited two hours to call me to tell me that my son had supposedly 
threatened a teacher with death.  When really it was all a lie.  In all the evidence it 
comes out that my son is innocent.  They don't even know what to do.  He is tired 
of going to court and going to different doctors to be interrogated...The same 
thing happened to my brother...He even spoke with the teacher and the teacher 
said that 'In no moment did you threaten me'...They invented it all to kick him 
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out of school.  They did not know what to do with him because he has 
learning problems, he has dyslexia, PTSD, ADHD, he has a bunch of 
conditions.  Even a teacher called him mentally retarded.  And that is bullying.  
And I reported it and they didn’t do anything.   
 

If boys are routinely subjected to harsh disciplinary regimes that sour them toward schools and 

their teachers, girls in Holyoke often become pushouts due to early pregnancy, which among 

girls in impoverished communities is a gendered response to alienating school environments 

(Edin and Kefalas, 2005). These young women, like many pushouts, internalize the societal 

message that leaving high school is their fault rather than recognizing the structural issues 

responsible for pushing students out of school. A student from the Care Center shared with us 

her experience of being pushed out: 

Honestly for me it was my own fault. I don’t blame the school system and I know 
it’s hard but everybody has their own position. A teacher has their own position, I 
have my own position. For me I started getting lazier. And not that I was blaming 
the belly or but I was like I don’t need school. I was just getting lazy. I don’t want 
to go....Or I wouldn’t want to go to school, I’d be fighting every girl that’s saying 
"Oh she’s a ho". And so I would just stay home. I stayed home my whole entire 
pregnancy. And I only went to school like 11 days. I walked out. I had a teacher 
who would argue with me every day and be like, “Oh, what are you going to give 
that baby?” And point at my belly and keep arguing with me. And so I just 
stopped going. I was getting suspended all the time for arguing  (Care Center 
Focus Group Participant). 
 

The student uses the word “ lazy” to describe why she did not want to go to school.  However, 

she was not only dealing with her pregnancy, which is enormously physically taxing, but she 

also felt unwanted and unwelcome her at school.  This young woman internalized the stereotypes, 

rather than critiquing the failures of the status quo. Despite living in poverty with a school 

system that is geared towards the SNAF model of families, this student, like others, understands 

her lack of a high school diploma as a reflection of her failings as a person. Yes, she got pregnant, 

but her pregnancy did not cause her teachers and classmates to denigrate her; their negative 
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stereotypes did.  The Care Center’s success at educating pregnant and teenage mothers offers 

ample evidence that creating a space where teen mothers feel comfortable and respected, are 

enthusiastic and ready to learn.   

 

HOW DOES ALL THIS RELATE BACK TO LITERACY? 
 

Given the differences we’ve presented regarding families in Holyoke, what can we learn 

about achievement among students? What can help us understand the citywide MCAS reading 

score of 20%, which actually hides a dramatic range from a mere 4% of 3rd graders reading 

proficiently at Kelly School to a still troubling 26% reading proficiently at McMahon School?  

The material conditions of children’s lives have a profound effect on their ability to perform at 

school. Living in poverty creates a set of conditions that make it difficult for these students to 

match the capacities of their higher-resourced peers, which accounts for much of the differences 

in their test scores. This is known as the achievement gap, and has been a central focus of 

education reform for the past several decades.  

“Inequality at the Starting Gate: Social Background Differences in Achievement as 

Children Begin School,” by Valerie E. Lee and David Burkham, describes how the students who 

are underserved in public schools are disadvantaged even before they begin, because of the 

demographics into which they are born.  Based on nationally representative data of kindergarten 

students from the U.S. Department of Education’s Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, 

Kindergarten Cohort (ECLS-K), this report shows how a cognitive skills deficit in place before a 

child arrives in kindergarten can be attributed to differences in social background.  The 

confluence of property tax funding system for public education and class-based residential 
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segregation results in impoverished, often disproportionately Latin@ and Black students, 

attending schools with the least resources, and end up further and further behind.   

In recent years, new scholarship has begun to examine what exactly accounts for this gap: 

beyond the deficit of cognitive skills, what is it about living in poverty makes it more difficult to 

succeed in school? Below we outline some of this recent literature on this question, with an eye 

towards articulating the difficulties faced by the more disadvantaged families in Holyoke.  

 
HEALTH 
 

The school system in the United States currently measures its success based on 

standardized testing. These exams are intended to quantify cognitive skill development--such as 

math and reading skills. Though important, something these exams are unable to capture is non-

cognitive skill development. Non-cognitive skills include things like self-regulation, self-control, 

and conscientiousness. In other words, non-cognitive skills can be understood as “personality 

and social skills” or more colloquially, “character” (“Back to School” 2012). In his study, “The 

GED,” economist James Heckman examines the trajectories of high school dropouts after going 

back to school to get their GED. He wanted to understand if passing the GED, a ‘high school 

equivalency’ exam that takes much less time to achieve than a high school diploma, results in the 

same labor market and earnings outcomes as a high school diploma. “Economic success” was 

defined in Heckman’s study in terms of “performance in earnings” and “performance in 

occupation.”  If the GED really is equivalent to a high school diploma, Heckman figured 

students who dropped out of high school and go on to complete their GED should be as 

economically successful as students who completed high school. The results of Heckman’s study 

were as follows:  
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We find that [students with GEDs] consistently fail, whether it's going on in 
college. The success rates in college are very low. The success rates in the 
military are very low. The success rates in marriage are very low. They get 
married, but they drop out of marriage. These people drop out of virtually 
everything they start (“Back to School”).  

In fact, Heckman found there was little wage difference between those who left high school and 

got their GED, versus those who left high school and did not go on to get their GED. This caused 

Heckman to question the kinds of skills traditional high school graduates might have that adults 

who completed their GED might not have. The answer Heckman came to was non-cognitive 

skills, and he set out to find a study that proved the correlation between non-cognitive skill 

development and economic success. 

The answer came to Heckman in the form of a very famous experiment done in the 1960s 

by Dr. Walter Mischel, who was at the time a psychology professor at Stanford University. The 

experiment is often referred to as the “marshmallow test.” In this study, four-year-old children 

were asked to sit in a room and were shown a marshmallow or a cookie and were given a bell. Dr. 

Mischel told the children he was going to leave the room, but if they wanted, they could ring the 

bell and he would return and give them one of the treats. However, if the children waited until Dr. 

Mischel returned without prompting, they would be awarded two of the treats. Although the 

study’s intention was to understand how children resist temptation, Dr. Mischel checked in on 

the study participants various times throughout their lives. He eventually concluded there was a 

strong correlation between the amount of time each child was able to resist the treat and their 

SAT scores, income, and other markers of economic success. In other words, non-cognitive 

skills such as the ability to delay gratification are crucial to economic success. This was an 

exciting finding for James Heckman because it highlighted a clear set of skills poor students 
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could develop in order to get out of poverty and/or successfully overcome poverty’s structural 

roadblocks.  

In addition, it is well documented that poverty creates psychological stress (“Back to 

School”). This issue was exactly what interested Dr. Nadine Burke Harris, who received a 

Master’s degree in Public Health from Harvard University and founded the CPMC Bayview 

Child Health Center. She established her clinic in Bayview-Hunters Point in San Francisco, a 

low-income, minority community. She aimed to address the overwhelming health needs of the 

marginalized members of that community. In her practice, many caregivers brought their 

children in for ADHD medication, often at the insistence of their children’s schools. In assessing 

these children for ADHD, Dr. Harris began to see a huge trend in the misdiagnosis of her 

patients. It turned out that most of these hyperactive children were actually suffering the 

consequences of trauma related to living in poverty. Other children came in complaining of 

abdominal pain, headaches, and digestion issues. These children, too, seemed to have illnesses 

caused by trauma. This inspired Dr. Harris to research, and she “followed over 17,000 patients 

from a San Diego HMO that showed that people who had adverse childhood experiences when 

they were little ended up with worse health that continued into adulthood.”  

In addition to various health consequences related to stress, this study detailed the 

dramatically negative effects of childhood trauma on children’s ability to learn. It turns out that 

the brains of children constantly exposed to stress at home become incapacitated to learn in the 

classroom. This is because stressful situations cause the body to release adrenalin, a short-term 

stress hormone, as well as cortisol, a long-term stress hormone. Also, to be able to act quickly in 

the midst of a stressful situation, the executive function cognitive part of the brain shuts off. This 

physical change is what is commonly called the ‘flight or fight’ response. This response is 
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extremely necessary and helpful in stressful situations. However, for a lot of poor children who 

are continually exposed to stress, this response never shuts off.  

                

Figure 13: Effect of Stress on the Brain  
Source: http://www.brainharmonycenter.com/brain-stress.html, accessed June 13, 2013 

 

It turns out the continual stress hormones coating children’s brains seriously impedes 

their ability to develop the non-cognitive skills Heckman recognizes as crucial to social mobility. 

This American Life host Ira Glass summarizes the relationship between continual stress and non-

cognitive skill development: 

When the brain does something over and over and over again, it creates pathways 
that get more and more ingrained. So this kind of repeated stress affects the 
development of these kids' brains. And especially affected in this situation is a 
specific part of the brain that's called the prefrontal cortex, which is where a lot of 
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these non-cognitive skills happen-- self-control and impulse control, certain kinds 
of memory and reasoning. Skills they call executive functions. 
 

If you're in a constant state of emergency, that part of your brain just does not develop the same. 

Doctors can see the differences on brain scans. Dr. Burke Harris says that while this fight or 

flight response is appropriate in some circumstances – for example, encountering a bear in the 

woods -- for these kids, the bear basically never goes away.  

 

 
 

Figure 14: “The bear never goes away, even at school” 

Another health consequence of poverty which both inhibits a mother’s ability to care for 

her child and her child’s ability to learn is postpartum depression (PPD). This illness can be 

debilitating and is extremely under detected (MA PRAMS 2007:1). In a 2007 study of women in 

Massachusetts, the Massachusetts Pregnancy Risk Assessment Monitoring System (PRAMS) 

found that 13% of respondents were affected by PPD (MA PRAMS 2007:1). However, the same 

study found that PPD disproportionately affects low-income women and Hispanic women. 

Specifically, the study found that 24.8% of women with an income below the Federal Household 

Poverty Level and 17.5% of Hispanic women reported always or often having symptoms of PPD 

(MA PRAMS 2007:1). PPD’s affects on children are dramatic. As Annette Cycon and Liz 

Friedman describe in their presentation, “The Community-Based Perinatal Support Model for 
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Mothers,” children whose mothers have been affected by PPD suffer “lower social competence 

and lower adaptive functioning,” as well as “behavioral problems and poor school readiness 

(Cycon & Friendman).  

 

Figure 15: PTSD Data sheet  

Additionally, children whose mothers have been affected by PPD experience 2.7 times 

more developmental delays, 4 times more affective disorders, are 40% more likely to have 

depression by age 20, 60% more likely to have depression by age 25, and 61% more likely to 

have psychiatric disorders than children whose mothers have not been affected by PPD (Cycon 

& Friedman). Because of the demographics of the families in Holyoke’s school system, it is 

likely many families have experience with PPD. This seriously diminishes a mother’s ability to 

engage in her child’s education in the way the school is asking, and in turn seriously diminishes 

her child’s ability to learn.  
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Figure 16: Consequences of PTSD for children’s cognitive development 
 Source: http://www.dana.org/news/cerebrum/detail.aspx?id=37188 
 
In addition to health consequences of poverty, several studies have shown there to be 

major health consequences to experiencing discrimination. As clinical researcher Christine 

Molina describes in her 2013 report, “A Multiple-Group Path Analysis of the Role of Everyday 

Discrimination on Self-Rated Physical Health among Latin@s in the USA,” discrimination can 

be defined as regularly and often subtly being made to feel less than, and generally not being 

respected because of an individual’s identity (Molina 2013:34).  

We found that among the total sample, everyday discrimination was related to 
poorer self-rated physical health through perceived lower social status in the USA 
and greater psychological distress, even after accounting for sociodemographic 
factors. Consistent with social stress theory, our findings suggest that perceiving 
discrimination may be indirectly related to poor health because discrimination 
may lead to secondary stressors that together may contribute to ill health (Molina 
2013:40). 

 
Not only did the study find a correlation between discrimination and poorer self-rated physical 

health, but the study confirmed previous findings that Puerto Rican men report the highest 

instances of discrimination (Molina 2013:41) and Puerto Ricans overall have a jeopardized 

health status compared to other Latin@ sub-groups (Molina 2013:34), despite the fact that Puerto 

Ricans are citizens and Puerto Rico has been part of the United States for one hundred years.  
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Figure 17: Latin@s Experiencing Discrimination 
Source: http://nbclatino.files.wordpress.com/2012/09/2012-09-2097579-nbc-latino-identity-poll-graphic-2_v3.jpg 
 
Given these results, it is likely that families in Holyoke’s public schools experience the multiple, 

complexly inter-related health consequences of discrimination, making it even more difficult for 

children to learn and for primary caregivers to engage in their child’s education. 

POWER IN HOLYOKE 
 
It is undeniable that Holyoke has made significant gains in past years in recasting 

political representation in the city. This has not been a quick or simple process: as Bassols-

Martino notes, “A Latin@ has run (for office) in Holyoke virtually every year since Carlos Vega 

ran for School Committee at-large in 1971...(But) until 1995 only three Latin@ candidates were 

elected and held office in Holyoke” (101). With the most recent administration, this has certainly 
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changed.  We applaud these efforts to create a power structure that better reflects the actual 

makeup of the community.  

                        

  Figure 18: Holyoke City Hall 

Yet another, more subtle aspect of power structures is not the makeup of the political elite, 

but the symbols that display power visibly for all to see. In Holyoke, these symbols still reflect a 

different era of power and significance: that of the Irish Catholic community, which was the 

dominant culture until the Latin@ community emerged in earnest in the 1970s. Festivities such 

as the St. Patrick’s Day parade (one of the largest in the country), and the large, colorful 

shamrocks painted on streets throughout the city, exemplify this type of visible power 

symbology.  



 44 

 

 Figure 19: Saint Patrick’s Day Parade, Festival de la Familia Hispana 

While we support this celebration of an important and vital part of Holyoke heritage, we feel it is 

important to acknowledge the other cultures that have helped create the modern face of the city. 

The conspicuous lack of Latin@ symbols writ visible in the public spaces of the city does not go 

unnoticed by Latin@s in the community. This led one participant at an observation to remark, 

“This city is allergic to Spanish” (Participant, Noche de Poetas at Salsarengue, April 2013).  

Embracing the community that does exist in Holyoke – the community that comprises 

eighty percent of students in the public school system – would be a powerful step in creating an 

environment where people feel their voices are heard and respected. Furthermore, the utilization 

of Latin@ culture and heritage would be a profound asset in improving educational outcomes 

amongst Latin@ students. There are organizations actively involved in this type of cultural 

affirmation, some of which we outline later on in this report, and with whom we encourage 
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collaboration to bridge the yawning gap that we have observed between families and the school 

system.  

 
WHAT ARE THE PARENTS SAYING? 
 

In the focus groups we quickly learned that parents speak often about the disconnect 

between their households, the community they are a part of and the rest of the people co-existing 

within it. This disconnect is based on the SNAF ideological code, the Matthew Effect, poverty, 

health disparities, and the power bloc in Holyoke. Primary caregivers, in particular, are aware 

that they do not fit in. There were two main themes that came up routinely. One was the cultural 

gap between the school system and the families that are its constituents. This “cultural gap” was 

mentioned in our first focus group at the Toepfert Housing complex 

I was traumatized when I first came to the states. I was in first grade, but because 
I didn’t know English they dragged me to K2... now in Puerto Rico they’ve 
started putting more emphasis on learning English so that that doesn’t happen. In 
Puerto Rico parents are more involved. There were a lot of field days, they had a 
lot of drama, talks at the school. And I remember my mother was almost always 
there. Almost always there because it was necessary she be there (Participant, 
Toepfert: FG1). 

  
Many caregivers spoke about how normalized parental presence in school was in Puerto Rico 

while schools in Holyoke do not make them feel welcomed. Many primary caregivers often 

expressed frustration with the hypocrisy of the school system, as they often feel that while they 

are being asked to get involved, they are also not welcomed once they get there. 

Their perspectives and opinions are discounted, as are suggestions they make concerning 

the ways teachers can improve their child(ren)’s school experience. Although schools ask, in one 

way, for parents to be more involved, they are asking for circumscribed, specific and 

institutionally driven modes of involvement/parental labor, rather than for a socially grounded 
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relationship of reciprocity. In other words, HPS administrators, teachers and families do not 

interact naturally as members of the same community.  Instead, they lead very distinct (and 

socially distant) lives, even if/when they all reside in Holyoke. 

At the same time, there are differences among Latin@ and Puerto Rican families and 

individuals in Holyoke.  Some have grown up in Holyoke, while others have come directly from 

the mainland. Because of these varying cultural identities, caregivers complain about a structural 

and cultural disconnect between the school system in Holyoke and what they and their parents 

have learned engagement looks like in Puerto Rico.  

 
DISCONNECT BETWEEN TEACHERS AND STUDENTS 

 
Additionally, our focus groups highlighted the existing disconnect between teachers and 

their students: 

 
Schools should focus on hiring teachers who are better able to serve the 
population they are teaching. There should be a set of teachers that specialize in 
this area [cognitive and psychological development] and the teachers that are less 
qualified can deal with the kids that are more intelligent and [have] no problem. 
Because almost everybody has a problem, today in day, many students have 
issues, so if you can’t handle that then why are you teaching…When you are 
talking about my kids even when it is good or bad… We don’t want to hear that 
you can’t handle our son, if you can’t [deal] with him/ her how can you deal with 
20 other more. Which is why I say you need to have the psychological ability to 
be able to deal effectively with these sorts of kids in school”(Participant, Toepfert, 
FG:1).  

 
This quote refers back to what has been mentioned before, the importance of having teachers 

that are trained to deal with the psychological and behavioral issues that come with kids that 

come from non-SNAF, stressed households. 

Moreover, understanding one’s own cognitive bias is critical for educators, particularly 

for teachers who lead students with backgrounds very different from their own. As the classroom 
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leaders who are dealing with these kids first hand, these teachers may not be able to understand 

their students fully and most effectively. As Michelle Alexander, author The New Jim Crow, 

explains: 

Decades of cognitive bias research demonstrates that both unconscious and 
conscious biases lead to discriminatory actions, even when an individual does not 
want to discriminate…Cognitive schemas -- thought structures-- influence what 
we notice and how the things we notice get interpreted.  Studies have shown that 
racial schemas operate not only as part of conscious, rational deliberation, but also 
automatically-- without conscious awareness or intent (Alexander, pp. 103-4). 

 
In general, we must consider what sort of preconceived notions and stereotypes our teachers are 

stepping into our classrooms with. This may in fact affect the way teachers assess the ability of 

their students and taint the manner in which they assess a child’s behavior or work ethic in the 

classroom. It is important to understand and assess the personal biases that each of us brings to 

the table. While cognitive biases are not intentional, many times we do assess a particular group 

of people via fixed and oversimplified societal representations that the media inundates us with. 

It is a matter of asking how to better enhance professional development for teachers in a way that 

better prepares them to account for the psychological and emotional traits that also affects the 

learning of a teacher’s students. 

 
HOLYOKE COMMUNITY CHARTER SCHOOL 

 
In 2005 the Holyoke Community Charter School (HCCS) opened as an intervention to 

the failing Holyoke Public school system.  After years of working with the city to improve 

schooling for Latin@ children, organizers and activists began to look outside of the city to 

service the needs of Latin@ students.  Organizers contracted with SABIS School Network to 

serve Latin@ children in grades K-8 from Holyoke and the surrounding communities of 
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Agawam, Chicopee, West Springfield, Springfield, Northampton, South Hadley and 

Easthampton (SABIS, 2013).  

As researchers, we came to the charter school late in the project. At various community 

meetings that occurred during our research period, questions about and comparisons to the 

charter school by Holyoke Public School administrators were actively avoided and openly 

discouraged.  By mid-April, at least three of the parents we spoke with mentioned that they had 

children attending HCCS.  Professor Candelario called Superintendent Pope to set up an 

interview, and instead Pope offered the opportunity for members of our research team to 

accompany 80-100 parents, school administrators and students to Beacon Hill in efforts to lobby 

state legislators for an elimination of the cap on charter schools in Massachusetts.  For HCCS, 

lifting the cap would allow the school to move forward on plans to expand and incorporate a 

high school.  On April 11th, Professor Candelario and student-researcher Caitlin DuBois 

accompanied the participants on the trip to Boston as observers and conducted roughly 40 

informal interviews with primary caregivers. 

Returning to the data on the Kelly School and McMahon Elementary and including the 

2012 data on the Holyoke Community Charter School provided by DESE, third grade test scores 

are dramatically higher: 45% at HCCS compared to 4% at Kelly. Something different is 

happening at the Charter School and, as with Kelly and McMahon, it is important to look at key 

demographics of the students.         
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  Kelly 
School 

McMahon 
Elementary 

The Holyoke 
Community Charter 
School 

Percent 3rd Graders Scoring 
Proficient or Higher on MCAS 
Reading 

4% 22% 45% 

Title 1 Yes Yes n/a 

Ward 1a 6a n/a 

Neighborhood The Flats Homestead 
Avenue 

Students from across 
Holyoke and surrounding 
areas 

Percent School 
Population Latin@ 

96% 55% 88% 

Free/Reduced Lunch 96.8% 69.6% 74.4% 

Special Education 20% 23.9% 9.4% 

First Language Not English 75.4% 30.2% 24.8% 

Figure 20: Holyoke Elementary School Comparison, 2012         
 (Source: Massachusetts Department of Elementary and Secondary Education, Holyoke District Data, 2013. 
http://profiles.doe.mass.edu/profiles/student.aspx?orgcode=04530000&orgtypecode=5&) 

  
We see that the students at HCCS are predominantly Latin@ (less so than at Kelly, but not 

significantly) and less often eligible for free/reduced lunch. The last two figures are especially 

striking: only 9.4% of students are Special Education students, compared to 20% at the Kelly 

School and only 24.8% claim English as their first language verses 75.4% at Kelly School. 
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To probe whether the higher literacy rates at HCCS were due to a “selection effect” – as 

has been found to be the case often with charter school students’ achievements -- we asked all of 

the parents three questions: (1) How did you hear about the charter school; (2) What would you 

have done if your child did not get into the charter school; and (3) Have you interacted with other 

schools within the Holyoke Public School system? From these questions, what we heard 

overwhelmingly was that caregivers were actively and successfully navigating their social 

networks in order to place their child in the charter school. Many caregivers heard about the 

charter school from someone they knew: their mom heard of the charter school, they knew 

someone who worked at the charter school or one of their children was already at the charter 

school and they were able to get their other child in.  Charter school caregivers are people who 

are learning about the system, know the system, or know someone who knows how to navigate 

the institution of the charter school. Only two people that we asked had heard about it from a 

newspaper or from a postcard, which is significant because it means that only people with the 

know-how have access to getting their kids into the charter school.  

Also, the families in the charter school are largely Latin@ SNAF conforming. This is 

significant because accumulation of social capital and resources in a SNAF family leads to the 

kind of navigation skills these caregivers have. Further, many of these caregivers have gone 

through the Holyoke Public School System themselves. They talked about negative experiences 

they had been through particularly at Donahue, McMahon, and E.N. White. It was exactly in 

response to those experiences that they made the choice to put their child(ren) in the charter 

school. This shows they know how to navigate the system, which is not something all Latin@s in 

the city of Holyoke know. This “choice” is thought of as the “selection effect”--the ability of 

more highly resourced parents to navigate the system and select into the best public schools. 
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Simply having the knowledge and wherewithal to place their child(ren) in the charter school 

indicates these families have the kinds of resources and capital that are more easily translatable 

to their child’s educational success. Thus, when we consider the higher reading scores of the 

charter school, we must consider that a large part of this success simply occurs because of the 

selection effect and the SNAF oriented families that make up the charter school.  

 
ASSETS 
 

Though Latin@s in Holyoke are marginalized and often live in incredibly stressful 

situations resulting from poverty, Latin@ families and the Latin@ community in Holyoke have a 

wealth of assets. These assets can be broken into different kinds of capital. To begin, the 

community has cultural capital because of their sustained, long-term bi-culturalism, bilingualism, 

and resilience. The community also has social capital through invisible networks, such as 

Churches and the Five Colleges, as well as intergenerational and transnational transfers within 

Latin@ families. The Latin@ community has also developed human capital, as is evidenced by 

Latin@ educators at all levels of education, social entrepreneurs, and economic entrepreneurs 

working in the community. Finally, though more recently, Latin@s in Holyoke have accrued 

some political capital reflected in the growing number of Latin@ leaders in the municipal 

government apparatus. We believe that by supporting the existing web of assets in the Latin@ 

community in Holyoke, we can strengthen and empower families in crucial ways.  

 
Social Entrepreneurs: Cultural Workers, Cultural Competencies 
 
 The Ethnic Studies Department of the Tucson Unified School District (TUSD) is made 

up of Native American Studies, African American Studies, and Pan Asian Studies.  The Mexican 

American Studies (MAS) program is a direct academic service primarily focused on classroom 
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instruction, as well as some teacher mentoring and continuing education opportunities.  The 

TUSD is 61.6% Latin@ and 26% White, and over the last eleven graduating classes, by the time 

graduation came, class sizes had lost as much as 49% of their Latin@ students.  The Mexican 

American Studies Department was created from a long-term grassroots movement starting with 

Chicano school walkouts in 1969, and was created with the intention of targeting low graduation 

rates of Latin@s.  MAS then “proposed a course that would use the Arizona State Standards, 

Critical Pedagogy, Critical Race Theory, and authentic caring as the foundation of an equitable 

educational experience….We believed that, given the appropriate structures and an authentic 

culture of caring, historically marginalized and underserved student could reach their intellectual 

capacities” (Romero, 2010, p. 9).   

                                                

   Figure 21: Poster for Precious Knowledge Documentary 

Using the critical race theory as a lens, students were able to examine the government, 

the Declaration of Independence, the US Constitution, the Amendments, and relevant Supreme 

Court Decision and state laws.  In addition, students participated in action research focused on 

their own social realities.  “We helped students develop the skills needed to implement the 
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methodologies needed to assess and address the everyday injustices limiting their life chances, 

their freedom, and their ability to pursue happiness” (Romero, p.9).  In the first year, the MAS 

program taught seventeen students who had between four and seven of the twelve credits they 

should have, and had an average grade point average around 1.0.  At the end of the semester, not 

one student had dropped out. The course draws on the philosophy of Paolo Freire, and the 

pedagogy is centered on understanding the lived experiences of the students, including an in-

depth look at their history and culture.    

 

Figure 22: Graduation Outcomes for MAS Students 

         Over the last seven academic years, the Raza Studies program has reached over 1,100 

students.  These students have outperformed all other students on the high stakes state graduation 

exam, have graduated from high school at a higher rate than their White peers, and have enrolled 

in college at a rate that is greater than the national average for Chicana/o students.  For the 

Arizona high stakes graduation exam, students within this program have inverted the 

achievement gap, and 97.5% of them have graduated.  During that same time, the White 
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graduation rate was 82.5%.  The national average of Chicanos enrolling in post-secondary 

education is 24%, but 67% of students from these programs are enrolled. 

 

Figure 23: AIMS Passing Rates  

Though ethnic studies is not specifically present in the Holyoke Public Schools 

curriculum, given how effective the program has been in Arizona, we think it would be a 

beneficial curriculum to implement. The Charter School in Holyoke is incorporating more 

aspects of the Latin@ culture (that are seen in what MAS is doing) into their institution.  This 

has resulted in a number parents who reported feeling much more welcome there.  The school 

atmosphere includes students being greeted with a kiss on the cheek, math being taught by using 

dominoes, and Spanish being an integral part of the curriculum and taught at every grade level.  

What may seem to be small details have profound effects when it helps a student grow and 

identify their own culture with that of their school. 
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CULTIVATING CAREGIVER LITERACIES 
 

As a framework for understanding the relationship between cultural empowerment and 

civic engagement, we turned to Veronica Terriquez’s “Schools for Democracy: Labor Union 

Participation and Latin@ Immigrant Parents’ School-Based Civic Engagement.” To 

operationalize her hypothesis that increased union participation leads to increased civic 

engagement, Terriquez looked at Latin@ immigrants in Los Angeles organized as part of the 

Justice for Janitors campaign of the Service Employees International Union (SEIU).  

Incorporating quantitative and qualitative research methods, Terriquez found that members who 

are critically engaged in their union, and are a part of the decision-making processes, are more 

likely to be engaged in their children’s schools. She found no correlation between “plug-in” 

engagement - that is volunteering that occurs under the direction of professional staff assigning 

specific tasks - and parental involvement in schools.  While exceptions exist, this means that in 

order for parents to be motivated to formally participate in their children’s schooling, they must 

be a part of decision-making processes and leadership within the union, or what Terriquez calls 

“critical engagement.” Much in the tradition of civil rights and grassroots organizing, it is 

important to note that SEIU is a “social movement union” where issues that involve members 

extend beyond the workplace. Social movement unions turn members out for protests, political 

campaigns, and other activities as part of political engagement. 
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Figure 23: SEIU Rally 

Terriquez’s findings are significant for at least two reasons relating to our research in 

Holyoke. First, additional literature cited by Terriquez proves that increased parental engagement 

in schools directly correlates with increased success of children. Throughout the last 20 years, 

Holyoke has seen a number of initiatives, city and community-based, designed to increase the 

engagement of parents. Today, we can look to the “community schools” Peck and Kelly as 

examples of such policies. While the Early Childhood Initiative continues to be developed by the 

city and partner/stakeholders, critically engaged parents play a central role to the success of 

implementation.  Secondly, while there are few labor unions currently organizing in Holyoke, the 

city itself maintains high levels of organizational density.  Especially and uniquely with 

community-based organizations and nonprofits, the city is home to more than 75 organizations. 

Just as Terriquez distinguishes between social movement unions and traditional industrial unions, 

not all community-based organizations engage their membership in critical ways. 
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Figure 24: Holyoke Family Services Map, 2007 Source: María Rendón, Psychology, SC ‘07 
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The Midwest Academy, an organizing training institute based in Chicago outlines the 

different forms of community organizing. Ranging from direct service organizations that provide 

specific resources to a community, to direct action organizations where the people who are 

impacted by the issue are directly organizing themselves, directly challenge the relations of 

power. With this form of empowerment, the level of involvement increases.  Based on our 

research we believe that most community-based organizations in Holyoke are not direct-action 

and therefore are not critical-engagers.  

                  

     Figure 25: Forms of Community Engagement 

Organizational staff typically do not empower their members to make decisions or 

challenge the structures of inequality that directly impact opportunities for social mobility. This 

lack of critical engagement fails to facilitate member participation in schools and further 

perpetuates existing power relations.  As noted by Terriquez, labor unions and educational 

institutions are historically significant institutions that foster in the social mobility of poor and 

working class families, including families from immigrant backgrounds. With the density of 

community-based organizations that already exists in Holyoke, we believe that these 
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organizations have a similar potential to break the cycle of poverty if they critically and political 

engagers. 

Community-Based Organizations: 

One example of culturally competent civic engagement training is offered by Enlace de 

Familias.  Enlace’s mission is to promote a community where families are given the opportunity 

to improve their quality of life.  Throughout our work at Toepfert and what we observed during 

our focus group was that through the People Empowering People (PEP) program, parents were 

learning how to navigate the school system.  What was happening at the charter school was also 

happening at Toepfert because of the work of Enlace through the People Empowering People 

program. Also through PEP, we found that there are older community organizers who have being 

working on this program for decades.  They have acted as role models for the community and 

have been really significant in terms of showing people multiple ways to people to participate in 

community work.  

 

Figure 26: Enlace de Familias 
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Recently, Enlace was selected as the lead agency by the Department of Children and 

Families to run Holyoke’s first Family Resource Center.  We applaud this initiative, and urge 

that the FRC incorporate Family Literacy projects into it’s programming.  A very successful 

Family Literacy pilot project has just completed its first year at the Worcester Family Resource 

Center.  Given that Holyoke’s new Superintendent of Schools, Sergio Paez, comes to HPS from 

Worcester’s school system, we imagine that an opportunity exists for best practices knowledge 

sharing. 

Another key cultural project is Enchanted Circle Theater, which is an arts-integration 

program that expands the boundaries of what is generally presented in schools by integrated 

theater, dance, music, visual media, and literary arts.  This program participates in virtually all 

the schools in Holyoke.  It engages students in a unique way, by teaching them various literacies 

through the arts.  Students are more prone to participating when ECT is in the classroom.  It 

shows students that there are multiple ways of learning.   

 

 Figure 27: ECT at the Metcalf School 
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Most importantly, ECT actively incorporates Latin@ primary caregivers into their classroom-

based work in Holyoke, despite the fact that ECT staff and artists are English monolingual. 

Socio-economic Entrepeneurs: 

Small businesses, like community-based organizations, can serve as spaces for the 

empowerment of caregivers through literacy development. Salsarengue is a Puerto Rican 

restaurant located in downtown Holyoke, and serves as a space for Latin@ community members 

to build their literacy skills in an environment specifically meant for Latin@s, often through non-

traditional methods that are part of Latin@ culture. This is extremely important, because there 

are few spaces Latin@s can take ownership of in Holyoke. That said, the space is inclusive of all 

backgrounds. As Hector C., one of the employees at Salsarengue explains, “what you see here 

you won’t see anywhere else--in Holyoke, or Springfield, or Chicopee--in a Spanish restaurant” 

(Participant, Salsarengue, FG:1). Owner José Bou opened Salsarengue in October 2005 when he 

heard of the opportunity from a friend who knew the prior owner of the space. The first thing 

José did was change the facade and décor of the restaurant. Today, Salsarengue’s interior is full 

of Latin American and Latin@ political fliers and art, as well as posters from past events held at 

the restaurant. Latin American flags adorn the ceiling. José explains the decor by saying, “I like 

Che Guevara and I like Fidel Castro and I like the Puerto Rican struggle.”  

After starting the restaurant, José began what is now a longstanding poetry night at the 

restaurant. First suggested by Dr. Manuel Frau, a friend of José’s from the University of 

Massachusetts and the founder of the Latin@ newspaper El Sol Latin@, the poetry night falls on 

the third Saturday of every month. Latin@ poets and artists from Holyoke, Amherst, 

Northampton, and the greater New England area participate in the poetry night. Some of the 

poets are scholars, and others are simply interested community members. The space is extremely 



 62 

inclusive of all levels of education, and therefore provides all members of the Holyoke 

community an opportunity to engage in building their literacy skills through writing and 

performing their own poetry, or simply attending the event.  

        

 Figure 28: José Bou at Salsarengue 

In addition to the poetry night, José regularly holds community discussions at the 

restaurant. Soon after opening, for example, José held a community meeting with ex-political 

prisoners. These events serve to promote political literacy, which is crucial to advancing the 

societal navigation skills of Latin@ community members. The restaurant also serves as a space 

for playing dominos, whether in a formal tournament or just for fun. Domino playing requires 

constant math analysis, and is therefore a method through which adults and children build their 

math literacy skills. There is an established research literature on “ethnomathematics” efficacy 

among minority communities in the United States. Finally, music and dance, which are a non-

traditional, kinesthetic way of developing spatial literacy skills, are a large part of the 

Salsarengue atmosphere. Not only does Salsarengue give the Latin@ community of Holyoke and 
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New England the chance to connect with and celebrate their culture, but it also provides a 

positive environment in which adults and children can cultivate their literacy skills.  

Adult Basic Education: 
 

Adult Basic Education is often seen as the most direct way for caregivers to develop their 

literacy skills. Holyoke has a strong collaboration of different groups working to provide adults 

with literacy education called Juntos Collaborative. Many of these programs are aimed at helping 

adults get their GEDs. As we’ve discussed, studies have shown the GED does little to increase an 

individual’s lifetime wage earnings compared with traditional high school graduates. However, 

the process and experience of getting the GED is extremely empowering for adult learners in that 

it fosters a sense of agency in adults who have often been pushed out by the school system, and 

who often blame themselves for their low-levels of education. For primary caregivers, adult 

basic education can foster a rather unique way of engaging in the education of their children.  

 

Figure 29: Picknelley Adult and Family Education Center 
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When Professor Candelario’s Fall 2012 SOC 214 students were in class with students 

from the Adult Learning Center, which is part of the Juntos Collaborative, they observed 

multiple moments during which a GED student, who had brought her child(ren) to the class, 

would chat with her child(ren) about the importance of staying in school. In addition to dialogue 

about the importance of education, adult learners can have a non-traditional role in supporting 

their child(ren)’s education through homework reciprocity. When asked about homework help, a 

GED student at the Adult Learning Center, joyfully proclaimed “well, I help my youngest...but 

my oldest helps me!” Despite the strength of the Juntos Collaborative, there are extremely long 

wait lists for spots in Adult Basic Education classes. We believe finding ways to support the 

Juntos Collaborative could have extremely positive effects on early childhood literacy as well as 

adult literacy, and on the overall well-being of the Holyoke community.  

                                      

   Figure 30: ALC SOC214 Student and her son, Fall 2012 
Community Schools 
         In the past five years, Holyoke public schools have joined forces with the Full-Service 

Community School movement, transforming three elementary schools into community schools: 

Peck, Kelly, and Morgan. Full Service Community Schools are those “where services, supports 

and opportunities lead to improved student learning, stronger families and healthier 
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communities”.  The Community Schools model is built upon a commitment to holistic support of 

children and families: by embedding social services, enrichment activities, after-school 

programming, expanded learning opportunities that connect students to the community outside, 

college preparatory programs, and more, all within the school building, the model seeks to turn 

the school into a central hub of the community itself. Central to the model is a commitment, not 

only to students, but to their parents and families as well. “Community schools contain a host of 

opportunities and supports built-in that give students and parents all the tools they need to learn 

and grow.” (“What is a Community School,” 2013) The community school movement 

exemplifies the kinds of family engagement we’ve been outlining, and we believe that 

supporting the efforts taking place at these schools is important to achieving the goals outlined in 

the ELI. 

                                         

  Figure 31: Morgan, Peck and Kelly FSCS 

While Kelly School, which became a full service community school in 2012, is still 

working to align its community model with improved MCAS results (and we hope our analysis 
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of the stresses faced by the students at Kelly helps to explain the particularly trenchant nature of 

the issue at this school), Peck, a full service community school since 2008, has seen remarkable 

improvements.  Last years’ 3rd graders at Peck scored 29% proficient or higher on MCAS 

reading, up from 8% in 2009, and higher than McMahon. Lest we apply the same explanations 

here as at McMahon, that higher-resourced students achieve better outcomes due to resource 

accumulation, note the demographics of Peck: 88% of students are Latin@, and 88.9% are low-

income (MCAS Annual Comparisons, 2012).  

Equally important regarding community schools is the impact they can have on 

empowering parents. A remarkable example of this is the parent group that formed of its own 

volition, but with the support of the school at Morgan Elementary. One of the participants at the 

focus group we conducted at the Morgan family literacy class that meets three times a week and 

is free for parents of students, shared with pride her story of being a part of the group, when they 

decided to advocate for school uniforms.   

The implementation of uniforms was organized by my group called PMAD 
(Parents Making a Difference).  They had a meeting of parents and people like the 
director, Glenda.  They had this meeting and they determined between parents and 
them that they were going to implement a uniform in the school.  But we also had 
to be in contact with the people who are more... with the people in the department 
of education so those people would accept that rule (Focus Group Morgan). 
 

These types of direct-action, decision-making skills are what Terriquez categorizes as critical 

engagement. That Morgan Community School could help this mother participate in a decision 

that positively benefited her children will have lasting effects on the mother’s sense of agency in 

her children’s education, but also in her own life, and all of this will be immensely advantageous 

to her children. It was also clear that she felt at ease at the school; she was comfortable talking to 

and interacting with the school staff, and carried herself with confidence. This alone is an 

important part of engaging families: making them feel welcome at the school, actively conveying 
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that their presence is not only appreciated, but useful to what’s happening there. How can this 

kind of environment be inculcated in all of Holyoke’s schools, and for all parents? After all, this 

mother chose to participate in the Family Literacy class, and the PMAD group, which harkens 

back to the selection effect, discussed above regarding Charter school families. The question is, 

then: how to create a school environment where parents and caregivers, who would not 

otherwise feel comfortable or are uninterested in participating, are drawn into the school in a 

meaningful way? There are certainly important assets in the community school model; we 

heartily encourage the development, (even expansion) of its school framework, and urge the ELI 

design team to see the Community School network as a resource in this endeavor.  

 
RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

Looking back at the original mission for the Early Literacy Initiative, it would be useful 

to consider how our research may shed a new light on the ELI mission, expanding its vision 

beyond the child and taking into account what is at the root of the solution. To quote Michael 

Moriarty, the Early Literacy Initiative is "A family issue and we need a plan to support children 

from birth through age nine if we are going to meet our goal.”  When taking a closer look at this 

mission, we notice that there is no mention of the primary caregivers in assessing and reaching 

this goal. A child’s primary caregiver is a vital element of this process, and we recognize that. 

Nonetheless, as we have learned throughout our research, many parents cannot engage in the 

way the Holyoke school system is asking parents to.  

Many primary caregivers with children affected by this initiative are not equipped with 

the tools to do so, nor do they have the time to invest as the Holyoke school system may be 

expecting them to. We can improve this mission by amending a few words, redirecting the 

mission and changing it to: 
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"This is a family issue and we need to plan to support families, primary 
caregivers in particular, by providing them with the tools to further support their 
own children in the process if we plan to meet our goal.” 
 

 

Figure 31: ELI Accountability Structure responsive to Families 

  
What we noticed throughout our research, that what is missing at the policy and program 

level is not a lack of resources, a lack of structure, etc. but it is a lack of assessing the actual 

problem, which we have concluded as a problem tracing to back the families. How do we better 

serve non-SNAF families in a way that embraces their existing assets? We have students that 

are coming from homes that vary in socio-economic backgrounds. What we are asking is that the 

mission of the Early Language Literacy Campaign be redirected to support families, and not just 

school children as if their lives and experiences are independent of their households. It is a 

matter of tending to capacity building in the home for its own sake. It is a matter of 

financially supporting programs that directly target family literacy and further encouraging 

empowerment for all families.  
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CONCLUSION 
 

We have presented this research in hopes that it can be used as a framework for thinking 

about parent and caregiver engagement in Holyoke more expansively. By presenting the diverse 

and complex stresses faced by Latin@ families living in poverty, we suggest that pathways to 

success for many school children in Holyoke will require a different set of resources and 

strategies than those typically utilized in the public school setting. Crucially, we suggest that a 

truly successful Early Literacy Initiative - one that brings about consistently strong young 

readers, and sets them up for a lifetime of literary skill and enjoyment - needs to begin and end 

with families. From the research we did with parents and caregivers in Holyoke, we know that all 

families are eager to see their children succeed. Yet the disconnects we have observed between 

families and schools confound the efforts on each side to create meaningful supports for children, 

leaving schools frustrated at perceived lack of engagement, and parents and caregivers feeling 

unheard and disrespected. The burdens borne by these families often go unnoticed or 

unacknowledged, leaving only the resultant deficits as a point of reference in explaining why 

some children succeed and others struggle, or why some parents attend an all-school meeting and 

others don’t. 

        

 Figure 33: The Care Center 
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By showing, first and foremost, that Latin@ families value - as all families do - their 

children’s educational success, we want to stress that the capacity for engagement is richly 

available in Holyoke. What limits that capacity is a framework of engagement predicated on a 

series of assumptions about families that are simply not true for most of Holyoke 

schoolchildren’s families, and which fails to consider a range of sociological factors that make 

engaging within that model difficult or even impossible. We suggest, then, that Holyoke reopen 

the discussion about engagement, to ask everyone involved: what do you need to make this 

work? But this inquiry needs to begin and end with parents and caregivers.  

Families aren’t one part of a web of cooperative forces: we see the family as the web 

itself, upon which every other force should be structured and utilized. In understanding the 

primacy of primary caregiver involvement in children’s success, consider this research from Paul 

Tough, regarding the adverse effects of the stress hormones explored above: When children in 

stressful homes develop a secure relationship with just one consistently committed parent or 

caregiver, the effects of that stress are almost entirely dissipated. That fact alone can have a 

monumental impact on educational success for children in Holyoke. It means beginning with this 

question: How do we help families develop such relationships, and support them throughout 

theirs and their children’s lives? 

Part of the answer to this question, we have found, lies in cultivating adult literacies. At 

the end of the day, we believe that the parent or caregiver (beginning with the pregnant mother-

to-be) who is supported and empowered by their adult basic education class, or community 

organization, or health provider, or cultural group, will have a greater positive effect on their 

child's literacy than the parent who is handed Hop on Pop at their child's school and asked to 

read with their child for 30 minutes every day. We have demonstrated the difference between 
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direct service and direct action, and the differences in the organizations which achieve each: If 

engagement in public schools can utilize a direct action model, and work with existing resources 

that are cultivating adult literacies, then empowering parents and caregivers can become central 

to strategies for success for every child in Holyoke. Such a model would help parents and 

caregivers gain the navigational skills we saw as so crucial in the achievement of many students 

in Holyoke. 

We urge the city of Holyoke, therefore, to create a new model for engagement: one that 

acknowledges and addresses the stressors faced by all kinds of families, and does not ask them to 

give what they are unwilling or unable to provide. This model, instead, should give them what 

they need to be the best caregivers they can be, and the best advocates they can be, based on the 

ways they want to be.  We are calling on the city of Holyoke to act as allies in the larger project 

of empowerment. We challenge the City to play the role of a good ally, which as Rinku Sen, 

President and Executive Director of the Applied Research Center (ARC) writes, is "not to save 

anybody but rather to help create the conditions (which are multiple and complex) under which 

people can assert and grow their own power."  If serious about changing education in Holyoke, 

the response must include empowerment for Latin@s in the city, even those who are not 

parents. Returning to the research provided by Terriquez, this empowerment that must actively 

incorporate Latin@s into decision-making process, decisions that may shift existing power 

relationships.  

The model does not have to be built from scratch. The assets that exist in Holyoke, both 

in the community at large and among families themselves, are rich and powerful. Much is 

happening in this city to empower and support families: tap those resources, even those that seem 

unconnected to the goal of early literacy, to help give families what they need. Ask families what 
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they see as their strengths and assets, and utilize those as much as possible. Above all, we hope 

to impart this: that Holyoke already has what it needs to achieve educational success for its 

children.  

              

Figure 34: When children in stressful homes develop a secure 
relationship with just one consistently committed parent or 
caregiver, the effects of that stress are almost entirely dissipated.  
 

It has a vibrant Latin@ community, a community with a rich cultural heritage, a deep 

respect for education, and a steadfast love and commitments to its children. It is imperative to the 

success of any achievement-focused initiative that this community be understood and utilized as 

such. Is this city “allergic to Spanish”, as one of us overheard at a participant observation? Is the 

Latin@ community perceived - possibly as a result of the invisible factors that translate 

conditions of poverty into cultural pathologies - however implicitly, as a deficit? If so, then 

reopening the dialogue on engagement ought to begin by addressing that question. And then we 

can ask, how do we utilize the Latin@ community, and the rich cultural assets embedded within 
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it, as a resource to helping young Latin@ students thrive, and their families thrive with them? 

That resource alone offers boundless opportunity for change. 

There are voices in this city that are not fully being heard, but which are speaking truths 

whose implications are profound. Listen to those voices, and follow their truths: with 20% of 3rd 

graders scoring proficient or higher on their MCAS reading tests, there is truly nothing to lose. 
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