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Introduction

Children are the living messages we send to a time we will not see ...'

For low-income youth in Mexico today, the pressure that the future exerts on the

present is intense. Their fate hangs on what they do today in a far more urgent way

than it is likely to at any other time in their lives. This urgency has been heightened by

the recent introduction of compulsory secondary schooling under the 1993 Education

Act in an attempt to promote national development, and the concomitant demand

among employers for a secondary school certificate for even the lowest-paid jobs.

Schooling is, of course, no guarantee of a rosy life in Mexico. But the alternative is

far worse: extreme vulnerability due to dependence on low-paid, insecure

employment; or perhaps, for girls, on an unreliable marriage partner. Low grades, a

failed exam, or dropping out of school have, thus, become pivotal moments which can

change the course of a young person's life, literally spelling the difference between

social exclusion and inclusion or, as I express it later in the dissertation, between

being a Mexican and a marginal.

The young students at La Colina, the secondary school in a marginal, urban area of

Guadalajara where I carried out this study, knew that they were poised at a critical

juncture. They were acutely aware of the transcendence of their immediate

educational decisions. And whilst they dreamt about the future, they were equally

lucid about the obstacles standing in the way of their dreams. Many were, thus, busily

engaged in finding strategies that would enable them to reconcile their dreams with

what they perceived as their real possibilities for attaining them. Crucially, it seemed

that much of the weight of such decisions about the future - including whether to stay

in school or not - fell onto their shoulders.

Currently, not even half of young people make it through the compulsory basic
education cycle of primary and secondary school, and among those, low-income
sectors have the highest rates of drop-out and repetition.2 This imbalance is
detrimental to national development, to equity, and to the lives of millions of young
people. A key point of departure in this dissertation is, thus, that educational - and
therefore in part also social - inequality is currently reproduced in Mexico more
through the exclusion of young people from schooling than through what is taught in
school or how that knowledge is transmitted. This marks a key difference from
analyses of schooling in more advanced industrial countries, where the school's role
in reproducing class, race and gender inequalities is often prioritised. In view of this, I
contend that the most pressing educational issues at secondary level in Mexico is to

1 Neil Postman 1994: xi
2 See Chapter One for statistics on this.



keep students in school long enough for them to complete their basic education; and

to discover what can be done from the school's side to encourage this. Thus, the

guiding questions in the dissertation are: What are the difficulties that prevent young

people from completing their secondary schooling; and How can they be encouraged

to stay in school for long enough to do so?

From a theoretical perspective, the dissertation raises questions concerning the way in

which the poverty-schooling link has typically been theorised. In particular, I

challenge cultural 'mismatch' approaches which propose that cultural

incompatibilities between the home and the school prevent young people from

adapting to the school's 'culture' and therefore discourage them from studying. I

contest this on the basis of my empirical findings, which suggest that young people do

not necessarily share their families' world views or aspirations. In fact, they may well

find the school a very appealing alternative to home in a number of ways - whence

the title of this dissertation: in loco parentis. I suggest that the students' social and

family contexts, as well as the historically powerful association in post-colonial

Mexico between schooling, nationalism and social inclusion, are the key to

understanding these different intra-family perspectives on schooling. A further key

theoretical point arising from these considerations is that insufficient attention has

been paid to affective matters in studies of the linkages between school performance

and poverty, which have tended to focus overridingly on cognitive, economic and

cultural factors. Connected with this, the student's point of view, and his or her world

outside the school, have all too often been left out of the picture.

In view of the above considerations, the dissertation sets out to explore the links
between students, families and La Colina secondary school on Guadalajara's
southernmost periphery. I do this by investigating the perspectives of the main
educational actors involved: teachers, students and parents, but ultimately my key
focus is on the students. My key aim has been to understand how the students saw the
school, and what kind of forces attracted them to it or deterred them from attending. I
attempted to discover what issues entered into play in students' decisions about their
schooling; and why, despite their best efforts, they often had to interrupt their studies.
I draw on the phenomenology of Alfred Schutz in order to frame a 'multiple actor
perspective' focusing on the different actors' subjective perceptions of their realities. I
use a predominantly qualitative approach to focus on the relationships between
teachers, parents and students with a view to discerning where they are fragile, and
where ruptures typically occur that can jeopardise school performance and/or
attendance. Throughout, I argue that context is the key to understanding these
relationships.



Family, school, state, neoliberalism

At a broader level, the dissertation also explores the issue of educational equity and

family-state relations in the context of recent changes in policy paradigms in Mexico.

The new millenium has witnessed sweeping changes in Mexico, and in some respects,

things look rosier for the country than they have for a long time. The defeat of the PRI

at the 2000 presidential elections signalled the consolidation of a growing political

pluralism; there are new hopes for peace in Chiapas as the new president, Vicente

Fox, negotiates with the Zapatist army; and the economy seems to be picking up again

after the disastrous 1994 currency devaluation.3 Yet one of the greatest threats to the

new and still-fragile status quo is inequity, an area which is dangerously easy to

overlook in the current climate of optimism. Despite its growth rates and modern

façade, Mexico has one of the most skewed income distribution coefficients in the

world, with millions of Mexicans currently living in extreme poverty. Many look to

education as a way up and out of their poverty. But, as I shall argue in the

forthcoming chapters, the current policy direction does not augur well for them.

In line with international tendencies, recent Mexican governments have implemented

a series of neoliberal-inspired policy reforms aimed at reducing the State's role in,

inter alia, social and educational provision. Private actors, including families, are

increasingly being encouraged to step in and participate in the provision of these

services. In the sphere of education, the 1993 reform declared secondary schooling

compulsory and the inalienable, constitutional right of all Mexican children (SEP

1993a). At the same time, changes to the Constitution now decree that it is the duty of

parents to ensure that their children attend school and avail themselves of that right. The

1993 Act emphasises parental co-responsibility for schooling, marking a sea change

from the post-revolutionary Mexican State's historical commitment to provide schooling

single-handedly for the entire population. In this way, the family is rendered jointly

responsible for delivering a function that was previously the prerogative of the State.

Responsibility for education is partially repatriated to the family, as the State seeks to

cast off its post-revolutionary paternalistic mantle. In practice, however, families have

hitherto typcially footed much of the bill for public schooling in any case. Paradoxically,

the State claims to be 'withdrawing' from educational - and social - provision, when it

has never really offered this effectively in the first place.

In the following chapters, I hope to illustrate that the Mexican State's rhetorical
insistence on schooling as children's right, parents' obligation and an opportunity
ostensibly available to all, may be perilous in circumstances where families are
struggling to scrape by from day to day, and their fragile economies cannot sustain the

Growth rates are currently around 5% GDP per year (The Economist 24.6.00).



constant trickle of expenses and large outlays at the beginning of each academic year

which schooling demands. Although many parents4 find it very difficult to finance their

children's studies, at the same time, they are reluctant to deny their children their new-

found right to secondary schooling, and thereby potentially be held responsible for

truncating their opportunities. This dilemma gives rise to tensions, both between families

and the school and within families, that are a key theme throughout the dissertation.

Below, I briefly summarise the contents of each chapter:

Chapter One looks at some ways in which the links between poverty and schooling

have been tackled theoretically. In the first part of the chapter, I briefly review

functionalist, structuralist, and reproductionist accounts, as well as school

effectiveness research, and I discuss their heuristic usefulness in the light of my

empirical findings. I highlight the areas where my findings are not satisfactorily

explained using these frameworks, and put forward the elements that I took into

account when formulating an alternative framework.

Chapter Two describes the epistemological framework, context, selection criteria
and field methods that I used to approach the study. I draw on the phenomenology of
Alfred Schutz in order to frame a multiple actor perspective, and to conceptualise the
conflicts that can arise as students negotiate between the spheres of home and school.
The chapter also contains a discussion of socialisation with a view to adding a more
psychological dimension to Schutz's approach and shedding light upon the tensions
students experienced in making decisions over schooling. I discuss the validity of my
approach, and my position in the research field.

Chapter Three is a historical and contextual chapter, divided into two parts linked by
the themes of the linkage between family, schooling, and the State. The first part
explores some underlying reasons for the school-family antagonisms in Mexico which
have flared up periodically in 19th and 20th century Mexican history. I have
highlighted certain episodes around which these antagonisms have coalesced most
clearly. The school-home dynamic has its roots in broader social struggles and
antagonisms between Church and State during the nation state formation process,
where the State/school represents progress and modernity, and the Church and poor
family have been portrayed as the bastions of reactionary, unenlightened tradition-in-
the-bad-sense. School-home conflicts in Mexico have also historically embodied the
contradictions between the liberal notion of personal development and the economic
imperatives of national development, both anchored in the idea of citizenship: the

I use the catch-all term parents here provisionally, since in the dissertation I distinguish between
mothers' and fathers' attitudes to schooling, since I observed a sharp difference in their respective
attitudes to their children's schooling.



moral obligation to develop oneself for the good of the nation. I discuss recent shifts
in the citizen-State contract triggered by the introduction of neoliberal reforms in
education and in social policy more generally, and I speculate about their impact on
schooling and family relations in the light of my empirical findings.

Chapter Four presents empirical data from my interviews and conversations with

parents, as well as from students' questionnaire responses concerning their parents'

attitude to their schooling. I discuss parents' ambivalence towards schooling, and I

explore the possible source of this; and I investigate some of the material issues that

appear to undermine schooling among families experiencing hardship. I explore

differences in mothers' and fathers' attitudes to their children's schooling; and I

attempt to conceptualise the impact on schooling of the family's affective climate and

household organisation. I discuss a number of strategies that parents deployed to try

and deflect their fears that schooling will distance their children from them.

Chapter Five presents empirical data from my interviews with teachers and other
school-based actors (inspectors, counsellors, etc.). I explore teachers' perceptions of
the students and their families, and their impact on the school-home relationships. I
also investigate constraints on teachers, many of which are exacerbated by the current
emphasis on efficiency and accountability, and which prevent them from engaging in
a more personalised relationship with their students. I also explore their perceptions of
their professional role, and how this has been transformed in the new climate: from
'parents of the community', teachers are now mere bureaucrats. I investigate how this
shift in their professional identity coupled with their stressed working conditions has
contributed to an ever-increasing frustration with students and their families, whom
they end up blaming for poor school performance.

Chapter Six explores the students' point of view. I discuss the students' enthusiasm
for school, and I investigate why they make such concerted attempts to stay in school
often despite lack of material and moral support from their parents. I discuss how
schooling seems to represent to students a positive alternative to the lives they live, to
the exclusion 'inherited' from their parents. I attempt to shed light upon the fragile
moments in students' school careers, which are also the moments where measures are
needed to support their schooling.

Chapter Seven is the concluding chapter, where I bring together the analysis from the
preceding chapters, and relate my findings to the theoretical discussion in Chapter
One.

The Annex provides some more detailed family and school background about the
eight students studied in greater depth in the thesis.



Chapter One

Poverty equals school failure: a foregone conclusion?

For the headmistress of La Colina, the secondary school where I carried out this

study, economic hardship and its corollaries are the main culprits in poor school

performance and drop-out. She told me:

The socioeconomic conditions in which many of our students' families
live mean that in many cases it's more important that the kid
contributes to the family income by working than going to school.
Lately, we've had ... a lot of drop-out... and I think one of the reasons
why the kids don't carry on studying is because they can't afford to.

She is not alone in believing this. The discovery of a positive correlation between

poverty and poor school performance has been described as 'one of the soundest

achievements of social science research (Martin 1994: 1). In Latin America, the poor

school record of low-income groups is a key concern in educational research (see e.g.

De Ibarrola and Rockwell 1985; Delors 1997; UNESCO 1996: 5; Schmelkes 1991

and 1999 for Mexico).

In Mexico, the correlation between poverty and poor school performance is amply
reflected in the educational statistics. There is still a clear link between children's
social status of origin and their access to and progress within formal education
(Carnoy et al. 1979; Munoz Izquierdo 1994: 275; Schmelkes 1999: 3; Cisneros 1993:
31; Chavoya 1986: 2 and 34; Sanchez Escobedo and Pinto Sosa 1995: 1; SNTE 1994:
59). There is little 'intergenerational capillarity' among poorer families, since they
cannot 'feed or educate their children appropriately' (Alejo 1973 in Lomnitz 1993:
21). Seen in this light, poverty and lack of schooling reinforce each other in an
ineluctable downward spiral. The poorest states, marginal urban and rural areas have
worse educational indicators than richer states and urban areas. According to the 1990
Census, illiteracy rates are nearly double in some of Mexico's poorest states
compared to Mexico City (INEGI 1994a; Bracho 1994 and 1995).1 The same states
also perform badly in terms of other crucial indicators: coverage, drop-out, repetition,
terminal efficiency and the percentage of children who make the transition from
primary to secondary school (Prawda 1987; De Ibarrola 1981: 23).

The most pressing issue is not just one of poor school performance, as in countries
with more consolidated education systems. It is the exclusion of large swathes of the

' (30% in Chiapas, 27.5% in Oaxaca, 26.8% in Guerrero, but only 4% in Mexico City)



population from the education system itself. 3.6% of school-age children have

currently never completed a single grade of schooling (Bracho 1995: 4). Many others

drop out before they have completed the minimum cycle of compulsory basic

education, i.e. primary and secondary school.2 Terminal efficiency3 rates are low: out

of every 100 children who enter primary school only around 56 finish; and of those 56

only 48 go on to secondary school. Of those, a mere 28 leave with a secondary

certificate (Chavoya 1996).4 Students from low-income families are more likely to

repeat than their better-off counterparts: test scores in schools with student

populations from low-income sectors are half or one-third lower than schools with a

better-off student intake (UNESCO 1996: 432 and 441). School buildings in low-

income sectors are often only equipped with the bare minimum of facilities,

reinforcing inequality (Blasco 1998: 204-5; Martin 1998b: 179). Often, the least

experienced, newly-qualified teachers are sent to remote or marginal areas when they

are ill-equipped to deal with the types of problems they face there (SNTE 1994: 106).

According to some commentators, Mexican schools perpetuate and exacerbate

inequality by providing worse-quality education to the less well off (Carnoy et al.
1979; Schmelkes 1992: 44; Schmelkes 1999: 3; Barkin 1971: 954). Schmelkes
observes (1999: 3):

The system has been unable not only to counteract the external
variables causing differences in educational results, but also to
guarantee equality of educational opportunities. The outcome is an
educational system that accentuates existing inequalities.

Not only do poorer sectors fare worse in school, but the little schooling that they do

gain access to appears to have made scant contribution to helping them emerge from

poverty, or to alleviating inequality.5 Vaughan (1982: 4) offers the following damning

overview of the apparently feeble impact of education in alleviating poverty and

inequality in Mexico:

2 Children who do not complete secondary school must now also be considered drop-outs since
secondary is now compulsory (Bracho 1995: 4).
3 Terminal efficiency refers to the proportion of students who finish a cycle (e.g. primary or secondary
school) relative to the number who began the cycle.
4 Repetition rates are also high, particularly in the first grades of each cycle. In the first grade of
primary school, 29.3% of students dropped out in 1990; and 10-18% in the remaining grades
(UNESCO 1996: 432).
5 The extent of this inequality can be gauged from Mexico's Gini coefficient, which was 50.3 in 1992:
where the lowest 10% of the population enjoy a mere 1.6% of wealth compared to the highest 20%
which enjoy 55.3%. 41 million Mexicans still live in poverty and 27 million in extreme poverty
(Campos 1992: 164). Around 15% were estimated in 1995 to have access to a balanced diet; 40%



contrary to the hopes of its apologists, education has not offered a

significant exodus from poverty in the post-revolutionary period.

Despite continuous expansion of state schooling since 1920, poverty in

Mexico was more pervasive in 1970 than it was in 1950, and social

stratification increased in the same period. Mexico's coefficient of

income inequality was higher than that of any other major Latin

American country.

Nearly a decade later, in 1990, Morales-Gomez and Torres concluded that the planned
modernisation of Mexican society through education had contributed to increased
social and economic differences, and a worsening of structural unemployment and
underemployment, critical poverty, growing differences in productivity and income,
and an asymmetrical structure in the distribution of political power and in social
participation. Education has been used as an 'instrument of legitimisation' which
compensates for 'the lack of opportunities of social mobility outside the school', and
not a development tool (Morales-Gomez and Torres 1990: 31). In a similar vein,
McGinn and Street (1984: 323 and 325) conclude that education in Mexico has helped
to reinforce and reproduce the state's aim of maintaining 'an inegalitarian social
structure marked by excessive concentration of wealth and income'.6

The link between poverty and poor school performance is, thus, indisputable, at least
as a general rule. The problem, as Martin (1994: 10) puts it, is to know how it happens
and why exceptions can and do occur. Below, I discuss theories of poverty and
schooling which have attempted to shed light on this.

1. Changing the school or society? Theoretical debates on poverty and school
failure

In the light of the above data, the overall picture of the link between education,
poverty and inequality in Mexico is not encouraging. The school seems powerless to
do anything to alleviate pre-existing social inequalities and actually in some cases
appears to reinforce them. Yet on a global scale, and despite several catastrophic

suffer from malnutrition; and a further 45% have a nutritionally inadequate diet (Siglo 21: 16.10.95).
6 The inequalities within the education system have indeed been exacerbated and reproduced through
the allocation of fewer resources to basic as opposed to higher education. Basic education is the level
which contributes most to equity since it reaches most of the population and, despite an apparent
commitment to this level on the part of the Mexican government, the figures tell a different story.
These spending priorities show that Mexico assigns substantially less importance to basic education
than many other Latin American countries. Its spending priority is undoubtedly higher education
(World Bank 1998: 73). Mexico's comparatively poor investment in basic education has provoked
criticism that the government's commitment to this level amounts to little more than 'lip service' and 'a
broad favouring of rapid economic growth over social justice', since the expansion of secondary and
tertiary education benefits, above all, the middle and upper classes (Martin 1998b: 167-8 and 47).



'blips' in its economic performance record (notoriously, the 1982 debt crisis and the
1994 peso crisis), Mexico is by no means an economic disaster, quite the contrary, it
is typically considered something of a developmental success story;7 and public basic
education provision there has expanded at an impressive rate over the past 50 years or
so. So can the school, even in a country such as Mexico where conditions are not all
that bad compared to many other developing countries, do anything to help
disadvantaged and low-income sectors to perform better in school, or are they
predestined to failure? This question, although posed in a very simplified manner
here, has preoccupied theorists of educational performance for decades. Different
theories attribute different weight to influences within and outside the school.

Before going any further, I should like to indicate that a key difficulty I encountered
when searching the theoretical literature for a suitable framework to shed light upon
my empirical data was the scarcity of endogenous theorising about the relationship
between education, poverty and development. I found that many studies carried out by
Mexican and other Latin American educational specialists either tended to draw on
theories developed in other regions with very different social realities and schooling
contexts (the US or Europe, for instance), or to restrict their conclusions to the mainly
empirical level.9 The obvious exception to this is the work of Paulo Freire, the
renowned Brazilian educator. However, I have not drawn on his work explicitly as a
heuristic tool in this dissertation since, although illuminating, I found it rather difficult
to use in a more concrete way to shed light upon the processes I encountered. Freire's
concepts (e.g. dialogue, conscientization) seemed too distant from the realities and
constraints in which Mexican public secondary schools currently operate. This is
perhaps not altogether surprising. As Mayo (1999: 156) points out, 'one has to be
mindful of context' - Freire's ideas were first aired and implemented in Brazil at a
time when popular forces were strong (see also Freire 1991: 31) and the Cuban
Revolution had fuelled hopes of emancipation for the disenfranchised - a climate very
different from that of today's Mexico. Yet in many ways, this dissertation owes a
large debt to and is deeply inspired by Freire, whom I read in the early stages of the
research, in particular his insistent reminders that educational subjects must be
apprehended as thinking, feeling, reactive beings, not just passive 'containers' to be
filled up with a top-down imparted knowledge (as in his 'banking' concept of
education (Freire 1970: 71)), an idea that he has lent legitimacy to perhaps more than
any other writer in the region. A further source of inspiration has been that Freire's

7 Mexico does quite well on many economic and 'quality of life' indicators, e.g. life expectancy, adult
literacy, primary enrollment ratios, and average annual growth rate (World Bank 1998) - and is an
OECD member, scoring higher than, for instance, both Turkey and Poland in terms of GDP per capita
(OECD 1998: 373).
8 For instance, illiteracy has fallen from 64% in 1932 to around 10% in 1995 (UNESCO 1995: 123);
annual average primary enrolment growth rates were around 9% from 1980-91 (UNESCO 1996: 430).
9 See, inter alia, Chavoya (1986); Bartolucci (1994); and the volumes edited by Villa Lever (1991) on
tendencies in educational research, and De Ibarrola and Rockwell (1985) on education and the popular
classes.



ideas have bestowed solid credibility upon the use of a 'language of possibility'

(Giroux 1985 in Mayo 1999: 59) that is sorely needed in what can appear a rather

gloomy educational scenario.

Returning now to the above-mentioned tendency to apply 'imported' educational
theories to vastly differing national and regional contexts: this may partly be a
consequence of the fact that research on 'education and development' is increasingly
dominated by international financial institutions and funding bodies, whose 'experts'
often promote 'international understandings of education and development and
apply [ing] research methods developed in the North' (Buchert 1998: 12-13). Such
understandings are also increasingly market-oriented, so that educational problems are
regarded as 'market imperfections' to be ironed out by some technical adjustment, not
as issues mediated by living, feeling people with valid opinions and information to
contribute to the educational debate. This perspective may result in part from the type

of research carried out: studies tend to be large-scale, quantitative and aimed at
extrapolating widely-applicable findings rather than at understanding the complexities
of the dynamics surrounding schooling in particular localities. A typical example may
be found in the World Bank's Knowledge for Development report, which states that
'Too often, decisions about investments in education are made by persons such as
illiterate parents or ill-informed bureaucrats ... who have insufficient information
either about what is needed or about what is available' (World Bank 1999: 41). Here,
illiteracy (a vexing market imperfection indeed) is seen as blinding parents from the
realisation that education is a splendid and worthwhile investment. If only they had
enough of the right kind of knowledge - the kind possessed by economists and other
experts - the penny would surely drop, allowing the market to overcome its hiccup
and steam confidently ahead. Such disregard for the everyday, small-scale,
experiences of those who are actually on the receiving end of the schooling system
(parents and students), and who often have no choice but to reluctantly forego
schooling as part of a necessarily prosaic survival strategy is, I think, alarming.

Fortunately, not all education-and-development research follows this lead. A different
view is taken, for instance, by Buchert (1998), whose edited volume on recent
education reforms in the South contains studies from Asia, Africa and Latin America,
all of which emphasise the need to anchor reform efforts in local processes and
knowledge, drawing on 'endogenous scientific thinking that relies on locally valid
concepts, methods and techniques' and emphasising 'processes rather than outputs of
education ... participatory practices and ownership' (1998: 13-14). Here, the
experiences of educational actors at all levels - including teachers, parents and
students - are foregrounded (see also e.g. the volumes by Brock-Utne 2000; and
Delors (ed.) 1997).
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As I shall discuss in further detail below, perhaps as a result of the fact that they were

developed in very different contexts than the one I worked in, I found it hard to

reconcile many aspects of the 'grander' theories of education and poverty that I

describe in the following with my empirical findings - things simply did not fit. Yet

rather than seeing this as an intractable problem, I have instead tried to use those

theories as a backdrop against which to contrast my own findings and, in turn, to test

the relevance of those theories outside of the context in which they were originally

developed. They have served as theoretical 'sparring partners', and I see my

inconformities with certain aspects of them as a source of learning, not a hindrance.

Indeed, one of the key theoretical contentions of this dissertation is that it is essential

to adopt a contextual approach to the study of educational problems. This does not

render 'grand theories' redundant, but it does perhaps change the way in which they

might be used: rather than explanatory devices in themselves, they may be more

profitably deployed to raise questions and to reveal important aspects of empirical

reality that come to light precisely through their disjunction with ill-fitting theories.

That is very much the process I experienced when carrying out this work.

Thus, in the following sections, I examine key theoretical debates which have tackled

the complex relationship between students' socioeconomic origin and their school

performance. The various debates are not presented in chronological order as they

arose historically, but rather I have grouped together schools of thought that share key

assumptions. Following a presentation of these theories, I will then discuss the way in

which they relate to the concepts I shall draw upon in the remainder of the

dissertation.

Functionalism: turning a blind eye to inequality

During the heyday of functionalism and development theory in the 1950s and 1960s a
mood of optimism prevailed regarding schooling's capacity to contribute to social and
economic development as though the two could be conflated. Achieving one would
automatically bring about the other. Education began to figure increasingly on the
agenda of most governments in the developing world as a cornerstone in their efforts
to promote economic growth, democracy and equity. Schooling was heralded as the
'instrument par excellence for ensuring the welfare of societies ... [which] would
contribute towards a quicker and easier transition to more advanced stages of
development' (Filgueira 1983: 57).10

10 The reasons behind this dramatic worldwide expansion in national education systems have been
debated. Using a world systems approach, Meyer et al. (1987: 255) contended that educational
expansion between 1950 and 1970 was not related to endogenous economic, social or political factors.
Rather, they suggest that it reflects 'convergence in the meaning and value of development despite
differences in economic performance'. According to their analysis, in a global context organised
principally on the basis of nation states, schooling becomes necessary as a means of creating good
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The function of education was seen in a rather straightforward light: to socialise
individuals within the parameters of the prevailing social order. This idea had its roots
in Durkheim's conceptualisation of the relationship between education and society,
where education was the means whereby children were socialised for 'the special
milieux for which [they are] specifically destined' (Durkheim 1956: 28; Martin 1985:
18). Durkheim assumed a certain harmony or consensus between society's needs and
aims and those of the State in terms of education. Education would enable the State to
'consecrate' and promote society's common goals (1956: 81).u

Through schooling, the State reinforces a social order around which there is assumed
to be a largely pre-existing consensus. Durkheim assumes that all pedagogic actions
carried out by the school, the family and society in general 'work together in a
harmonious way to transmit a cultural heritage which is considered as being the
undivided property of the whole society', undifferentiated by internal class divisions
(Bourdieu 1977: 488). There was not a great deal of room within this perspective for
concerns with social inequality, since it is here seen as being determined by
individuals' differing innate capacities (Chavoya 1986: 66).

The functionalist approach was fundamental to modernisation theory as articulated
by, among others, Parsons drawing on Weber's traditional-modern dichotomy
(Rudebeck 1994: 131; Parsons 1961 and Bendix and Lipset 1967 in Martin 1998a:
23). According to this perspective, education was an essential precursor of
modernisation and developmental 'take-off (Gould 1998: 2). Modernisation theory
'envisaged modern values being diffused through education and technology transfer
to the élites of the periphery' (Leys 1996: 10). The modernisation perspective was
operationalised in education through the human capital model, which first emerged in
developed countries in the immediate post-war years in response to reconstruction
requirements and the need for a qualified workforce to promote development.12

citizens and legitimising government (see also Fiala and Lanford 1987). Investment in education is
politically expedient, since the schooling system's seductive offer of individual social mobility can go a
long way towards placating discontented sectors.
11 'It is not, indeed, up to the State to create this community of ideas and sentiments without which
there is no society; it must be established by itself, and the State can only consecrate it, maintain it,
make individuals more aware of it... there are at present, at the basis of our civilisation, a certain
number of principles which, implicitly or explicitly, are common to all, that few indeed, in any case,
dare to deny overtly and openly ... The role of the State is to outline these essential principles, to have
them taught in schools, to see to it that nowhere are children left ignorant of them ... ' (Durkheim 1956 :
81).

This model still largely governs discussions of the linkages between education and the economy
today (Easton and Klees 1992: 124), despite the theoretical critique of the approach which emerged in
Latin America in the '50s and '60s in the shape of structuralism as developed by Raoul Prebisch and
his followers at the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America; and dependency theory
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The human capital model took a highly functional view of the relationship between
education and society: people were 'human resources' who could be tailored through
education to the needs of the labour market. Underdevelopment was thought to be
caused by low productivity deriving from poorly-trained human capital (Bock 1982:
83). Investment in education would promote the development of cognitive skills in
workers which would increase productivity, generating considerable economic returns
(Fiala and Lanford 1987). Income levels could then be differentiated on the basis of
productivity levels which, in turn, would depend on the number of years of schooling.
According to this perspective, schooling mirrored the manufacturing process: people
were conceived as raw materials to be shaped through education into suitably-trained
vehicles for promoting economic development. They were no longer regarded as the
ultimate beneficiaries of development, rather they were now a means to achieve this
developmental end. The transformation of individuals was seen 'as a major
mechanism of societal progress' (Fiala and Lanford 1987: 317). People were now the
instruments for the development of an abstract 'society': development became an end
in itself.

In this view, education's effectiveness as a catalyst for economic development, social
mobility, a more equitable distribution of wealth and political participation was
virtually never questioned (Farrell 1982: 39). This optimism left little room for
discussions of inequality in connection with schooling, since it assumed a basic
compatibility between the goals of the State and those of the individual. Economic
development promoted through the formation of human capital would automatically
lead to social development and individual progress in a kind of retroalimentary circle.

This perspective was thrown into question by the so-called 'new sociologists of

education', who perceived relations between the school and society as permeated by

inequality, as I discuss below.

The 'new sociology ' of education: the school loses its innocence

The functionalists' 'ethical and political innocence' (Giroux 1981: 91) came under
fire in part owing to changes in the socioeconomic and political context during the
1960s. The focus shifted to inequalities in the economy as the key determinants of
school performance. Schooling was no longer viewed as a neutral, functional
mechanism of socialisation, but as a key ideological instrument of capitalism serving
to reproduce and legtimise unequal class relations.

pioneered by André Gunder Frank (Gwynne and Kay 1999: 4).
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The concept of the hidden curriculum, originally coined by Jackson (1991) and taken

up in various forms by subsequent educational scholars, underpinned much of this

thinking (Young 1998: 44). Scholars working with this concept aimed to reveal the

ideological and class/race/gender-biased character of the apparently neutral

knowledge taught in schools, both in terms of the content of what is taught and in the

way that the knowledge is transmitted (Anyon 1979; Apple 1990; Leach 1989; Freire

1994).

The 'hidden curriculum' is seen as the means by which dominant ideology is
naturalised and legitimised. It aimed to expose 'how the overt and hidden curricula of
schools legitimise specific forms of cultural capital; i.e. those modes of knowing,
styles, tastes, dispositions, linguistic competences, and behaviour that the dominant
society considers the most valued' (Giroux 1981: 102). Scholars working within this
approach worked mainly with Gramsci's notion of hegemony. Apple defines the
concept of hegemony in relation to schooling as: 'fundamental patterns in society held
together by ideological assumptions ... which are not usually conscious, as well as
economic control and power'. The hidden curriculum serves to reinforce these
assumptions (Apple 1990: 87). Central to hegemony is the naturalisation of power
relations to the point where they are no longer recognised (Morley and Rassool 1999:
127), or indeed where they 'become transformed in the subject's mind into
"freedom"' (Vaughan 1997: 189).

Work within the 'new sociology' of education did not just focus on class values
transmitted in this way by the hidden and overt curricula: it also analysed how these
curricula reproduce racial and patriarchal values by presenting as neutral knowledge
in the education system 'knowledge born out of their own social circumstances and
historical condition, and passed it off as a world view which encapsulated all human
experience and which has become widely held to be objective, immutable and true'
(Thompson 1983: 31; see also Ogbu 1988; Holland and Eisenhart 1988; Kelly and
Nihlen 1982).

The new sociology aimed to show, as feminist and poststructural epistemology has
since done, that there is no such thing as 'neutral knowledge' or science. Knowledge
and its production and dissemination are inseparable from power relations (Nicholson
1990; Harding 1991; Foucault 1980). The school, as a key institution in the
dissemination of knowledge and in socialisation, is a powerful instrument for
legitimising ideology.
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Structuralism: The school as capitalism's accomplice?

Within the 'new sociology', structuralist educational theorists began to investigate the
school's role in the reproduction of the capitalist mode of production. Structuralism
gained prominence in sociology and other disciplines at the end of the 1960s and
beginning of the 1970s, in the aftermath of the anti-Vietnam war campaign and the
radical student movement's dissatisfaction with 'vague radicalism'. This
dissatisfaction generated the desire for a more rigorous analysis and critique of
capitalism (Connell 1983: 98). In education, structuralism also emerged partly from
disenchantment with the developmentalist modernisation approach which had not
produced the rapid benefits expected of it (Solari 1977: 74 and 79; Farrell 1992: 109).

Structuralism in education took up Durkheim's idea of the school as an instrument of
socialisation of the individual in keeping with the prevailing social norms, but its
proponents no longer saw this socialisation as harmonious. They saw it as an
imposition, a violence done to individuals by the capitalist state. Durkheim's notion of
'society' as having more or less compatible aims was no longer seen as feasible:
structuralists in education worked with the Marxist assumption that 'certain outcomes
are beneficial to some groups while they harm others' (Martinussen 1994: 231).

Structuralist scholars of education saw the school as an arm of the state, its function
being to inculcate the necessary dispositions to ensure the reproduction of capitalist
relations of production. The State was seen as promoting the values and interests of
the upper and middle classes through the school. The State's ideology is transmitted
to students by its agents, the teachers, and its legitimacy is underpinned by the
school's bureaucratic rationality and its supposedly neutral, meritocratic evaluation
system. Structuralism 'shifts the blame for educational failure from teachers and
students to the structural dynamics of the dominant society' (Giroux 1981: 92). The
root of social inequality is perceived to lie outside the school in inequalities created by
the economy and, consequently, schooling is considered powerless to alleviate
poverty and social inequality.

Strangely, despite the structuralists' critical intention, the testimonies of real people
barely figured in this type of analysis. Structuralism's main object of analysis was 'the
system of objective relations which govern the lives of people' (Connell 1983: 103).
In this way, structuralism construed 'the person as object' (Wexler 1982: 291).
Structuralism's main proponents in sociology, Althusser and Poulantzas, were not
concerned with the subjective experiences of the objective relations they sought to
portray. Within this vision, classes are seen as homogeneous and the people who live
'within' them are oblivious to their class-bound 'reality'. Class culture is the means
by which people are assigned to various social positions: it is seen as something
people are in rather than something they practice, produce and contest (Connell 1983:
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225).

The application of structuralist sociology to education led to an overriding pessimism
about the school's capacity to attenuate the inequalities produced by capitalism.
Structuralist educational theorists maintained that schools actually conspired to
reproduce social inequalities, be they of class, race or gender; and 'actively prepare
students for unequal futures' by differentially distributing messages to students from
different backgrounds' (Weis 1988: 1). This notion was dubbed 'correspondence
theory' since it assumed that the economic needs of a given society are so strong that
they '"determine" what goes on in other sectors ... particularly the school' (Apple
1981: 5; see also Boudon 1974: 114-116). The school is seen as an accomplice of the
political economy, not as autonomous from it. Hence, one must not expect the school
to attenuate inequality since this would be contrary to its very raison d'etre which is
precisely to assign people to unequal positions in society. Only by overturning the
capitalist system could educational inequality be remedied (Bowles and Gintis 1986:
361).

Probably the best-known representative of the structuralist genre in studies of
schooling is Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis' Schooling in Capitalist America

(1976), which argues that schooling reproduces the social relationships, attitudes and
behaviour appropriate for the position students will one day occupy in the capitalist
production system. The authors argue that there are empirical reasons for doubting the
egalitarian impact of schooling. They analysed levels of sexual and racial inequality
and found that even in cases where access to education has been 'equalised', 'sexual
inequality persists despite the fact that women achieve a level of schooling (measured
in years) equivalent to men' (1976: 33; see also Ogbu 1978; MacDonald 1981 for
similar findings). Similarly, racial inequality persists despite increased schooling for
the black population:

Clearly, as blacks have moved toward educational (and regional)
parity with whites, other mechanisms - such as entrapment in inner-
city ghettos, the suburbanisation of jobs, and perhaps increasing
segmentation of labour markets - have intensified to maintain a more-
or-less constant degree of racial income inequality (Bowles and Gintis
1976: 35).

Bowles and Gintis conclude that the root of racial exploitation lies outside education,
in a system of economic power and privilege in which racial distinctions play an
important role (1976: 35). They use this evidence to support their position that the
cause of social inequality at a broader level lies outside the school system, in the
capitalist mode of production.
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The authors assert that the capitalist development model sacrifices social equality and

redistribution in favour of accumulation. The school aids and abets industrial

capitalism by producing workers inculcated with habits of obedience and respect for

authority and hierarchy, necessary qualities for the type of jobs they can expect to

occupy. They conclude: 'The perpetuation of the class structure requires that the

hierarchical division of labour be reproduced in the consciousness of its participants'.

They posit that the education system is one of the key mechanisms used by dominant

elites to achieve this objective. The school's function, underpinned by the

bureaucratic 'neutrality' of examinations and its meritocratic ideology, is to legitimise

inequalities by convincing students that they have succeeded or failed because of their

innate abilities and not because of their disadvantaged class position (Bowles and

Gintis 1986: 138).

This meritocracy is seen as largely symbolic since in reality the school is anything but
meritocratic, but the idea of it is nonetheless seductive and politically immobilising
(Bowles and Gintis 1986: 138). Young people who do not measure up to the school's
demands are channelled off into low-paid and low-status jobs, convinced by their
school experience that they are innately incapable of anything better (Bowles and
Gintis 1976: 147).

Pessimism regarding the school's capacity to bring about positive social change and
greater equality permeates Bowles and Gintis' closing remarks in Schooling in

Capitalist America (1986: 361). They assert that the '"home remedies" of the liberal
educational reform' are far too puny to effect the necessary social changes. What is
needed, instead, is 'a grave-digger (for the) dying capitalist order'.13

The overall absence of empirical human testimonies in structuralist work; its under-
theorization of 'struggles, disjunctions, and contradictions' (Apple 1982: 14) and its
reductionism of education to a single, deterministic reproductive function (Giroux
1981: 93) were contested by theorists of cultural reproduction in education. Attention
shifted away from the economy as the amorphous 'culprit' responsible for school
failure and towards the school's role in mediating and reproducing the status quo and
perpetuating inequality, as I discuss below.

13 My translation of the Spanish version of Bowles and Gintis' original English text.
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Reproduction and resistance: cultural incompatibilities between the home and the

school

Cultural reproduction theory gained prominence throughout the 1970s. Like
structuralism, it 'did not arise as an abstract necessity of social theory, a pure
emanation of science. It (was) an intellectual response, shaped by a particular
sociological and political tradition, to a definite problem' (Connell 1983: 142). That
problem was a mood of pessimism on the left owing to the failure of the Leninist
strategy of world revolution and the apparently inexorable spread of capitalism during
the twentieth century (Connell 1983: 142). Theorists thinking along reproductionist
lines aimed to expose how the capitalist system in industrialised nations succeeds in
reproducing itself through particular institutions and cultural practices despite
manifestations of resistance triggered by the contradictions and inequalities it
generates. Scholars in this tradition have conceptualised the school as a site of
resistance, cultural struggle and negotiation where the State's 'dominant' ideology is
not unproblematically imposed on students but is continually contested and modified
by teachers, students and other educational actors (Connell 1983: 227).

Theorists of cultural reproduction stress the relative autonomy of the school
institution from the economy, but they nonetheless conclude that students end up
reproducing social inequality unwittingly because they construct 'counter-cultures' in
defiance of the school's norms. Students from subordinate class positions cannot
identify with these norms and, thus, reject them and the institution promoting them.
This reproduction is not a deliberate act on the part of the dominant elites exercising
exclusionary hegemony through the school: rather, it takes place through a cultural
'self-selection process' whereby working-class children reject the predominantly
middle-class school culture of discipline and mental labour.

The cultural reproduction approach is perhaps best exemplified by the work produced
by the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) at Birmingham University
during the 1970s and early 1980s. These scholars began to explore how class and
gender constraints were articulated and reproduced symbolically through cultural
practices and through the formation of youth subcultures. Their work was far more
'ethnographic' than that of the structuralists: they collected and presented a wealth of
student testimonies. Yet the treatment given to those testimonies ultimately converts
them into representations of working-class culture. Individual experiences are
presented as class experiences.

Paul Willis' (1977) ethnographic study of comprehensive in an industrial area of
England, Learning to Labour: How Working Class Kids get Working Class Jobs, is a
key CCCS study on the linkages between education, class and culture. Unlike Bowles
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and Gintis, who did not actually go into a school to test their theoretical assertions,
Willis based his study on lengthy participant observation and interviews in a
secondary school (Apple and McCarthy 1988: 3; Apple 1982: 8). Willis posed the
question of why education persistently failed to improve the chances of working class
children. He observed how groups of students known as 'the lads' developed a
counter-culture designed to win symbolic and physical space from the school and
avoid conforming to its rules and norms. Willis differentiated 'the lads' from their
conformist or academically-successful counterparts: the 'ear-'oles'.

Willis drew a parallel between counter-school culture and working-class shop-floor
culture of resistance to authority and work-avoidance where workers use different
strategies, such as limiting output, to gain informal control of the work process.
According to Willis, these practices of resistance have both an institutional and a class
logic: the larger logic could not be articulated without these localised sites of struggle
which are often articulated in a symbolic domain. He claimed that working-class
youths' expectations and attitudes (learned within and handed down by their working-
class families) pre-determined their response to schooling. Conscious that they do not
fit in with the school's logic, 'the lads' attempt to differentiate themselves through a
'macho' counter-culture. This rather heroic rejection, however, sows the seed of their
downfall: their very repudiation of the institutional norms condemns them to school
failure and ultimately immobilises them socially. They truncate their own chances of
using the school to advance and unwittingly reproduce existing unequal social
relations.

This process is seen to be legitimated by the school's bureaucratic rationale and
seemingly neutral, meritocratic ideology which creates the illusion that those who
succeed do so owing to their inherent intellectual capacity; and those who fail,
likewise. According to Willis, this neutrality is a fallacy: he asserts that in fact
students' examination results and measured intelligence are much more likely to be
based on their position in the social configuration of knowledge than on their innate
abilities. In this way, class indirectly determines school performance. Teachers do not
exclude working-class students deliberately; they do so unwittingly since they operate
with an educational-bureaucratic and not a class paradigm. Ultimately, of course, the
educational-bureaucratic paradigm is a class paradigm, but disguised in neutrality.

Willis holds that whatever 'the lads' may learn in school is a priori not meaningful
for them. Working-class students balk at the long-term sacrifices which studying
implies and do not in fact seek meaning or satisfaction in their jobs. Instead, they
prefer the immediate gratification of labour: the enticement of the wage-packet and
the illusory 'power' which it confers on them as consumers. Willis argues that social
structures and class relationships transmitted as symbolic and conceptual relations at
the cultural level actually determine the framework for choices apparently made
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'freely' in life.

Bourdieu and Passeron and Bernstein: primary socialisation as destiny?

Bourdieu and Passeron also emphasize the cultural reproduction function of the
school, but they seek the explanation for how this occurs in linguistic differences
between class cultures. The authors use the concept of cultural capital to explain the
discrepancy between working-class and school cultures. They posit that middle- and
upper-class students are more attuned than working-class children to the 'academic
language' and dispositions deemed acceptable in the school. Working-class children,
on the other hand, have less, or the incorrect type of cultural capital to succeed in
school. The linguistic codes they learn at home put them at an immediate
disadvantage at school. Middle-class children, on the other hand, experience less
communicative distance between their culture and that of the school (Bourdieu and
Passeron 1994: 72). The teacher is representative of and mediates this middle-class
culture in the school (Gramsci in Hoare and Smith 1971: 35-6).

According to these scholars, this is no accident. The school is in complicity with the
dominant classes, and its function is to transmit the dominant ideology and reproduce
existing power and class relations. They criticise Durkheim's obliviousness to these
power relations, his assumption that 'the different pedagogic actions at work in a
social formation collaborate harmoniously in reproducing a cultural capital conceived
of as the jointly-owned property of the whole "society"' (Bourdieu and Passeron
1994: 11). For Bourdieu and Passeron, no pedagogic action is benevolent and
'society' is not harmonious but riven by class divisions. They conceptualise all
pedagogic actions as arbitrary forms of symbolic violence. Pegadogic action carried
out in the school:

reproduces the dominant culture, contributing thereby to the
reproduction of the structure of the power relations within a social
formation in which the dominant system of education tends to secure a
monopoly of legitimate symbolic violence (Bourdieu and Passeron
1994: 6).

An act of symbolic violence which succeeds in imposing itself does so in part because
the group which imposes it is dominant, and in part because it manages to conceal its
'real' mission. The authors calls this duplicitous sleight-of-hand méconnaissance. It
resembles the Marxist notion of false consciousness, which also shines through in
Willis' description of the way that class relations reproduce themselves behind the
backs of the people actually engaging in reproductive cultural practices, who continue
about their business blissfully unaware that they are actually shooting themselves in
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the foot. For Bourdieu and Passeron, exclusion has most symbolic force when those
excluded 'internalise the legitimacy of their exclusion' (1994: 41). The school is one
of the key agencies which makes this internalisation possible.

But can't children make up for any initial class-based disadvantage once they begin

school? After all, surely one of the school's key functions is to teach children things

they don't know? Bourdieu and Passeron preempt us here, providing concepts to

explain how working-class children's initial disadvantage is perpetuated throughout

their school career. They use the concept of habitus to explain how children acquire

class dispositions which cumulatively prejudice their school performance. The

concept of habitus is defined in Bourdieu's Outline of a Theory of Practice (1992: 72)

as follows:

systems of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures
predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles
of the generation and structuring of practices and representations
which can be objectively 'regulated' and 'regular' without in any way
being the produce of obedience to rules.

Bourdieu and Passeron argue that it is virtually impossible to correct the initial
disadvantage which a working-class child faces in school since the primary habitus
which a child acquires in the family is irreversible. It conditions the child's initial
response to the school, which then cumulatively conditions its response to other
intellectual stimuli throughout life. Hence (Bourdieu and Passeron 1994: 44):

Because learning is an irreversible process, the habitus acquired within
the family forms the basis of the reception and assimilation of the
classroom message, and the habitus acquired at school conditions the
level of reception and degree of assimilation of the messages produced
and diffused by the culture industry, and, more generally, of any
intellectual or semi-intellectual message.

According to this interpretation, schooling cannot even begin to alleviate inequality.
Its relentless reproduction of dominant power relations and a priori exclusion of
students with the 'wrong' type of cultural capital make it a virtual non-starter for the
working-class. Moreover, with their class dispositions writ in stone, working-class
children are dissuaded from even aspiring to improve their social position.

Another scholar who has attempted to explain working-class children's difficulties in
school through sociolinguistic and cultural incompatibilities between the home and
the school is Basil Bernstein. Bernstein's ideas were inspired by Durkheim's work on
the relationship between the symbolic order and the structuring of experience; and
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cultural anthropologists' observation that speech has not only linguistic but cultural

properties as well (Bernstein 1977a: 474). Bernstein stresses that he is concerned with

speech as a communicative, symbolic system, not just in its purely linguistic sense.

Symbolic systems are 'both realisations and regulators of the structure of social

relationships' (Bernstein 1977a: 474).

According to Bernstein, class is the overall structuring principle of society and it

permeates all social institutions, including the family. The family is a 'microcosm of

the macroscopic orderings of society' and it transmits these orderings to children in

the socialisation process. Bernstein defines socialisation as 'the process whereby the

biological is tranformed into a specific cultural being' (Bernstein 1977a: 476). The

culture acquired within the family is, first and foremost, a class culture (Bernstein

1977a: 477):

Without a shadow of doubt the most formative influence upon the

procedures of socialisation, from a sociological viewpoint, is social

class. The class structure influences work and educational roles and

brings families into a special relationship with each other and deeply

penetrates the structure of life experiences within the family.

Bernstein recognises, however, that social classes are not homogeneous and that there
may be variations among families within the same social class. The transfer of codes
is not always automatic and may be mediated by other agencies such as trade unions,
political parties and families (Bernstein 1982: 329). He therefore draws a distinction
between different family types based on their degree of what he calls boundary
maintenance. He uses the concepts of restricted and elaborated codes to explain why
'our schools are not made for [working-class] children' (Bernstein 1977a: 483).

Boundary maintenance differs according to family type. The first type Bernstein
identifies is the positional family which, we are given to understand, is usually found
in middle-class families. Here, the codes in which socialisation takes place are
elaborated, i.e. rules are consistently applied and internalised. Children do not have to
be constantly told what to do in each situation which arises since the authority
structure in the family is based on clear-cut definitions and the status of different
family members is clearly defined (Bernstein 1977a: 483). Conversely, the second
type of family, the person-centred family (which Bernstein implies is normally
working-class), operates with restricted codes. Here, boundaries between the self and
others are blurred and negotiable, and socialisation occurs in a more spontaneous,
arbitrary and context-bound way. In Bernstein's (1977a: 484) words:
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in such families ... members would be making their roles, rather then
stepping into them ... the child's developing self is differentiated by
continuous adjustment to the verbally realised and elaborated
intentions, qualifications and motives of others. In person-centred
families, speech becomes a major means of control. Children from
such families may therefore have a strong sense of autonomy but their
social identity may be weak.

The implications for schooling are fairly clear. Schools require children to obey a set

of universally-applicable disciplinary rules and to quell their spontaneity, hence

children with a restricted code will find themselves at a disadvantage.14

Like Bourdieu, Bernstein points out that these codes do not exist in a neutral
environment. Despite his claim that classes are not homogeneous, we are given to
understand that positional families normally correspond to middle-class families; and
person-centred families to the working-class: as he says, 'the value system of the
middle class penetrates the texture of the very learning context itself... the ideologies
of education are still the ideologies of class' (Bernstein 1977a: 484; 1977b: 514). He
holds that access to and control over change in symbolic systems is governed by
power relations embedded in the class structure. In this, he differs from the linguist,
Noam Chomsky, who holds that 'there is no difference between men in terms of their
access to the linguistic rule system' (Bernstein 1977a: 475). According to Bernstein,
the class system has profoundly permeated the distribution of knowledge in complex
industrial societies'. In this context, restricted codes may be seen to be 'irrelevant to
the educational endeavour' (Bernstein 1977a: 477 and 484). According to Bernstein's
perspective, therefore, working-class children, especially lower working-class
children relative to middle-class children, are crucially disadvantaged, given the way
class relationships affect both the family and the school.15

It should be noted here that in some senses, the work of Paulo Freire may be located
somewhere inbetween the above-mentioned class-cultural-linguistic 'mismatch'
schools inasmuch as he simultaneously stresses the need to bring the world of
schooling closer to the world of the students by making knowledge more relevant to
them; and to dissolve the alienating authority hierarchies separating teachers and
students in favour of a more equal, and mutually beneficial dialogical approach. Freire

14 A similar idea can be found in Gramsci (in Hoare and Smith 1971: 35-6): 'Undoubtedly, the child of
a traditionally intellectual family acquires this psycho-physical adaptation more easily. Before he ever
enters the classroom he has numerous advantages over his comrades, and is already in possession of
attitudes learnt from his family environment: he concentrates more easily, since he is more used to
'sitting still', etc '
15 Other scholarship drawing heavily on the linguistic and behavioural 'mismatch' approach to school-
home culture includes work on the school performance of ethnic minorities (see e.g. Nixon-Ponder
1998; Au and Awakami 1994 and Moll and Diaz for Mexican-American families in the US).
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criticises 'the existing contempt for the learners' cultural identity, the disrespect for
popular syntax, and the almost complete disregard for the learners' baggage of
experiential knowledge' (Freire 1997: 62). In Freire's approach, the knowledge and
experiences of the students are valued and form an integral part of the educational
process, rather than being seen as something that must be 'shed' before one can
acquire the 'legitimate' school culture. Separating 'text and context' takes away 'the
learner's epistemological curiosity' (Freire 1997: 47). At the same time, Freire argues,
the way in which this relevant knowledge is transmitted must become more
sympathetic and less 'distancing', encouraging critical consciousness
(conscientizaçao) rather than alienation among students (see e.g. Freire 1970, esp.
chapter 3; Mayo 1999: 65-66).

Once again, however, with Freire's approach as with the other variants of the
'mismatch' idea, one is faced with the more over-arching dilemma of whether to tailor
the school's knowledge to that of its students so that they can relate better to the
school; or to try and imbue students with the school's knowledge, thereby facilitating
their access to opportunities that they would otherwise forego. Freire himself was
explicit about this dilemma: when discussing the matter of language in schools, he
acknowledges that it is also necessary for the 'oppressed' to learn the language of the
'oppressor' 'as a means of survival in the struggle for power' (Shor and Freire 1987 in
Mayo 1999: 93). As I shall outline in the following sections, I also consider that the
way in which mismatch theories delimit the relationship between low-income students
and school leaves a number of important factors out of the equation - not least, for
instance, the possibility that students may be both 'epistemologically' and affectively
curious about, and attracted by, a milieu that is different from the family one they
have grown up in.

A line of enquiry which has attempted to challenge the determinism both of
structuralism and cultural reproduction theory by shifting the searchlight away from
school-family mismatches and onto the school, is school effectiveness research, to
which I shall now turn.

School effectiveness research: Reinjecting a little optimism into the school-society
debate

'School effectiveness' research approaches the poverty-school failure conundrum by
focussing on what the school can do to improve students' performance (Fernandez
1999: 11). It has typically been concerned with the extent to which student intake
influences educational outcomes; and to what extent the school can alleviate the
impact of socioeconomic and cultural disadvantage stemming from students'
backgrounds (Sammons 1999: 1-3). Its - highly pragmatic and positive - point of
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departure is that the school can be changed more easily than society. Schools are
considered 'effective' if they achieve good results even with a disadvantaged student
intake (Fernandez 1999: 2).

School effectiveness research began to emerge in the UK in the aftermath of the 1967
Plowden Report, which proposed that more resources should be allocated to primary
schools in deprived urban areas; and in the US it was kick-started by James Coleman
et al.'s 1966 study, Equality of Educational Opportunity, which employed a survey to
discover whether schools offered equal opportunities, taking into particular
consideration the racial composition of the population (1966: iii-3). It concluded that
academic attainment had little to do with schools but was largely determined by
family background (Morley and Rassool 1999: 14). Christopher Jencks et al.'s 1972
report, Inequality, in addition to carrying out an independent analysis of the
connection between schooling and inequality in the US, reanalysed some of
Coleman's data and bluntly stated that their findings confirmed that (Jencks et al.
1972:256):

a school's output depends largely on a single input, namely, the

characteristics of the entering children. Everything else - the school

budget, its policies, the characteristics of the teachers - is either

secondary or completely irrelevant.

School effectiveness research sprang from the endeavour to prove that Coleman and
Jencks were wrong, and that schools can, in fact, make a difference (Morley and
Rassool 1999: 2). One of the key proponents of this approach was the US educator,
Edmonds, who argued that 'all children are eminently educable and ... the behaviour
of the school is critical in determining the quality of that education' (Edmonds in
Morley and Rassool 1999: 2). Similarly, Rutter et a/'s (1979) study, Fifteen Thousand

Hours, identified 'a causal relationship between school process and children's
progress' (Rutter et al. 1979 in Morley and Rassool 1999: 9).

On balance, the findings of comparative school effectiveness research strongly
suggest that 'schools can make a difference to their students' educational outcomes,
and that this difference may be substantial' (Sammons 1999: 170). Several studies
have found a correlation between school-side factors and improved performance.
These factors include: better school environments and equipment; a classroom style
involving greater interaction between students and teachers; provision of free
textbooks and other materials, longer actual time spent learning, the assignment of
regular homework, professional leadership, collaboration of school and home and
emphasis on students' rights as well as their duties (Mortimore et al. 1988 in
Fernandez 1999: 6; Anderson and Sautu 2000; Martin 2000: 4-5).
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Moreover, schools in developing countries have been found to have greater potential
to improve performance than in developed countries (Fuller and Heyneman in Martin
2000: 5; Anderson and Sautu 2000: 8). Farrell (1989: 118) claims that in developing
countries, where staff and resources are often very poor and school quality is highly
heterogeneous 'even the very modest improvements in school quality which a poor
nation can realistically contemplate have the potential for providing important
increases in student learning' (see also Reimers 1991: 12). Experiments such as the
Escuela Nueva in Colombia have shown that small-scale improvements in basic
equipment can improve retention and performance (UNESCO 1996: 434, but see also
McGinn 1998a for a nuanced view). Conversely, rich nations with very sophisticated
and resource-intensive schooling systems would require an enormous input of
resources and effort to make a significant difference. In places where schools operate
with the bare minimum, even a small improvement in school quality often has a very
marked effect on learning. Farrell (1989: 118) therefore warns against 'imported
pessimism' in education based on the apparently weak impact of school-side factors
in developed countries.

Research from Mexico supports the claim that the school can make a difference.
Findings show that students perform best in states where school quality is highest
(Palafox, Prawda and Velez 1994: 172). Schools offering adequate resources,
effective teaching and relevant timetables and curricular content for the population
they serve have proved able to combat poorer students' initial disadvantages (SNTE
1994: 61; Martin 1998a: 243-4).16 Other research supports the growing body of
evidence that some of the problems which undermine school performance would be
preventable with the help of the school's intervention (Sanchez Escobedo and Pinto
Sosa 1995). In the 1980s, evidence mounted showing that the problem of educational
quality needed to be addressed from the school side of the equation. Various
compensatory programmes targeting marginal and isolated communities (e.g.
PALEM, PARE, and PIARE) have been introduced since the 1980s, and have
primarily been aimed at improving teacher incentives and learning styles, but they
only achieved limited success (Martin 1999: 2; Martin 2000: 4).

My own findings indicate that small-scale, school-level initiatives could make or
break students' performance and encourage attendance through practical initiatives
designed to reduce the school's financial demands on students and parents - at no cost
whatsoever to the school (Blasco 1998). More importantly, the fact that problems
often lie outside the school does not obviate the possibility that the school can do a lot
to alleviate their impact on the student (see also Martin 2000: 6). Yet this would
require a slightly different perception of what the school's tasks should be. Rather
than 'blaming' the student or his background for poor school performance, this

See Martin (2000) for a comprehensive list of variables found to improve performance in several
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approach puts a 'moral imperative on the schools to do their best for pupils already

socially disadvantaged, rather than to add to their disadvantages through poor

delivery' (Martin 2000: 6).

Criticism of the school effectiveness approach - as with education-and-development
literature which often draws on it - has, however, included concern that this type of
research focusses on outcomes to the detriment of the processes which lead to such
outcomes; and on the school to the exclusion of the students' social context
(Sammons 1999: 2; Morley and Rassool 1999: 12). It goes in search of isolated
factors,17 neglecting the all-important relationships between students, teachers and
parents and contextual factors which cause the problems experienced in one school to
vary significantly from another. It also neglects non-measurable aspects such as
disciplinary style and student wellbeing (Fernandez 1999: 3). This may be because
much school effectiveness research has consisted of large-scale quantitative studies on
school outcomes, although some qualitative case studies of particular institutions have
also been carried out (Sammons 1999: 1; Azucena 2000: 6).

School effectiveness research has also been criticised for paying too little attention to
power relations and for applying highly normative measurements to schooling,
labelling teachers as 'good' or 'bad' and schools as 'effective' or 'failing' (Morley
and Rassool 1999: 6).18 Blame is therefore implicitly apportioned in contexts where
nobody is at fault but all parties are subject to overwhelming constraints.

Yet despite these criticisms, school effectiveness research offers a growing glimmer
of hope in what would otherwise be a fairly pessimistic scenario regarding the
school's capacity to bring about change. School effectiveness research should not be
seen as a miracle identikit of 'measures', a 'recipe for success' which will improve all
schools equally, since differences between schools and their intakes are crucial
(Sammons 1999: 170; Gorman, Holloway and Fuller 1988: 99; Ezpeleta and Weiss
1994: 2). But it does indicate that much can be done to tackle poverty and inequality
and their effects on schooling.

studies.
17 For example, factors examined for their contribution to school failure and drop-out in Mexico have
included: single-parenthood, malnutrition, teacher attitudes and quality, school size and organisation,
parents' education, preschool experience, family structure etc. (see e.g. Palafox, Prawda and Velez
1994; Gorman, Holloway and Fuller 1988; Farrand 1988).
18 An approach called school improvement emerged from this criticism which concerned itself more
with processes of change (Morley and Rassool 1999: 5).
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2. Educational theory and school performance in Mexico: different realities,
alternative explanations

The above conceptualisations of the relationship between schooling and poverty offer

some useful points of departure to discuss my case. Broadly, I locate my work within

the school effectiveness framework, inasmuch as I consider that it is more feasible to

change the school than society (see also Martin 1998a: 244), though, as will become

clear, I strongly endorse the recommendation to balance a focus on the school with

keen attention to the students' family and social context.

However, none of the approaches described above square with my empirical findings
in several major ways. This is perhaps not surprising, since they have emerged
primarily in Europe and the US, where educational systems, socioeconomic and
human realities are very different from those which prevail in Mexico. I consider that
it is necessary to adopt a contextual approach to educational problems which takes
into account differences both between national contexts as well as within each country
and at the level of each school studied. In Mexico, for instance, I observed marked
differences in 'school ethos',19 student intake and problems in schools located only a
stone's throw away from one another. The type of problems which arise also differ
significantly depending on whether primary or secondary level is studied.

I became increasingly curious during the course of my fieldwork about how the
'poverty-poor school performance' correlation actually operated. Certainly, poverty
was a serious obstacle to schooling among the students I worked with: many came to
school in threadbare, incomplete uniforms carrying only meagre lunches, and they
often talked about economic hardship. Many cited poverty as the cause of their or
their friends' school problems. Yet if poverty automatically lead to school failure,
then all poor students would perform badly in school. In the school where I worked,
they did not. Some of the poorest students were academically successful or at least
keeping afloat; and some better-off students performed badly. Certainly they were not
in the majority, but they were numerous enough to cast doubt on the 'poverty equals
school failure' equation.

Below, I discuss the relevance of the theoretical perspectives outlined above for the
key conceptual areas I take up in the thesis. I then attempt to outline an alternative
framework for conceptualising the poverty = school failure correlation in the context
studied.

19 The concept o f school ethos' was used by Rutter et al. (1979) and essentially denotes 'institutional
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'Compulsory ' schooling in a context of hardship

The major conceptual discrepancy between the above-mentioned theories and

Mexican educational reality is that large sectors of the Mexican population do not

complete their basic education (Morley and Rassool 1999: 107; Blasco 1998: 211).20

Inequality is reproduced more through non-attendance than through attendance. The

most pressing question on the educational agenda is not so much which mechanisms

conspire to perpetuate the initial disadvantage of working-class children in school,

but: How can children be encouraged to remain in school long enough to complete

their compulsory basic education?

Although secondary schooling has been constitutionally compulsory since 1993,21 in
practice it was viewed as a luxury by most parents and students I worked with, who
considered themselves fortunate to be able to attend. It was regarded as a privilege,

not a right (Chavoya 1986: 4). The statistics mentioned at the beginning of the chapter
show that not even a third of children actually complete their secondary education.
Primary schooling is considered more important since this is the level where the
crucial learning of reading and writing takes place, a skill that most parents are
anxious for their children to acquire (Ortiz 1992; Martin 1990a: 117).22 At secondary
level, the stakes are not seen as being so high. For most parents of students at the
school I worked in, secondary is the icing on the educational cake - nice if you can
afford it, but not really essential (see also Ezpeleta and Weiss 1994: 21). Many
parents simply cannot afford to send their children to school.

This alters the theoretical 'lens' significantly. Debates on schooling in developed
countries have revolved around the school's role in reproducing inequality, since
under normal circumstances all children complete their compulsory basic education.
These debates (discussed above) have also been dominated by the concept of class:
working-class children are seen as being disadvantaged at schools where middle-class
values prevail. Yet the very notion 'working-class' presupposes that households have
access to regular, formal employment and incomes and that their class 'culture' is
defined by the type of working culture they engage in. As Marcus writes in his
critique of Willis's Learning to Labour: 'In the industrial West, class culture is the
only culture that defines the form of life of many people' (Marcus 1986: 178). This
class-saturation of all institutions, even the family, also underpins Bernstein's

bias' (Morley and Rassool 1999: 9) or the 'atmosphere' of a school.
20 It should be noted here that Mexico's population is rather young, 27 being the average age
(SEDESOL 2000a: 1)
21 Public secondaries were legally inaugurated in 1915, but received more impetus after 1923
(Levinson 1999: 144). Levinson traces the history of public secondary schooling in this article.
22Primary 'is not denied to children of either sex' since parents consider literacy essential for survival
in the modern world, particularly in the city (Martin 1994: 12; see also Ortiz 1992; Ezpeleta and Weiss
1994: 18 and 20).
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discussion of the difficulties children from working-class families experience in

school.

However, the poorest sectors in urban Mexico usually do not have access to regular,
legally-regulated employment and, consequently, they do not constitute a 'working
class' or proletariat in the formal sense. Rather, these sectors constitute a
subproletariat characterised by the absence of job security and social security
provision and immense heterogeneity in living arrangements (Beneria and Roldan
1985: 77). The particular type of hardship they experience is very different from that
characterising the working class in industrialised nations and its effect on schooling is
also very different.

Among the parents of students I worked with, many fathers were self-employed or

working as contract builders, a notoriously insecure profession. Mothers either did not

work outside the home, or were engaged in informal service activities, such as

washing and ironing clothes for others23 or selling food of various kinds. Those who

were formally employed, however poorly-remunerated their jobs, were the lucky

ones.24 In Latin America, discussions of this type of urban poverty have centred on

the notions of marginality and informality?5

Compared to poverty, which is a situation characterised by a low income, marginality
was defined as a structural problem characterised by the 'absence of an economic role
articulated to the system of industrial production' (Lomnitz and Pérez-Lizaur 1991:
17). The marginal population is characterised by its lack of participation in the formal
economy and by its internal disorganisation (Lomnitz and Pérez-Lizaur 1991: 17).
According to the initial usage of the concept in Latin America from the early 1960s
onwards, by theorists working within the modernisation paradigm, marginals were a
product of the rapid post-war urbanisation and rural-urban migration process (Kay
1989: 88-89). The term describes both their geographical location - normally on the
edges of cities in squatter settlements; and also their socioeconomic situation:
excluded from the benefits of the modernising sectors: regular employment, social

3 In Mexican Spanish: lavar y planchar ajeno.
In most developing countries, the informal sectors has grown at a faster pace than the formal sector,

defying the expectations of modernisation theorists, who saw the informal economy as a 'temporary'
problem which would disappear by itself as a result of economic growth (Martinussen 1997: 313).
25 The concept of marginality became common currency as a result of the application of dependency
theory to the phenomenon of poverty in Latin America. According to this perspective, capitalist
development is concentrated in the industrialised métropoles of the 'centre', marginalising the raw-
material producing 'satellite' countries of the 'periphery'. This same process reproduces itself within
developing countries themselves, where modernisation is concentrated in certain regions and large
cities and in particular industries, marginalising rural and artesanal sectors (Lomnitz and Pérez-Lizaur
1991: 18; Martinussen 1997: 88-89; Alba Vega and Kruijt 1995: 21). Urban marginal sectors are
largely composed of migrants seeking to escape from the poverty in the countryside. Urban labour
markets, however, cannot absorb this massive influx of migrants who end up scraping a living on the
margins of the formal economy (De Ibarrola 1981: 10).
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security provision, adequate alimentation, housing, education, health, transport and
recreation. They have typically been viewed as 'dysfunctional' for the productive
system, and indeed un-integrated in society as a whole (Kay 1989: 91-93; Alba Vega
and Kruijt 1995: 59; Ramirez 1990: 59; Lomnitz 1993: 95). An evocative depiction of
'marginals' is proffered by Vekemans and Silva Fuenzalida (1969 in Kay 1989: 93):
'They are nobody, they are only there; they populate a piece of land which is no-

man 's land'.

The concept of marginality has, however, been questioned and replaced in some
circles by the term informality, originally introduced by the International Labour
Organisation in the 1970s,27 and thought to be more 'neutral' than marginality. Critics
of the concept of 'marginality' argued that the term implicitly 'individualised' the
structural causes of poverty and implicitly suggested that the 'culture of the poor'28

was to blame for perpetuating their predicament - i.e. that the very values and
attitudes of marginals prevented their social incorporation: 'marginals themselves are
held to conspire against their incorporation into society - albeit unwillingly' (Kay
1989: 95).29 The concept has also been criticised for implying that the 'marginal'
population lives an unproductive, non-participatory and futile existence disconnected
from the productive and social structure in dependent societies (Nun 1969 in Ramirez
1990. 58) - an argument that is empirically unsustainable in many Latin American
countries, where the informal sector accounts for a substantial portion of production
and is linked to the formal economy in a number of important ways. Thus, challenges
to the modernisation view on marginality argued that marginals, 'far from being "out
of the system", are an integral part of it, though at the lowest level' (Kay 1989: 99).30

Informality, conversely, is generally used in a more technical sense to refer to sectors
that are not formally employed in wage labour, do not pay tax and are not protected
by any form of social security (Alba Vega and Kruijt 1995: 22-4). Kruijt (1995: 53)

26 As Martin (1996b: 197) points out, 'In Mexico, externally-provided social security benefits are only
available to workers in the state sector and in some large companies. Where wages in the larger
enterprises are no higher than in the more unregulated enterprises, the absence of what has been termed
the 'indirect wages' of welfare benefits exposes households to the tides of oscillating family
circumstances which indirect wages would cushion'.
27 Al though it has been pointed out that this concept has also received cr i t ic ism due to the difficulty o f
defining who and what belongs to the informal and formal sectors, and to the overlap between the two
spheres (Martinussen 1997).
28For instance, Lewis's well-known studies on the 'culture of poverty' among Puerto Ricans in the US
and low-income urban Mexicans attempted to show how the 'culture' of marginality was reproduced
through the daily practices of the poor. The culture of poverty thesis has received much criticism since
its heyday in the 1960s (see Worsley 1984: 190-194 for a detailed account), mainly because it reifies
the idea that the poor share certain characteristics which perpetuate their condition of hardship - they
are marginalised due to their own inherent nature (Alba Vega and Kruijt 1995: 20).)
29 See also Ramirez (1990: 58).
30 Ramirez (1990: 59) points out that the concept of marginality is still common currency among
politicians and laymen alike, and is used to refer to poverty, backwardness and life in the 'belts of
poverty' ; and it continues to be used by many academics, albeit with the above-mentioned caveats duly
in place.
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says:

the informal sector is the refuge of the poor, a heterogeneous, immense
sector whose function is primarily the provision of scanty
opportunities for survival. The formal sector of the economy is
exclusively for the privileged. The generation of wealth, accumulation
and protected, regulated labour belong to the world of the rich.

The Regional Employment Program for Latin America and the Caribbean
(PREALC31) (1981 in Palacios 1990: 120; see also Escobar 1990: 157) defines the
'informal sector' as all self-employed workers (except professionals); non-
remunerated family workers; and domestic workers. Other definitions are broader,
including in the informal sector all workers who are not covered by social security
provision (see e.g. Lopez Castano 1982 in Palacios 1990: 120). Although the
magnitude of the informal sector is notoriously difficult to measure, it was estimated
that in 1987, 42 per cent of the working population in Mexico's three largest cities
was employed therein (CEESP 1987 in Palacios 1990: 123). Informal sector
employment continues to expand at a faster rate than formal sector employment
(Pacheco and Parker 2000: 3).

I have retained the concept of marginality rather than informality, since I consider that
it captures a psychological dimension of the experience and relativity of poverty that
informality does not, i.e. certain social sectors can feel excluded even though they are
not necessarily living below any externally-defined poverty line; and even though
they are 'linked' to the formal economy in important ways. 'Informality', conversely,
leads one to think in overridingly economistic terms, and fails to convey a more
complete picture of the experience of exclusion. It is, of course, important to uphold
the very valid critique that 'marginality' certainly does not mean delinkage from the
formal sector, or from modern, urban culture (Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 1990: 352).
But to censure the concept entirely is, I think, tantamount to throwing out the baby
with the bathwater, since it still has explanatory power in many contexts.
Consequently, I consider that marginality may be used more loosely and less
'technically' than informality both to describe the informal, often unstable and
unprotected linkages of poorer sectors with the economy; and to depict the way in
which poorer sectors perceive and appraise their own wellbeing and the degree to
which they feel included or excluded from 'society' at large. 'Marginality' also allows
a certain leeway in describing the 'feeling' of individuals in a household where
different members may be differently linked to the labour market and/or occupy
different social positions (some may work in the formal and others in the informal
sector, for instance; or some may work in well-to-do parts of the city in good jobs, but

31 Programa Regional De Empleo para America Latinay el Caribe.
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live in a marginal area, etc.). To take an example: the notion of informality would, for

instance, be inadequate to depict the situation of mothers not engaged in paid work,

but who are often the ones who support schooling in the context described.

Moreover, in Villa and Zapata, where most La Colina students lived, (and as I shall
elaborate upon further especially in Chapter Four), the idea of marginality and
exclusion (sometimes expressed in the phrase somos jodidos - literally 'we are
fucked', i.e. very poor, but with strong overtones of a violence done to them by the
rest of society) was frequently and vividly voiced by people to describe their situation.
Yet they were in no sense complacent about being 'marginals', as the 'culture of
poverty' thesis suggests; on the contrary, people clung to their dreams of escaping
from poverty and attaining another, better kind of life. To many students, the school
appeared to represent perhaps the only route out of their marginality: a way to 'better
themselves' (superarse) and 'be someone in life' (ser alguien en la vida). And indeed,
considering the extremely limited and unappealing options open to unschooled young
people in the neighbourhood (early marriage, domestic or factory work for girls;
badly-paid factory or informal manual jobs for boys), it is not all that hard to see how
they came to see the school both as an immediate and future escape route: it made
them temporarily 'unavailable' for tedious household chores, and put them in a better
position to duck out of the gloomy future prospect of finding harsh, low-paid and
unrewarding work.33 Students, and their mothers in particular, appeared to hold the
conviction that schooling was a kind of alchemy: a means of transforming their lives
into something better.34

It is important here to underline the relativity, by any objective standards, of the
marginality experienced by the Villa and Zapata residents I worked with. Certainly,
compared with some other inner-city, particularly tenant areas in Guadalajara, or
certain rural regions in the state of Jalisco, they were by no means destitute: most had
their own plots of ground and homes, albeit in varying conditions; there was usually
food on the table and clothes to wear, a TV and some reasonable furniture. And
compared with, for instance, Chiapas or Oaxaca, two of the poorest states in Mexico,
my informants were not that badly off at all. Yet they nonetheless felt themselves to
be so. As I shall describe in greater detail in Chapter Four, many La Colina parents
were first-generation rural migrants, who came to the city in pursuit of a better life -
only to end up in one of its more infamous areas, at the bottom of the urban heap, so

32 Programa Regional De Empleo para America Latina y el Caribe.
33 Other studies among poor students in Argentina have, similarly, found that students see the school as
an 'escape' from their 'daily fate', and as a means of obtaining some kind of 'social affiliation'
(Duschatzki 1999 and Jacinto 1999 in Azucena 2000: 7).
34 Ezpele ta and Weiss (1994 : 24) also note that parents appeared to bel ieve the school would work
' m a g i c ' overnight , and w e r e surprised at h o w long it took for it to actual ly p roduce tangible results.
3 5 1 a m th ink ing in part icular o f tenants l iving in vecindades, tenement- l ike bui ld ings that are often
ove rc rowded , dark and in very bad condit ion wi th min imal services.
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to speak, their dreams of social mobility certainly shattered for them, albeit not yet for
their children. This is where the concept of marginality becomes particularly
powerful:36 it accounts for subjective perceptions of poverty and exclusion that are not
captured by any objective yardstick.37 Perhaps Gino Germani's (1980 in Kay 1989:
92) definition best captures both subjective and objective aspects of marginality: the
marginal sector, he suggests, 'remains excluded from the exercise of its corresponding
roles and rights according to the normative schema in use' (my italics), these norms
and values usually reflecting those of the dominant classes. In the big Mexican cities,
images of a different way of life are powerfully present, e.g. through advertising and
experience - one only needs to travel a short distance to be faced with a vision of
comparative luxury - a vision that lures many to the city in the first place.

One feature that is covered by both the concept of marginality and informality,
however, and which is of key importance in the study of schooling, is that households
which depend on the informal economy or who do not have regular incomes for other
reasons are characterised by a high degree of economic insecurity (Lomnitz 1993: 24;
Palacios 1990: 131). It is this insecurity which has such a devastating impact on
school attendance and performance among the urban poor (Martin 1998a and b: 145;
see also Kotliarenco et al. 1988: 719-20 for Chile). Schooling demands a regular

expenditure of time and money in the form of: payment of a registration fee; provision
of uniforms, desks, class materials and text books; and sporadic contributions for
special school events; punctuality, regular attendance by students, the completion of
homework and parental contact with the school (Martin 1998a and b; Blasco 1998).
For families scraping a living from day to day38 the regular commitment which
schooling requires is often impossible to comply with (Martin 1998a: 136).

Following Medick's work on the family economy at the beginning of the industrial
era, Martin (1998: 141-153) uses the concept of 'self-regulation' in his work on
primary schooling in Mexico to describe poor households on the periphery of
Guadalajara where the household head's income is irregular and/or insufficient to
meet subsistence needs. Such households depend on their ingenuity and internal
organisation to make ends meet: they can resort to a variety of survival strategies. In
this sense, the household may be seen as both a unit of consumption and production,
with a certain amount of leeway in how it organises itself to best meet its needs
(Friedmann 1992 in Martinussen 1997: 310-11; Martin 1998a: 141). Cuéllar (1990:
329-30) indicates that a family's situation at any one time might be conceptualised 'in

36 Whilst at the same time, as Kay (1989: 121) points out, unqualified use of the term marginality is
misleading since it 'underestimates the significance of the "marginals" for the productive system'.
37 Kay (1989: 89) indicates that, in fact, the concept of marginality originally referred more to the
psychological phenomenon of individual insecurity brought about by rapid cultural change and social
dislocation.
38 The Spanish expression for this is vivir al dia (Martin 1998a: 141 ; 1998b: 175), which essentially
means 'to live from hand to mouth' - from one day to the next.
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terms of the balance between its needs and available resources'. If the balance is

negative, the family must either restrict its consumption, or increase its income-

generating activities.

This reorganisation may take various forms: a mother may have to go out to work or
work from home; children may have to work and contribute to the household
economy; the family may extend to include non-nuclear members;39 or a member may
migrate (Martin 1998a: 144; Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 1990: 355). Or they may
have to 'cover' domestic tasks such as caring for younger siblings while their mother
or older siblings go out to work (Martin 1994: 5). Martin argues that it is not poverty
per se which undermines schooling, but rather this condition of 'hardship' (Kay and
Mott 1982 in Martin 1998a: 145) which leads to gradual attrition of the commitment
to education. All but the most basic household needs may have to be sacrificed,
including schooling which, as 'non-material consumption' may not be prioritised
(Martin 1990a: 123).

The push-and-pull effect of economic insecurity on La Colina students' school
performance was evident from their school trajectories which showed ruptures where
periods of regular attendance were interwoven with periods of absence. Clearly,
sometimes they had coped and sometimes they hadn't. Students told me of times
when they or their friends had had to 'take a year out' because of this or that
particular circumstance at home. For instance, one girl told me that she had 'dropped
out' during her second year because her mother had had a baby and needed her help at
home.40 She had then returned to school once the pressure was off. Attendance and
drop-out often did not appear to be either-or situations; rather, they were alternatives
in a larger process shaped by particular contingencies. Taking time off was a coping
strategy used by students and their families41 to let off steam when things got too
difficult at home and the imperative to go to school cracked under the strain.

However, the fact that students often returned to school when the crisis was over
indicated to me that schooling must be important to them since they kept persevering
and going back despite 'time off and a belly-full of difficulties at home. In fact, I was
struck by the degree of enthusiasm for schooling professed by students, as indeed

39 A strategy documented as employed in Guadalajara in the wake of the 1982 economic crisis,when
houshold incomes plummeted (Gonzalez Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 1990: 355). See also Selby et al.
(1990: 369), who conclude categorically that i a familia numerosa vive mejor ' (large families live
better) .
40 The reasons why students leave school prematurely (officially termed bajas) are difficult to
ascertain, since records are not kept about why students leave school. A student w h o moves house is
reported in exactly the same way in SEP (Public Education Ministry) records as one w h o drops out
because of family problems. However , teachers were able to remember and tell me the reasons why
some students had left. Other researchers have noted that not all bajas are ' genu ine ' drop-outs but
merely students who have moved school. This is common in areas such as Jalisco where this study was
carried out, and where the population is highly mobile owing to regional inequalities which encourage
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other researchers in Mexican schools have been (Martin 1998b: 176). Theories of
reproduction, resistance and measurements of quantitative outcomes cannot explain
the school's attraction for students or their positive experiences of schooling, nor shed
light on how they might be reinforced. Yet these experiences can be both of practical
benefit and symbolic significance for them in everyday life and can be a crucial

factor in encouraging attendance. That is precisely why La Colina students battled so
hard to remain in school. The above-mentioned theories allow no room for the
possibility that the school may actually be attractive to students rather than something
they resist; or that they might actually identify with the school more than with their
homes in some ways. As Connell (1983: 154) has pointed out, theories of cultural
reproduction such as that put forward by Bourdieu and Passeron focus one-sidedly on
the symbolic violence which they claim the school exerts over students, leaving little
room for an exploration of positive contributions schooling may make to students'
lives. Discussing this, Martin et al. (1990: 284) points out the reluctance of some
theorists 'to believe that attending school may be an affirmative response by clients,
and not just a result of ideological conditioning'.

The theories outlined above also focus exclusively on cognitive factors and outcomes

rather than other aspects of schooling such as students' qualitative and affective

experiences of school and learning, even though especially at secondary level there is
evidence that affective and academic aspects are linked (Sammons 1999: 84). Such
theories thus offer a misleading and 'overwhelmingly cognitive account of growth
and socialisation, and thus a seriously impoverished one' (Connell 1983: 152). But
once one takes affective aspects into account, it becomes feasible to ask, for instance,
whether it might not be possible for students to prefer the affective climate at school
to that which they experience at home, an issue I shall broach again in greater depth in
the coming chapters (see especially Chapters Four to Six).42

Students' eagerness to attend school also raises a number of questions about the
reproductionist notion of socialisation contained in the idea of a clash between 'family
culture' and 'school culture' (Connell 1983: 227). The culture mismatch idea
overlooks the possibility that children and young people may not necessarily share
their parents' world views or aspirations.43 Their agency is denied, since it is assumed

migration (Chavoya 1986: 37).
41 Ezpeleta and Weiss (1994: 24) note that low-income Mexican parents appeared to believe the school
would work 'magic' overnight, and were surprised at how long it took for it to actually produce
tangible results.

Other studies among poor students in Argentina have, similarly, found that students see the school as
an 'escape' from their 'daily fate', and as a means of obtaining some kind of 'social affiliation'
(Duschatzki 1999 and Jacinto 1999 in Azucena 2000: 7).
43 An example of this kind of assumption is provided by Thompson (1983: 37), in her discussion of
girls' socialisation into gender roles. She writes: 'The family is the social group within which children
first learn their sexual identities and the behaviour which is considered to be appropriate for boys and
girls. These acquisitions are considerably aided by the philosophy and strategic arrangements of the
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that they automatically assimilate their family's class dispositions, causing them to
reject the school. Primary socialisation really does mean destiny. As Connell (1983:
153) indicates, Bourdieu and Passeron:

assume(s) a more or less harmonious absorption of the child by the
primary pedagogic work (ignoring the crises, resistance and
discontinuities that child-rearing really encounters). And he ignores
the significance of intra-personal conflict, of divided motives and
purposes, in shaping practice in later life.

This deterministic view of primary socialisation can also be found in discussions of
poverty and social mobility, where the values of the poor are seen as reproduced from
one generation to the next, making change or mobility from one generation to the next
almost impossible. One famous example of this is Oscar Lewis (1965: xlv), who
observes that:

By the time slum children are age six or seven they have usually
absorbed the basic values and attitudes of their subculture and are not
psychologically geared to take full advantage of changing conditions or
increased opportunities which may occur in their lifetime.

But if this were the case, how can we account for the fact that La Colina students
aspired to better their families? How to explain that rather than being cast in a pre-
determined class mold, students appeared to quite coolly appraise their family
environments and yearn for something different - to avoid the unappealing
alternatives to school, and to superarsel And that they sought that something in the
school?

In the light of my data, a further anomaly of the reproductionist view is that it portrays
the family as an arena where all members share fairly homogeneous cultural
dispositions. There is no conceptualisation of class culture as, produced, contested ana
performed in a particular sociohistorical context. Rather, it is depicted as a
predetermined structure which people 'inhabit'. This is, perhaps, not altogether
surprising given that in the reproductionist view the family was seen as class-bound,
and social classes were considered to be internally recalcitrantly homogeneous
(Connell 1983: 224). The idea of the family itself as a site of cultural and generational
negotiation, resistance and conflicting cultural values does not seem to enter the

capitalist-patriarchal state ... the education system, reflective of the same interests and attitudes which
characterise the wider society, does little to challenge sexism or discrimination on grounds of gender.
Its main purpose is to replicate the division of labour required by capital, attune new recruits to the
values required of workers, and dispense definitions o f success' and 'failure', 'achievement' and
'incompetence' in ways which legitimse the propriety and apparent justice of an otherwise unequal
society.'
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picture, only the school is portrayed in these terms. I found this to be inaccurate in the
context I studied, where the catch-all term 'family' often concealed a reality where
family members had vastly-diverging attitudes on just about everything, including
schooling.

The tendency to bundle 'family' together as a single influence on schooling may stem
from the fact that family has received comparatively little attention in much
educational research (Martin 1994: 4 and 1998: 139; David 1980: 4; but see e.g.
Zorrilla 1991 and Safa 1987). When the family is broached, it is often seen as the
'source of origin' of students (and often their problems as well). There are several
possible explanations for this. First, as McRobbie (1980: 39) has pointed out, the
family and domestic life have been 'structured absences' in much work on youth
more generally, possibly because studies of youth culture have tended to locate youth
'in the street' (Leonard 1998: 101, see also Ganetz 1995: 72). They have therefore
focused predominantly on male youth, whose cultures are presumed to be enacted
predominantly on the streets - or at any event outside the home (but see e.g. Blackman
1998; McNamee 1998). Second, the family is associated with the 'private' sphere
which has typically been accorded lesser 'status', owing to its assocation with the
feminine, reproductive, and affective aspects of life (Varley 1999: 10; Moore 1988:
15). The conceptual separation of the public and private spheres (Weber in Gerth and
Wright Mills 1991: 197) which underpins many discussions of modern institutions
may lead to an assumption that the family does - or should - take care of affective and
emotional aspects, reinforcing the absence of these aspects from institutional analyses.
Perhaps also, the family's imagined role as a 'haven in a heartless world'44 has caused
it to be set up rather unproblematicaliy as an opposite and unassailable pole to the
harsh and oppressive economic relations it is often portrayed in contrast to (Goldsmith
1991: 105; Lasch 1977). In later chapters, I shall question these assumptions more
closely in the light of my empirical findings.

A dearth of academic literature on the family has been noted both in Latin America45

as a whole (De Vos 1995: vii), where historical work on families has tended to
bypass discussion of the 'common' family or household composition due to lack of
written records (De Vos 1995: 8). This absence has also specifically been observed in
the Mexican context (Martin 1998a: 139; but see Otero Lenero 1968 and Gabayet et
al. 1988). Martin, for instance, noted in 1990 (a: 121) that since the inception of the
most prominent sociological journal in Mexico, the Revista Mexicana de Sociologia,

the family had barely figured as a topic of research in its own right.46 When the home

44 In Christopher Lasch's (1977) famous words.
45 De V o s (1995: vii) remarks that ' even a cursory scan of the literature leads one to wonder if much of
anything is known scientifically about the family or household in Latin Amer ica ' .
46 Al though it now appears that this state of affairs is gradually changing. I was , however, further
struck by the strength of this ' t aboo ' on the family when I took part in a research project investigating,
among other things, the housing conditions o f low-income elderly people in Guadalajara. I observed a
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or family appears in educational research, it is often couched in terms of the
'household', and treated as a predominantly economic unit. Perhaps somewhat
controversially, it might also be argued that the scarcity of work on the Mexican
family may be due to a generalised reluctance to erode the mystique surrounding one
of the institutions which Mexicans are most proud of. The family is 'what Mexicans
do right' compared to, say, the US and Europe where alarm regarding the supposed
disintegration of the family is a recurrent topic of debate (Varley and Blasco 1999).

Yet connecting the family and the school in Mexico is fundamental to expanding our
understanding of students' realities, views, affective and emotional lives and, by
extension, their school performance. In a context where schooling is only nominally
compulsory, the family is a far more influential actor in a child's school progress than
in contexts where schooling is enforced more rigorously through, among other things,
sanctions imposed on the parents of non-attenders. Where families experience severe
economic hardship, the family's demands may in fact be in competition with those of
the school.47

In the Mexican context, Martin (1985; 1993a and b; 1994; 1996; 1998a; 1998b; see
also Guzman and Martin 1997) is one of the few researchers who has studied the
relationship between the home and the school and brought students' home lives into
the picture in investigating school failure. He has produced an important and
illuminating body of research on primary schooling in Guadalajara in which he carries
out in-depth analyses of home-school interaction and household economics and
speculates as to how these affect the poverty-school failure correlation.

One of Martin's key concepts is the relationship of educational provision, which he
uses to refer to the 'core relationship' of schooling 'which links teachers with their
clients (the parents and their children)' (1998: 167). He locates the main problems in
this relationship in, at one level, declining funding in schools and deterioriating
conditions for teachers and, at another, 'insecurities in the household reproduction of
the clients' (1998: 167). He analyses how stress on both sides of the relationship of
educational provision is reflected in the relationship between parents and teachers.
This relationship usually takes the form of practical demands made by the school on
children and parents, such as homework and periodic expenditure connected with
schooling. Martin stresses the importance of the parent-teacher relationship since he
found that at primary level it is parents who take the key decisions regarding their

powerful contrast both between academic and popular idealised discourses on the caring, altruistic
family - and an empirical reality where cases of elder abuse and neglect abounded (see also Varley
1999). I think that both 'the family' as a research topic in its own right; and the reasons for its
comparative scarcity in critical academic debate in Latin America, are rich areas for future
investigation.
47 Martin (1990b: 293) has also noted that some students at primary level see the school as somewhere
they can escape from home problems or weighty domestic chores.
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children's schooling (Martin 1996). He notes that: 'The most important interaction is
the interpersonal relation between a parent and the child's classroom teacher' (Martin
1998b: 177).48

However, although many of Martin's other findings are also applicable in the
secondary-school context I studied, I believe that this is a key area where secondary
differs from primary, with important consequences for explaining secondary school
performance. In my study, parents often took a back seat when it came to deciding
whether their children would stay in school or not: it was the students who were often
left to decide this. The students' say in schooling has largely been ignored in the
literature on basic education precisely because it is usually assumed that parents make
the decisions, i.e. that what holds true for primary schooling is also applicable to
secondary (see also Sandöval 1993: 6). Below, I explore in further detail why in the
particular context studied, secondary students were often wholly or largely
responsible for their educational decisions.

The student's say in schooling: youth and socialisation in cross-cultural perspective

The above-mentioned assumption that parents make all the decisions regarding basic
schooling is, I suggest, underpinned by notions of child development and socialisation
which emerged primarily in the US and Europe (Hart 1998: 27) and which are not
necessarily transferrable to secondary school level in Mexico. Influential
psychological theories of child development, such as Piaget's framework, contend
that children possess 'innate' capabilities that develop at clearly-defined stages
(Caputo 1995: 24). These theories are influenced by structural-functionalist paradigms
of child development (e.g. Durkheim 1956) which depict the child as an unformed
being who becomes an adult through a gradual process of socialisation during which
adult competences and rationality are transferred onto him or her. As a result: 'Much
writing on youth in terms of socialization, education or human development depicts
youth as objects of adult activity' (Wulff 1995: 1).

Yet the specific experiences and development processes of children in different
cultural, class and temporal contexts vary enormously. These are further cross-cut by
other factors such as class, race, gender and particular family and individual
circumstances. Assumptions about child development cannot, therefore, 'be borrowed
wholesale by other cultures' (Hart 1998: 27). As Phillippe Aries has shown in
Centuries of Childhood, any universal notion of childhood or youth as
chronologically- and biologically-determined life stages is a historical invention.

Findings from the World Bank (1999: 48) concur, adding secondary schooling to the equation: 'it is
typically parents who make the decisions about education (especially primary and secondary
education) for their children - not the children themselves'.
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'Children' in the modern sense have not always existed. In the twelfth and thirteenth

century, for instance, they were often depicted as 'little men', small adults with no

special features to distinguish them from adults except that they were smaller (Aries

1962: 33).

The same can be said for the concept of adolescence. Although youth has been
documented as a 'problem' for centuries, the concept of adolescence only appeared in
its present, modern incarnation at the beginning of this century - our 'century of
adolescence' as Aries calls it (Keniston 1971: 4-5; Aries 1962: 30), although
Rousseau described adolescence in Emile without ever actually using the term (Dolto
(1990: 53). The concept was popularised through Stanley Hall's major (1904) work
on adolescent psychology in the US.

The boundaries of childhood and youth as with all stages of life, are not objectively
fixed: they are 'arbitrarily placed' constructions which emerge from particular

contexts (Keniston 1971: 17; Caputo 1995: 35). More specifically: childhood, youth
and adolescence as periods defined by chronological age axe largely products of
modern, Western culture, and in particular the introduction of mass, compulsory age-
graded schooling and ensuing legislation about what is and is not permissible at
certain ages (Fornäs 1995: 2; Coleman 1961: 3). Consequently, the biological changes
which characterise puberty cannot be automatically conflated with any social notion
of 'adolescence'. As Kett (1977: 14) points out, discussing the evolution of
perceptions of youth and adolescence in America from the 18th century onwards:

Just as the age grading of the experiences of young people in our

society makes it possible to apply horizontal concepts such as

adolescence to, say, all 14-year olds, radical differences among youth

in the past render numerical age a poor guide to stages of

development.

Other categories, such as physical size, dependence or marriage, leaving home or
forming a family were in the past and still are in certain contexts more potent markers
than age of the boundaries between childhood and adulthood (Aries 1962: 15; 26;
Kett 1977: 14).49 De Vos (1995: 191) grapples with this issue when discussing the
'grey' and shifting borders between childhood and adulthood in her study of the Latin
American household, observing:

49 Some scholars have asserted that economic independence is still an important category in defining
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I have found it useful to consider adulthood to begin at 15 in much of

Latin America, at least in the mid-70s ... But even age 18 in a country

like the United States may be inappropriately early as "adolescence"

comes to occupy a longer and longer period of life because of college

or other post-high school activity ...

As she says, in some contexts, marriage and/or leaving the parental home may
designate adulthood better than age (De Vos 1995: 192). Furthermore, the boundaries
and understandings of 'youth' or 'adolescence' may vary significantly across regions,
ethnicities and classes within one nation, for instance, or from one generation to the
next.

Ideas of youth, especially in developed countries, also tend to rest heavily on the idea
of young people as relatively carefree, fun-loving and affluent consumers: of music,
TV, style, clothes, drugs, clubs, etc. (see e.g. Ganetz 1995; Malbon 1998; Boethius
1995). As Valentine et al. (1998: 4) indicate, the very term 'teenager' emerged in
1950s Britain to express a particular notion of 'youth as fun'.50 Relating this more
broadly to the idea of childhood, Postman notes, for instance, that in England
'childhood began as a middle-class idea, in part because the middle class could afford

if (my italics), and that the idea did not 'filter down to the lower classes' for another
century (1994: 45). Similarly Hendrick (1990 in Valentine et al. 1998: 3) notes that
the concept of 'childhood' as fun and freedom from responsibility first emerged in
Britain among: 'the upper classes who had the time and money to provide their
offspring with a "childhood" ... the introduction of mass schooling popularised the
mythical condition of 'childhood' and slowly a universal notion of what it meant to
be a child developed'.

However, as Ramirez (1994: 96) has pointed out, experiences of youth differ greatly
according to social class, and are very different in a low-income urban area than in a
middle-class area. In a similar vein, Gonzalez de la Rocha (1986: 53) indicates that:
'although the exact boundaries are unclear, being an 'adult' depends on the economic
status of the person'. A child who works, is economically independent, and
contributes to the domestic unit is considered an adult, but his dependent peer is not.
Among the students and their families I worked with, the notion of youth as a stage of
life characterised by the 'right' to fun and unburdened by adult responsibilities was
uncommon. Youth in this sense ends far earlier than in Europe and the US.51 Tedesco
(1983:140) points out that in Latin America:

adulthood today (Dolto 1990: 24).
50 In contrast to the parallel (and older) notion of 'youth as trouble' which has characterised studies and
perceptions of youth for over 150 years (Valentine et al. 1998: 4).
51 Research from Bolivia indicates that children take on roles as responsible household members from a
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in rural and marginal urban areas, children take on productive and

domestic work from a very early age ... in reality one of the few times

when they behave (or are required to behave) like children in the

conventional sense that the school takes for granted is, precisely, when

they are pupils.

Students at Sec. Z. struggled to reconcile their school identity as 'children' working
towards their own individual advancement with their home identity as responsible
household members. I observed a clear tension between students' desire to study and
the need to be pragmatic and help out their families. I was surprised at the extent to
which 14-year old students voiced awareness of their responsibility to themselves and
their families. They displayed anxiety about their parents' problems, and looked
forward to the day when they would be able to lighten their burden. Evidence
suggests that this phenomenon is not restricted to my particular case. In his
ethnography of a Mexican secundaria, for instance, Levinson (1993: 429) also found
that students conceived the notion of adulthood 'more in terms of achieving a sense of
social responsibility, of commitment to a functioning social unit... than in terms of
achieving autonomy'.

'Youth' and 'adolescence' thus have multiple, protean meanings, which combine and
sediment into different formations among different sectors and constituencies. These
ambiguities and multiple, often-conflicting perspectives were, I contend, a source of
tension but also a possible resource for students. The school intervenes powerfully
here in shaping and 'blending' perceptions of youth, artificially prolonging
'childhood' but at the same time constructing the student as an adolescent and as an
individual52 whose main responsibility is to his own advancement through schooling.
At school, students are treated as children in the sense that they are subject to adult
authority and are not autonomous - but at the same time they are, literally, taught to
be adolescents, i.e. beings in the ante-room of adulthood, engaged in the important
process of preparing for their very specific individual futures (see esp. Chapter Five
for further details).

very early age (Punch 1999).
52 Bernstein (1977c: 56) has remarked on the school rituals which serve to transform the 'child' into a
'pupil': 'The school is a community related to, but different from, kin and local community. It is a
stage in the emancipation of the pupil towards his acceptance of a wider referent group. Problems of
divided allegiance and relation are partly solved by ritualizing, so sharpening the boundaries between
the different groups. The consensual rituals ... facilitate detachment behaviour from family and local
community and attachment behaviour to the school. For parents, these rituals transform the child into
pupil. The consensual rituals of school orient the pupil to special classes of behaviour and give him a
special consciousness of age, sex and kinship status. The separation of statuses - for example, in
possessing a different school and family status - increases the degree of control the school can exert on
both the pupil and the kin'. See also McLaren's (1986) book Schooling as Ritual Performance.
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But, as I shall discuss in greater depth in later chapters, students may be perceived
rather differently both in and within the various spheres they move in. Their families
may see the same student as a household member of an age to form a useful part of
the collectivity with its attendant, 'adult' obligations (see also LeVine 1993). At the
same time, the fact of going to school may also make students seem 'childlike' in
their parents' eyes precisely because they cannot meet their 'adult' responsibilities as
they 'should'. Parents may become frustrated at having unproductive household
members foisted on them by a State which insists on extending their children's period
of 'unproductivity' through increasing levels of compulsory schooling. To
complicate things even further, in the eyes of parents who never attended secondary
school, school attendance may, paradoxically, simultaneously confer upon students a
kind of maturity derived from their supposed greater rationality - they should 'know
better' because of their schooling, and be able to act 'responsibly' and independently.
It was clear from my conversations with parents, teachers and students that
understandings of adolescence were ill-defined and varied markedly among them - the
concept was up for grabs and was a pretty hot topic of discussion. Parents would, for
instance, ask at school meetings how they were supposed to deal with their
'adolescents' - they did not know what was expected of them vis à vis this new
concept.

In this context, schooling isn't perceived as a right, but as a privilege which must be

earned. Many students talked in terms of sacrificing their own futures in order to 'pay
their parents back' for their schooling, displaying a far higher degree of autonomy in
decision-making regarding their schooling than their peers in other class and cultural
contexts. Their parents deliberately and continually reinforced this feeling of gratitude
whilst at the same time resorting to authoritarian attitudes to control their children
when necessary - casting them as children again.

Most importantly, however, the responsibility for deciding whether or not to stay in

school was often left primarily to the students. By this I do not mean that parents have
no say in students' schooling. I witnessed several cases where parents were pivotal in
a child's attendance, though, notably, they usually intervened in order to withdraw

their child from school, rather than insist that he or she attend. But the tendency to
leave the student to decide is so pronounced that I consider it a key feature of the
home-secondary school relationship in my study. I also consider it the main area

53 This frustration is apparently not confined to Mexico, either. Scheper-Hughes (1987 in Ennew
1995:7), researching child abuse in the US, suggests that young people's declining productivity at ever-
higher ages in post-industrial societies has led to children being considered an economic liability and
burden by their parents, sometimes with grave consequences: 'The dominant media images of children
in the United States as dependent, frivolous, and voracious consumers may contribute both to parental
pride in their children and their material possessions as a new form of conspicuous consumption, but
may also contribute to parental rage and resentment of their 'worthless', 'lazy', and 'greedy' children.
This, in turn, may be expressed in the current 'epidemic' of child abuse in North America'.
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where my findings differ from e.g. Martin's on home-school relations in primary

schools in a similar context in Guadalajara. Here once again, context is all-important.

The importance of the students' say in their schooling - or rather the typical lack of
decisive parental intervention - became clear to me when I investigated the reasons
why fellow-students had dropped out or left the school for prolonged periods. My
enquiries with teachers and students revealed that, curiously, many students had
dropped out on apparently flimsy pretexts such as squabbles with other students,
problems with teachers or because they had suffered minor illnesses and simply failed
to go back when they got better. Veronica, the physics and chemistry teacher, told me:

One had an accident and hurt his finger in December 1995, and since
then he hasn't come to school. He asked for a week off because of his
finger and he just never came back. He'd already left school once
before, in November 1995, and they (school social worker) convinced
him to return. He's working now. Another boy didn't come all year -
he's got epilepsy. He had a fit at school and was so ashamed that he
stopped coming.

Likewise, Petra, a third-year La Colina student, told me: 'I know a girl who lives
around the corner from me - she studied until 5th year primary and then dropped out
because she had some problem with a teacher - and after that she just never came
back'. In another case I heard of, a student had apparently dropped out because she
was frightened after having been at school during an earth tremor.

The fact that students drop out of school on flimsy pretexts such as illnesses or 'social
problems' suggests that there is not much parental pressure on them to continue with
their schooling, either due to financial difficulties or other impediments. Parental
attitudes ranged from cooperation with the school to outright opposition to it, but the
most common approach was what I have labelled a laisser-faire approach where the
students themselves ultimately had to decide whether to study or not.

I consider that this is because students' connection to the school is so fragile that the
smallest pretext suffices to endanger it.54 Since schooling is not compulsory in
practice and places a lot of demands on the home, parents in straitened circumstances
will not put up a fight if their children claim they no longer want to attend, indeed,
they may well be relieved.55 They may also intervene to withdraw a child if they feel

54 The fragility of the home-school relationships and the use of the tiniest pretexts to withdraw children
has also been noted in the rural context where e.g. children may fail to return to school because they
have 'lost their pencil' (Ezpeleta and Weiss 1994: 18 and 23). Martin (1990b: 291) also observes that
students (at primary level in this case) appear to drop out on very fragile pretexts, such as being told off
by a teacher, or just for no apparent reason.
55 Ezpele ta and Weiss (1994: 22 ) have noted that where school ing places a strain on the family
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that schooling will not bring any tangible practical benefits, for instance, when

children get bad marks. I witnessed several cases where parents threatened to

withdraw their children if their marks did not improve, since they interpreted this as a

sign that schooling was a waste of time.

The point I wish to stress here is that since the decision to continue studying or not
often depends on the tenacity of the students themselves, it becomes imperative to

understand how students see the school and how they negotiate between the demands

of home and school in everyday life. Their feelings towards the school, their teachers
and their family become crucial in understanding their school performance. This is
especially important among marginal sectors such as the one studied which are
characterised by high levels of poverty and family hardship which place a great of
emotional pressure and practical constraints on students in a number of ways.

I thus found it essential to study the relationship between schooling and poverty from
the point of view of the actors involved, especially the students, since their
perspective is often missing from educational research accounts (but see e.g. Levinson
1993; Anderson and Herr 1991: 106, Mac an Ghaill 1995).56 Theoretical analyses of
school performance such as those presented above examine chiefly students'
academic relationship to the school. Students are observed and surveyed and their
cognitive development is carefully measured, but their lives beyond the school: their
family circumstances, their obligations to others, their own worlds, activities, feelings
and emotions tend to be absent from research accounts. If students are portrayed, it is
often as entitites ethnographically observed on the school premises.

This may be because conducting research on the school premises shapes the lens with
which one regards one's informants: i.e. as 'students', who are more accustomed to
having their opinions suppressed than to expressing themselves as multidimensional
people, so it is hardly surprising that a more rounded view of their lives as a whole
rarely comes to the fore in research. It may also stem partly from young people's
generally subordinate position in society, where they are structurally located 'beneath'
adults (see also Wulff 1995: 1; Caputo 1995: 33). In much of the literature described
above, young people are treated as mini-representatives of particular classes or of
(usually problematic) social phenomena such as delinquency and deviancy (Wulff
1995: 3; Stanley and Sieber 1992: 1; and see e.g. Cohen 1972 and Willmott 1966).

economy, attendance depends largely on how strong parents' desire to school their children really is.
They must be determined to school their children at all costs in order not to succumb to economic
pressures.

6 See, for example, Bradley Levinson's excellent ethnography of a Mexican secondary school (Todos
somos iguales: Cultural production and Social Difference at a Mexican Secondary School, 1993) and
Anderson and Herr's (1991) discussion of the use of'multiple voices' in analysing students'
experiences of schooling (G. Anderson and K. Herr (1991) 'La historia oral como método para dar
poder a los alumnos: Que indica su propia voz?', in Investigation Etnogrâfica en Education, M. Rueda
and M. Campos (eds.), Mexico: U.N.A.M./ CISE.
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Their own worlds and feelings may be thought trivial, not weighty or serious enough

to be of any transcendence (Wulff 1995: 1; Johnson and Ivan-Smith 1998: 8). How

could they possibly have anything useful to contribute to educational research?

There has been criticism of this tendency to overlook the students' 'inner world' and
merely focus on them as 'cognitive entities', since it obscures more qualitative and
affective aspects of students' lives (Morley and Rassool 1999: 125). As Shaw has put
it: 'academic subjects are containers offeelings' (my italics) (Shaw 1995 in Morley
and Rassool 1999: 126).The neglect of students' affective and emotional worlds in
analyses of school failure may also stem partly from the overriding focus on
'poverty', as this can reduce students to one-dimensional beings defined only by their
economic hardship and by their most basic physiological survival needs.57

As a result of the considerations outlined above, I have tried to conceptualise the
home-school relationship with all its complex dynamics as essentially centred in the
student, since he or she often decides whether or not to continue with schooling. As
he moves between these different spheres, he carries these dynamics with him.
Through exploring the home-school relationship in this way, I hoped to identify the
tensions and fragilities which undermine students' school careers and how they could
potentially be avoided. I concur with Connell (1983: 153) that:

[schooling] does not produce either a class fate, or a justification of

that fate, by itself. It has to be studied in a context of economic

practices and expectations, of personal and family trajectories, and of

struggles about the scope and meaning of education itself...

Poverty does not bring about school failure per se. It operates through a complex web
of relationships mediated to a large extent, at secondary level, by the student. What
the school means to the student becomes crucial in determining attendance and
performance. If students drop out because they do not find what they are looking for
at school, it follows that attendance and performance might both be improved if we
discover what it is that they are actually seeking there - and what deters them from
going.

In the following chapter, I set out the methodology which I used to try and understand
the relationship between the school and the home primarily from the students' point
of view, while also exploring the views of the other main actors: teachers and parents.

In development research more generally, emotional and affective aspects of people's lives have also
typically received little attention. Non-mainstream economists such as Amartya Sen and Mahbub ul
Haq have argued for a broadening of development goals to include 'enlarging people's choices in a
much broader sense than proposed by mainstream economists' (Martinussen 1997: 291-303).
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Chapter Two

Towards a multiple actor perspective

How little I have managed to say of the truth, how little I have caught of all that
complexity; how can this small neat thing be true when what I experienced was so
rough and apparently formless and unshaped?1

2.1. Starting out

In this chapter, I describe the epistemological approach that underpins the
dissertation. First, I describe the context where the school is located, and how I
selected it. I then discuss my choice of fieldwork methods, and the problems I
encountered using them. Before going ahead with this, however, I should like to make
one or two reflections regarding the terminology I use in the thesis.

A note: definining schooling, childhood and youth

In the dissertation I normally reserve the word 'education' to express the broader
sense that the word education conveys in Spanish, which includes both moral
formation and academic instruction (instruccion). I use 'schooling' to refer to school
attendance and performance. These two aspects are closely linked in the context
studied, where poor marks can lead to the withdrawal of a child from school by his or
her parents (Martin 1990a: 132; Blasco 1998: 208; see also Chapter Four). However, I
pay particular attention to the conditions undermining attendance, since children must
of course be in school before their performance can be improved.

A further problem of definition which I experienced both during my fieldwork and
when beginning to write was what to call the students: children, young people,
students, etc. Throughout the writing process I have found myself typing children,
then sometimes youth, then crossing this out and putting young people instead. I think
that this terminological uncertainty is revealing. I instinctively wrote children most of
the time to begin with because the students appeared very 'young' to me,
comparatively lacking in the sophistication of their European peers. However, as I
indicated in Chapter One, at home they had a well-developed and far from 'childish'
sense of obligation towards their families. They were themselves multifaceted beings,
perceived differently according to which setting and set of social relations they moved
in. As Caputo (1995: 39) tells us:

1 Doris Lessing (1989: 476).
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Ultimately, one must keep in mind that the lines between children and
youth are most often arbitrarily placed, and that research must not
homogenise differences within the categories that are created.

I finally settled upon talking about young people or students, according to which
appeared more suitable in the context. I have tried to avoid talking about 'adolescents'
unless I am discussing or citing others' use of the term, since, as I discuss later on, the
concept has multiple meanings according to who is doing the defining. I reserve the
term 'children' to talk about people's biological relationship to their parents since the
term can then be applied to any age-group.

Below, I describe the setting for the study, followed by how I selected the school and

students studied.

The setting

The study is set in a marginal area on the outskirts of Guadalajara, Mexico's second-
largest city, located in the state of Jalisco. Mexico is an interesting case because
despite its impressive record of educational expansion, performance, equity and
terminal efficiency in basic education are notoriously poor, as I outlined in Chapter
One. Jalisco's educational statistics are roughly average compared to the rest of
Mexico (in fact slightly better), but both Jalisco as a whole and its capital city,
Guadalajara, are socioeconomically heterogeneous, and contain sizeable 'pockets' of
poverty. I chose to locate the study in Guadalajara, more specifically, because a
substantial body of work has been carried out there at primary level on the connection
between schooling and the family.2 Since my study was small-scale, I found it useful
to be able to relate my own findings to an already-established body of literature which
had covered similar ground but at a different stage of schooling. In this way I could
compare my findings with those of other, more experienced researchers. I also had
better research contacts in Guadalajara than in other Mexican cities. These contacts
helped me to gain fast access to the local SEP (Secretaria de Education Püblica:

Public Education Ministry) offices and to obtain permission to carry out the study.
This was essential given the time constraints within which I had to work.3

2 See references to Christopher Martin's work in the bibliography.
J I had six weeks to obtain permission from the SEP to do my research; locate the school and obtain
permission from them; and carry out my initial research tasks. See Miron (1998: 395) for a discussion
of how time and financial constraints shape research projects in a very real way.
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Guadalajara is currently the most important regional and industrial centre in West
Mexico, with a vibrant economy (Escobar and De la Pena 1990: 9; Ramirez 1990: 55;
Durân and Partida 1990: 81). The city has grown spectacularly since the 1940s,
mirroring the demographic explosion in urban Mexico as a whole during this period
(Gilbert and Varley 1991: 31; Arroyo and Velazquez 1990: 14). Officially, its
population is currently around 3.5 million (Pro Habitat 2000: 3), but unofficial
estimates place this at nearly double due to the ever-mushrooming sprawl of irregular
settlements, often located on ejido4 land designated for agriculture, which constitute a
belt that virtually encircles the city. These settlements, originally located mainly in the
northeast of the city, also began to spring up in other parts of the city in the early
1970s (Medina et al. in Ramirez 1990: 55), including on the southern periphery where
this study was carried out.5 Most of the students at La Colina came from two
settlements in particular, which I shall call 'Villa' and 'Zapata'. A small number of
better-off students came from a nearby residential area, which I have nicknamed
'Madero'.

Such peripheral settlements in Guadalajara are characterised by a high number of
migrants, either from other states or from towns or rural areas in Jalisco (Ramirez
1990: 62; Gonzalez de la Rocha 1991: 160; Escobar 1986: 16), who have contributed
to the continued growth of the city's population at roughly 4% per year.6 Several
authors have documented the so-called 'rural exodus' in the West of Mexico, noting
how declining conditions and employment in the rural areas as a result of the
economic crisis of the 1980s, combined with the growth of the modern and informal
sectors in Guadalajara, have triggered these high rates of migration to the city where
around a third of the population is composed of migrants (see e.g. Arroyo 1986;
Arroyo and Velazquez 1990: 32-3).

However, the new, modern sector of the economy has been incapable of absorbing all
those who have left the countryside. Guadalajara's economy has thus been described
as having a 'dual' structure. Until around the 1960s, its industry consisted
predominantly of small, family-run businesses,7 but subsequently larger Mexican and
transnational firms began to move in8 (Gilbert and Varley 1991: 62). These

4 Ejidos are plots of land destined for collective agricultural use. Until recently in Mexico it was illegal
to sell ejido land (Kay 1999: 278).
5 Various urban planning initiatives caused the city to divide along class lines in the late 1940s, with
richer inhabitants moving out to the west, and poorer sectors settling in the south and east, a pattern
which can still be observed today (Gilbert and Varley 1991: 71).
6 Although this has fallen in the past ten to 15 years, possibly due to the increasing importance of so-
called ciudades medias (medium-sized cities) in Jalisco.
7 See e.g. Bueno (1990) for a description of this type of small family business. A key feature is that
workers are often remunerated in kind (e.g. clothes, food, shelter, etc.), and, of course, are not always
covered by any kind of social security provision.
8 The electronics industry is a notable example (Gabayet 1990).
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companies have taken advantage of the notoriously low wages in Guadalajara9 (Arias
1985; Alba 1986), employing a substantial amount of female labour especially
(Padilla and Arias 1980s; Lailson 1980). A basic level of schooling is required for
these jobs: most employees in such companies have completed their primary
schooling, and some have secondary and even post-secondary technical studies
(Gabayet 1990: 94). However, despite the influx of larger companies and
transnationals, currently over half the manufacturing workforce are still employed in
the traditional local small-scale activities, producing shoes and leather goods,
processed foods and drinks, light metal machinery, jewellery and furniture (Tamayo
1982 in Gilbert and Varley 1991: 63; Escobar 1990: 160). The shoe factory, Calzados

Canada, is among the largest manufacturing industries in Guadalajara (Escobar 1986:
79), and many students told me that was where they would seek employment after
finishing their secondary schooling, as there was a factory fairly close to where they
lived. The city's employment structure has, in turn, generated a 'dual' workforce in
the city of privileged workers, and those who subsist on the margins of the formal
economy (Escobar 1986: 32) - who are the principal subjects of this study.

Guadalajara has often been depicted as relatively free of the problems of marginality
and shanty-towns which have plagued other large Mexican cities (Gilbert and Varley
1991: 74). Guadalajara's popular epithet, 'the pearl of the West' {la perla del

Occidente) is often used to evoke both its architectural beauty and relatively affluent
image. Others have, however, pointed out that Guadalajara's poverty has merely been
better hidden than in other large cities. The city authorities have systematically
approved the illegal subdivision and settlement of land, helping to reduce the most
obvious symptoms of poverty; and many poorer inhabitants live in overcrowded,
inadequate rental accommodation known as vecindades in the city centre (Gilbert and
Varley 1991:80).

Indeed, a series of studies carried out in the late 1980s and early 1990s in Guadalajara
showed that, in fact, poverty was and continues to be rife in the city, and that the crisis
led to structural changes in the economy, and the increasing segmentation of the
workforce, with some groups suffering particularly severely (Escobar and De la Pena
1990: 12; De la Pena 1990: 113; Escobar 1990: 157). Some observers have argued
that the existence of many small, family-run businesses in Guadalajara enabled the
city to circumvent the ravages of the 1980s crisis better than other cities (Gonzalez de
la Rocha 1991: 162). Other studies claimed that households were forced to implement
a number of strategies in order to cope with the ravages of the crisis and increasing
levels of hardship (De la Pena et al. 1990: 10). So, for instance, although
unemployment may not have risen as dramatically as in many other cities, this was
principally because many people began to work in the informal sector. Indeed, in

9 Due to the traditionally low level of unionisation in the city and the personalised nature of relations
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Guadalajara, as in other Latin American cities, links between the formal and informal
sector are the rule rather than the exception (Escobar 1986: 17). However, this also
means that workers and their families are unprotected by labour and wage legislation
or social security provision (Escobar and De laPena 1990: 11; Escobar 1990: 174). It
also means that many people work extra hours to make ends meet; and that women
over the age of 15 also began to work in increasing numbers (Escobar 1990: 174).

As I explained in Chapter One, this kind of household reorganisation as a result of
hardship can have a severe impact on schooling. For instance, older children may be
expected to take care of their mothers' domestic and childcare responsibilities while
they are at work, or indeed to work themselves. Even if they do not actually work,
their continued schooling is an ill-affordable expense in families with nothing to
spare, as I shall explain in later chapters. Consequently, many sectors nonetheless
experience extreme difficulty in schooling their children even though Guadalajara is
far from being considered an especially disadvantaged city. There are huge rifts
between young people's educational aspirations, and their real opportunities to study.

Defining who and what to study

The study focuses on two groups of third-year students from a secondary school in a
marginal, urban area of Guadalajara. I chose to locate the study at secondary school
level since that is where some of the most serious problems in Mexican education lie
and where little research has yet been done.12 As outlined in the previous chapter,
drop-out is proportionally higher at secondary than at primary level; coverage is as yet
far from complete; and repetition rates are high. The fact that secondary is now
compulsory - and a prerequisite for most jobs - makes tackling these problems all the
more urgent.

My decision to focus on third-year students (i.e. in their final year of secondary) may
seem paradoxical. If I wanted to study the connection between poverty and school
failure, why didn't I simply study school drop-outs? The students I worked with were
all, arguably, successes already since they had made it to the end of their compulsory
basic education unlike almost 75% of their peers. There were two main reasons why I
made this decision.

between employers and workers (Alba 1986; Arias 1985).

' " See references to Christopher Martin's work in the bibliography.
1 I had six weeks to obtain permission from the SEP to do my research; locate the school and obtain

permission from them; and carry out my initial research tasks. See Miron (1998: 395) for a discussion
of how time and financial constraints shape research projects in a very real way.
1 2 Although the body of work is expanding (see Levinson 1993, 1997, and 1999; Quiroz 1992; and

52



First, I consider that most of the students I worked with had been, to a greater or
lesser extent, potential drop-outs - the statistics show that children from marginal
areas are lucky if they even begin secondary school, let alone complete it. However,
not all children actually drop out. I wanted to gather accounts of students' school
careers so that I would be able to identify the contingencies which lead to drop-out
and/or undermined performance: i.e. the fragile moments in their schooling. The
third-year students provided me with a pool of information about times when their
own schooling had been in jeopardy or they had temporarily failed to attend school.
They could also tell me about classmates who actually had dropped out, and why they
had done so. Above all, focusing on these third-year 'survivors' enabled me to see
how they had managed to stay in school despite poverty and other difficulties -
equally as important as identifying why others had left from the point of view of my
research question. I regarded them all as 'success stories' with very valuable
testimonies to offer about how school attendance might be encouraged.

Second, I chose to work with students still in school because locating drop-outs13 is
notoriously difficult and time-consuming. Accurate records of the reasons for drop-
outs are not kept at schools, where no distinction is made in school records between
students who have changed school, moved away, or dropped out permanently. What
looks like a drop-out on paper is often just a student who has moved house or school.
Furthermore, the moment in the school year when one investigates drop-out also
shapes the picture that emerges, since some students absent themselves from school
for a few months but then return (see Chapter One). Paper records are, thus, a very
misleading guide to drop-out or schooling histories. Last but not least, since I wanted
to study the relationship between the school and the family it was important for me to
work with existing students, since that enabled me to investigate the school side of the
relationship as it was being produced. I chose to work with two out of the three third-
year classes at the secondary and especially closely with one, since I felt that working
with too many students would spread my attention too thinly. I wanted to get to know
a few students well, not many superficially. The aim was, as Silverman (1993: 2) puts
it, to say 'a lot about a little' rather than 'a little about a lot'.

I also had to make a decision about which type of secondary school to work in. There
are four types of secondary school in Mexico: telesecundaria: classes transmitted via
the TV usually serving remote rural areas; secundaria abierta, a more intensive
option;14 secundaria general, the standard type of secondary school which enables

Sandoval 1993).

'3 The practical and methodological problems of studying drop-outs in Mexico have been noted by
other researchers: see e.g. Calatayud (1993).

14 Secundaria abierta, or open secondary is run by the Instituto Nacional de Educacion para Adultos
(INEA). Students complete their secondary education in one year of intensive study of a limited
number of subjects, compared to the usual three years and more subjects studied in the other types of
secondary school.
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students to either continue on to college or get a job; and secundaria técnica, where
more emphasis is placed on vocational training. The two most common forms of
secondary are the general and the técnica. There is essentially very little difference
between the two, except that técnica has a couple more hours per week of talleres
(technical workshops offering more vocational training in skills such as computer
studies, mechanics etc.). I chose to work in a general, since I wanted to explore
whether students aspired to study further after secondary school, and in theory
students attending técnicas would be aiming to find work or an apprenticeship after
secondary. In practice, however, I found that the shortage of government schools in
poor or newly-built areas meant that students tended to go to the nearest secondary,
regardless of its denomination. I suspect it would have made little difference if I had
selected a técnica.

Another selection decision concerned which shift (turno) I would work in. Both in
primary and secondary schools, there is usually a morning and an evening shift. The
morning shift enters at 7 am and finishes as 2 pm; the evening shift enters at 2 and
leaves at 8.15 Many teachers work both shifts, either in the same school or in different
ones. I had no choice but to work in the morning shift, however, as there was no third-
year afternoon shift at La Colina because the school was only a few years old.

Selecting the school

Although I tried to find a school through informal contacts to avoid 'top-down
access', i.e. being channelled to a school by the state educational authorities, it proved
impossible to locate a suitable school in this way. Finally, I made the selection with
the help of the local education authorities, the State Ministry of Public Education
(OSEJ).16 OSEJ allowed me to use their map of Guadalajara showing the locations of
the different types of schools. I selected a smallish school (around 500 pupils)
founded in 1990 in a colonia (city district, see footnote 21) on the outskirts of the city.
I felt it would be easier to familiarise myself with a smaller school given the limited
time I had to carry out the study. The school, which I shall call La Colina, was located
in a marginal area, according to the INEGI (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica,
Geografia e Informatica) socioeconomic map of the city of Guadalajara.17 La Colina

*-* The afternoon turno is usually regarded by teachers as more troublesome, and students'
performance tends to be worse. Morning turno students are said to come from slightly higher-income
households, presumably because they do not have to work or help out their parents at home before
attending school (Martin 1993a: 187; Palafox et al. 1994: 172).

1" The OSEJ was a temporary body created to manage the transition period during decentralisation. It
no longer exists .

'•' At the time of this study, INEGI provided a map of Guadalajara divided into 639 Areas
Geoestadisticas Båsicas (AGEBs). AGEBs are the smallest geostatistical unit - some may only cover a
few blocks. Each AGEB is classified according to a scale of socioeconomic stratification. This scale is
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was quite small school, around 500 pupils, and it had fairly high rates of drop-out and
repetition which would enable me to investigate these phenomena. I obtained a
research permit and visited La Colina's headmistress, who agreed to let me carry out
the study at La Colina after examining my research proposal. Before beginning my
work there, I sent letters to parents of the grupos I planned to work with, explaining
my activities in the school and the general purpose of the research.

The sensitive issue of gaining access to schools and the power relations involved is
sensitively discussed by Burgess (1995: 196-7), who points out that access both to
people and materials is determined by the institutionally powerful, and that even when
individuals are given the option to refuse to be observed or interviewed it is seldom
taken up since they respond to the structural situations in which they are found (1995:
197). Although I tried to assure the headteacher that I would go elsewhere if she had
any objections, in hindsight I think it would have been quite difficult for her to refuse
given the hierarchical way in which the education system is structured in Mexico
(Morales-Gomez and Torres 1990: 95; Tatto 1999: 251). However, I believe any
reservations she may initially have held were dissipated since I informed her regularly
of all my actions and tried to interrupt the teachers' work as little as possible. Ideal
research conditions do not exist, and I believe problems of access are better seen as
hurdles one must consciously try and overcome rather than hindrances which will
undermine the entire research project.

In the following section, I describe my methodological and epistemological approach.

2.2. Alternative worlds? Negotiating between home and school

As I indicated in Chapter 1,1 found it important to keep the focus of the investigation
on the relationship between the family and the school, and to explore particularly the
student's experience of moving between home and school. What struck me most
about this from the very beginning was that many students seemed to see the
secondary school as an alternative to home, both practically and symbolically. It was
somewhere where they could 'get away from the problems at home',18 and at the
same time it symbolised a route out of the kind of poverty their parents lived in. Many
felt a 'pull' from the school which placed them at odds with their family's
expectations of them; and vice versa.

based on eight basic divisions, ranging from lower-marginal (estrato marginado inferior) to upper-high
(estrato alto superior). The classification is based predominantly on the physical characteristics of a
neighbourhood. The area in which the school was located was classified as upper-marginal (estrato
marginado superior) (INEGI 1992). A more in-depth description of the area is given in Chapter Four.

18 Citation of female student: informal group interview. Martin (1990b: 293) has also noted that some
students at primary level see the school as somewhere they can escape from home problems or weighty
domestic chores.
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Students seemed to be engaged in a daily and sometimes almost heroic struggle to
negotiate between the often-conflicting demands of the home and the school. They
endeavoured to 'please' in both spheres. The school's demands at times made it hard
for them to comply with being a 'good' son or daughter, since schooling absorbed
time and precious resources. Staying in school often depended on students proving to
their parents that it was worth it: either through getting good marks or through
convincing their parents that the sacrifices they were making would lead to tangible
benefits later on. Similarly, complying with their parents' expectations at home could
mean sacrificing schooling. Students frequently had to choose between these two
often-conflicting spheres. They had recourse to different strategies through which
they could maintain a positive identity: as students or as dutiful children, and when
the two were incompatible as was often the case, the outcome often seemed to be
simply a matter of which tugged hardest. Both were, however, clearly important to the
students. Their schooling was not taken for granted, it depended on their continual,
daily efforts. Sometimes, students persevered with their schooling with very little
encouragement or in the face of outright opposition from one or both parents. When
this occurred, students experienced torn allegiances, ambivalence and confusion and
their school attendance was endangered.

These different inter-generational views on the importance of schooling are not
surprising in the context of a rapidly-modernising and urbanising society such as
Mexico where many children grow up in very different environments to where their
parents were raised. Tn times of change ... one generation differs so much from
another that items of tradition often become disturbances', as Erikson (1994: 104)
expresses it. This was certainly the case in my study: the majority of children had
been born in an urban area, whereas many of their parents were first-generation rural
migrants (see also Martin 1998b: 175). In addition to - and often as a result of- this
rural-urban migration process, the vast majority of the students I worked with had
already overtaken their parents' educational level. Their secondary school experience
was alien to their parents and schooling had a very different symbolic and practical
value to them than it did for their parents. Rupture, not continuity, characterised the
families' inter-generational biographies and experiences of schooling.

My data also suggest that the 'home-school' divide is not a simple dichotomy either.
There are potential areas of conflict and negotiation among other family members that
can affect the student. It cannot be assumed that there is a consensus regarding
schooling within the family. Students told me that their mothers and fathers were
frequently in disagreement over their schooling - and that they ended up caught in the
crossfire.

56



The above considerations further endorse the contention that it is unsatisfactory to
search for the roots of school performance in factors such as linguistic/cultural
incompatibilities between home and school, or even poverty per se as, for instance, in
school effectiveness research and theories of cultural reproduction. What was needed
was a way of exploring the relationships between the student, his family and the
school as experienced by the actors involved. Furthermore, I sought a means of
exploring not only the economic or cognitive aspects of this relationship, but the
affective and moral aspects which interacted with these to undermine schooling. I
concur with Martin (1994: 1) here that 'the nurturing influence of the mother,
household organisation, the emotional ambience of the home and the social relations
of the family' are equally, if not more important than the breadwinner's occupation,
which has tended to be used erroneously as an indicator of a particular class culture
and a gauge of the 'material and social relations of the family'.

In this study, I have conceptualised the home and the school to be the key spheres
impinging on students' schooling. This does not mean that students' views and
aspirations were not also shaped by influences outside the school and the home. Other
studies have found that global flows of commodities and images have penetrated the
self-image and aspirations of young Mexicans (see e.g. Levinson 1993; Guttman
1996: 134). Indeed, students' aspirations to something beyond their immediate
locality were very clear, as I shall discuss in the coming chapters. However, I found
that, on a day-to-day level, La Colina students' lives centred quite heavily on the
home and the school, and they did not enjoy much freedom in either sphere. I believe
that this may be because many students had to 'earn' the right to remain in school by
being dutiful and compliant at home, pulling their weight in the domestic sphere
either financially or by helping with domestic tasks; consequently, they had little time
of their own outside school to engage in independent activities with their peers.19

Another contributing factor may be the very nature of the self-help colonias of Villa
and Zapata, which are populated by migrants from many different parts of the state
and country. These colonias are infamous throughout Guadalajara as 'dangerous'
areas, a fact which hindered the development of a strong sense of local community
which might have engendered a more coalesced and autonomous local youth
culture.20 As Martin (1990a: 127) says:

1" Both boys and girls wrote in the questionnaire that they helped out regularly with all kinds of
housework and childcare of younger siblings.

2" Other studies have also found that non-kin neighbourhoods composed of people from different areas
also had low solidarity. For instance, Lomnitz and Perez-Lizaur (1987: 151) indicate in this respect that
'Solidarity is a function of social distance, residential distance, economic distance, and "confianza"'.
Rosas (2000), in her study of social networks in poor urban areas in Mexico, indicates that suspicion of
neighbours and fear of neighbourhood problems such as drug addiction and delinquency, had led to a
'climate of distrust' and the increasing retreat of families into their homes. Mothers fear especially for
their children, as many families have members who have experienced drug addiction.
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The Guadalajaran periphery is not a cultural unity, but a place where
segments of families whose backgrounds lie elsewhere and who bring
their own customs, traditions and memories. The neighbourhood is like a
kaleidoscope of cultural elements made up by each family's experiences
and customs which are often not shared by neighbours. Such an
experience cannot and of course does not brand a sense of community.
On the contrary, neighbours are treated with some suspicion. They are
unknown quantities, and the high crime rate, alcoholism and drug
addiction foment a general sense of danger in the environment. This
breeds suspicion among neighbours and a general turning inward of
families anxious not to enter into problems with one another.

Or, as one teacher put it to me, comparing Villa and Zapata with the more cosy,
village-like Santa Clara: 'one thing is people from a barrio21 and another is people
from a new colonia ... for instance, Santa Clara, that's like a real village, there people
are open, different from the ones here, here people can be bad, not like in a village ...
here it's tougher ... In a barrio, people don't open their doors to you, they don't just
let anyone in'. Indeed, parents' main atttitude towards their adolescent offspring vis a

vis the world beyond their front doors appeared to be one of trepidation: fear that
something might happen to them if they let them too far out of their sight - indeed,
this was even a worry when it came to sending them to school.22 This fear was
exacerbated by the presence of a number of notoriously threatening youth gangs
(pandillas) in the colonia. Parents thus exercised rather strict control over their
children, particularly their daughters.

Accordingly, young people's out-of-school activities - especially girls' - were very
much restricted to the home, where they were often occupied with domestic tasks or
sometimes extra-curricular school activities such as dancing or singing practice. Their
free time was also primarily spent in the home: reading, watching television or
listening to music or the radio.23 Boys were less home-bound: most played football or

2 1 A barrio is an older, more established area of a city, with more of a sense of community. To be del
barrio (from the neighbourhood) is a way of denoting belonging and a shared sense of identity with
one's fellow inhabitants. A colonia, on the other hand, is an administrative unit: Guadalajara is divided
into several hundred colonias, for instance.
2 2 In her study of youth in New York and rural Sudan, Katz (1998: 135-6) found, similarly, that 'in the
absence of safe, outdoor spaces, young people become prisoners of their homes, often isolated with
only the television or worse for companionship. The restricted access to the public environment, and
with it many opportunities for forging and negotiating peer culture ... is generally worse for girls than
for boys'.

^ According to students' responses to my questionnaire. Of course, television and radio are 'spaces'
enabling young people who may otherwise be rather home-bound to 'escape' into a different world
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some other type of sport, and more boys than girls had regular or occasional paid jobs
(42% of boys compared to 21% of girls). One or two were catechistas, teaching
younger children the catechism at the local Catholic church - a safe option in parents'
eyes.

In the following diagram,24 I depict the key relationships which I envision as
impinging on school performance. The student's place at the centre of the diagram
should not be taken to mean that I regard him or her as receiving priority either at
home or at school. However, given the importance of the students' say in whether
they continue to study or not at secondary level, I believe it is vital to explore how

they live the tensions and contradictions they experience in relation to their schooling
and the other spheres of their lives. The different spheres should not be seen as
harmonious entities, as there may be considerable 'intra-sphere' conflict, as well as
conflict between actors in the different spheres. I have plotted on the different actors
within each sphere who may be in conflict with one another.

Figure 1.

Although students, parents and teachers may have different interests which can clash
with one another, all parties nonetheless move within a shared 'world of meanings,
images, and social bonds' (Rosaldo 1984: 139) allowing them to communicate and
negotiate with one another using mutually intelligible and recognisable strategies. I
have sought to identify the conflicts, strategies and dynamics operating in and

24 The conceptualisation of the research field that I have depicted in the diagram was developed during
my second fieldwork, after I had carried out a two-month exploratory phase which I used to clarify my
research approach.
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between the home and school, and how they are negotiated by the students caught
'piggy-in-the-middle'. Discovering the 'forces that produce conflicts between
students and the school setting' is the first step towards helping children stay in school
(Sinclair and Ghory 1987: 169). The answer may, of course, be sought in overridingly
material constraints: students can't afford to go to school, end of discussion. But this
is clearly not enough. At La Colina, even some of the poorer students managed to
complete their secondary schooling. They could all have 'acted differently' (Giddens
1984: 9), in fact, dropping out would have been the easiest option for all of them, and
their attendance had been threatened on a number of occasions.

In the following sections, I discuss the interpretive approach and methods which I
used to try and discern how students understand the dissonant realities they moved in.

Schutz and subjective understanding

the belief in a real subject who is present in the world has led sociologists to continue to
search for a method that would allow them to uncover how these subjects give
subjective meaning to their life experiences.25

In seeking to discern how students negotiate between the school and the home, I have
drawn on the interpretive sociology of Alfred Schutz. Schutz was a philosopher of the
social sciences working within the interpretive tradition, which seeks to understand
the subjective meaning of social action (Schutz 1972: xxi). His work has been
productively used in educational research to 'unpack how ... meaning is generated in
family or school situations' (Musgrave 1987: 117). As I shall discuss below, Schutz
takes the subject's understanding of reality as his baseline for understanding social
action. This epistemological approach informed my research from the outset: to grasp
how and why students made certain decisions about schooling, it was crucial to try
and understand how they saw things. Schutz recommends (Heritage 1984: 65):

the investigation and scientific description of whatever the actors within
a domain of social reality find intelligible, together with the criteria of
choice, evaluation, etc., which are applied within that domain.

Within this approach, empirical knowledge based on actors ' assumptions about their
worlds is the key to understanding. Schutz calls these assumptions the 'natural
attitude' of daily life (Schutz 1971b: 21). Although Schutz was profoundly influenced
by the tradition of hermeneutic philosophy {Geisteswissenschaften) as articulated by
Husserl and Weber, in which the concept of Verstehen (interpretive/intersubjective
understanding) is central (Giddens 1993: 28), Schutz's approach differs substantially

25Denzin(1989: 14).
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from theirs. Where Husserl's project is to 'attain absolute certainty by systematically
casting doubt upon all our experiences' (Schutz 1971a: 102), Schutz does the exact
opposite, seeking understanding by examining that reality 'which seems self-evident
to men remaining within the natural attitude' (Schutz and Luckmann 1974 in Heritage
1984: 66).'Our problem', Schutz wrote, '... is the subjective meaning man bestows
upon certain experiences of his own spontaneous life' (1971a: 210).

And where Weber uses the concept of 'ideal types' as the key to intersubjective
understanding, Schutz contends that he pays insufficient attention to the unique,
biographical meaning which such types have for each individual - to the individual
lifeworld. He differentiates between 'the genuine understanding of the other person
(and) the abstract conceptualisation of his actions or thoughts as being of such and
such a type' (Giddens 1993: 33). Schutz insists that a distinction must be drawn
between the ideal types used to simplify interaction; and the myriad meanings those
types have for each individual - meanings which are shaped by people's very
different individual experiences. Two people may identify a dog as a dog, but for each
the idea of dog will be differently shaped by his biographical experiences with dogs
(Schutz 1971a: 8).

Hence, despite this use of shared, typified meanings, embedded in a mutually
intelligible common language and cultural system,26 each individual is 'biographically
unique' (Heritage 1984: 59).27 Words and speech 'belong[s] both to the individual and
to society' (Saussure 1985: 29). Language and knowledge, according to Schutz
(1971a: xxix), are 'generated out of a social structure ... socially rooted, socially
distributed, and socially informed'. But their individual expression 'depends on the
unique placement of the individual in the social world'. According to this framework,
intersubjective communication is possible because people assume that their 'common-
sense understandings' are adequate for all practical purposes (Giddens 1993: 35), and
this assumption continues until there is evidence to the contrary (Schutz 1971a: 16).
Language, then (and, I would also argue, other semiotic expressions such as dress, art
etc.) constitutes the link between the individual and the sociocultural.

Schutz's treatment of Verstehen is useful for my analysis, since it conceptualises the
subject as constituted both by the social and the biographical. So, for instance, while
many La Colina students lived in a similar socioeconomic and cultural context, one

26 For Schutz, language is the ultimate example of shared constructs (Heritage 1984: 53) 'the typifying
medium par excellence' (Schutz 1971: 14). It is only through these shared constructs that that we can
even attempt to communicate.

2 ' This idea is close to Saussure's distinction between the signifiant (the signifier) and the signifié (the
signified). The former is shared by members of a speech community; the latter is uniquely individual
and the connection between the two is arbitrary: 'the sign and what it stands for have nothing to do
with each other', as Husserl expressed it (Schutz 1970: 102) (though one might argue that
onomatopoeia is perhaps an exception to this).
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student's particular situation and biographical experiences may be very different from
another's, and he may thus respond to schooling in a different way. Thus, when
exploring students' life stories (see below), I could see how they perceived the wider
socio-historical framework in which they lived, as well as variations on how each
individuals life unfolded within these structures - Schutz's 'biographically-determined
situation' (Schutz 1971a: 9). This provided a framework for understanding the
constraints and opportunities open to the students. According to Schutz, the point
where the uniquely biographical and the social flow together is the life world, which I
discuss below.

The life world and the study of schooling: navigating worlds and making decisions

I find Schutz and Luckmann's depiction of the life world helpful for conceptualising
how students appraised their subjective realities and made decisions about schooling
accordingly. Schutz and Luckmann define the life world as: 'that province of reality
which the wide-awake and normal adult simply takes for granted in the attitude of
common sense' (1973: 3). These 'assumptions' which people make about reality
enable us to identify where they see the constraints and opportunities in their life
situations.

Schutz conceptualises the social world as consisting of many different dimensions,
relations and modes of experience and knowledge. He distinguishes between 'directly
experienced social reality and a social reality lying beyond the horizon of direct
experience'.28 Actors' knowledge in any concrete situation is never complete. In
making decisions, we always rely to some extent on conjecture based on past
experience, or on information we receive from various sources which is often
imprecise, controlled by others and always incomplete. We 'navigate the social world
using a patchwork of recipe knowledge' (Heritage 1984: 62) in which 'clear and
distinct experiences are intermingled with vague conjectures; suppositions and
prejudices cross well-proven evidences; motives, means and ends ...There are
everywhere gaps, intermissions, discontinuities' (Schutz 1963: 72-3). But Schutz
assumes that although our knowledge is incomplete - and consequently we may draw
erroneous conclusions and act contrary to our own interests - we nonetheless use the
knowledge that we do have to further our own interests. In this sense, people are like
'chess players' since we all surmise the result which a certain move will produce, but

2° Schutz (1972: xxiii) describes 'four regions of decreasing relevance' to social actors: the part of our
world which can be directly observed and acted on by us; this world is familiar to us; the part of the
world which we cannot act upon, but which has a bearing on our lives and provides the tools necessary
for attaining our projected goals, or the conditions which our planning itself or its execution depends;
the part of the world which does not directly impinge on our plans, as long as it remains the same (and
we assume that it will); irrelevant zones which we believe would have no effect on our interests, even if
they were to change radically.
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we cannot guarantee its29 outcome or ensure against unforeseen consequences

(Simmel in Heritage 1984: 61).

To understand how actors make decisions, Schutz holds that we must look at actors'
'common-sense worlds' wherein actions have their own logics, motivations and
accountability (Heritage 1984: 66). The logic behind actors' choices is underpinned
by their calculations about the future which, in turn, are based on their past
experiences and present situation, as well as the information they have access to.
Schutz thus divides motives into two categories: in order to motives and because

motives. In order to motives are 'future-directed' actions designed to achieve a
particular end: the act is explained 'in terms of the project' one wants to carry out
(Schutz 1972: 87-91). Because motives, on the other hand, explain an act in terms of
the actor's past experiences (Schutz 1972: 91). There can be no objective measure of
an actor's rationality: 'actions are at best partly rational and that rationality has many
degrees' (Schutz 1962a in Heritage 1984: 65). Actions that may appear objectively
'irrational' may be rational seen in terms of the biographical experiences and projects
of the particular actor involved.

When they told me about their thoughts on schooling, students took into account their
past experiences, current concerns and projected futures - the imagined outcomes of
their decisions. Their appraisal of the expected benefits and drawbacks of continued
studies was influenced by their knowledge of others (e.g. siblings) who had or had not
studied; their past experiences of schooling; the possible consequences of further
studies on their family obligations and relationships, whether or not they would be
able to afford it, and what their teachers urged them to do. They weighed up all these
factors and many more in their decisions about whether or not to continue studying.

Schutz's discussion of choice was helpful when it comes to conceptualising students'
movement between the different worlds of home and school and the basis upon which
they assessed the benefits and drawback of continued study. Social actors in the
modern world navigate between many different domains, or provinces of meaning,
such as the home and the school, in their daily life. Because they operate within
'multiple realities' (Schutz 1971a, Chapter 6), their interests in different domains can
be contradictory. Furthermore, people's immediate and long-term interests in these
different domains may also be at odds. The everyday transfer between domains can be
jolting for the actor, who experiences a 'disjunction between different worlds'
(Giddens 1993: 36). Schutz (1971b: 125) indicates that

As in Giddens' 'unintended consequences of social action' (Giddens 1984: 293).
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The interests I have in the same situation as a father, a citizen, a member
of my church or of my profession, may not only be different but even
incompatible with one another. I have, then, to decide which of these
disparate interests I must choose in order to define the situation from
which to start further inquiry.

As I discuss in Chapter One, students often had to negotiate between conflicting
interests and expectations at home and at school. The choices they had to make about
their futures were shaped by their experiences within, loyalty to, expectations of and
apprehension of these different worlds. For instance, some wanted to attend school,
but knew that this put a strain on their parents in various ways. Their immediate and
long-term interests were not always compatible either. Many students expressed the
aspiration to get ahead in life (superarse) by studying, but at the same time they
accepted that their obligation to work and help out financially at home would prevent
them from realising that dream. According to Schutz, the way we prioritise these
interests can determine the outcome of actions. Schutz calls this prioritisation
'choice'. The idea of 'choice' suggests the capacity for free agency, which Giddens
(1984: 9) defines as follows:

Agency refers not to the intentions people have in doing things but to
their capability of doing those things in the first place (which is why
agency implies power .. .). Agency concerns events of which an
individual is the perpetrator, in the sense that the individual could, at any
phase in a given sequence of conduct, have acted differently.

In Schutz's concept of 'choice', however, people are not 'free' to choose between
interests. Rather, his emphasis is on the constraints which actors take into account

when deciding between various courses of action. Schutz does not speculate about
whether actors are necessarily 'right' about the constraints they perceive. His focus is
on the conditions for subjective action, not its outcomes, since he contends that it is
these perceived conditions which, to a large extent, shape how the subject 'chooses'
to act.

This focus on the conditions of and not on the objective consequences and constraints
on action has been criticised for falling into methodological individualism and
subjective idealism since it overlooks 'the unacknowledged effects of action and ...
determining conditions not mediated by the consciousness of the actor'(Giddens
1993: 36; Sharp and Green 1975: 21 and 24). According to this critique, Schutz's
focus on the subject's construction of the external world causes him to neglect
objective reality (Sharp and Green 1975: 24). The individual can only be understood
in terms of his embeddedness in a societal context. Hence, instead of attempting a
hermeneutic understanding of acting subjects one should look behind this to
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underlying structures and interconnections and the objective constraints and
contingencies they impose (Sharp and Green 1975: 25). Taking merely the actor's
subjective point of view risks overlooking how 'consciousness may conceal and
distort the underlying structure of relationships'. One runs the risk of confusing
people's 'sense of the social structure' with the social structure itself (Sharp and
Green 1975: 22-23).

These arguments echo the Marxist concept of false consciousness and Bourdieu's
méconnaissance: i.e. that people's assessments of their situations are inadequate
because they unaware of their real situation. I both agree and disagree with this
critique. I think it is true that to avoid overemphasising people's capacity to act freely
and creatively, analyses of subjective meaning must be complemented by some
conception of the actual structures within which the individual is embedded. In this
analysis, I have tried to do this by looking into the main domains which students
move in, the home and the school, and identifying the constraints and opportunities
therein. But it is also important not to conceptualise social structures as independent
of individuals, either. Thus, I disagree with the point that subjective assessments
'distort' reality. They are reality for X or Y individual. In fact, it is precisely people's

perceptions of reality that cause them to act in particular ways and, thereby, reinforce

or change existing structures. People's perceptions are not somehow disconnected
from the 'objective' world around them, they are a, product ofthat world, produced
over time by experience, either first-hand or that lived by others close to them or
apprehended through other sources. Schutz's framework acknowledges that people
can never make a completely well-informed decision about a course of action since
information is always partial and outcomes always unpredictable. But the structuralist
perspective wrests from the individual the capacity to make an intelligent
interpretation of his world, with all its constraints and opportunities, and to act
accordingly. Instead, individuals are seen as tossed and turned by currents that they do
not know exist. Apple (1995: 63) makes the very valid point that that 'how we act on
the world, be it the educational, economic, or political world, is in part determined by
the way we perceive it'. Thus, the constraints perceived by students in connection
with their studies are very likely to affect their decisions as to whether to persevere
with schooling or not.

Whilst I recognise the importance of not neglecting structural factors which students
may not be aware of or take into account in their decisions about schooling (for
instance, unemployment, clientelism in the education and labour market), what
interests me in this study is how students perceive the constraints and opportunities in
their school careers, since it is these perceptions which shape their immediate
decisions about whether to pursue their studies or not. A conceptual distinction must
be made, therefore, between decision-making processes and their outcomes, my focus
being on the former.
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Furthermore, although it may well be true that individuals in a particular social
context may be subject to similar 'objective' constraints, the way they make decisions
within these constraints varies according to their biography and particular
circumstances. Schutz's linkage between the uniquely biographical and the social is
helpful here. So, for instance, one student may drop out of school while another in
ostensibly similar circumstances may persevere. It is precisely in these inconsistencies
where spaces open up to explore how school performance might be improved.

Where I find Schutz's conceptual framework inadequate is that it fails to account for
'the relationship between man's social being and mind' (Sharp and Green 1975: 24).
Schutz deals with the social, but leaves the psychological unexplained (1975: 16). He
also skirts gingerly around the questions of socialisation and identity, and does not
provide a framework to tackle these. I have used his concepts to depict how students
moved between and negotiated the often-conflictual domains of home and school, but
they did not help me to explain why they experienced tension and ambivalence in
doing so. I was particularly anxious to understand why La Colina students felt guilty
about their schooling vis à vis their families. There was a clear tension between the
domains of home and school which was problematic for the students and undermined
their school performance. Schutz does not offer tools to understand this tension.

Like Schutz, other analysts have explored the fragmentation of the self as it moves
among the often-dissonant institutions of modern life, but have made a more
concerted attempt to grapple with the psychological implications of this. The notion
of any 'unified individual' with a central identity has become increasingly disputed
(Reimer 1995: 129). As Hall (1989 in Reimer 1995: 129) indicates:

We can no longer conceive of 'the individual' in terms of a whole,
centred, stable and complete Ego or autonomous, rational 'self. The
'self is conceptualised as more fragmented and incomplete, composed of
multiple 'selves' or identities in relation to the different social worlds we
inhabit, something with a history, 'produced' in process.

The self is 'a moving target in a world of rapid change and hectic interpersonal
interactions with diverse audiences' (Trueba and Zou 1998: 4). People in modern
society must continually negotiate multiple cultural influences30 (Perrenoud 1990:
47), and in order to do so they develop and sustain multiple identities vis a vis the
people they interact with in different domains. 'We redefine ourselves as we change

-*" According to Perrenoud (1990: 47), these include cultural values which come from a culture 'shared
with society as a whole', while others may be specific to smaller communities, e.g. families. These are
criss-crossed by 'cultural universes' of localities, sex, class, generation, ethnicity, confession etc. some
of which may be mutually antagonistic while others may coincide.
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from one cultural world to another' (Trueba and Zou 1998: 4). My findings suggest
that the 'disjunction' La Colina students experienced in redefining themselves in these
different worlds produced tensions and ambivalences which sometimes jeopardised
and sometimes furthered their schooling. They felt guilty about their schooling,
almost as though they were being disloyal towards their families by wanting to attend
(see Chapters Six and Seven). But this guilt and conflict within the self is difficult to
explain without some concept of 'core identity'.

For my purposes, Berger and Luckmann31 have perhaps come closest to providing
tools to tackle this. They conceptualise the socialisation process as divided into two
main phases: primary socialisation and secondary socialisation, although they stress
that socialisation is 'never total and never finished' (1966: 157). The authors define
primary socialisation as 'the first socialisation an individual undergoes in childhood',
the process whereby a child forms his initial identity: 'the individual becomes what he
is addressed as by his significant others' (1966: 150 and 152). Secondary
socialisation, conversely, involves 'the internalisation of institutional or institution-
based sub-worlds' (1966: 158). Although these sub-worlds are normally 'partial
realities' compared to the '"base-world" acquired in primary socialisation', they
nonetheless also constitute 'cohesive realities characterised by normative and
affective as well as cognitive components' (1966: 158). What Berger and Luckmann
take into account, and which I find particularly helpful in explaining my findings, is
precisely the 'strong affective idenfication' with the socialisers of early childhood
who are, in most cases, parents32 (Berger and Luckmann 1966: 177, my italics).33 This
attention to affective matters is strikingly absent from much educational theory (see
Chapter One). We are not just dealing here with cultural or cognitive issues here:
students also feel. They feel love, or at least loyalty towards their parents, and they
fear betraying them.

According to Berger and Luckmann, such a feeling of betrayal can arise when there
are large discrepancies between the 'socialisation processes in the family and in the
peer group' (1966: 190), e.g. the school environment in this case. These situations are
'fraught with possibilities of internal guilt and conflict' (1966: 190). Thus, 'all men,
once socialised, are potential "traitors to themselves'" (1966: 190). Berger and

31 Luckmann was a disciple of Schutz and, after his death, Luckmann wrote up and developed
Schutz's ideas in The Structures of the Life World (1973), see bibliography. Berger and Luckmann's
work, The Social Construction of Reality, is also in many ways a continuation and development of
Schutz's ideas, with, as I mention in the text, greater emphasis on the connection between the social
and the psychological.
3 2 Although in certain cultural contexts, other adult figures, e.g. members of extended families,
neighbours or even elder children, may play a key socialising role.

•" The authors note that 'since the child has no choice in the selection of his significant others, his
identification with them is quasi-automatic' (1966: 154). His relationship with them forms a
consciousness of a 'generalised other' within his consciousness, and shapes the nature of his interaction
with such others (1966: 153).
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Luckniann note that 'individualism', i.e. the possibility of choice between discrepant
realities, is related to 'unsuccessful socialisation', which gives rise to 'the question of
"Who am I?'" (1966: 190). Rather than unsuccessful socialisation, however, I prefer
to regard students' 'who am I?' - or rather 'who I am I going to becomeT - dilemma
as the result of the opening up by the school of an alternative to the socialisation
experienced in the home, and not an indication that the latter is somehow partial or
inadequate. I find extremely useful Berger and Luckmann's observation that during
secondary socialisation (which actually covers the 'rest of life' after primary
socialisation if we postulate that socialisation is never 'complete') 'alternative
realities and identities appear as subjective options' (1966: 191). The responsibility
for decisions - and hence also any burden of guilt which may accompany them - is
now down to the individual. In the case of the students at La Colina, this was
precisely what occurred. It was they who had to take the decisions regarding
schooling, and they who absorbed the shock of any resulting tension.

In educational research, Trueba and Zou (1998: 4) have used similar concepts - albeit
with different labels on them - to study the tensions and conflicts experienced by
students from minority ethnic backgrounds as they move between the very different
contexts of home and the school. They explored the multiple identities which these
students must maintain as they negotiated these different domains. Like Berger and
Luckmann, Trueba and Zou maintain that these multiple identities are not all 'equal'
or harmonious. They postulate that an 'enduring self, or core identity, is formed
during primary socialisation in the family, and that only later as young people begin
to come into contact with other institutions and perspectives outside the family -
secondary socialisation - do they begin to acquire what the authors call 'situated
selves'. Their enduring self, however, remains the 'moral basis of identity' (Erikson
1994: 42, my italics). Conflicts are solved by relating situated selves to the enduring
self, providing basic continuity and enabling personality integration.

Much of this sounds very similar to Bourdieu and Passeron's and Bernstein's view
that primary socialisation (here corresponding to the 'enduring self) defines the way
that all other spheres encountered during secondary socialisation are perceived: they
are simply seen from the perspective of one's initial (family-based) dispositions,
which are 'irreversible'. There is little room here for the possibility that secondary
socialisation experiences may cause one to cast a critical or questioning eye over
these 'family values'. Like Berger and Luckmann, Trueba and Zou postulate that
when the values in the various settings we move in are too drastically different,
conflictual or outright antagonistic, a 'crisis in personal identity' can result (Trueba
and Zou 1998: 22). But although the enduring self provides a 'point of reference'
throughout life, this does not mean that it determines the way all else is seen, or that it
is necessarily viewed as positive vis a vis one's situated identities. Instead, Trueba and
Zou recommend attempting to understand 'what the relationship is between each
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(situated self) and the enduring self (Trueba and Zou 1998: 22, my italics). Using this
framework, one could imagine a student looking at his family environment from the
perspective of a situated 'school self, and appraising it critically from that point of
view - particularly when, for instance, the school, representing legitimate, decent
'society', depicts the family as deficient or deviant, as in my findings.

As I shall discuss in Chapters Four to Seven, seen from the vantage point of the
secondary school, the families of La Colina children are the root of their poor school
performance. They are poor, ignorant, undisciplined and un-modern. Conversely,
families struggling to make ends meet often view the school with some resentment.
Students bear the brunt of this resentment. Add to this the fact that secondary is now
compulsory and students know that to get any kind of job - and a better life - they
must complete it. One might thus picture the issue of schooling as a bone of
contention with the school hanging on at one end, the family tugging at the other, and
the unfortunate bone they are all gnawing on is the student, struggling in vain to
satisfy both sides - and himself as well.

Below, I discuss the tools I used in the field to try and grasp the above-mentioned
issues.

Research design

No method is inherently 'better' than another, but some are more appropriate than
others for particular research questions or stages of the research (Burgess 1985: 1-3;
Strauss and Corbin 1990: 18; Miron 1998). Willis (1981: 88) tells us: 'A particular
strength can be gained by a more self-conscious combination of methods, where
different modes of data collection, used at different times, give important cross-
checks, as well as indicating the particular layered configuration of important
contradictions'. The use of different methods avoids reliance on one particular type of
data, and provides checks and balances that 'constrain' the conclusions that can
emerge (Agar 1987: 210).34 I tried to follow this advice and be as eclectic as
possible,35 whilst being careful to structure the fieldwork so that methods requiring
greater trust, such as in-depth interviews on more personal issues, could be employed
towards the end of my fieldwork when I had got to know people better.

My main research tools were qualitative since I wanted to uncover the processes and
relationships affecting decisions about schooling, and the realities of everyday lives

3 4 Agar (1987) uses the term 'strips' to refer to the different types of information collected in the field
- e.g. observation notes, documents, interviews, informal conversations with informants. The term is
borrowed from Goffman (1974 in Agar 1987: 210).

3 5 Strauss and Corbin (1990: 18) also recommend methodological eclecticism.
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as they were experienced and explained by the students (Burgess 1988a: 310). There
is already ample evidence demonstrating the statistical correlation between poverty
and school failure, as the previous chapter shows. I wanted to understand how
students made choices about schooling, and what it meant to them, their families and
also their teachers. I also applied a questionnaire to two classes (grupos) of students (a
total of 84 students) during my first two months of fieldwork. I hoped it would give
me a more specific picture of student's living conditions and attitudes to schooling
before deciding on which methods to use during the main body of the fieldwork. The
questionnaire consisted of 187 questions, approximately half of which were 'closed'
questions designed to gather basic biographical data about students, information about
their school trajectory and performance, and their subject and teacher preferences.
The remaining questions were open-ended, seeking students' thoughts on the school,
their hopes for the future and various aspects of their homes and family lives.

My chief consideration when selecting the methods to apply during the second
fieldwork was to make sure that I allowed plenty of room for the students to have
their say and direct the conversation as much as possible. I decided this because I very
soon noticed that teachers rarely asked for their opinions about anything. I also
noticed from their response to the questionnaire that students relished having a space
to give their opinions. Instead of being disgruntled and unwilling as I had expected,
once I had explained what to do they seemed happy to complete it. In the second part
of the questionnaire, where they had space to write more freely about their
feelings/experiences on various aspects of their lives, many students filled the answer
slot right up, often writing about personal or family matters. A few even turned the
paper over and continued their answers on the blank reverse side. Moreover, after
completing the questionnaire, a number of students used the questions as a pretext to
initiate a chat about school, family and issues raised in the questions. Apart from
opening up a space for dialogue between us, this also set me thinking that my key
data-gathering tools in the second phase of fieldwork should provide students with as
much space as possible for them to express themselves freely, as they obviously
relished the chance to do this.

Below, I describe the methods I employed and problems I encountered in doing so.
Although my focus was on the students, I also gathered detailed information from
teachers and parents. I wanted to understand the viewpoints of all of them on
schooling and discover where these supported or collided with one another. I begin
with the students, as they were the central focus of the study.
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Students and their worlds

School research can be overwhelming. At first, I despaired of ever understanding how
students made sense of the different worlds they moved in. Just telling them all apart
was a struggle. But I had to get to know them, since I hoped to build up a more in-
depth 'case' with several of them, combining interviews with them, their parents and
their teachers.

As I discuss above, I used a variety of different ethnographic techniques to try and get
to know the students and gain access to their worlds. One was participant
observation.36 I spent a lot of time both with students and teachers. I also took active
part in a number of school events (inter-school competitions, staff meetings, classes).
I collected a number of other school documents: the school rules and disciplinary
sanctions; teacher evaluation documents, etc. I made copies of the complaints reports
(reportes31) filed about students by teachers, as I was wanted to find out the reasons
why students were punished in order to cross-check data I received from teachers and
students. Triangulating data from various sources illuminated important discrepancies
between what people said and did.38 In addition to these activities, I taught English
after school to a group of students for a period of several months, at their request. This
often dissolved into a social event where we could relax and talk in a space outside
the more formal structure of lesson times, but it also meant that I became far more
than just a passive observer of events in the school. Outside the school, I bought local
newspapers every day and scanned them for articles relating to schooling, family,
gender issues, poverty, morality and anything which I felt could conceivably help me
to understand the context I was working in.

One of the most useful tools I used a lot initially, in addition to just hanging around
and chatting with as many students as possible, was the group discussion. I quickly
learned that teachers were often absent and I took advantage of this to organise

36 Although this can include a number of different techniques (Willis 1981: 94), what I did
corresponds roughly to what Gold (1958 in Burgess 1995: 81) calls 'partieipant-as-observer', since all
groups concerned were fully aware of my research agenda. Gold (1958 in Burgess 1995: 81)
distinguishes between four basic types of observation: a) the complete participant: whose research
agenda is concealed from the informants; b) the partipant-as-observer: who makes it clear that his
research is the reason he is there; c) the complete observer: who refrains from sustained interaction
with informants; d) the observer as participant: where contact with informants is formal and brief and
openly limited to observation.

3 ' A reporte is a complaint filed by a teacher which is sent to parents, who sign to prove that they have
seen it. Three reportes can be grounds for expulsion.

•*" For instance, although students and parents complained about school inflexibility over the uniform,
teachers often told me that they did not enforce uniform rules because they felt that it was unfair to
sanction poorer students who probably could not afford to buy the complete uniform. The reportes file,
however, revealed that poorer students were frequently sanctioned for precisely this offence. According
to teachers, La Colina's school ethos was one of leniency to cater for the students' difficult medio, but
in practice, this often crumbled and gave way to stricter disciplinary procedures.
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discussions with groups of students. I also initiated and got pulled into such
discussions in the playground during breaktimes. These meetings were very relaxed -
not formal interviews, but I did tape several of them with the students' permission. I
sought their opinions on school, home, teachers, discipline, drop-out, work, and
gender relations, among other things. I found this to be an excellent way of getting to
know them, and gathering a lot of information relatively fast.

I also organised a third, more formal group discussion guided by questions I prepared
beforehand. I used this exercise to find out more concerning how students felt about
their teachers. By this time, I had spent some time at the school and by talking to
students and reading their questionnaires, I discovered which teachers they liked best
and worst. I drew a chart of the most frequently-mentioned 'teacher characteristics'
and asked students to give each La Colina teacher marks out of ten according to these
characteristics, and to explain their decision. One category, for instance, was whether
a teacher gave good classes {jßa clases bien?), and the students had to assign that
teacher a grade. A great deal of negotiation took place among the students that
provided a lot of information about how they saw the teachers and what they thought
their role should be. I taped the students as they debated the reasons for assigning
teachers their grades. They were enthusiastic about doing this, since it put the boot on
the other foot for a change: for once, they could grade the teachers instead of the other
way around.

The group discussions generated a lot of information - and intimacy - fairly fast, and
they provided a picture of students interacting with one another (see also Hedges
1985: 72).39 In this way, group discussions 'mirror relationships in the real-world;
people are not isolated individuals but social beings living in webs of cultural
significance' (Foulkes 1975 in Burgess 1988b: 457). The presence of other group
members also seemed to act as a corrective to possible exaggerations about common
experiences which I might wrongly have assumed to be the norm if I had heard them
in an individual interview. Groups 'oblige [s] participants to take account of other
peoples view in framing their responses' (Hedges 1985: 72). This aspect of the group
dynamic proved invaluable during our discussions of school life since it provided both
a range of different opinions and some control as to what was 'typical' school
experience. In the words of Foulkes, one of the pioneers of the group technique within
psychoanalysis: 'within a group individuality manifests itself as variations upon a
common ground' (Foulkes 1948 in Burgess 1988b: 313). For instance, if a student
bore a grudge against a specific teacher, others might try to redress the balance by
pointing out that the teacher was not normally unfair or unkind, putting things into

•*" Other educational researchers have also used the group interview productively (see e.g. Mac an
Ghaill 1995, Willis 1977).
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perspective.40 The information gathered in groups proved an extremely useful

supplement to the individual interviews I later carried out.

Useful though they were for gaining a better understanding of the more general
dynamic in the schools, group interviews, even when combined with participant
observation, do not lend themselves so well to exploring people's lives in any depth.
Consequently, to gain a better picture of how school and home intermeshed and were
'lived' by individual students, I focused in greater depth on eight students and built up
'cases' for each of them. These cases combined the students' views on schooling with
those of their parents and teachers and the school's official administrative record of
each student's performance, including 'life story' interviews concerning their home
and school trajectories. Below, I discuss how I went about constructing these cases,
and how I dealt with the problem of using such a small sample to try and shed light on
my research question.

Representativity/validity?

Selecting the students for the cases was not an easy task. I wanted to avoid regarding
individual students as 'representative' of particular phenomena, what Wexler (1988:
304) calls the 'use of close-ups to type character presentations'. I also could not
possibly have collected the detailed information I wanted on enough students to make
such an approach feasible. Instead, I wanted to gain some depth of understanding, and
gather some examples of variation in school-home dynamics and their impact on
school performance. But I also wanted to say something of more general applicability
about the type of problems that students experienced in attending school.

The use of in-depth methods such as life stories focusing on one or a limited number
of cases has have been much criticised for being atheoretical and lacking scientific
validity and methodological rigour. The concern is that the results generated are not
generalisable, they are at best, just 'a few good stories' with a limited capacity for
generating theory (Faraday and Plummer 1979: 774; Mitchell 1983: 186; Yin 1994:
9). It is, of course, difficult to know whether a single case has wider applicability. But
the strength of this approach lies in its exploratory nature, its capacity to shed light on
diversity rather than seek homogeneity. The uniqueness of each case does not prevent
cases from being used to formulate theory (Yin 1994: 4). As Gadamer (1989: 5) says,
the individual case 'does not serve only to confirm a law from which practical

40 Although some researchers who have used the group interview have raised the risk that shyness or
social pressures will inhibit people so that their responses conform artificially to what is socially
acceptable; and that dominant group members may monopolise proceedings (Hedges 1985: 74), I do
not think that this was a big problem in the interviews I conducted. On the whole, boys and girls
seemed to participate equally actively and vociferously, except on one occasion when two or three
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predictions can be made. Its ideal is rather to understand the phenomenon itself in its

unique and historical concreteness'.

However, there are ways to ensure what Yin (1994: 33) calls the internal validity of a
case. For instance, life stories may be used in conjunction with theory and empirical
findings from other studies, which inform the issues explored and frame the resulting
data (Faraday and Plummer 1979: 781).41 In this way, an ongoing dialogue is set up
between theory and empirical data, where each is used to inform the other. I found the
life story method to be a powerful tool for creating a dialogue between theory and
hypotheses or questions: it can be used to explore, discover, and formulate new
questions, and so help relate findings to theory.

I selected four boys and four girls for the interviews. I made the selection on the basis
of variation. I was looking for differences in socioeconomic background, sex, school
performance and family circumstances. Thus, two of the boys, Manuel and Pedro,
were better off than the other students, but whereas Manuel was a stronger performer
academically, Pedro was not. Edgar was from a family struggling economically, and
was a poor school performer; and Antonio, although only slightly better off (his father
had a regular, though small income), was one of the most successful students
academically. Among the girls, Fabiola lived with her mother and siblings in
considerable economic hardship, but was an exceptionally successful student; Bianca
also came from a poor family but performed only averagely in school. Elena lived
with her mother and struggled very hard to stay in school despite serious economic
difficulties, but nonetheless performed quite well academically. Finally, Luz struggled
both economically and academically to keep afloat.

I also let the students choose me to some extent. The kind of information I wanted
was quite personal, and I was loath to interview students whom I hadn't got to know
that well, or who were unwilling to participate. Although over the course of the year I
spoke to most of the students in the two grupos, inevitably there were some that I was
closer to than others, and it was among these that I asked students if they were
interested in participating. If they agreed, I sent letters to their parents, whom I also
planned to interview, explaining the purpose of the research and asking whether they
were willing to cooperate. In the event that they had not been, I would have excluded
those students as possible interviewees.

quieter girls stayed behind to give me their opinions when the others had left.
4 1 Faraday and Plummer view the technique as lying at one end of a continuum 'with a deductive,
focussed verificatory model at one end (encouraging us to test already documented ideas in the fashion
of positivists), and an inductive, exploratory generating model at the other end (allowing our subjects to
speak for themselves and using these data to formulate theory - in the fashion of interpretivists)'.
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Having selected the students, I collected their school files, including records of their
grades over the three years at secondary, reportes and any correspondence between
their parents and the school. I also made a note of all the anecdotes and remarks I
heard teachers or other students make about those students. I recorded 'profile tapes'
for each of the eight students selected for the in-depth analysis: recordings of
teachers' comments about them. I asked teachers to tell me whatever they knew about
the student: her academic performance, relationships with other students, and
anything that they knew about her home background. I wanted to find out how
teachers regarded the students, and how much they knew about them and their home
backgrounds. These tapes revealed to me that, in fact, teachers knew remarkably little
about their students, and often labelled them on the basis very scanty information.

I had hoped to interview both parents of eight students. Unfortunately, in practice
'parents' turned out to mean mothers in all cases except one, where both parents
agreed to be interviewed. This was a significant setback for me, as part of my aim was
to explore intra-family differences over schooling and their effect on students. I am
not sure how to interpret fathers' refusal to participate. With some, I think it may have
been simple disinterest. It is well known in Mexico that children's schooling is
considered part of mothers' domestic duties. But I did detect some hostility on a
couple of occasions, suggesting that fathers resented my enquiries. For instance, on
one occasion when I went to a student's home, the student's father was in the next
room watching television, and refused even to look up when I asked if he wanted to
participate in the interview. This may of course have been nothing to do with me, but
it tallied very well with what I had learned from students and their mothers about their
fathers'/husbands' attitudes to schooling. As I explain in Chapter Four, many men's
links to the school were fraught since they could not supply their children with the
necessary school equipment. Significantly, the only father who agreed to be
interviewed was one whose standard of living was a little higher than the others (he
was a pensioner who had worked in the Mexican state oil company, PEMEX), and
who vehemently encouraged his son to study hard. Perhaps he had nothing to 'fear'
from me since his son was so successful in school. I noticed that parents' initial
reaction when I asked to interview them was usually one of trepidation: what had their
child done wrong?

As a result of this gap, I have had to rely heavily on what students, mothers and
teachers said about fathers rather than on their own side of the story. I have also
drawn on secondary sources giving accounts on masculinities and fatherhood in
Mexico to supplement my own empirical data (see especially Chapter Four). In the
end, I interviewed the mothers (and one father) of seven out of the eight students.42

42 One mother was not in town for a few months when I did the interviews; the student was being
looked after temporarily by her aunts.
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Several already knew me from parent-teacher meetings which I had attended and

where I had introduced myself and my activities in the school. I interviewed them in

their homes, which gave me an opportunity to see how the students lived.

The data gathered in these interviews included information about their place of birth
and their own educational backgrounds and upbringing. I also enquired about what
role they felt schooling should play in the lives of their children. I asked about their
opinion of the school, what kind of relationship they had with it and the teachers, and
how much contact they had with them, and whether they experienced any difficulties
in sending their children to school. The interviews resulted in between 20 and 40
pages of written text each. I also relied on my conversations with parents at staff-
parent meetings and events of various kinds to obtain information from other parents.

Finally, I carried out in-depth, or life story interviews with the eight students. This
method is often used to 'understand subjective experience and meaning' (Denzin
1989: 14; Faraday and Plummer 1979: 776), an aim which underpinned my
epistemological approach, described above. The interviews are accounts of the
domains of students' lives which I was investigating: the home and the school. They
have the advantage that they are not just focused on the present like participant
observation, but they also offer clues as to how the present was produced. A student's
overall school performance is a product of his/her school and family history as a
whole. It has ups and downs, and analysing only one moment does an injustice to past
triumphs or low points. Life stories enabled me to see the students as people with a
past with successes as well as failures, a present full of contradictions, and a future
with hopes and fears (Bogdan and Taylor 1975 in Faraday and Plummer 1979: 777).43

They offer a 'compensatory view of the present, attenuated by a vision of the past and
a projection into the future'(Thompson 1993: 119).44 Given that I wanted to explore
the contingencies leading to drop-out and poor performance, this was essential.
Students' hopes for the future expressed in the interviews also provided clues as to the
way they perceived their opportunities and constraints. The life story method also
reveals how subjects create some semblance of order and meaning out of the chaos of
life events, how they make sense of their own lives. Importantly, it also allowed the
students to describe their opportunities, constraints and concerns as freely as possible.
As I mention above, students hungrily appropriated rare spaces to have their say.

The interviews were very loosely structured by three basic questions.45 As my

intention was to explore the different spheres of students lives (home, school), I

43 See Goodson (1980-81: 65) for a discussion of the problems of focussing on situation and
interaction but neglecting background and history in educational research.

44 My translation from Spanish.
4 5 The questions were devised towards the latter part of my fieldwork, after I had completed the
exploratory phase and a significant portion of the second fieldwork.
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decided to focus specifically on each sphere and ask for an account. This helped to
provide a frame for the students' narratives, enabling me to avoid the rather vague and
leaden question 'tell me about home/school/your life'. My other concern was to
understand how the students perceived themselves, and how they thought others
(parents, teachers and friends) saw them. I aimed to uncover possible tensions
between self-perception and others' perceptions which could help to shed light upon
school performance.

a) The first questions concerned the students' identity:

'Describe yourself:
i) What kind of person do you think you are?
ii) How do you think your parents see you? And your teachers? And your
friends?'

b) The second question concerned students' school histories:

'Describe your time in school from as early on as you remember:
i) When you've felt best and when you've felt worst;
ii) When you've done best and worst in your grades;
iii) When you've felt best or worst with your friends.'

c) The third question concerned students' family life:

'Describe your family from as early as you can remember:
i) When you've felt best at home
ii) When you've felt worst at home

I carried out most of the interviews in my home46 and a couple at the school. The
main advantage of interviewing at my home was that I could make sure that we were
not interrupted during the interviews. In one case, a father objected when I wanted to
interview his son at my home. I made it a rule to avoid interviewing students in their

4(* I had initially thought that holding the interviews at school would inhibit the students. But, in fact,
when I interviewed students in my home, some appeared slightly awkward at seeing me outside the
'usual structure' of the school. The longer I spent observing at the school the more I realised that
schools are institutions with many different spaces and facets and students are not necessarily any more
inhibited there than anywhere else. What seems to matter most is the presence of a figure in authority,
not the fact that the students are on school premises. A rowdy, teacherless class with kids leaping
boisterously all over the place instantly transmogrifies into complete silence as the teacher walks in.
And after lessons are over and most of the students have gone home, the school can be transformed into
the space of whoever is left there. The playground is another space where the students are more or less
in their element, as are the toilets and corridors outside the classrooms - again, providing that teachers
(and some teachers in particular) is not present. Ultimately, I did not notice any substantial qualitative
difference between my interviews at the schools, or those I carried out in students' homes, my own
home, or elsewhere.
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homes, however, since I felt that they might not be able to speak freely about family

issues if their parents, brothers and sisters were within earshot.

I supplemented the student 'cases' and the more general ethnographic work I carried
out in the schools with interviews with teachers. I carried out interviews with all the
teachers who taught the grupos I worked with during my stay at the school; and also
with the head teacher. I gathered information on the teachers' own family
backgrounds and education, on their relationships with the students and on their own
working lives. I wanted to understand their point of view concerning school life, and
their perspectives on the causes of school failure. I also wanted to know how they had
experienced the effects of the recent educational reform, since I had read other
research findings which concluded that their workload had been significantly
increased as a result of the reform (see e.g. Quiroz 1992: 95). The questions were
informed by literature I had read, and previous more informal interviews with
teachers during the intial stages of my fieldwork.

I interviewed the inspector of the zone in which the school was located with a view to
obtaining information about the way schools were organised and supervised from
above and how their performance was assessed at zone level. The zonal inspector is
the key link between head teachers and the education authorities, and I hoped to
discern how schooling was supervised from above in my interview with him.
Although I only recorded one interview with him officially, we met on several
occasions at events both inside and outside the school and chatted on an informal
basis, during which time I also gathered information from him.

In addition, I carried out interviews with the school counsellors {orientadores) and
social workers at Sec. Z and two neighbouring secondary schools. The orientador is a
counsellor who usually works daily at each secondary school in his or her office
(gabinete), which is open to students who have a problem or don't feel well. I asked
the orientadores about their tasks and role in the school and their relationships with
the teachers and students. These interviews provided me with more personal
information about the students and non-academic aspects of school life.

Approach to the data

I employed a hermeneutic approach to data analysis. Hermeneutics' point of departure
is that prior experiences enable one to apprehend particular aspects of a situation. At
least initially, the researcher can only actually see what s/he is predisposed to see.
Learning in the field occurs through the juxtaposition and comparison of the new with
that which we already know. Rather than the researcher's 'biases block(ing) us from
seeing what is significant in the data' the researcher uses 'assumptions, patterns of
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thinking, and knowledge gained from experience and reading' (Strauss and Corbin

1990: 18and27).47

The school is probably one of the most apt institutional contexts to put hermeneutics
to the test. Children's school attendance is 'such a normal experience that few of us
stop to think about what goes on when they are there' (Jackson: 1991: 27). Everyone
has a 'school experience'; we all 'know' what goes on in a school. One risks 'seeing'
similarity in familiar school routines which can look very much the same the world
over. But at the same time, school experience from another culture and another
generation provides a useful basis for comparison and surprise when the meanings
behind these occurrences turn out to be different. These are the moments when
understanding of the new situation improves.48 For instance, when contrary to my
expectations students enjoyed filling in their questionnaire I began to suspect that
perhaps I should be thinking differently about students' relationship to the school.
Rather than looking only for rejection as I had been led to do because of my own
schooling and reading of educational theory and statistics, I became more open to the
possibility that maybe they actually got something positive out of the school.

The learning generated by these 'surprises' is not a linear evolution moving ever-
closer towards 'truth'. There is no guarantee that the information received, or one's
interpretation of it are 'right'. Versions of events are always at best partial. But the
longer one spends in the research location, and the more people one asks, and the
more likely it is that understanding will gain in depth and breadth. Knowledge is
'cumulative' (Melhuus 1995: 93). The processual aspect of a longer, qualitative
fieldwork is a vital tool in understanding phenomena which remain hidden from sight
under a cursory evaluation, particularly in a setting which appears to be familiar to us.
Nietzsche writes (in Hollingdale 1977: 68):

The familiar is that to which we are accustomed; and that to which we are
accustomed is hardest to know, that is to see as a problem, that is to see as
strange, as distant, as outside us ... The great assurance of the natural
sciences in comparison with psychology and critique of the elements of
consciousness - unnatural sciences, one might almost say - rests precisely
on the fact that they take the strange as their object: while it is something

4 ' According to Strauss (1987: 11), even prior theoretical knowledge is considered a possible source of
distortion: 'what is in [the researchers] heads also in the way of social science literature also affects
their analysis.'

4° I had a similar experience working on another research project in Guadalajara, when I found that
people said they 'lived alone', in fact for them this meant living with or someone who wasn't family, a
friend for instance. This was a cultural misunderstanding: in Mexico it is quite rare for people to live
entirely alone. My informants and I were using the same term to mean something quite different.
Sufficient time spent discussing these matters and surprise when their interpretation didn't match mine
cleared this up.
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almost contradictory and contrary to sense to want to take the non-strange

as object at all ...

It took time and being around with the students (convivencid) for me to even notice,
let alone grasp the importance of aspects of the students' worlds which I had initially
overlooked.

So what is the data I collected? Much of it is now in the form of transcribed
interviews. Turning 'tape into type' (Dunaway 1984: 115) factualises and solidifies
words which are ephemeral when spoken. Yet it is on these words that conclusions
and analyses are often based, since informants usually have little chance to revise
what they have said after the interview is transferred to paper.49 When analysing the
interviews, I deliberately avoided minute coding procedures such as those
recommended by Glaser and Strauss (1967) because I felt that prior reading and
experiences with the students and other informants - what I already knew about them
- should inform my reading of the interviews. I could not approach the analysis as
though I were a blank sheet possessing no prior information. Moreover, I wanted to
gain a more overall impression of the interviews, comparing and contrasting more
freely what were often contradictory and ambiguous responses.

Informant accounts are self-representations, and are the products of an interaction
between researcher and researched. Schutz calls the social scientist's interpretations
of other's account second order constructs, 'constructs of the constructs made by the
actors on the social scene' (Schutz 1963: 305). They are as much constructions as the
researcher's interpretation of them, with the difference that they may be taken to be
more experience-near, to use Geertz's (1976) term. In fact, the interview which results
is the product of a dialogue conducted by two people with very dissimilar
motivations. Weber notes that any phenomenon of the social world has a different
aspect for the sociologist and for the man who acts and thinks within it (Weber in
Schutz 1971b: 92). The researcher does not normally participate in the motives, plans,
hopes and fears of the actors whereas the actors experience their worlds primarily as a
field of [their] actual and possible acts and only secondarily as an object of [their]
thinking (Schutz 1971b: 92). Schutz warns against relying exclusively on informant
accounts in the mistaken belief that they are the only 'true' ones, since social
scientists work 'on a level of interpretation and understanding different from the naive
attitudes of orientation and interpretation peculiar to people in daily life'. The final
level of interpretation may be called a 'third-order construct' since it is only came into

4 9 For this study, owing to the large number of interviews I carried out, I had the majority transcribed
for me by an assistant. I then listened back to the interviews and checked the transcriptions myself as
soon as possible after they were returned to me. This was also a good way of thinking freshly about the
interview several days after it had been carried out. Each interview was transcribed in full, but without
a great deal of semiotic detail, only very significant non-speech events such as laughter.
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being because as a result of the meeting of researcher and informant.

In fact, an interview situation is often the first time that someone scrutinises their own
life with the particular focus asked by the interviewer. Connections are often made on
the spot, things are remembered and people often construct meanings for the first time
because they are asked to. Denzin (1989: 29) describes a life as 'an unfinished project
or set of projects [which] a person attempts to organise ... around his or her identity
or personal biography'. The process of narration casts unity over a life which, in itself,
is disorganised, chaotic and full of inconsistencies and ambiguities. By telling stories
about our past experiences, we try to make sense of them (Widdershoven 1993: 1).
We write order and coherence into our texts, it is not out there in the first place.
Meaning is created in the course of the interview.

According to Schutz, only an elapsed action can be interpreted, not an action-in-
process. Meaning can only be attached to actions in retrospect (Schutz 1972: 52).
Hence, as people change, so can their versions or explanations of the past. Schutz
(1971a: 210) indicates that:

Meaning ... is not a quality inherent in certain experiences emerging
within our stream of consciousness but the result of an interpretation of a
past experience looked at from the present... with a reflective attitude.
As long as I live in my acts, the acts do not have any meaning. They
become meaningful if I grasp them as well-circumscribed experiences of
the past and, therefore, in retrospection. Only experiences which can be
recollected beyond their actuality and which can be questioned about
their constitution are, therefore, subjectively meaningful.

Not all events are assigned meaning, however. Kundera (1991: 338-341), drawing on
Aristotle's Poetics, has a useful distinction between events and episodes in peoples
lives. Events are happenings to which people assign meaning: they are perceived as
turning-points in some other way. They do not have to be dramatic events, like the
death of a partner, they can also be tiny details, anything which makes an impact.
Episodes, on the other hand, are occurrences (bumping into someone in the street) to
which we do not assign meaning, we consider them mere meaningless coincidences.
Episodes can, however, turn into events through meaning attached to them with
hindsight (we later meet and marry the man we bumped into in the street). We then
assign the episode event status with hindsight (see also Giddens 1993: 34).50 The
events which informants do assign meaning to can function as important windows
onto their cultural and individual identity. In terms of my research question, this

-*0 Schutz calls unreflected, lived or 'meaningless' experience (Kundera's episodes) Verhalten
(behaviour) or Akte (Acts).
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perspective was useful in trying to understand the motivations for students'
educational decisions. Although students' explanations for these decisions might well
change as their lives progress, it is their current interpretation of their life situations,
given at the time of the interview that will have influenced their actions. As I have
indicated in this Chapter, I was interested in discovering how students made decisions,
not the outcomes of those decisions.

I found that in assigning meaning to their lives and explain their experiences, students
drew on broader social discourses in the different milieux they moved in. For
instance, early on during the fieldwork I noticed that students would often use the
term 'adolescence' as an explanation for this or that occurrence (see also Chapter
Five). Erikson (1968: 19) wryly points to this phenomenon when he asks: 'would
some of our youth act so openly confused and confusing if they did not know they
were supposed to have an identity crisis?'

Thus, in sum, several steps can be said to occur in the documentation and presentation
of interviews: from lived experience, to thinking about this, to defining it as this or
that in relation to oneself, to verbalising it and someone else converting it to written
text, interpreting it and drawing conclusions from it. Bruner (1984 in Denzin 1989:
30) summarises these steps:

A life lived is what actually happens. A life experienced consists of the
images, feelings, sentiments, desires, thoughts and meanings known to
the person whose life it is ... A life as told, a life history, is a narrative,
influenced by the cultural conventions of telling, by the audience, and by
the social context.

Below, I offer some reflections about the approach I adopted during the fieldwork,
which was based on reciprocity and dialogue.

Participant or voyeur?

Like many other field researchers in development studies and anthropology, during
the fieldwork I was concerned on many occasions about my position as a researcher
from the developed world with the power to coerce others to cooperate with me.
There have recently been several cogent reminders from feminist research to first-
world researchers of the power relations we risk taking for granted (See Mohanty
(1991) and Haraway (1988). Others have argued that however hard one attempts to
'replace monologue with dialogue' and provide space for multiple voices either in
field research or its reporting, 'the discourse remains asymmetrical' (Hastrup 1992 in
Melhuus 1995: 102).
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The dangers resulting from unequal power relations remain a critical issue for all field
researchers. But there are certainly ways in which the fieldwork endeavour can be
made less asymmetrical. Moreover, if we allow ourselves to become paralysed
because of this asymmetry, I think we may actually end up reifying the power
relations that underpin it. As field researchers, we risk transforming the people we
work with in our minds into precisely the subordinate categories we hope to avoid and
ultimately being unable to see them in any other way. They become objectified.
Whilst it is essential to be continually sensitive to the impact of power relations in the
field, this must not lead to paralysis, or no research would ever be carried out.
Fieldwork generates knowledge, it is a constructive, not a destructive process (see
also Melhuus 1995).

I think that it is possible to tackle some of these difficulties during fieldwork through
certain strategies. Adopting a principle of reciprocity with informants is one way in
which researchers can attempt to interact on a more equal basis with the people we
work with. Scrutinising the lives and minds of others while remaining hermetic and
distant oneself is unjust. Wexler, for example, notes that educational ethnography can
be voyeuristic because it delves into the lives of its subjects under cover of detached
objectivity (1988: 304). In fact, one of the most common research tools, the interview,
routinely violates the normal rules of reciprocity in conversation and relationships,
since its power relations are inherently unequal. The interview is probably the only
situation other than interrogation in which one person assumes the right to question
and receive an answer without revealing any personal information of his own. This is
particularly the case when the power relations between interviewer and interviewee
are, a priori, inherently unequal, as is arguably the case in this study. I was older,
better-off, free of the institutional constraints that the students were under and I was
seeking information in an institution where adults are invested with the authority to
order younger people around and demand answers.

I tried to establish dialogue with the students and teachers. This was not just a strategy
for obtaining better information - I also needed it. I was a long way from home,
working hard and often feeling lonely and I wanted to feel accepted and comfortable
in my place of work for a long ten months. I don't believe it is feasible, or possible to
separate being a researcher from being a person. Partly because of this, and partly in
order to redress the questioner-answerer power imbalance, I found myself sharing my
own life and school experiences with the students as much as possible, often at their
request. This was a key factor in my being able to form relationships with them. They
were openly curious about me, and questioned me relentlessly about my life in
Denmark, my mixed nationalities, my love life and my views on just about
everything. In other words, they too interacted with me as a person, not as a
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researcher or other professional.51 So much for one-way interrogation.52

I also felt that this principle of reciprocity should be carried over to the reporting of
my research results back to the schools and students. In the case of the students, I tried
to cross-check with them as I went along, consulting them about the ideas I was
having and asking them if they thought I had understood their thoughts and comments
and school events correctly. I did the same thing with the teachers. At the end of my
stay, I organised a round table discussion with the teachers to discuss my stay at the
school and my preliminary ideas and findings, and asked for their opinions and
feedback.

I did not try to merge covertly into the background at the school, and I know that my
presence affected events, especially initially before people got used to me being
around. For me, there was no question of trying not to disturb the research field: it
would have been absurd as a foreigner and a non-teacher to even attempt to do this.
Attempting to leave the research field 'uncontaminated' by one's presence is to ignore
that this contamination is the very source of learning (Clarke 1975 in Emerson et al.
1995: 3). At La Colina, the presence of a perpetually-questioning stranger in their
midst caused explanations to surface about things which appeared obvious to them. It
was my stranger-ness53 that enabled me to ask those stupid questions and learn.
Emerson et al. (1995: 3) point out that: 'Relationships between the field researcher
and people in the setting do not so much disrupt or alter ongoing patterns of social
interaction as reveal the terms and bases on which people form social ties in the first
place'. There is an ethical aspect to this, too. Willis (1981: 90) warns against the tacit
agenda of researchers who aim to leave the field 'uncontaminated' by their presence:
'The central insistence ... on the passivity of the participant observer depends on a
belief that the subject of the research is really an object. The concern is to minimize
distortion of the field, with the underlying fear that the object may be contaminated
with the subjectivity of the researcher ... There is a clear sociological fear of naked
subjectivity'. Guttman (1995: 31) puts it more bluntly. 'It is deadly', he says, 'to try to
act like an ethnographic sponge - the infamous fly on the wall - soaking up life around
here. It is merely the silly flip side of those who try to "go native" ...'

^1 Faraday and Plummer (1979) comment on the personal relationships that are almost inevitably
forged through the use of more personal research methods, such as life history interviews, which may
blur the line between research and friendship or other roles. They remark: 'in using this method of
gathering life histories, we tread the thin line between active participants in and passive observers of
subjects lives'.

Other educational researchers have also adopted a reciprocal approach to fieldwork. For instance,
Mac an Ghaill (1995) describes how sharing his own experiences with students during his work on
race, sexuality and masculinity in British post-secondary institutions helped to challenge the power
asymmetries between the students and himself (see also Burgess 1995: 105).

53 l have borrowed the concept of'stranger-ness' from Schutz's (1971b) essay, 'The Stranger', where
he explores 'the typical situation in which a stranger finds himself in his attempt to interpret the
cultural pattern of a social group which he approaches and attempts to orient himself within it'.
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I also believe that it is incorrect to assume that power is always on the side of the
researcher. Informants also stereotype, judge, question and disconcert. I experienced
this in the flesh in the schools, where my dress, accent, self-consciousness and general
ignorance of what was going on were a source of much amusement to students and
teachers alike. They had no qualms at all about finding me a place in their scheme of
things. As Warren (1988: 19) notes,54 informants tend to find you a category which
they are familiar with and makes sense to them. Teachers defined me as someone
studying at Guadalajara University. And students started out by calling me maestra

(teacher).55 For other reasons, also, at times I found myself smiling wryly at the idea
that I could coerce anybody at La Colina to do anything. Rather, I was continually at
the mercy of their goodwill. They had a job to do, and I was in the way. School
research is supremely messy. I could never count on being able to sit down long
enough with someone to carry out a respectable interview. Bells, chatter and general
noise, constant interruptions, timetables and the sheer stress on the part of the
interviewees were thinking of all the other things they had to do, would have frayed
any inflexible research agenda immeasurably. But on the plus side, the hectic-ness of
it all gave me a more solid understanding of the real school situation as experienced
by the protagonists. I was caught up in their break-neck rhythm, and forced to grab
moments here and there, follow up remarks at a later date, and generally hover around
waiting to seize an opportunity to clear up doubts, arrange interviews, collect
documentation, and follow up leads, etc.

Moreover, my experience in the schools indicated that informants are often more than
willing to participate in and enjoy the research for their own reasons, i.e. not as
reluctant victims. Some may seize a rare chance to talk about themselves; others may
have a particular problem they wish to discuss; others are anxious to teach you

something. The assumption that research is by definition exploitative is questionable,
yet it underlies some key premises in social research. One of these 'golden rules' is
anonymity. A typical admonition to novice ethnographers from a 'how-to' book on
field research (Emerson et al. 1995: 194) reads:

an excerpt must protect the people, institutions, and communities studied
by providing anonymity. Therefore, in completing the editing, an
ethnographer changes all names and identifying markers such as
personally distinctive details in descriptions.

-^ Warren says that in her own research experience 'respondents assign the fieldworker to what they
see as his or her proper place in the social order'.

•*•> As others have noted, in school research, students tend to associate all adults with the teachers.
Hargreaves (in Burgess 1995: 82) indicates that 'any adult (who is not dressed as a workman)
appearing in a school must in their [the pupils eyes] have some strong connection with the teaching
profession'.
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I have decided to preserve the anonymity of the people I worked with because many
of them told me things which could upset or compromise people near to them. School
research is a mine-field and demands a great deal of discretion: students disclosed
their feelings towards their parents and teachers; parents complained about the school;
teachers complained about their superiors, and overall I received a lot of information
that could have caused problems for people. However, whilst non-anonymity clearly
presents very real dangers in certain areas of research where it can result in
embarrassment or even compromise informants personal safety, reputation or
integrity, this is not always the case. Sensitivity to context and consultation with
informants are important.56

Positionality

Some comment is needed on my own position in the research location and the way
this shaped my findings. There are many personal characteristics, either real, or
perceived by the subjects studied, which shape the research process and make it
highly unlikely that one's findings can ever be replicated by anybody else.
Increasingly, researchers have challenged 'the myth of the ethnographer as any
person, without gender, personality or historical location, who would objectively (at
the very least intersubjectively) produce the same findings as any other person'
(Warren 1988: 7).57 The aim in trying to make these explicit is not to try and make the
work more 'objective' but to acknowledge that some information may be inaccessible
to me, or that I might even be blind to it because of my own particular characteristics.
On the other hand, I may be privy to information which may not be accessible to a
researcher of a different age, class, race or gender.

The characteristics which are usually cited as having the most impact on research
procedure and findings are: the researchers background (academic training and own
life experiences), gender, age, social class, ethnicity and personality. These

5" Guttman (1996: 31), reflecting on his experiences studying men in a Mexico city neighbourhood,
was asked by his informants to use their real names, and he even includes named photos of his
informants in his book. I had similar experience when carrying out group interviews with male
informants in a low-income area of Guadalajara. Having informed them earnestly that our publications
would not reveal their true identities, I was surprised when the men expressed disappointment at this
well-intentioned anonymity, complaining that perhaps the real reason why we didnt want to include
their real names was because we thought that their comments weren't clever enough - 'do you think
we're illiterate then?' (^a poco somos analfabetas?). They were thrilled at the prospect of their
opinions featuring in a published book.

Warren has a useful discussion of how gender can influence fieldwork, including how some
locations may be barred to women researchers. She also, however, makes the crucial point that gender
alone does not guarantee access to a given setting. In some cultures, for example, among male or
female groups, age, marital status, or having children can be a criteria for acceptance into some circles;
also, for men, for example, being 'one of the lads'.
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characteristics, however, ought not to be viewed in stereotypical terms as constricting
or enabling by their very nature. Their weight and effect are also mediated by the
particular interaction established between researcher and subject. For example, in
some cultures where there are taboos on female participation in certain areas of social
life, there are clear constraints on a female researcher's work. In the case of my study
in Mexico, it was harder for me to make contact with the boys than with the girls, at
least initially. It would have been absurd for me, a female researcher in her late 20s at
the time, to try and participate in boys' football matches, for instance. Yet I could, and
did, quite feasibly hang around the girls' toilets and exchange gossip with the girls. In
this sense, a researcher's activities in the field are shaped by many of the same
constraints and preconceptions which also apply in wider society. Despite these clear
limitations, however, it is also widely recognised that researchers can sometimes gain
room for manoeuvre which would not be available to their local counterparts. Female
researchers widely report being treated as honorary males during fieldwork, and are
often granted privileges barred to their local female counterparts.

In both schools I worked in, I found it easier to make contact with the girls - they
seemed to have few qualms about confiding in me about all sorts of things. I spent a
couple of weeks worrying about this and wondering how on earth I would break the
ice with the boys - many of whom I initially found intimidating. With time, as I
gained confidence, this fear disappeared. Particularly after I applied the questionnaire
a few weeks into the fieldwork, I found that many of the boys approached me on their
own account and I could get behind their 'tough' exterior. But these experiences
alerted me to the fact that being a woman profoundly affected my behaviour towards
my interlocutors in a completely subconscious way. The same undoubtedly applies to
other categories, such as age or class. As Thompson (1993: 122) puts it: 'As middle
class professionals, we work in a particular historical moment and we are all too
often led to generalise from our own unique experience and take for granted that other
social groups or historical moments share them '. As I said earlier, one can use one's
particular characteristics productively, rather than considering them a disadvantage,
and at the same time juxtapose with other findings in order to gain a more complete
picture.

In Chapters Four to Seven I shall present my empirical analysis. Before I do that, in
Chapter Three I present some historical and contemporary background concerning the
development of the school-family relationship in Mexico, with the intention of
shedding further light upon the home-school tensions I describe in this Chapter and in
the empirical chapters which follow.
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Chapter Three

Educating tomorrow's Mexicans: a tug-of-war between parents and the State?

... en el regimen patrimonial son mâs bien vagas y fluctuantes las fronteras entre la
esfera pûblica y la privada, la familia y el Estado. Si cada uno es rey de su casa, el
reino es como una casa y la naciôn como una familia.1

In his 1979 collection of essays on political history, Octavio Paz refers to the Mexican
state as a 'philanthropic ogre' (ogro filantrôpico). With this succint epithet, he
adroitly captures the inherently contradictory nature of this rather 'slippery'
institution. Juggling the roles of benefactor and tyrant, the post-Independence
Mexican state has been many things at different times, and it is perhaps this very
capacity to change form whilst retaining a firm grip on the reins of power that
accounts for the extraordinary longevity (until last year) of the PRI (Partido

Revolucionario Institutional)1 - the ruling party that became virtually synonymous
with the State and, indeed, the nation, for most of the 20th century. From the 'socialist
state' of President Låzaro Cardenas in the 1930s to Salinas' 1990s neoliberalism, the
PRI has above all been notorious for its seemingly insatiable capacity both to placate
and incorporate dissenting groups under its own banner. Those that it has failed to
swallow up have been quelled in other, more blatantly ruthless ways, often through
violence as in the Tlatelolco student massacre of 1968 and the recent uprisings in
Chiapas. The State's dual image as paternalistic protector on the one hand, and
perpetrator of various forms of violence against the populace on the other, has forged
a historical mistrust of the State among many sectors of Mexican society - but this
has also been attenuated by its 'philanthropic' rhetoric and, sometimes, actions. The
school, as perhaps the most everyday and familiar institutional 'interface' between the
state and civil society in Mexico, is a key site for exploring these contradictions,
which are reflected in popular ambivalence towards it. Public schooling in Mexico
has historically had far more emancipatory overtones than in other Latin American
nations, yet at the same time it has also been inextricably associated with a definition
of citizenship that has ultimately proved exclusionary for many sectors.

Not altogether surprisingly, then, the issue of whether it is the state's or society's
responsibility to educate the populace, which aspects of this education correspond to
whom, and what type of education should be imparted, has been a tinderbox in post-
Independence Mexican history. The modern Mexican public education system has

1 Octavio Paz (1990: 99): 'In a patrimonial regime, the borders between the public and private spheres,
the family and the State are rather vague and fluctuating. If each person is king in his own home, then
the kingdom is like a home and the nation like a family' (my translation).
2 Revolutionary Institutional Party.
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historically been characterised by its almost total dependence on the State, with the
principle of the 'educating State' enshrined in the Constitution. It has also had highly
emancipatory overtones, with its genesis in post-Independence liberal idealism. Yet it
has also been marked by equally powerful opposing 'antagonisms, contradictions and
tensions' (Ornelas 1995: 20, 27). The notion of the hogar inviolable (inviolable home)
(Zea 1963 in SEP/UPN 1987: 108) has been at the heart of these conflicts. Should the
State socialise as well as instruct in the formal academic sense? Or ought this to be the
family's prerogative? Should children be forced to attend school, and up until what
age? What should they learn there? And who should foot the bill for schooling:
families or the State?

These are issues which still surface at regular intervals in debates over, for instance,
the compulsory and laical nature of public schooling, and certain aspects of curricular
content; and they formed a constant undercurrent in my interviews with parents and
teachers. Here, they were often articulated in discussions over whether the school
should merely take care of instruction (formal academic aspects), or whether it
should also assume responsibility for formaciôn (a more holistic, 'moral'
understanding of education, in the sense of 'upbringing' more generally).3 At the root
of these discussions lies the question of how far can the State encroach upon the
family's rights over its youngsters without eliciting protest, of where the border
between private and public lies. Who has ultimate sovereignty over the children? Are
they a family resource or a national resource? These questions, by extension, can
provide some insight concerning the changing nature and limits of the 'citizenship
contract' in Mexico. And these limits, in turn, are evocative of deeper historical fault-
lines in Mexican society over the definition of liberalism: notably between the notion
of 'classic liberalism' where individual, 'private' autonomy was sacrosanct; and
positivism, where individuals were seen as integral parts of a national social
organism, their foremost duty being to the latter (Hale 1986: 369).

Families, in close association with the Church, have fiercely defended their right to
socialise their children and not to 'give them up' to a State whose intentions they have
historically mistrusted. The modern, public school has, thus, not been perceived by
families as a wholly benevolent institution. At the same time, however, it has become
the only legal institution purporting to offer children a route out of the poverty which
their parents do not wish them to inherit - and basic schooling has become a
compulsory duty of all Mexican citizens. It has also been characterised by a quasi-

3 Levinson (1999: 144), referring to Hale (1989:162) has traced the origins of the difference between
instruction and formaciôn back to the late nineteenth century, when the Church and the family were
responsible for children's education. When public schooling expanded, discussions hence centred upon
whether education should remain the province of the family, with schools just catering for the
technical instruction. The tension between these two functions has evidently still not been resolved,
and was a powerful undercurrent in my interviews with parents and teachers, as I explain in Chapters
Four and Five.
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evangelical zeal, offering an almost mystical route to redemption from poverty. The
contradictions arising from the school's role can, I believe, help to explain some of
the ambivalence towards schooling which I encountered among La Colina parents.

Thus, in the following, I discuss this tug-of-war over ideological hegemony and the
changing definitions of 'citizenship' which have shaped the schooling system at
different times. I then examine contemporary educational reforms in Mexico, and
attempt to place them in the context of wider changes in social policy in Latin
America resulting from the shift in the economic and political climate deriving from
the crisis of the early 1980s. I focus in detail on the most recent reform in 1993 which
introduced amendments to Article 3 of the Constitution and ushered in the new Ley

General de Education (General Education Act). I suggest that this latest reform seeks
to reconceptualise relations between families and the school, in line with the drive to
recast relations more broadly between the citizen and the State.

I contend that the reform, which is underpinned by the neoliberal ethos which is
exerting a growing influence on social welfare and policy in the region, deposits
responsibility for schooling on those least able to shoulder it, ultimately making
families 'accountable' for school performance and, by implication, national
development. According to this reasoning, those who do not avail themselves of the
opportunities ostensibly offered by the schooling system have only themselves to
blame. More worryingly, it puts the onus on parents for assuring their children's right
to secondary schooling for the first time, something which is often not possible for
poorer families. I explore the possible impact which this move might have on parent-
child relations, which are often the only and increasingly tenuous 'safety-net' for the
poor in the absence of adequate State welfare provision. Ultimately, I contend that
certain aspects of the reform risk confirming and perpetuating the inegalitarian
features which have characterised modern Mexican basic education since its
inception.

3.1. State, family and the tug-of-war over socialisation in post-Independence
Mexico

Through education, the post-Independence Mexican State has attempted to mould
society into its projected image of what 'Mexican citizens' ought to be like (Vazquez
1970: 8). As the State's definitions of an ideal national identity and development
project evolved, so did the content and purported aim of the schooling system. A key
contradiction throughout has been the tension between the need to inculcate through
education the skills necessary for economic development; and the concurrent

E.g. Peru, where Indianness was a powerful national symbol.
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emphasis in government rhetoric on education's role in producing citizens and on
providing opportunities for individual development. Different governments have
placed differing rhetorical and practical emphasis on these two aspects, something
that has produced antagonisms over the years (Ornelas 1995: 49) and continues to do
so.

The State's projects in their various manifestations have, however, by no means been
either coherent in themselves or smoothly transmitted and reproduced through the
schooling system, but fiercely contested at key moments in some of the bitterest social
disputes in post-Independence Mexican history (Loaeza 1985: 14; Ornelas 1995: 27).
Schooling itself has become the centre of many of these struggles - it became a
disputed good rather than just a means of achieving other economic and social ends.
The centrality of schooling in social disputes in Mexico has been attributed to the
authoritarian political context, where parties have traditionally been weak (until very
recently, as outlined below) and elections unrepresentative. In this context, education
has had a far more powerful social and political significance than in more democratic,
pluralistic societies, becoming an important arena for political, class and religious
struggles (Loaeza 1985: 13). It has likewise had a higly ambivalent role, as the path to
citizenship, but a citizenship not universally attainable and thus exclusionary for
many.

These disputes have been initiated by parents contesting the secular, communist and
'immoral' values transmitted by the schooling system; by teachers, who have been a
recalcitrantly heterogenous group, some of whom have been amongst the most
powerful and vociferous opponents of the State in Mexico, organising outside the
official teachers' union and the SEP apparatus (Street 1992: 14 and 98; see also
Foweraker 1993); and by students protesting at the increasing selectivity and
exclusionary nature of higher education. In this light, it makes sense to take a broadly
Gramscian view of the post-Independence, and especially the post-Revolutionary
Mexican State, as an arena of conflict and class struggle rather than, for instance, a
Marxist approach which sees the State as the 'executive' arm of the bourgeoisie
superimposing its coherent, hegemonic project through its institutions (Ornelas 1995:
39).

Education, with its dual role in the projects both of the State and the individual, is the
locus par excellence of struggles between antagonistic social forces over the meaning

5 Significantly, the icon Our Lady of Guadalupe, the first recognised apparition of the Virgin Mary in
the New World in 1531, was a mestizo symbol, venerated by the indigenous population and endorsed
by the Pope and the conquering Spaniards. The Virgin of Guadalupe was also the image that coalesced
incipient nationalist sentiments and galvanised Independence in Mexico: she was used by the priest,
Hidalgo, who led the first uprisings, as a rallying cry for the nationalist rebels (Stevens 1973: 94;
Melhuus 1996). See Melhuus (1996) for an in-depth discussion of the power of the imagery
surrounding Guadalupe.
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of citizenship, development, socialisation and of the nation (Ornelas 1995: 39). As
Vaughan (1997: 21-2) points out, the concept of hegemony does not exclude
coercion; and neither does the notion of consensus necessarily mean 'the citizenry's
acceptance of the state project'. Rather, she argues, the kind of hegemony exercised in
Mexico by the State and the ruling party involved 'multiple social groups and
interweaving a multiplicity of discourses and interests' (1997: 21-2). According to
this 'checks and balances' view of the State, welfare and education provision, though
perhaps originally intended as a panacea, can also have genuinely equity-enhancing
effects as education itself becomes a disputed good (Street 1992: 52).

A key theme throughout the evolving visions of the purpose of education since
Independence has been the tussle between the State, the Church and the family
concerning whose right and duty it is to socialise children, and according to what
principles. These conflicts have typically been articulated above all in terms of a
discourse of tradition versus modernity, where the family-Church duo represented
reactionary tradition and ignorance - a millstone around the neck of development -
and the State a secular, modern scientific rationality. This dichotomy has been
expressed at different times as a contradiction between reason versus barbarism; rural
versus urban; immaturity versus adulthood; secularity versus religion; communism
versus anti-communism; morality versus immorality. Families have not passively
accepted the school's indictment of them, but have periodically and fiercely contested

it, turning the State's argument against itself and depicting the school's secular values
as immoral (Vaughan 1997: 194; Pansters 1990). These tensions are the subject of the
following section.

Education in the post-Independence period: the early contradictions of liberalism

According to Vaughan (1982: 1), the Mexican Revolution of 1910 which overthrew
the conservative dictator, Porfirio Diaz, has typically been seen by historians as a
progressive movement which introduced full-scale modernisation and promised
material wellbeing to the population as a whole. An extensive campaign for public
schooling accompanied this process.

This vision of the Revolution as a progressive 'rupture' in Mexican development, a
social revolution spearheaded by 'the people' has been contested, however (Womack
1986: 80; Vaughan 1982: 2). Historians have shown that pre-revolutionary structures
were still in evidence many years after the Revolution was achieved (Womack 1986).
In the educational sphere, Vaughan (1982: 2) notes there was considerable continuity
in educational thought, policy, content, bureaucratic structure and even personnel
during the pre- and post-revolutionary periods, arguing that, in fact, it is necessary to
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seek the roots of the connection between education and the formation of the modern
nation state in the nineteenth century post-Independence period.

The path of Independence in Mexico was shaped by intellectuals inspired by the
critical spirit and philosophical ideals from French revolutionary liberalism, guided by
the notions of individual freedom and equality: that man could prevail over his fate
and over historical determinism (Robles 1985: 22). Slavery was abolished, and
discrimination against Indians and other castes in the form of special taxes and
tributes was outlawed (Lomnitz 1999: 274). The egalitarianism of liberalism was a
tremendously powerful idea in the newly-independent, post-colonial nation with a
deep-rooted race-caste hierarchy. Mexicans would henceforth be born equal, and
progress in life was to be a function of individual capability, as the abortive
constitution of 1811 exhorted (Lomnitz 1999: 274): 'whoever is to be born after the
happy independence of our nation will find no obstacle other than his personal
defects. No opposition can stem from the class of his lineage'. As Paz (1994: 139)
notes, 'liberalism [was] a critique of the old order and a project for a social pact'. The
elimination of all 'criteria of inclusion and of exclusion' except one's own personal
failings thus enshrined meritocracy as a guiding principle of the Mexican post-
Independence state from the very earliest years: 'Cowardice and slothfulness shall be
the only causes of infamy for the citizen and the temple of honour shall open its doors
indiscriminately to merit and virtue' (Lomnitz 1999: 274-5).

Education was central in this early liberal, meritocratic endeavour. And to ensure that
these new principles were enforced in practice, the State would take responsibility for
education. Education would now be extended to all, Indians included, in contrast to
the colonial period when it had been the exclusive domain of the privileged, white
classes. Religious institutions, which had largely been responsible for schooling in the
past, were expected to revise the content of what they taught in line with the need to
supply Mexico with skilled workers capable of participating fully in social, economic
and political life (Robles 1985: 40). The Church's virtual colonial monopoly as
educator was abolished under the 1824 Constitution, and supplanted with the State
(Robles 1985: 41). This attempt by the State to usurp the Church's role as educator
did not go uncontested, but sparked armed opposition in several important Mexican
cities, notably in conservative Guadalajara. The attack on the Church was, however,
not a grass-roots movement but was led by the liberal intellectuals: 'for the ordinary
people, religion was a pervasive force and an integral part of their lives' (Macias
1982: 46).

Education during this period aimed to 'homogenise' the population through civic and
political instruction from primary school onwards, with a view to fomenting a sense
of citizenship, national identity and social and political participation (Robles 1985:
42). Unlike in other post-colonial Latin American nations,4 in Mexico the unifying
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national symbol was the mestizo,5 not the Indian, a mestizo that would be forged

through a fitting education. The State's task was:

to convert the racially heterogeneous into the homogeneously modern
nation, and since this could not be based on racial homogeneity, then it
had to be achieved by a modern education that would mold the different
races into one race (Franco 1989: xviii).

The idea behind this was that to understand the Constitution and the laws regulating
society, people had first to be able to read them (Mora 1949 in SEP/UPN 1987: 74).
Education thus became one of the preconditions for inclusion, citizenship and
participation in the modern, post-Independence state:

without instruction there can be no liberty, and the foundation of
political and social equality was basic education (Alamân 1853 in
Robles 1985: 27).

However, in a paradoxical contrast to the ostensible goal of equality, the early
Constitutions6 exclude certain social categories from citzenship, including the
illiterate. In this way, the noble ideals behind the principles of equality and
meritocracy, and the desire to eradicate discrimination based on ascriptive features
became a double-edged sword that in practice was ultimately exclusionary. As
Lomnitz (1999: 276) tells us:

early Mexican constitutions were involved in a double move: the
elimination of criteria of caste and of slavery in order to create a broadly
based nationality that included all people who were born in Mexico or
who resided in the country, were members of the Catholic Church, and
were willing to follow Mexico's laws; and the restriction of access to
public office and to the public sphere to independent male property
holders who could read and write. The category 'citizen' was (and still
is) not identical to that of 'national' in legal discourse, though the two
were tellingly conflated in political discourse.

The post-Independence state thus faced the problem of reconciling the new ideals of
equality, the protection of private property and the right to work, with the archaic and
exclusionary structures inherited from colonial rule - Mexico's highly heterogenous
and unequal reality (Robles 1985: 25). Then, as now, the ideals of equality and
participation for all were incongruous against a background where they were patently
unfeasible due to deep-rooted, persistent structural, ethnic, gender and class

The (pre-Independence) 1812 Constitution of Cadiz and the 1836 Constitution.
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inequalities.

The idea of universal citizenship was at odds with the powerful elites' desire to retain
political and economic control. Political discourse stigmatised the potentially
troublesome 'masses', deeming them uncivilised and unworthy to hold political
influence. A parallel discourse commended the obedient, 'civilised' masses - el

pueblo, los ciudadanos, la gente buena (the people, the citizens, the good people)
(Lomnitz 1999: 277). Citizenship in the post-independence State thus became
associated with conformity and obedience - but true participation was in practice the
privilege of the educated, secular elites.

In this way, illiterate non-citizens came to be equated with children - too immature to

take part -just as Indians7 had been in the past:

Nationalism demanded new kinds of subjects invested with authority to
define the true and the real. Yet the secular intelligentsia who emerged
with Independence were a literary intelligentsia whose primary locus of
power was in the periodical press from which base they harangued those
who were still infants (i.e. in-fans, 'without speech') (Franco 1989:
xviii).

Education thus became a rite of passage to maturity, both that of the individual and of
the nation, in the incipiently modernising Mexican State. But it was a rite of passage
that was ultimately exclusionary since it was still largely the privilege of elite groups.
This passage to maturity was premised upon the Cartesian imperative to subdue the
body to the mind and surrender impulse to rationality - seen as a prerequisite for the
civic-mindedness essential for harmonious society. The body was seen as an anarchic
force which was antithetical to the self-control needed to live in society with others.
In the words of Mora (1949 in SEP/UPN 1987: 75), one of the great liberal thinkers of
the post-Independence era, and a precursor of the positivist thinkers (Perez 1983 in
SEP/UPN 1987: 94):

Lacking instruction, would it not be very difficult to identify the rules
which should govern his actions and at once guarantee rights and impose
obligations? Would it not be very difficult for a man guided by personal
interest to fail to acknowledge the welfare of his fellow citizens? Love
of science is, in us, almost the only lasting passion: the others abandon
us as our body begins to decay ...

7 In this connection, Bonfill (1996: 84), depicting the way the Indian were perceived immediately after
the Conquest, described him as 'an eternal minor'.
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Subduing individualistic bodily passions and emotions was seen as a necessary path to
harmonious coexistence among the citizenry. Under the terms of this discourse, youth
were seen as especially flighty, volatile and governed by their bodily impulses, all too
easily swayed by physical pleasures and not yet in control of themselves (Mora 1949
in SEP/UPN 1987: 75). A thorough education would take the nations' youth in hand
from an early age, cultivate their minds and subdue their bodily passions - thus
promoting responsible citizenship which would prevail over individual egotism.
Youth were thought to be still malleable, formable into 'new men', unlike adults who
were already obdurately set in their ways (Mora 1949 in SEP/UPN 1987: 79; Knight
1991: 3). Ideas fixed in youth through education would be immutable throughout life
(Vazquez 1970: 25). In Mora's words again (1949 in SEP/UPN 1987: 76):

The cultivation of the spirit softens the character, and reforms habits.
Enlightened reason curbs passions and promotes love of virtue. Is not
the system that governs us the one which requires most morality and
most detachment from one's own interests? ... To be sovereign and
citizen, judge and judged at the same time, requires a heroic virtue to
detach oneself from human emotions and attire oneself for a few brief
moments in divine qualities. How can nature alone be sufficient in such
cases? Is it not essential that philosophy first win the heart so that it may
then endeavour to demand the common good, regardless of its own?

Women were perceived as unfit for citizenship partly because they had been excluded
from seats of learning by the Church under colonial rule; and partly because of their
dangerously close association with the body and 'irrational' emotions (Franco 1989:
xiii). Women were dependent, uneducated, emotional and thus incapable of
rationality. These perceived characteristics 'plotted' women as immature and unfit for
citizenship under the new, secular rational discourse (Franco 1989: xv).

However, women were also traditionally in charge of their children's upbringing and
thus in a privileged position to transmit values to them. The liberals engaged in the
nation-building process after Independence therefore assigned them a key role in the
modernisation of family life (Franco 1988 in Varley 2000: 239). Educated women
would be better able to educate their children, teaching them the work ethic and
patriotism. They would also be less susceptible to the influence of religion, to which
women were seen as particularly devoted. The liberal state sought to extirpate
pernicious influences on the young generation by schooling women and thus avoid
passing anti-modern views to the next generation (Ramirez in Vazquez 1979 in
SEP/UPN 1987: 82; see also Franco 1989: 79-81):

Women's education is of key importance in social relations ... What a
difference there is between a childhood spent among educated mothers
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and our own children who are still today being weaned on miserable
superstitions! ... Public, scientific and positive instruction cannot be
widespread and perfect unless it begins in the family; nature did not
intend women to be mothers, but tutors.

Thus, women's education from the beginning was seen as serving a rather different
purpose to men's, i.e. to enable them to perform their 'natural' function better8 - or
rather more in line with the State's notions of how the Mexican child should be
socialised. In this way:

Religion, nationalism, and finally modernisation thus constitute the broad

master narratives and symbolic systems that not only cemented society

but plotted women differentially into the social text (Franco 1989: xii).

Women were to become the guarantors of a stable, modern domestic environment in
the face of political upheaval, and they became the bearers of a purity which was
formerly the province of the Church. The family would provide the cornerstone of a
stable society, it would be 'society in minature' and its hygiene, health, reproduction
and moral rectitude increasingly becamse a key site of State concern and intervention
during the second half of the nineteenth century (Agostoni 2000: 8).9 Franco (1989:
84) indicates that:

The burden of nationhood was thus placed on the family, which was
responsible not only for internalising Christian morality but also for
developing the virtues necessary for the smooth functiong of a society that
could no longer be policed by the Spanish imperial bureaucracy, the
Inquisition and the Church.

The 'family', however, was no more a unified and homogeneous constituency than
the State at that time. Neither were its projects or values necessarily in line with the
State's. And not all families were willing to accept the State's intervention into their
private matters, in particular the education of their children.

8 Macias (1982), documenting the feminist movement in Mexican history, has also pointed out that
even before Independence, during the period between 1700 and 1810, several educational institutions
were founded for women, but they taught women to be better wives, mothers artisans or primary schol
teachers. Simonsen (1990) documents a similar purpose of education for girls and women to be better
mothers and housewives in Denmark, as part of a 'conscious policy for reproduction' adopted by the
Danish government in the 1940s.
9 This was also the period in which family life became a key site of medical intervention, and
obstetrics, pediatrics and child development (puericultura) first became established medical
disciplines. These interventions were designed to promote the procreation and stability of the family,
thus contributing to strengthening the nation. See Agostoni (2000) for an illuminating discussion.
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Compulsory schooling and the struggle over young hearts and minds

As part of its drive to modernise the family and nation, the State sought increasing

control over educating the young. In 1856, the liberal President Benito Juarez

declared the State's commitment to public instruction (in Vazquez 1979 in SEPAJPN

1987: 77):

The government, which recognises the importance of public instruction
and its powerful influence on morality and social ideas, is determined to
give it all the support that the needs of the State requires.

But liberals and conservatives were divided over how much control the State should
have over education. There was tension between the classical liberal ideal of
individual freedom and a reality where true liberalism would mean tolerating the
influence of elements such as the Church that threatened the frail State. And in
Mexico, there was far greater popular opposition to the idea of the secular state than
in the other fledgling nations of Latin America, where the Church was weaker (Hale
1986: 379). The intense religiosity that pervaded the Mexican countryside was
encapsulated in the fervent adoration of the Virgin of Guadalupe, the mestizo symbol
at the forefront of the struggle for Independence in Mexico (see also footnote 5).
Debate arose among opposing factions of liberals during the drafting of the 1856
Constitution over whether basic education should be exclusively secular or whether
the Church should also be allowed to impart instruction. Finally, it was decided that
enshrining secular education in the constitution would constitute 'a breach of parental
freedom' to decide how their children should be educated, and Article 3 determined
that instruction should be libre - free (Vazquez 1979 in SEP/UPN 1987: 77). The
status quo did not last for long, however. Fuelled by the Church, a bitter civil war
broke out. The victors in this struggle were the reformist liberals - a pragmatic faction
(Vazquez 1979 in SEP/UPN 1987: 78) that no longer defended complete freedom, but
a limited freedom which would not lead to social unrest.

Shortly afterwards, in 1861, an education law decreed that education was once and for
all to be wrested from the Church and put under State control, with a view to
undermining the Church's spiritual control over the people (Vazquez 1979 in
SEP/UPN 1987: 79). And several years later, in 1867, a new education law decreed
primary education compulsory for the first time. It would be 'free for the poor', and
religious teachings of any kind were to be banned, supplanted by the State's own
moral and civic instruction designed to inculcate respect for the Constitution and
national laws (Vazquez 1979 in SEP/UPN 1987: 79). In this way, the State left no
doubt about the fact that it did not consider religion a necessary element in the
formation of a new social ethic (Vazquez 1979 in SEP/UPN 1987: 79). Although
more liberal factions regarded compulsory schooling with suspicion as a breach of
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true freedom (Zea 1963 in SEP/UPN 1987: 105) and an attack on family sovereignty,
those who prevailed saw it as the only path to true freedom:

some purely theoretical spirits believe that the principle of compulsory
primary education is an assault on individual liberty and family
independence. We cannot conceive of any right which implies choosing
between education and ignorance (Diaz Covarrubias 1875 quoted in
Vazquez 1979 in SEP/UPN 1987: 81).

The family was not considered a suitable vehicle for the transmission of the new
values - especially not the poor family, seen as languishing in stubbornly
unenlightened lethargy regarding schooling:

lack of enlightenment among the lower social classes means that they do
not exhibit a widespread and spontaneous desire to educate their
children, they require coercion and vigilance from society itself ... this
well-established fact justifies in itself the principle of compulsory
primary schooling (Diaz Covarrubias quoted in Vazquez 1979 in
SEP/UPN 1987: 81).

The liberals at this time also promoted Indian education, with the aim of wresting the
Indian population from the Church's pernicious influence and incorporating them into
the new nation. Education would facilitate this incorporation, since it would
'humanise' them: 'to count on them as citizens, we must first turn them into men'10

(Ramirez 1855 quoted in Vazquez 1979 in SEP/UPN 1987: 82). In a fascinating,
direct metaphorical equivalent to the baptism employed by the Spanish missionaries
as a ritual to convert Indians from 'animals' into human beings some 400 years
before, education would convert Indians into reasoning men - who only then could be
forged into citizens.

So, where before liberalism had signified total tolerance, it slowly took on the guise of
order - an order that was to be forged in part through an appropriate education.
'Freedom, Order and Progress' was the new national motto, replacing 'Love, Order
and Progress'. Positivism inspired by the writings of Comte fed into the thinking
behind the formation of the education system in Mexico at this time. Ignorance was
thought to be the main deterrent to economic, social and moral national development -
and compulsory, positivist instruction would remedy this and put an end to the chaos
which had reigned (Vazquez 1979 in SEP/UPN 1987: 80). Science was Truth,
replacing religious doctrine in people's hearts; teachers replacing priests in the

' Para contar con ellos como ciudadanos, hemos de comenzar por hacerlos hombres.
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community; and the school seen as 'the prolongation of the family' (Tenti 1982 in

SEP/UPN 1987: 103).

As positivst ideas of science and order gradually took hold, so did political
authoritarianism gain a hold. The idea of society as a sick organism requiring a firm,
disciplined hand to govern it, became consolidated under the government of the
conservative dictator, Porfirio Dfaz, in power from 1876 to early 1911, immediately
prior to the Mexican revolution. His education minister, Justo Sierra, was also a
fervent supporter of positivism. In his view, unlike the principles of the French
Revolution, men were not born equal, but reached equality through development,
which could be achieved through education in the principles of liberty and respect for
order (Vazquez 1979 in SEP/UPN 1987: 85). According to Sierra (Vaughan 1997:
26), education would: 'defanaticise Mexicans and teach a scientific understanding of
the universe ... nourish habits of work, punctuality, and thrift... encourage abstinence
from alcohol, gambling, and tobacco'. Lack of education was seen as an impediment
to development, and uniformity in education was seen as essential to forge a united
nation, hence the importance of a common programme of studies for all, regardless of
whether one studied in a private or a state school (Zea 1963 in SEP/UPN 1987: 107).
Initiatives were taken to homogenise national education with the establishment of
teacher training schools in several states, the introduction of State textbooks for
primary schools; and the introduction of compulsory primary education from six to
twelve years (Vazquez 1979 in SEP/UPN 1987: 85-87).

Already at this time, however, it was recognised that the aims of the education system
were far more ambitious than the resources that the State had at its disposal to
implement them, but that nonetheless education had to be radically overhauled.
Consequently, when compulsory primary schooling finally made the statute books in
1891 in Mexico City, it was parents who were officially decreed responsible for their
children attending and sanctions and fines were applied to those who did not send
their children to school. Parents who did not comply were deemed desobligados

(irresponsible or undutiful in a moral sense). Employers were prohibited from
employing children before they had their primary certificate (Vazquez 1979 in
SEP/UPN 1987: 88). Finally, in 1896, a General Directorate for primary schooling
was created which would have nation-wide cover and a common curriculum would be
imparted which would be determined by the State.

Schooling thus became more than just a symbolic mark of citizenship - it became a
practical legal requirement for integration into the labour market - and responsibility
lay with the family to ensure that it was implemented and that their children would be
included as fully participating citizens in the future. The future, however, was about to
erupt violently with the outbreak of the Mexican Revolution.
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Schooling after the Revolution

The Mexican Revolution of 1910, which marked the genesis of the modern Mexican
State, was itself characterised by a huge diversity of pre-existing conflicting interests
and internecine struggles which have persisted, in various forms, until today (Centeno
1994: 6; Rubio 1993: 42). The 1917 Constitution officially marked the creation of a
modern, socialist state - but a state where powerful elites from the previous regime of
the dictator, Porfirio Diaz, still had considerable influence, and who struggled to
ensure the persistence of an economic and political model based on central authority
and the pivotal role of private property in national economic development (Centeno
1994: 7). One of the most pressing tasks of the post-revolutionary governments was to
create consensus, a homogenous identity and economic development out of the
disarray and socially diverse collection of feuding regions that was Mexico at that
time (Knight 1991: 1). In Vaughan's (1997: 189) words:

a rebellious, heterogeneous, and far-flung population had to be brought
to order and mobilized for purposes of national development and
survival in the context of an increasingly competitive global order.

This was the era in which the concept of mexicanidad (Mexican-ness) first became
consolidated (Meyer 1994: 85 and 177). The modern state's twin doctrines were
reason and progress, and the State aimed to modernise through eliminating
precapitalist obstacles to growth (Vaughan 1982 in SEP/UPN 1987: 132). High on the
State's list of priorities was the conversion of the peasantry, from being a 'millstone
around the nation's neck' to being a useful, 'scientifically-informed', 'nationalised'
component of the labour force (SEP 1923 in Vaughan 1997: 189).

The State's key weapon in this endeavour was schooling. Education's mission was to
civilise, modernise and ennoble, redeeming the people from ignorance, barbarism and
the oppressive shackles of tradition and superstition (Ornelas 1995: 63 and 102).
Catholicism was associated with mysticism, ignorance, 'fanaticism', 'inmorality',
'hypocrisy', 'superstition' and oppression. Allegiances had to be transferred from the
Church, archaic enemy of progress, to the State (Knight 1991: 12), the population had
to be mexicanised. Hence, the secularity of schooling became a central element in the
state's dual political project of mexicanisation and modernisation - and
simultaneously a key source of controversy and conflict. Catholic values were to be
eradicated and under no circumstances were they to be transmitted through the school
(Robles 1985: 96). Instead, the school would be the major vehicle for inculcating the
rational values of the new Mexico (Loaeza 1985: 87; Meyer 1994: 85).n The

11 This fervently nationalist ethos is still relentlessly (and sometimes ruthlessly) drummed into students
through, among other things, history textbooks, school rituals like honores a la bandera (homage to the
flag, an almost military Monday morning ceremony where the Mexian flag is saluted and the national
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Opposition between the Church and the State during this period has been seen as the

antagonism between 'the traditional Mexico and the modern Mexico' (Meyer 1994:

177).

Children, as Mexico's future, were 'tender buds' who would be transformed through
the State's 'rational school' into 'complete men', i.e. Mexican citizens. At the same
time, a comprehensive public education system would cement a homogenous identity
and construct a common history in a country riven by civil war and regional, ethnic
and socioeconomic differences; and help to preserve national integrity in opposition
to the threat of a foreign Other, represented on different fronts by Spain, the United
States and France (Ornelas 1995: 100).

Yet as Vaughan (1997: 8) asserts, during the post-Revolutionary period, the State was
as yet too frail to implement any kind of coherent, hegemonic project:

The Mexican State in the 1920s and 1930s was no Leviathan capable of
steamrolling society in the interest of its singular project. It was a
fledgling institution subject to persistent contention in a context of
intense sociopolitical mobilisation around conflicting projects.

The State's aim to impose a consensual vision of national identity onto the populace
from above was vigorously and continually contested both by the Church and other
sectors in society. Debate arose once again during the drafting of the first post-
revolutionary Constitution of 1917, concerning whether the actual responsibility for
school attendance should lie with parents or with the State. Controversy centred
around where to put the paragraph making primary schooling compulsory: in the
chapter on individual rights; or in the chapter on the people's obligations. Finally, it
was decided that the responsibility for ensuring that children attended primary school
should lie with their parents (SEP 1993a: 14). Later, in 1934, the compulsory nature
of primary schooling and parental obligation to send their children to school, were
also included in Article 3 of the Constitution pertaining to education: 'Stating the
implicit guarantee of the right to education; the State's obligation to impart preschool,
primary and secondary education, as well as the responsibility of parents to ensure the
two latter precepts' (SEP 1993a: 35).

In an echo of the 19th century struggles among different factions of liberals, an early
challenge to the 1917 Constitution by the Mexican episcopate declared that Article 3,
which made it compulsory for all children under the age of fifteen to attend school,
was inherently at odds with the right of parents to educate their children according to
their conscience and religious beliefs (Loaeza 1985: 88). The episcopate's objection

anthem sung). Students who fail to or refuse to 'salute the flag' during this ceremony, such as are
Jehova's Witnesses, may well find themselves expelled from school (as in the case of Elena, see
Annex), so grave an offence is it.
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was not gratuitous, but a response to the State's deliberate attempts to usurp the
Church as the key ideological and socialising influence on the minds of the people.
Education was, even down to the vocabulary employed at the time, conceived of as a
spiritual mission by the State to redeem, purify and 'mature' the population, replacing
the Church's mandate in this sphere. José Vasconcelos (in Ornelas 1995: 103), the
visionary engineer of post-revolutionary education policy and philosophy, and the
first Minister of Education in charge of the newly-created Secretaria de Educaciôn

Püblica (Ministry of Education, created in 1921) unabashedly aimed to replace the
ideological influence of the Church with that of the State, drawing this direct parallel:

To truly resolve the problem of our national education, it will be
necessary to mobilise the public spirit and stimulate in it an evangelical
ardour similar ... to that which led missionaries all over the world to
spread the faith.

Campesinos (peasants) were 'infantilised' by the newly paternalistic State just as the
Church had treated them as its 'children': they were seen as lacking in 'knowledge,
culture, and rationality' and were assumed to be incapable of bringing about their own
transformation (Vaughan 1997: 28). The State would 'take them under its wing' and
convert them from dependent, superstitious peones12 to productive farmers (Vaughan
1997: 28). The indigenous population posed a greater challenge even than the
campesinos. SEP undersecretary from 1925-1928, Moisés Såenz (1970 in Vaughan
1997: 28), saw them as: 'Mute - two million of them do not speak our language -
submerged in the childish dream of their illusions, incapable of and unwilling to
understand the white man's civilisation'. As Minister of Education, Vasconcelos
organised 'cultural missions' (misiones culturales), designed to inculcate the new
Mexican soul in the entire populace. The misiones were principally a literacy
campaign, with literacy translated in the broadest sense of the word: teaching the
people to be literate in the new, Mexican identity. Now the challenge was to make the
indians not just into human beings or citizens, but into Mexicans - a 'cosmic race'
(raza cosmicd) (Ornelas 1995: 100 and 102).

Children were central to the shaping of the new Mexico. They represented the
malleable raw material that could be shaped into the future of the nation. Children
were thus no longer seen as belonging exclusively to their parents: their educaciôn
and instrucciôn became the responsibility of the vicariously paternalistic State and
they, its adopted children, became its property. As President Calles (1924-1928) put it
(in Ornelas 1995:88):

12 Labourers.
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The Revolution is not yet over ... It is necessary to enter the new phase
of the Revolution, which I shall call the psychological revolution; we
should take control of the minds of children, the consciences of youth
because they do and should belong to the Revolution ... People
misguidedly say that children belong to the home and young people to
the family; this is a selfish doctrine because children and young people
belong to the community, they belong to the collectivity and it is the
Revolution which has the ineluctable duty to take control of their minds,
rout prejudices and mould the new national soul.

Under Vasconcelos' vision, teachers were conceived of virtually as replacement
parents both for children and for the community as a whole. They played a key social
role as agents in the agrarian reform, acting as advisers to the community especially in
rural areas (Villa Lever 1988: 34). The school's role was also extended to children's
welfare more broadly: for instance, breakfasts {desayunos escolares) were provided
for students. The responsibility for the health and wellbeing of the children of the
Revolution could now no longer be left in good faith to the family, and these
functions were taken over by the State.

Large swathes of the population were perturbed by the State's newly-dominant and
secular role in their children's education, resenting and mistrusting its interference in
their children's upbringing. The State's self-assigned role as 'educator' and the
fiercely secular nature of the new Constitution with respect to education also raised
the hackles of the Church. The Constitution prohibited nuns or priests from teaching
in public primary schools and determined that private schools (typically run by
religious denominations) should also operate under the auspices of the State (Villa
Lever 1988: 33). Disquiet at the State's wresting of education from the Church
sparked the bitter and bloody Cristiada wars between agraristas and cristeros which
began in 1926 (Loaeza 1985: 87).n The Cristiada was 'a terrible war of ordinary
people rising against the State and its army' (Bethell 1990: 170). Jalisco, where this
study is set, has historically been one of the most fervently religious and conservative
states in Mexico, and was one of the strongholds of the Cristero uprising (Villa Lever
1988: 35). This violent Church-State conflict was unique to Mexico: nowhere else in
Latin America did the Church resist incorporation to the same degree (Hale 1986:
437).

Under Bassols in the 1930s, the SEP adopted a more pragmatic, but equally
antisecular, view of education as a key strategy in the country's economic
development. This new, more pragmatic emphasis on the role of education in the
economy, as opposed to the more mystical approach propagated by Vasconcelos,

13 This despite the fact that under Vasconcelos Article 3 was not actually implemented very rigidly in
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came about partly as a result of the need to reconstruct the economy (Villa Lever
1988: 34; Meyer 1994: 176). Bassols did not just do this, however. He recommended
the more stringent enforcment of Article 3 with respect to the State's control of the
Church's activities with respect to education; and he attempted to introduce sex
education in schools, partly at the instigation of the Sociedad Eugenésica (Eugenics
Society) (Gomez 1996: 42). The measure was justified partly on the grounds that as
idleness and traditional prejudices abounded in el medio mexicano (Mexican context),
parents were 'completely unfit' to instruct their children in sex education which
would ensure the 'total and normal development of their sexual impulses'. Instead, the
school was designated as the most appropriate place to do this (Gomez 1996: 42).

This outraged the National Parents' Association {Union Nacional de Padres de

Familia), who denounced it as 'communist' and organised strikes, school boycotts
and demonstrations in protest.14 The measure was seen as a direct assault against the
values and morals of Mexican families, and as anticlerical since it sought to usurp the
Church's traditional hegemony over issues such as reproduction and the family (Villa
Lever 1988: 34; Gomez 1996: 42-3; Knight 1991: 29; Vazquez 1970: 150). As a
result of this conflict, Bassols resigned, declaring in his letter of resignation that: 'in
fact parents don't act like parents at all, but like the sons and daughters of the Church'
{los padres de familia ...no actüanpor cierto como tales, sino como simples hijos de

la Iglesia) (Bassols in Gomez 1996: 43). By aligning parents discursively with the
Church - as 'the children of the Church', Bassols denies them their adulthood and thus
naturally also their fitness for parenthood.

When President Cardenas came to power in 1934 he introduced 'socialist education',
intended to combat capitalism through re-educating the populace in socialist
principles. The principle of socialist education was enshrined in the Constitution
(Villa Lever 1988: 34-5). Cardenas aimed to strengthen and extend the State's
capacity for intervention so that it became more consciously welfarist, a powerful
social actor which would reach into all areas of life. It would become the main agent
of material and moral wellbeing, regulating education, productive activities and
services, and coordinating agriculture, industry, commerce and consumption (Buenfil
1994: 83-4; Cordova 1979 in SEP/UPN 1987). Its base of legitimacy was the
peasantry, combined with organised labour (Buenfil 1994: 88; Cordova 1979 in
SEP/UPN 1987: 154). The State aimed to create a special brand of Mexican socialism
which would combine capitalist industrialisation with redistribution15 (Buenfil 1994:
93). Its aim was inclusion in the broadest sense of the word, to invent itself as an actor
that would extend its reach and mandate into all groups in society (Buenfil 1994: 84).

practice (Loaeza 1985: 87).
14 Gomez (1996: 43) notes that at these demonstrations, protesters would shout Viva Cristo Rey,
echoing the battle cry of the anti-State cristero forces in the 1920s.
15 Cardenas orchestrated a major agrarian reform, dispossessing over half of all landowners between
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Thus, the PNR (Partido Nacional Revolutionärio, the precursor of today's PRI)
consolidated its role as co-opterpar excellence: offering the benefits of redistribution
and social protection, albeit at the cost of incorporating dissenting groups. As
Buenfil's (1994) and Vaughan's (1997) studies of education during this period show,
however, Cardenas' project had great popular appeal among some sectors, and
teachers were among its most fervent supporters, risking ostracism and even personal
injury in order to transmit its almost evangelical rational, civilising message
(Cordova 1979 in SEP/UPN 1987: 154; Buenfil 1994: 157).

But ultimately, Cardenas' socialism polarised social forces: radical left-wing groups
who saw socialism as the mission of the Revolution and the future of the nation; and
conservative forces on the right who regarded it as an evil communist influence which
had to be suppressed (Buenfil 1994: 90). As Paz (1994: 169) put it: 'How could a
socialist education be implanted in a country whose Constitution consecrated private
property, and where the working class was not in charge of public affairs?' Gradually,
Cardenas' radical project gave way to an emphasis on 'national unity' in the 1940s.
The National Teachers' Union was formed, and teachers were urged to concentrate on
exclusively school-related matters, playing down their 'vocation' as more holistic
community leaders. Education was to become more technocratic, less overtly
political. All reference to socialism was finally removed from Article 3 in 1944
(Street 1992: 37). Moreover, conservative groups were strengthening and the State
finally had to give way to pressure to 'deradicalise' schooling (Villa Lever 1988: 38).
But the PRI-State's interventionist, corporatist approach towards the populace
persisted, albeit in more subtle ways. It continued to be periodically contested,
however, not least by families striving to preserve sovereignty over their children.

A further example of such contestation arose in 1959, over the publication of the new,
universal primary school textbooks which were to be compulsory in all schools,
private and public. This measure unleashed another massive anti-State protest. It was
part of President Lopez Mateos' efforts to broaden the scope of social security
(Pansters 1990: 84). The new national textbooks portrayed the school as an extension

of the home, even as a substitute for it, with teachers described as 'second parents'
{segundos padres1 ), carrying out a task which children's natural parents were no
longer seen as adequately equipped for. The parental metaphor was clearly also
intended to substitute the community 'father figure' of the priest (Villa Lever 1988:
120). As one primary school textbook declared: 'Mexico, our fatherland, is the sum of
the effort of all its good children; but the teacher is the one responsible for forming all

1935 and 1938 (Buenfil 1994: 96).
16

The expression los maestros deben ser segundos padres, or implicit references to this, also cropped
up frequently in my interviews.
17

Libros de Lengua Nacional in Villa Lever (1988: 121).
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those good children'.17 Once again, this discourse 'infantilised' parents, and rendered

them by analogy unfit for parenthood.

Again, the National Parents' Union, allied with the Church, protested vociferously
against the compulsory use of the State's textbooks in all educational establishments.
Their main argument was that 'the family was denied its 'natural right' to control
children's education; since the schooling system was now to be wholly secular
(Pansters 1990: 85). The number of private schools soared at this time, as parents
sought to remove their children from the State's influence in public schools. The
uproar surrounding the dissemination of the new textbooks was aggravated by the
international climate in which communism and democracy were becoming
increasingly polarised due to the Cuban revolution and the aggravation of Cold war
hostilities. This polarisation enabled the protesters against the Mexican State's role in
education to rouse such powerful popular backing (Pansters 1990: 86). Anti-
communism was associated with Christianity, echoing the polarisation which had
sparked the Cristiada wars in the 1920s. The books introduced sex education, but
taught from a strictly 'biological' perspective, another factor which riled the Church,
which deemed this an 'evolutionist' negation of the existence of God (Villa Lever
1988: 247).

The anti-communist faction decried communism as an attack on the family, which it
saw as appropriating the instruction and socialisation of children from their rightful
educators, their parents (Pansters 1990: 95).18 The Parents' Association considered
that what was taught in school ought to be compatible with what was taught at home,
claiming that when 'the education imparted at school is different from that imparted
in the home, emotional and affective conflicts result' (Villa Lever 1988: 186).
However, the books were there to stay, and marked a resounding victory in the State's
attempt to control basic education nationwide (Villa Lever 1988: 245).

Schooling: the redemption of the masses?

As can be seen from the above brief outline, throughout post-Independence Mexican
history schooling has been an issue of conflict among families, Church and State. At
the same time, it has been the area in which both people and governments alike have
placed their hopes of personal and national progress - although these have not always
coincided (Perez 1983 in SEP/UPN 1987: 100). The evolution of educational
ideology, policy, reform and content in twentieth century Mexico can be seen as a

18 Pansters reproduces a pamphlet distributed by the Frente Universitario Anticomunista
(Anticommunist University Front) which claims that the family is 'sacred' and has 'the inviolable right
to educate children', but that, conversely, communism claims that 'the only owner of children is the
State', and that 'the State can use the family to suit its aims'.
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reflection of the State's self-conscious attempts to tailor national identity and build a
consensus around its changing economic political and social goals, and to mediate
conflicts between its different internal factions. Education has reflected the
philosophical visions and ideas prevailing at different periods in Mexican history. It
has been used both to preserve an existing order, e.g. the fledgling nation in the post-
Independence period; and to effect social transformation from above, as under
Cardenas (Perez 1983 in SEP/UPN 1987: 100). It has often had ostensibly
inclusionary aims, but frequently exclusionary consequences, due to the interests at
stake among different sectors of Mexican society struggling to maintain hegemony. A
key theme has been the State's paternalistic appropriation of parental functions - and
parents' equally vehement struggles to retain hold of them, and to keep the home
'inviolable'. The borders of the private have been fiercely defended by families when
it came to education, since the secular values of public schooling were anathema to
many families. Why, indeed, would they risk handing over their young - a precious
resource to them - to be indoctrinated with ideas that might alienate them from their
own parents?

In what remains of this chapter, I trace more recent shifts in Mexican educational
policy in order to set the scene further for chapters Four to Six, where I present my
empirical data. These policy shifts have followed neoliberal trends in economic and
social policy in Latin America and globally towards the privatisation of social costs. I
discuss how they reflect the Mexican State's attempts to change the nature of society-
State relations, and to cast off its 'parental' mantle vis à vis the populace. However, I
contend that these policies, that are being implemented before any substantial degree
of general welfare has been attained in Mexico, risk reinforcing and perpetuating the
exclusionary tendencies already present in Mexican society and education since
Independence, sketched above. In particular, I question the seemingly ubiquitous
notions of efficiency and participation that have invaded educational discourse and
practice in the region. Although they apparently make 'good sense' in the current
climate of austerity in Latin America, their application in a situation of vast a priori
inequality is highly questionable. They 'jump the gun', declaring that the State is
withdrawing from welfare provision - handing the baton back to the people who are
expected to take 'responsibility' - when, in fact, it never has played a real role as
quasi-'parental' protector like the welfare state in Britan or Scandinavia did/does,
respectively. At times, it has carried out its revolutionary mandate in this respect more
than others, e.g. under Cardenas' regime, but otherwise its welfare commitment has
been largely rhetorical. Education is a clear example of this: the 'free primary and
secondary schooling' offered by the State actually costs poorer families dear, as I
shall explain in greater detail in Chapter Four. Rather, then, I suggest that the new
policy directions serve the purpose of justifying the imposition of a developmental
model which is exclusionary for the poorest sectors, as I shall discuss below.
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3.2. Education under austerity: Hitting the poor hardest?

In the wake of the debt crisis in the 1980s, Mexico, like most other Latin American
economies was forced to turn away from its 'old' development model of inward-
oriented and protectionist import-substitution, which roughly spanned the period from
the 1940s to the mid-80s (Gwynne and Kay 1999: 3; Gilbert 1997: 325). Governments
in the region began to switch to an outward-oriented model of close integration with
international markets - marking a 'paradigm shift' in the region's economies from
import-substitution to globalisation (Gwynne and Kay 1999: 3). These changes were
part of larger packages of economic reforms supported by international agencies such
as the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund, and implemented through
structural adjustment programmes (SAPs). The reforms are neoliberal in orientation,
increasing the influence of markets on economic decision-making and reducing that
of national governments. They have promoted trade liberalisation, tariff reductions on
imports, privatisation and decentralisation (Gwynne and Kay 1999: 14 and 68).l9

The above-mentioned reforms 'redefine the political domain and its participants -
based on a minimalist conception both of the state and democracy' (Dagnino 1998:
48).20 They seek to bring about economic, social and political adjustment through
recasting the state's role both in production through the privatisation of many public
enterprises; and in social welfare, including education (Gilbert 1997: 330; MOST-
FLACSO 1997: 4). In response to the limited resources which it has at its disposal for
public spending, the State's role is shifting from being an active provider of services,

19 It has been argued that the policies implemented in Latin America to improve international
competitivity and reconstruct economies after the disaster of the debt crisis have exacerbated structural
inequality. Moreover, they are underpinned by powerful ideological assumptions that risk further
excluding those who are already unable to participate on an equal footing in the modernising but highly
inequitable democracies of Latin America. Some authors even assert that rising inequality was the
'price' paid for macroeconomic stabilisation (Gilbert 1997; Piester 1997; Abel and Lewis 1995: 8).
Poverty in the region soared in the wake of the debt crisis and the implementation of SAPs, with
families living in urban areas most severely affected by the rising unemployment and falls in wages
(Gilbert 1997: 325; MOST-FLACSO 1997: 5; Piester 1997: 467; Raczynski 1995: 2). The
'féminisation' of poverty was a further consequence (Racynski 1995: 3; MOST-FLACSO 1997: 5). By
the early 90s, absolute poverty levels had fallen again in some countries (Altimir 1994 in Gilbert 1997:
325), but overall they increased (MOST-FLACSO 1997: 5). Inequality in income distribution in the
region also worsened during the 1990s. The gap between rich and poor yawns even wider than it did in
the past (Gilbert 1997: 326; MOST-FLACSO 1997: 5-6; Albala-Bertrand 1993: 36). The need to
improve competitivity and efficiency required the introduction of technologies which increased
automatisation, reducing labour costs but also creating unemployment in the formal sector since more
people must compete for fewer jobs (Munoz Izquierdo 1990: 28-30; Chant 1999: 252). Unskilled
workers have been particularly hurt by these changes, since the jobs they carried out formerly are
becoming increasingly automatised and those that do obtain employment have subordinate jobs with no
control over the means of production (Munoz Izquierdo 1990: 31). The informal sector has also grown
rapidly as a result (MOST-FLACSO 1997: 5), leaving the poorest groups unprotected by what little
social security provision there is.
20 The reforms have been inspired by the so-called 'New Public Management' paradigm (Nickson
1998: 3), introduced in Latin America via the application of structural adjustment programmes (SAPs)
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to a more regulatory function assuring the accountability of the new, private actors
(MOST-FLACSO 1997: 7; Raczynski 1995: 4). The State sees its new task as being
to create an institutional environment that will promote the activities of these actors
(MOST-FLACSO 1997: 7). As part of these reforms and in accordance with their
new, less interventionist role, Latin American governments have been encouraged to
decentralise and relinquish power to the regions.

These reforms have worked their way into social and educational policy reforms
throughout Latin America (Gilbert 1997: 325; Woodhall 1994: 29). In a context of
increasing absolute poverty combined with trade liberalisation and global
competition, it is widely acknowledged that governments in the region have fewer
resources to devote to social policy and poverty alleviation (Gilbert 1997: 330;
Samoff et al. 1994: 5).21 Accordingly, reforms have been applied in social policy
seeking to strengthen local governments, encourage social participation and
cooperation between the public and private sectors, thereby promoting efficiency
(Raczynski 1995: 4; Garcia Canclini 1992: 179). In practice, this has meant that the
responsibility for and costs of social welfare and programmes is increasingly being
transferred to non-governmental and community organisations, and families. This
withdrawal of Latin American states from welfare provision since the 1980s contrasts
with the previous tendency in the 1960s and 1970s when welfarism was 'near the
centre of the political agenda' (Abel and Lewis 1993: 3).22 At that time, 'upgrading
the quality of human capital and fostering economic growth were the points at which
welfare and development converged' (Abel and Lewis 1993: 6) The right to welfare
was automatic: citizenship did not have to be 'earned'.

A key aspect of the reforms is, thus, that they have changed the notion of welfare, and
reconceptualised the relationship between the State and civil society: from what was
seen as a cumbersome and unproductive paternalistic dependency, to a 'shared
responsibility' for social progress and a more active conception of citizenship.
'Passive citizenship', as under the previous welfarist approach, is no longer enough
(Schild 1998: 94). This shift in social policy involves a decisive move away from a
'universalist approach' of providing - or claiming to provide - general welfare for all,
towards a targeted approach focusing only on the very poorest groups (Gilbert 1997:
2). New, targeted social programmes have been introduced in many Latin American
countries to alleviate hardship amongst the poorest sectors (MOST-FLACSO 1997: 6;
Piester 1997: 469; Raczynski 1995). The targeted approach kills two birds with one
stone: it channels scarce resources to the most needy, and at the same time it placates

and the influence of the World Bank and Interamerican Development Bank (1997: 3).
21 Although social spending in the region as a whole has increased, levels are still far below those of
countries with more comprehensive social security systems (Hardy 1997 in MOST-FLACSO 1997: 6).
22 In the 1940s, the Beveridgean model of welfare had influenced official thinking in Latin America,
following developments in post-war Europe where, in the wake of the war, building up the workforce
was crucial (Abel and Lewis 1993).
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the most disadvantaged sectors which might otherwise seek more radical ways of
improving their predicament. It is, therefore, both a political and an economic
strategy.23

The new, targeted programmes and in general the trend towards the market-led
provision of social services stress the importance of social participation, creating the
impression that what is being promoted is autonomy and agency, features which are
positively contrasted with dependency and passivity. The programs 'create new
clients among the poorest sectors, and introduce 'new individualising and atomising
discourses such as those of "personal development" ... "self-help", "active
citizenship'" (Alvarez et al. 1998: 22). What 'participation' seems to mean in
practice, however, is participation by the poor and other non-state actors in meeting
social costs - 'cost-recovery' as this is known in the rather euphemistic terminology
used (Piester 1997: 469; Woodhall 1994: 35). The idea is that efficiency will be
improved if the 'clients' of e.g. health and education systems have to pay for these
services because they will demand more of the providers (Colcough 1997: 16).

The new poverty alleviation programmes have been criticised for merely being a
pallative measure against extreme poverty which is not sustainable in the long term
(MOST-FLACSO 1997: 4). While these programmes do serve to relieve the groups
living in the most acute poverty, they detract attention from the need for universal
welfare. Given that nearly half the inhabitants in the region are classified as living in
severe poverty, the arguments for broader welfare coverage are powerful. Moreover,
the 'self-help' discourse the programmes promote is fundamentally discriminating
since it neglects those who cannot help themselves due to harsh structural conditions.
In education, the high costs of schooling combined with the poverty of the majority of
Latin American households make a strong case for continued, broad state subsidies, as
I shall discuss in more detail below.

The market ethos and educational reform in Latin America

Recent educational reforms in many Latin American countries have also followed the
overall pattern of reform of the social sector in Latin America. They have responded
to the above-mentioned shifts in the economic climate both at national and
international level, aiming to meet the need for a better-qualified industrial work
force, as well as growing popular demand for improved access to schooling and better
school quality (Puryear 1999: 150).

23 As Ward (1986: 2) points out, 'an efficient, well-managed system of social welfare provision may be
an important element in keeping the populace passive'.
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Before the 1980s crisis, post-war Latin America had undergone an unprecedented
educational expansion, like many other regions in the developing world. The rapid
urbanisation and tertiarisation in many Latin American countries over the preceding
few decades had increased the need for more and better education (Luz Latorre 1996:
38). Enrolment and literacy rates in the region increased dramatically (Boo 1999),
with primary enrollment now nearly universal in most countries, apart from in a few
cases; and secondary enrollment improving. Enrollments in higher education have
also increased substantially in many Latin American countries since the 1960s
(ECLAC 1992: 59). A further factor contributing to educational expansion in the
region was the démocratisation of many Latin American countries which created new
demands for greater social equity and participation (ECLAC 1992: 28). Education has
been expected to play a large part in meeting these demands in the region as a whole.

After the debt crisis of the early 80s in Latin America, however, national educational
budgets as a percentage of GDP were slashed as debt-servicing took priority over
social spending (Reimers 1994: 123). Austerity measures and SAPs introduced to
palliate the economic crisis of the past couple of decades shrank the social sector even
further, severely affecting education in nearly all countries in the region (Arcia et al.
1998: 129; Reimers 1991: 21-2). Not only did educational spending fall in real terms,
it also fell as a percentage of total government spending and of GDP as a whole. Basic
education (primary and secondary) was particularly severely hit by the resulting loss
of resources (Arcia et al. 1998: 129; Reimers 1994: 123).

Education was not assigned very high priority under the SAPs - paradoxically, since
they were purportedly designed to promote long-term growth, of which education is a
key component (Reimers 1994: 127). Education was also a relatively 'easy' sector to
cut back, particularly basic education, since the classes with most political influence
tend to wage war mostly over higher education. The poorest sectors, i.e. those for
whom public basic education is most vital, and who have least political influence,
were particularly severely hit by the debt crisis. Rather than increasing educational
spending to support beleaguered households, however, national governments
squeezed budgets even further during the 1980s crisis (Reimers 1994: 121).

However, at the same time as education budgets were being pushed out into the cold,
the new, competitive international climate demanded improvements in productivity
and efficiency if countries were to emerge from the havoc wrought by the crisis and
promote national development. There was an increasing conviction at policy level that
education was a key element in the drive to achieve a more productive, efficent and
internationally-competitive labour force (Arcia et al. 1998: 130; Nickson 1998: 4).
The austerity which characterised the post-crisis period, however, left national
governments with very few resources to spend on education.
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The combination of these two antagonistic forces - lack of funding but the need for
better-quality education - resulted in a new direction for educational policy in the
region, aimed at using scarce resources more judiciously (Farrell 1992: 121). Many
Latin American governments have implemented educational reforms over the past
decade in an attempt to cope with these contradictions (Reimers 1991: 15; Nickson
1998: 4). Given the rapid expansion in access to basic education in Latin America
over the past decades, there has been a shift in emphasis from coverage to quality and
the imperative to ensure the most efficient use of resources (Nickson 1998: 4; Martin
1999: 2). Reimers (1991: 15) indicates that the financial crisis in Latin America was
so prolonged that it eventually became an integral feature of educational planning: the
'culture of crisis' during the 1980s gave way to a 'culture of reform' with longer-term
perspectives designed to cope with the persistent climate of austerity. This new
'culture of reform' in education has been underpinned by two key, and
complementary concepts: efficiency and social participation.

The search for efficiency has led agencies such as the World Bank to encourage the
withdrawal of the state as a provider of educational services and the increasing
involvement of the private sector, including families, in education (Colcough 1991b:
198; Barro 1998: 21; Puryear 1999: 156). This reasoning is backed by the argument
that governments are currently unable to prioritise public expenditure on education
(Psacharopoulos and Nguyen 1997: 14). The efficiency ethos is inspired by the human
capital approach to education. Education should be cost-effective, and investment in
schooling should lead to increased benefits at the macroeconomic level. It is argued
by World Bank specialists that low educational achievement is usually attributable
more to the inefficient use and distribution of public resources than to outright
underfunding. Accordingly, the aim is to increase efficiency through increasing the
teacher-pupil ratio, optimising the use of school premises (e.g. through double shifts),
reducing educational bureaucracy, and reducing levels of repetition with a view to
lifting pressure off the system (Arcia 1998: 134). The neoliberal shift in educational
policy further assumes that service provision can be made more efficient by
introducing 'user charges' for recipients (Colclough 1991a: 20). The idea is that the
involvement of the private sector increases accountability and, consequently,
maximises the efficient use of scarce resources (Psacharopoulos and Nguyen 1997:
15). It is also claimed that educational performance improves when parents foot the
bill, since this motivates their children to study harder (see Colcough 1991b: 199, who
delivers a critique of this position). Some research has even set out to show that even
the very poorest sectors are willing to pay for services such as education, and that
school fees may actually encourage school attendance if they are used to improve
school quantity and quality (see e.g. Gertler and Glewwe 1989 on Peru).

The validity of the efficiency argument used to justify the privatisation of social
welfare has been questioned, and my own findings vis à vis schooling strongly
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support this scepticism. The traditional arguments in favour of public provision of
education have centred around three chief concerns: efficiency, equity and rights
(Colcough 1991b: 197; Colclough 1997: 9; Arcia 1998: 133). Regarding the first,
efficiency, investment in education has typically been viewed as benefiting not only
its direct recipients but also society in general. The state's role in funding education is
considered crucial because when individuals invest in education they tend only to take
into account the perceived gains to themselves, not society as a whole, leading them
to underinvest, ultimately reducing efficiency (King 1997: 166). Second, with respect
to equity, paying for schooling is impossible for many poorer families, even though
their children might be academically gifted. Poorer students are usually unable to
secure loans to study. Third, regarding rights, there is a contradiction between
aspiring to secure universal access to social services such as education24 and charging
for their consumption. Colcough points out that it is incongruous to argue that
introducing consumer charges for services in areas which do not yet have access to
them will further the goal of universal access (Colclough 1997: 11). In view of these
arguments, there would seem to be 'a strong case for educational provision remaining
an important arena for state action' (Colcough 1991b: 197). Leaving educational
provision to the market is at odds with the goal of equity and, moreover, would in all
likelihood deplete families' 'investment' in education (Colcough 1991b: 197).

In his study of the health and education sectors across a spectrum of developing
countries, Colclough (1997: 27) concluded that there is insufficient evidence to back
up the contention that privatisation in education brings about greater efficiency. He
states that: 'equity and efficiency losses are endemic to the introduction of
compulsory fees - particularly when such reforms are applied to primary and
secondary schooling'. He contends that the neoliberal approach to educational reform
tends to be 'cost-shifting rather than cost-reducing, placing burdens on those least
able to pay them' (Colcough and Manor 1991 in Martin 1998b: 166).

As I shall discuss in greater detail in Chapter Four with reference to my Mexican case,
what is depicted as 'free' schooling may, in fact, be very costly for parents, who have
to meet the running costs and equipment of so-called 'public' schools through
contributions. This is why the introduction of compulsory secondary schooling -
albeit rhetorically 'free' - suddenly begins to look untenable for poorer parents in the
context studied. Moreover, the costs of schooling are not just limited to the actual fees
or contributions which parents have to pay. Non-tuition costs associated with
schooling (uniforms, utensils, transport, books etc.) can be very high (Tilak 1997: 74).
Schooling also involves so-called 'opportunity costs', meaning time spent on
schooling which might otherwise be devoted to other tasks or income-generating
activities (Colclough 1997: 14). These costs are higher for poorer families as a

24 As in the case of Mexico, where Article 3 of the Constitution declares that such services are 'free'
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proportion of their income; and they rise throughout the schooling system, since as
children get older they have more opportunities to join the labour market. Hence,
drop-out among poorer students is more likely than among better-off ones (Colclough
1997: 19). Opportunity costs 'rise sharply at secondary level ... and they often
amount to the greater part of total educational costs at post-primary levels' (Colclough
1997: 14).

The climate of austerity which followed the 1980s crisis undermined households'
capacity to devote resources to schooling, forcing more children to work to bolster
household incomes. Schooling was especially jeopardised among poorer families,
since as mentioned above, poorer families devote a greater proportion of their income
to schooling than better-off families do; and they are also usually more numerous than
better-off families (Reimers 1994: 121-2). Depleted school quality and facilities
resulting from the shrinkage in educational spending can, furthermore, lead parents to
'reassess the relative benefits of sending their children to school' (Reimers 1994:
127). Poor children are more likely to leave school in times of economic hardship
(Londofto 1995 in Arcia 1998: 133).

It is hard to see how the addition or increase of fees in such a scenario would
encourage poor families to school their children. Moreover, as Colclough (1997: 19)
points out, even if poorer families chose to pay school fees, this might be at the
expense of other basic needs such as food or health care (1997: 19). Schooling is,
moreover, a long-term investment, with an uncertain outcome. In times of hardship
when day-to-day household survival is threatened, and when even the opportunity
costs of schooling are high, devoting extra resources to schooling is almost illogical
for many families, especially when the benefits are unlikely to be reaped until several
years down the line (Tilak 1997: 69). Moreover, with changing patterns of
intergenerational transfer of wealth, parents may no longer expect their children to
eventually repay their 'investment' - removing a large part of their incentive to
support their schooling. I shall discuss this further with reference to my empirical
material in Chapters Four and Seven.

Furthermore, the market-led approach overlooks the fact that the consumers of
schooling (the students) are usually not the ones to meet the costs: their families are.
The idea that fees will encourage commitment to schooling does not take into account
that in the case of education 'there is a disjunction between those who benefit and
those who pay' (Colclough 1997: 13). My empirical data show that this disjunction is
an important factor in decisions regarding whether children stay in school or not.

(SEP 1993a).
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The tendencies in current educational reform in Latin America are also manifest in

Mexico, to which I now turn.

From passive to active citizenship: recasting social policy in Mexico

Like most other Latin American countries, Mexico also pursued a development
strategy of integration into the global economy during the 1980s, reversing the
previous model of import-substitution industrialisation applied since the 1940s
(OECD 1990: 9). That model, known as desarrollo estabilizador (stabilising
development), was characterised by strong state involvement in the economy and the
internal manufacture of goods for domestic consumption (Skidmore and Smith 1984:
85; Samstad and Berns Collier 1996: 25).

Desarrollo estabilizador generated the high economic growth rates of the so-called
'Mexican economic miracle' (Centeno 1994: 180), but was structurally fragile and
ultimately exacerbated inequality. The unsustainability of this model in both
economic and social terms found popular expression in the mid-1960s in a wave of
strikes led chiefly by the middle classes, which had expanded considerably as a result
of the model. (Loaeza 1985: 13 and 40; Centeno 1994: 180). This culminated in 1968
when troops at the orders of President Diaz Ordaz fired upon hundreds of student
demonstrators protesting against the government's development model at Tlatelolco
Square, in Mexico City, killing dozens and highlighting the crisis in political
legitimacy (Skidmore and Smith 1984: 120; Middlebrook 1986: 127; Fox 1994: 159;
Craske 1994: 8; Ruiz del Castillo 1992: 16; Rubio 1993: 42).

These events, added to the growing income inequality, led the next President, Luis
Echeverria, who took office in 1970, to abandon desarrollo estabilizador and adopt a
new model based on redistributive policies under the banner desarrollo compartido

(shared development). Under this new populist redistributive model, public
expenditure was expanded. The government borrowed heavily from abroad (Chislett
1985: 2; Skidmore and Smith 1984: 128); and spending was also fuelled by Mexico's
oil-generated revenue, as oil prices soared during the 1970s (Rodriguez 1997: 41).

During this period, the Mexican population also continued to grow furiously -
increasing by 20 million between 1970 and 1980 (Skidmore and Smith 1984: 124). In
this context, the need to create jobs and educate the growing population became
urgent. In line with the new emphasis on redistribution and the need to restore the
government's legitimacy in the eyes of the disaffected middle classes, Echeverria's
administration and that of the next president, Lopez Portillo, continually increased
spending on education (Morales-Gömez and Torres 1990: 131; Ornelas 1995: 41).
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Then, in 1982, the debt crisis struck. The government's inflated public spending, the
collapse in oil prices, the overvalued peso and President Lopez Portillo's
nationalisation of the banks finally tipped Mexico over the edge, and the country
declared itself insolvent (Rodriguez 1997: 40; Branford and Kucinski 1986: 110). As
a result of the debt crisis which ensued, by 1984 nearly all the major Latin American
countries, including Mexico, had rescheduled their debts and subjected themselves to
IMF adjustment programmes, conditional upon their adoption of market-oriented
adjustment policies (Branford and Kucinski 1988: 120). Poverty, inequality and
unemployment soared (Cornelius 1996: 183; Alarcôn and McKinley 1998: 138).
Concomitantly, in Mexico, as elsewhere in Latin America, the debt crisis and the
ensuing austerity led to drastic reductions in social spending, including in education,
and the welfarist model went into crisis (Government of Mexico 1992: 8; Schmelkes
1991: 152; Piester 1997: 467).

The changes in the economic climate coincided with a political crisis and initiatives to
reform state institutions in Mexico. A series of wide-ranging institutional reforms
have been implemented since the early 1980s. Reforms have been undertaken of the
education system (Article 3 of the Constitution); the electoral system (Article 41); of
land tenure (Article 27); of the labour movement; of social policies; and of links
between the state and the municipalities (Trejo 1996; Alcocer 1996; Grindle 1996;
Samstad and Berns Collier 1996; Cornelius 1996; Rodriguez 1997). Despite the
ostensibly radical nature of many of these reforms, they have been seen by some as an
attempt to retain central state control while appearing to relinquish it (Rodriguez
1997: 3; Craske 1994: 12) - 'authoritarian liberalisation', as one scholar has called it
(Roett 1996: 17).

Mexico has traditionally been a highly centralised state.25 But since 1983,
decentralisation has been promoted as a key means of involving local communities in
decision-making, ensuring that infrastructure meets genuine needs, thus guaranteeing
cost-effectiveness in the future (OECD 1998: 91). Decentralisation was also a key
feature of the new, targeted social programmes introduced in President De la
Madrid's sexenio (six-year term of office). Under these programmes, assistance was
targeted at the poorest groups, aiming to create new, more direct links between the
state and the popular sectors (Piesters 1997: 473). The new approach aimed to
alleviate poverty among the poorest groups through a triple emphasis on
decentralisation, efficiency and social participation, in line with the need to use funds

25 In 1983, however, President de la Madrid introduced a Municipal Reform, based on amendments to
Article 115 of the Constitution, and aimed at decentralising power in key areas. Although De la
Madrid's presidency did not bring about the financial and political autonomy promised by the Reform,
it laid the foundations for subsequent initiatives undertaken by his successors, Salinas and Zedillo
(Rodriguez 1997: 2). The motivation behind the reform was to strengthen the municipalities' political
independence, provide them with fixed sources of revenue, and allow them to supply public services —
thereby supposedly increasing efficiency (Rodriguez 1997: 1-2).
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more effectively in the new climate of austerity; and to palliate the social impact of
adjustment and bolster the state's legitimacy (Piester 1997: 469). De la Madrid's
government cut social spending drastically, especially on health care and education,
and on subsidies for basic products and public services (Piester 1997: 474; Centeno
1994: 192). The need to 'do more with less' (Piester 1997: 469: Martin 1998b) was
pressing.

The motivation behind the reforms was also partly political, representing an attempt
by the state to curtail the threat of mass mobilisation against the market reforms, and
the fragmentation of the broad coalition which had hitherto supported them (Piester
1997: 471; Cornelius 1996: 182). The new emphasis on social participation as
opposed to previous, more assistentialist social policies, where the poor had had little
say in the projects implemented was also intended to bolster legitimacy (Schteingart
1991 in Piester 197: 473). Social policies had to be recast in order to soften the harsh
impact of liberalisation and adjustment (Cornelius 1996: 182). These attempts were
monumentally unsuccessful as the austerity imposed under De la Madrid whipped up
strong anti-PRI feeling which manifested itself in the 1988 elections where the PRI
was 'punished' by the elelectorate when the vote swung towards the opposition party,
the FDN, run by Cardenas (Ornelas 1995: 85). The authoritarian response to these
elections (electoral fraud) showed that the PRI was not yet ready to relinquish power
(Délai Baer 1993: 52).

Poverty alleviation through targeted programmes and community participation was
also a key feature of reforms during the next sexenio, that of President Salinas, who
came to power in 1988. His reform programme was built around the notion of
modernisation, both economic and political. Economically, he promoted neoliberal
policies and the opening of Mexican markets to the outside with the aim of redirecting
attention away from the austerity which had wounded the PRI's hegemony so much,
and shifting to a focus on economic growth and consolidation. His reforms aimed to
change the relationship between the State and the economy: the State would no longer
intervene directly in the economy, but rather act as an overseer or 'rector' which
would create the conditions for the market to operate efficiently (Centeno 1994: 195;
Ornelas 1995: 17).

Politically, Salinas' campaign centred on the eradication of corruption and the
deepening and consolidation of devolution of federal power to the regions.26 The first
few years of Salinas' presidency were spectacularly successful - comparisons were
regularly made with Gorbachev's revolutionary perestroïka - salinastroika in the
Mexican version. The PRI's renewed legitimacy was borne out by its success in the
1991 mid-term federal elections (Rubio 1993: 43; Colosio 1993: 155). However, it

26 He even masterminded a rapprochement with the Church (Centeno 1994: 4).
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has also been noted that in practice, salinastroika was not automatically accompanied
by glasnost, despite Salinas' declared commitment to political opening (Centeno
1994: 4-5; Ai Camp 1993: 18).

In terms of welfare provision, Salinas' National Solidarity Program, PRONASOL,
sought to redefine the state's role by aiming to create new institutional links between
the state and society. It was an ambitious attempt to alleviate poverty among the most
disfavoured groups and, initially, was a key plank in the drive to resuscitate the PRI
(Piester 1997: 473; Rodriguez 1997: 37; Barranco 1991: 87; Délai Baer 1993: 58). It
covered land régularisation, education, health, and public infrastructure, among other
things (Rodriguez 1997: 37). The programme had strong political motivations
(Barranco 1991: 87). The Salinas presidency faced a crisis of legitimacy from its
outset, after allegations of fraud during the 1988 elections, and it was confronted by
increasing popular demands for accountability, participation and citizenship rights,
and an end to the old clientelistic, authoritarian order (Craske 1994: 4; Cornelius 1994
in Piester 1997: 481). PRONASOL reflected the need to 'prevent the formation of an
alliance between the opposition PRD and the urban popular sectors' who supported
it.27 The programme enabled the government to reinforce its 'rhetorical commitment
to démocratisation' (Craske 1994: 40), since it operated through a decentralised
structure where decisions on local projects were taken at grassroots level, in order to
secure the representation and participation of poorer sectors (Piester 1997: 483;
Rodriguez 1997: 37).

PRONASOL has been seen as an important palliative measure to ensure 'social
quiescence' during a critical period of economic liberalisation. With the signing of
NAFTA on the horizon, the need to maintain social and political stability was urgent
(Craske 1994: 5; Roett 1996: 15). Importantly, also, the program epitomised the
State's new intention to abdicate some responsibility for the social burden to society
and to the private sector, which was seen as the key generator of resources for public
services such as education, health and infrastructure (Piester 1997: 481; Délai Baer
1993: 58). PRONASOL marked a sea change in social provision which, in the past,
had been channelled through e.g. subsidies for basic consumer items and services
which benefited the whole of the population. Through PRONASOL, it was targeted
specifically at the poorest sectors, thus 'reconcil(ing) the regime's historical
revolutionary commitments with the marketplace' - and at the same time pulling off a
masterful political anaesthetising of the sectors who had most to lose from the market
reforms (Délai Baer 1993: 58). The PRI had once again showed its corporatist, 'ogre-
benefactor' face.

27 The allocation of funds under PRONASOL also tends to corroborate this: greater resources were in
fact channelled to states with high levels of support for the PRD - not necessarily those with greatest
need as the programme purported (Piester 1997: 481).
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Inspiring this new trend in social policy was the liberal emphasis on self-help and
autonomy, as opposed to paternalism by the state exercised over a passive and
dependent population. This ideology conveniently matched the need for streamlining
public expenditure. In this light, PRONASOL can be seen as an ingenious attempt to
revive and place on a 'fiscally sound basis' the 'traditional relationship between
public spending and political legitimacy' (Délai Baer 1993: 57).

Although the PRONASOL programme was associated with an easing of some social
pressures and an increase in electoral support for the PRI, it was not applied with the
same degree of success everywhere, and in some places traditional mechanisms of
state control persisted - Chiapas being a notable example (Piester 1997: 482-4;
Craske 1994: 45). Indeed, Mexico's 1994 peso crisis and the ensuing Zapatista
rebellion was a vivid manifestation of the unsustainability of the new development
model. The Zapatista uprising of 1 January 1994, on the very day when the North
American Free Trade Agreement came into effect, was an explicit protest against the
trade liberalisation and structural adjustment policies which Mexican governments
had adopted over the previous decade (Collier 1995: 14). The indigenous
communities in Chiapas rose against their pauperisation and the increasing
marginalisation of their cultural and community values and practices in the new,
neoliberal setting. The Zapatista uprising left no doubt about the acute crisis in the
regime's political legitimacy. The new economic development model was clearly not
sustainable in its existing form. The negotiations which followed the Chiapas uprising
are, thus, a further example of the forces which have historically contested and curbed
the State's attempts to establish political hegemony (Ornelas 1995: 41).

The political legitimacy of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) has
increasingly been eroded by the lengthy economic crisis, the weakening of traditional
corporatist control mechanisms designed to coopt dissenting groups; and by the
growing strength of opposition parties. The inviability of the longstanding 'fusion' of
the PRI with the State (Luna 1991: 36; Anguiano 1991: 45-6) became increasingly
clear as the PRI lost several state govemerships to the conservative Partido de Acciön
Nacional (PAN); the Partido de la Revoluciôn Democrâtica (PRD) opposition
candidate, Cuahtémoc Cardenas, triumphed in the elections for mayor of Mexico City
in 1997; and, finally, PAN candidate Vicente Fox won the 2000 presidential elections.
These developments are proof of the growing force of the opposition and the
seemingly inexorable rise of political pluralism in Mexico (Rodriguez 1997: 54;
Craske 1994: 8). NGOs have mushroomed, another manifestation of the growing
robustness and confidence of civil society (Roett 1997: 4). Traditional corporatist
links between the popular sectors and the state have been progressively weakening
(Piester 1997: 471; Délai Baer 1993: 59; Gordon 1997: 11). The Mexican state is
experiencing a 'critical tension' caused by the need to liberalise a hitherto
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anachronistic and exclusionary political system in line with economic liberalisation
(Luna 1991: 38; Délai Baer 1993: 51; Rubio 1993: 37).

Salinas' decentralisation and modernisation programme continued during the current
sexenio of Ernesto Zedillo, this time under his programme, Nuevo Federalismo (New
Federalism). The latest poverty-alleviation programme, PROGRESA, initiated in
1997 during Zedillo's sexenio, is the latest step away from universal welfare towards
targeted programmes. It is a three-pronged programme tackling education, health and
nutrition, and is funded through the removal of previously universal subsidies on
tortillas1* and the redirection ofthat money to the 'poorest of the poor'29 (Egan 1999:
1). Families receive nutritional supplements and direct cash payments for food; a
basic 'health package' emphasising prevention and nutrition; and grants covering
schoolchildren from third year primary to final year secondary (SEDESOL 2000: 4-
5). Cash is not just handed out but 'tied' to conditionalities, such as regular health
checks for women and the obligation to send children to school.

In this way, PROGRESA purports to be less palliative and more 'structural' and
sustainable than previous, more assistentialist schemes (SEDESOL 2000: 5). The idea
is that through supporting education, the 'cycle of poverty' may be broken whereby
poorer children are forced to abandon their studies, thus perpetuating their
disadvantage, (SEDESOL 2000: 1). Furthermore, PROGRESA takes into account
intrafamily dynamics (see Chapter Four) which can exacerbate poverty, making cash
payments directly to women in the poor households, thereby making it more likely
that the benefits will reach the more vulnerable and less powerful members of the
family (e.g. children). At the bottom of the scheme is, once again, the notion of
making the beneficiaries 'co-responsible' for their own development. It aims to
enhance the benefits of (people's) own personal efforts' and stimulate 'active
participation', especially among parents (SEDESOL 2000: 5). Evidence of this
'active' involvement is required before benefits are given.

PROGRESA is a positive initiative in principle since it endeavours to ensure that
funds actually reach the most needy, and its educational component shows that it is
intended to be sustainable instead of merely a palliative, stop-gap measure. However,
it is directed only at marginal rural communities and consequently 'does nothing for
Mexico's nine million poor' (Egan 1999: 3). It does not cover the urban poor, or
others who might not qualify as 'the poorest of the poor', but who still cannot afford
to put their children through school. As Martin (2000: 8) puts it, 'the massive extent
to which social conditions affect school performance is scarcely matched by the small
degree of financial support garnered from PROGRESA'. La Colina parents, for
instance, would not be eligible for the scheme since they live in an urban area.

28 Flat, maize pancakes, a staple of the Mexican diet.
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Although positive in its intent to stop subsidising the better-off, the fact that
PROGRESA diverts resources away from universal subsidies harms many poor
people who do not qualify for benefits under the programme but who still suffer from
severe hardship. Critics have also argued that although PROGRESA's educational
component may well help children to remain in school, it does not create employment
for them afterwards (Egan 1999: 3). One might also question the political motivations
behind the programme. By pacifying the most disadvantaged - and thus potentially
most troublesome - sectors, PROGRESA may help to 'disarm' opposition. In this
way, therefore, PROGRESA may actually not mark such a departure from the PRI's
ageing strategy of using welfare programmes to coopt potential dissenters (Egan
1999: 3). Once again, also, there is a risk that through their conditionality of active
participation in order to receive benefits, programmes like PROGRESA reward
'effort' but in fact sanction what they deem apathy or the refusal to toe the line -
paternalism with a new face perhaps.

Below, I look in closer detail at the most recent educational reform, the brainchild of

Salinas implemented in 1993, in the light of these historical developments.

Education reform in Mexico

Recent educational reforms in Mexico must also be seen in the context of the
institutional reforms that have taken place during the past 10-15 years. As in other
areas of social policy, educational reforms have followed the twin dogma of efficiency

and decentralisation - concepts based essentially on a technocratic rationale which did
not concern itself overmuch with social and political dimensions (Street 1992: 86).
Successive Mexican governments have emphasised the importance of improving the
efficiency and quality of education in order to promote national development and,
more recently, competitivity in the rapidly-globalising world (Trejo 1996: 167). The
1995-2000 National Development Plan (Plan Nacional de Desarrollo) (Secretaria de
Hacienda y Crédito Püblico 1995: 76) recognises that current levels of schooling are
as yet inadequate to meet the challenge of international competitivity:

The average level of schooling of the economically active population,
seven years .. is a fragile basis for stimulating sustainable increases in
productivity and the population's real income; especially in the face of
increasingly rapid technological innovation and growing international
competition.

2.3 million families receive PROGRESA support.
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Attempts to decentralise the education system have been made since Echeverria's
sexenio (1970-1976).30 Although the regional offices had little say in policy-making,
they did serve the political purpose of replacing officials from the powerful teachers'
union, the SNTE - (Sindicato Nacional de Trabaj adores de la Educaciön, the largest
union in the country) - as the main intermediaries between the states and the federal
educational authorities (Trejo 1996: 160). Indeed, the decentralisation of the
schooling system has been seen by some as a deliberate and politically-motivated
attempt by the state to debilitate the powerful national teachers' union, the SNTE
(Sindicato Nacional de Trabajadores de la Educaciön), which opposed
decentralisation until 1992, on the grounds that it would fragment the union (Samstad
and Collier 1996: 51; Trejo 1996: 159).

The most recent and thoroughgoing educational reform was the Educational
Modernisation Act and the reforms to Articles 3 and 31 of the Constitution, all
implemented in 1993 (Trejo 1996: 156). This was a major and much-publicised pillar
of Salinas' institutional modernisation programme. Ultimately, in fact, it was the only
aspect of social policy that underwent a thoroughgoing reform during his sexenio

(Trejo 1996: 155). Although much-trumpeted as a departure from all previous
reforms, the 1993 Act in fact continues and builds on the educational devolution
policies pursued since the 1980s (Martin 1998b: 169). The Act has met with some
criticism from academics and teachers alike for several reasons. Its chief aim of
achieving greater efficiency in the schooling system has been translated into measures
which have had concrete - and sometimes detrimental - consequences at classroom
level, which I shall discuss below (Beeby in Martin 1998b: 165).

As with the general pattern of social policy reform discussed above, the reform of the
education sector should be seen in the light of the climate of austerity that faced
Salinas when he took over the presidency in 1988. The reform must also be seen in
the context of preparation for the imminent signing of NAFTA and the need to
produce better-skilled workers to facilitate Mexico's insertion into the global
economy (Martin 1993b: 2). The reform was shaped by this double-edged situation,
where improving the quality of education was essential, but resources scarce. It must
also be seen as part of Salinas' political project to claw back legitimacy for his party
and to provide at least a facade of political opening. In Ornelas' (1995: 17) words, the
current 'transition' in the Mexican education system represents the tension between
'two national projects: neoliberalism; and equity and démocratisation.

30 Echeverria created nine regional administrative offices, which nonetheless remained under central
control and had little real effect. Under the next president, Lopez Portillo (1976-1982), regional
delegations were established in 31 states, each headed by a central Education Ministry official (Trejo
1996: 160; Street 1992: 85). The third stab at decentralisation was attempted by De la Madrid (1982-
1988), who transferred budgetary responsibility for basic education to the states (Trejo 1996: 160).
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The Act followed the signing, in 1992, of the Acuerdo Nacional para la

Modernizaciôn de la Education Bàsica (ANMEB: National Agreement for the
Modernisation of Basic Education). The chief aims of the reform were: to decentralise
and involve the states to a greater extent in educational planning; to promote teacher
training and incentives; and to restructure the powerful teachers' union, the SNTE
(Rodriguez 1997: 83). But, as some have argued, essentially, the Act devolved the
'reproductive' - and problematic - aspects of the education system to the states, e.g.
staffing, industrial relations, resource allocation and supervision. At the same time,
the central State has retained strong control over the content of the national curricula
and budget, but the regional authorities were assigned the task of deciding how to
achieve the objectives set out in the curricula, and make them compatible with the
specific features of each region. Evaluation is carried out by the federal authorities,
and they retain a firm hold on resource distribution (SEP 1993a: 56; Martin 1998b:
169; Tatto 1999: 280).

The Act also introduced changes to the national curricula taught in primary and
secondary schools. A core curriculum was introduced with certain basic information
which students have to master, but which is also in theory flexible enough to allow
teachers to adapt the material to their regional context and changes in the 'labour
market' (Government of Mexico 1992: 26; Martin 1998b: 169). Changes were also
made to the content of national curricula and textbooks, and to the way subjects are
imparted. At secondary level, subjects are now divided into asignaturas (specific
subjects), instead of areas (disciplinary areas) as before (Government of Mexico
1992: 24). In practice, this means that whereas before students would have two or
three consecutive hours of Natural Sciences, now they study Biology, Physics and
Chemistry as separate subjects. The same goes for what was previously taught as
Social Sciences, and is now studied separately as Civic Studies, History and
Geography (also at primary level) (Government of Mexico 1992: 22 and 24; see also
Quiroz 1990: 47-8 and 1995: 9-10). In addition, the hours devoted to Spanish and
Mathematics were increased from three to five hours weekly (Government of Mexico
1992: 24).

These curricular changes have increased the density of material which teachers must
cover (Quiroz 1990 and 1995). Teachers often complained to me that they couldn't
manage to get through even half of the material they were expected to teach, and that
this affected students' grades. Although part of the intention behind the changes was
allegedly to encourage critical thinking rather than rote learning, in fact the welter of
facts which students now have to memorise has, rather, undermined this intention.
Furthermore, at the time of my study, three years after the introduction of the reform,
teacher training in the Normal schools had still not been adapted to cope with the new
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curricula.31 Teachers were expected to adopt a whole new curriculum and approach to
teaching without receiving training in how to do so. La Colina teachers told me that
they had essentially 'shelved' the reform, not having received adequate information
concerning the changes or how to implement them.

Teachers also have to carry out weightier administrative and assessment tasks. The
Act introduced systematic and ongoing evaluations of educational standards, both at
national and local level (SEP 1993a: 64-5). The SEP has applied standardised
examinations since 1982, when de la Madrid created a Directorate for this purpose,
but these were only applied in a few states and did not have national coverage (Trejo
1996: 162).32

The Act also introduced an ongoing teacher-training programme and 'career ladder'
called the Programa Emergente de Actualizaciôn del Maestro (Ongoing Teacher
Training Programme), or carrera magisterial as it is informally known (see Tatto
1999: 259). This programme offers incentives to teachers who enrol in the
programme's courses. In a parallel move, teachers' salaries were increased, with the
aim of increasing their motivation and morale (Government of Mexico 1992: 28).
Teachers who enroll in this programme (and the majority do) must sit exams and
submit to classroom monitoring and periodic evaluations (Tatto 1999: 273),
contributing to stress and to the weight of teachers' tasks, according to La Colina
teachers. In addition, teachers' own professional performance is measured partly
according to their students' grades. This encourages a fixation with grades where
teachers worry simultaneously about their students' and their own performance. One
of the unintended consequences of this is that although many of them realise the need
to give their students greater attention, they are forced to all but exclude affective
aspects in favour of academic matters and 'efficient' learning (see also Schmelkes
1992). Teachers simply have no time for more personal contact with students, as I

31 Interview with the Director of the Normal Superior de Jalisco, Guadalajara, May 1996.
32 The Act introduced a new assessment scale under the Acuerdo 200 (200 Agreement). The new
grading scale of 5 to 10, with a pass mark of 6, was introduced in 1994 under Article 5 of the Acuerdo
200. Both academic performance and behaviour are assessed, and marks are assigned on a scale of 5 to
10, 6 being a pass. Under Article 7 of the Acuerdo, students are evaluated 5 times per year (at the end
of each bimestre, or two-month period), and their final end-of-year grade is obtained by averaging the
five bi-monthly scores in each subject. The student's overall average is reached by averaging the end-
of-year averages of each subject. At the end of each year, students who fail subjects go to
"extraordinary" exams (extraordinarias) in the summer holidays. Students who still fail to pass more
than three subjects must repeat the year. In final year, failure to pass means being denied a leaving
certificate. Students can always then repeat the final year. Under the previous law, the Acuerdo 165, the
official grading scale was from 1 to 10, with decimal points and a pass mark of 6. Students were
evaluated at the end of every month. The new evaluation system has, however, been criticised by
teachers for reinforcing traditional evaluation practices and teaching based on 'verbalism, meaningless
memorisation and simulation', and fomenting 'credentialist attitudes' in public school students so that
numbers matter more than true learning (Movimiento Mexicano de la Escuela Modema 1995: 7; see
alsoQuiroz 1995).
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discuss in Chapter Five. The move has also been criticised for 'dividing' the teaching

staff and fomenting competition (Tatto 1999: 274).

But perhaps the key change introduced by the Act from the point of view of this study
was that secondary schooling was made compulsory - primary schooling having been
compulsory since the enactment of the 1917 Constitution (SEP 1993a: 14). Public
secondary schools have been in existence since 1923 but until around 20 years ago,
most pupils only completed primary school (Levinson 1999: 131). Since 1993,
however, 'basic education' has meant primary and secondary schooling - and by
extension any student leaving school before completing secondary is now considered
a drop-out. The Exposition of Motives for the new Act claims that introducing
compulsory secondary schooling will act as a catalyst for development:

International experience shows that additional schooling, which includes
secondary, promotes society's productive capacity, strengthens its
economic, social, political and scientific institutions, contributes
decisively to consolidating national unity and social cohesion, promotes
a more equitable distribution of income through generating higher levels
of well-paid work, and raises wellbeing, improves nutritional and health
conditions, promotes awareness and respect for human rights and
environmental protection, increases the ability of society to adapt to
technological change, and disseminates in society civic attitudes based
on tolerance, dialogue and solidarity. (SEP 1993a: 17).

As can be seen from this excerpt, the Act attributes virtually every imaginable virtue
to the introduction of compulsory secondary education. However, the step of
introducing compulsory secondary schooling in a context where just over half of all
children finish primary school has been roundly condemned by some of the most
prominent contemporary scholars of Mexican education (see e.g. Latapi in Ornelas
1995: 78).

This step has been taken in conjunction with a new emphasis on the shared 'co-
responsibility' for schooling between parents and State - perhaps in an attempt to
recognise that the State cannot enforce something with which many parents cannot
comply. According to this new ethos, the 'division of responsibility' regarding
schooling is essentially that the State provides the schools and teachers, but it is up to
parents to make sure their children attend. In this connection, the 1993 amendment to
paragraph 1 of Article 31 of the Constitution reads (SEP 1993a: 30):

It is the duty of all Mexicans to:
1. Ensure that their children or tutees attend public or private schools, in
order to receive primary and secondary education ...
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At the same time, however, the Act includes a caveat which expressly prevents lack of
schooling from being used as an excuse for discrimination in employment or other
spheres (SEP 1993a: 21):

The lack of primary or secondary education must not be used to justify
dispositions, measures or discriminatory actions, notably regarding
employment ... no legal disposition can establish the completion of
primary or secondary school as a precondition for exercising rights. That
is, these levels of education do not become a prerequisite for obtaining
work, exercising political rights or obtaining custody over children ...

In this paragraph, the State implicitly acknowledges that many families cannot afford
to school their children. It circumvents the social implications of making schooling
compulsory by recommending that education should not be used as a discriminatory
'filter' for obtaining employment. Yet this is ineffectual in practice. Mexican
employers nowadays demand secondary schooling as a basic minimum even for
unskilled jobs. By insisting that basic education is now compulsory, but at the same
time leaving parents with the task of enforcing this at considerable cost to themselves,
the State pulls off a deft manoeuvre whereby it washes its hands of school outcomes
yet manages to retain legitimacy. Essentially, what the State is saying is: 'We provide
schools and teachers - it's not our fault if children don't attend'. The 'blame' for non-
attendance implicitly rests with the parents, as can be seen from the final paragraph of
the above quotation.

The Exposition of Motives of the Constitutional Reform in this way portrays the right
to receive basic schooling as the joint responsibility of parents and the State. This is
enshrined in the Act, which spells out parents' responsibility for school attendance
several times, e.g. 'Thus, parents are made co-responsible for ensuring that their
children exercise their right to education' (SEP 1993a: 25; see also pp. 35; 45; 21). In
accordance with this ethos of responsibility, although both primary and secondary
schooling are now compulsory, no sanctions are applied for non-attendance.
Responsibility for ensuring that children attend school lies with the family:

education is a social duty whose reward is individual and collective
progress, and the only sanction for not attending school is the person's
more limited development (SEP 1993a: 21).

Educating oneself or not is depicted here as a choice: if one chooses not to do so then
one only has oneself to blame for one's ensuing lack of progress. In this way,
education is depicted as a right - but the right to that right is only won by assuming
'responsibility'. Only by recognising their obligations are people entitled to their
'rights'. Moreover, contrary to what is implied above, failing to exercise this
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responsibility and right is actually not just an individual choice, but is a moral failing

in one's duty to oneself, to one's children, and to society:

Education ennobles the individual and improves society. The right to
education goes implicitly hand in hand with the duty to contribute,
through the development of each individual's faculties, to the
development of society (SEP 1993a: 20).

As President Salinas indicated in his speech presenting his Programa para la

Modernization Educativa (Poder Ejecutivo Federal 1989), more education is essential
to: 'Sustain the increase in wellbeing, and compete successfully with vanguard
nations; we will do this in order to secure a stronger and more decisive presence for
Mexico in the world'. Education thus becomes both a rite of passage for the
individual to become a fully-fledged citizen sharing fundamental national values; and
at the same time for the nation to gain full 'citizenship', a voice and a presence on the
global scene. Failing to educate the individual is depicted as a direct impediment to
national development - a betrayal of one's nation and a moral failing on the part of
the citizen.

This is coherent with the neoliberal view which sees individuals, not social groups or
classes, as the driving force in social development; where 'the sum of individual
economic interests increases collective wellbeing' (Ornelas 1995: 18). And the
individual's responsibility is to develop himself so that he is better able to contribute
to the wellbeing of society as a whole. In this way, the neoliberal, capitalist State
simultaneously 'individualises' and 'totalises', integrating individual citizens into its
project (ILO 1999; Levinson 1993: 452). One can clearly see the idea of the 'co-
responsibility' of society and state for the progress of both in the Mexican
Government's Development Plan 1995-2000 {Plan de Desarrollo 1995-2000, 1995:
125):

The demand for co-responsibility derives from a sense of justice which
requires that all citizens exercise their rights and fulfil their obligations.
Social participation organised in cities is not just a means of raising the
quality of life, but also, above all, an endeavour to foment solidarity and
fraternity which will contribute to social cohesion and humanise urban
life. Participation by citizens is part of a civic culture which serves
justice, liberty and democracy. It is important that all those involved: the
government, social actors, productive groups, put the common aim of
contributing to social and productive integration first.

Thus, the neoliberal view of citizenship promotes not only the individualisation of
social life, a contract where individuals becomes answerable only to themselves and
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to the national collectivity - their 'imagined community' (Anderson 1983) - but rather
the shifting of the purpose of self-development from the promotion and wellbeing of
concrete social entities and institutions (such as the family, workers in a particular
union, etc.), to the common good of an abstract society. The development of the self
becomes a duty - a means to develop society. Education lies at the heart of this
debate, since children are the future of the nation incarnate. Rose (1999: 123-4) tells
us, with reference to the development of the young citizen in the modern state:

In different ways, at different times ... the health, welfare, and rearing of
children have been linked to the destiny of the nation and the
responsibilities of the state ... Education was a personal right for the
child irrespective of his or her parents' wishes, but it also recognised and
imposed a social and collective right - the duty of the individual to
improve and civilise themselves for the benefit of the social health of the
community.

In this connection, an important feature of the Act is its emphasis on social

participation. The ANMEB (CONALTE 1992: 3) indicates that education is essential
to promote the national modernisation project underway, but that for this to be
successful, fundamental changes must be made in state-society relations:

The national modernisation strategy and the reform of the State require
faster changes in the area of education. Like in other spheres of national
life, this requires a new relationship between the State and society and
between the different levels of government, a more intense participation
of society in education. In this modern articulation of the State and
society, the links between school and community acquire special
importance. In accordance with the legacy of our social liberalism,
education must be conceived of as a pillar sustaining the country's
integral development.

Accordingly, the Act institutionalises links between families and schools in basic
education through the formal integration of parents and parents' association
representatives in so-called 'social participation councils' {consejos de participaciôn
social) composed of teachers' union representatives, head teachers, representatives of
'social organisations' and 'anyone else interested in improving education' (SEP
1993a: 84). The Act introduced the consejos at school, municipal, state and national
level. They are intended to have both a coordinating and consultative function (SEP
1993a: 85), and to tackle the authoritarian nature of the schooling system, seen as the
root of many of its problems (Tatto 1999: 251). Through the consejos, a 'chain' was
set up, in theory enabling feedback on all school-related matters from the most local
level upwards, and involving all educational actors. Furthermore, 'compensatory
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programmes' target extra funds at schools in the most marginalised groups; these
funds go towards particular improvements in school infrastrucure which are, in
theory, decided on by parents (SEP 2000a).

At local level, the consejos were intended to improve the hitherto scanty
communication between families and the school, which the Act attributes to the
excessive centralism and bureaucracy of the previous system (SEP 1993a: 45).
Importantly, also, for the first time, under the Act parents were permitted a say in
'pedagogical matters' (SEP 1993a: 83). Underlying this change is the notion that
parents should 'share in' (SEP 1993a: 45) the responsibility for educating their
children. In practice, however, the consejos have not been a resounding success,
leading one commentator to remark that they have 'paid lip service to citizen
participation (whilst) written in a void detached from social reality' (Gershberg 1999:
72). In my concluding remarks, below, I shall discuss the feasibility of the reform's
initiatives in the 'social reality' I studied in greater detail.

Concluding remarks

To what extent is the new emphasis on social responsibility for schooling feasible?
First, as I discussed in Section 2.1, the ability of poor households to foot even part of
the bill for education is extremely limited. The new rhetoric of parents' 'shared
responsibility' for schooling with the State appears more as a justification of a pre-
existing state of affairs than a genuine step towards change: since the inception of
public schooling, parents have always shouldered a large proportion of the costs of
schooling (see Chapter Four), as indeed they have in other areas of welfare. As Martin
(1996b: 197) indicates, 'Mexican households are not faced with ... draconian public
interference. On the contrary, it is the neglect rather than the intervention of the
government that characterises their plight'. Most poor families do not have the time or
the money to 'participate' any more actively than they already do (Calvo 1998: 180).
Moreover, as Calvo (1998: 180) remarks, 'social participation is not brought about
with laws or by decree'. In many schools, an authoritarian tradition still exists where
teachers resent interference in how they carry out their task (Calvo 1998: 175 and
180). The new emphasis on 'participation' is, therefore, in many ways both
superfluous and euphemistic. Concerning the accountability and increased efficiency

which would apparently result from social participation in the costs of schooling, my
findings indicate that this is actually more likely to make parents and children

accountable.

If children do not attend school, and thus fail to further their own development, it is
their parents who are held as socially irresponsible, as is clear from the references to
Article 3, above. The sinister side of this coin is that it forgets that not all parents are
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equally able to support their children's schooling. In a context of structural inequality
and widespread hardship, many cannot avail themselves of so-called opportunities
such as schooling. They are cast as socially irresponsible since their denial of
opportunity to their children hampers the common good and development of the
nation as a whole. This discourse casts parents who do not school their children as
immoral, both in the eyes of the State but also more worryingly, potentially in the
eyes of their children. Making education a right for children, but one that their parents
have the task of enforcing, places the responsibility for a child's future and citizenship
squarely on their parents' shoulders. In this way, the current emphasis on 'shared
responsibility' indirectly places the blame for school failure on poor families.
Ledwitch (in Mayo 1999: 3) has harshly criticised this tendency to shift the financial
and moral burden for social provision onto families through euphemistic sleights-of-
hand:

We are being exposed, globally, to a discourse centring around such
concepts as 'empowerment' and 'active democratic citizenship' ...
which, unfortunately, can ... offload social responsibilities onto the
family, the individual and the community, especially in a situation
characterised by stringent budgets.

As I shall argue in later chapters, the discourse (also promoted to some extent by
teachers) which sees parents as to blame for curtailing their children's development
by not schooling them is all too easily adopted by the children themselves, eroding
parent-child relations which, more often than not, are the only form of 'welfare'
provision among the poor in Mexico, with potentially harmful consequences. My
empirical data show that parents make great efforts to reinforce their children's
feelings of duty towards them, with the express intention of forging relations of
reciprocal loyalty which will ensure that they are cared for by their children when
they are elderly (see also Varley and Blasco 1999). Schooling gets caught up in these
relations in a very particular way, as I shall elaborate on further when I discuss my
empirical data in Chapters Four to Six.

Another particularly damaging result is that the poor are led to blame themselves for
their own predicament. Schooling is a highly sensitive area in this respect, since
parents' ability to afford schooling and willingness to encourage it influence their
children's futures as well as their own. If they are unable to pay for schooling, they
are led to feel personally responsible for stymying their children's development.
Parents are exposed to a powerful moral discourse that they should further their
children's development in every possible way. They assume the blame - and the guilt
- for their children's lack of progress. They become at the same time bad parents and
undutiful citizens. As I shall discuss in later chapters, my empirical data suggest that
parents' guilt can be channeled in different ways: it may be projected onto their
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children, making them feel bad about wanting schooling; or it may even result in a
rejection of the whole idea of schooling because the hiatus between expectations of
education and the impossibility of obtaining it becomes too wide. I argue that the guilt
produced by this hiatus is never innocuous, and that it is exacerbated by the neoliberal
dogma of self-help and meritocracy which are an integral part of the ethos of
schooling, particularly in contexts such as Mexico where self-improvement and social
mobility - the drive to s up er arse - is a powerful aspiration encouraged and
perpetuated by the State. I thus suggest that the neoliberal ethos in educational policy
has not just had material repercussions, but also a number of affective and
psychological consequences which risk undermining family ties that play a crucial
buffer role in times of economic hardship.

Just as alarming is the association between 'responsibility' and 'rights' so clearly
spelled out in the amended Article 3, quoted above. If, to earn a right, one must
assume the responsibility for self-development the obvious corollary is that by failing
to do so one forfeits one's 'right to rights'. Ultimately, one is no longer a citizen,
through failing to respect the social contract: to turn oneself into productive human
capital. The emphasis on 'co-responsibility' for schooling makes it dangerously easy
to fall into a 'culture of poverty' type argument where it is the deficiencies of the
family which are seen as the real culprit in school failure. Poverty and its corollaries:
malnutrition, ill health, fatigue, the inability to comply with the school's regulations
and demands, and the relative importance which parents attach to schooling - all these
factors become the reasons for school failure once the responsibility for attendance is
placed on the family's shoulders. This redirects attention away from the school and its
potential to improve matters onto societal inequalities which are far more difficult to
do anything about - and which lack of schooling reproduces in the long run. It also
creates pessimism as to the school's capacity to promote equity and improve lives,
and at the same time, it tidily shifts the blame for failure onto those who have least
capacity to improve matters, engaged as they are in a daily struggle for survival.

So, although it seems as though the modern Mexican state may finally be in the
process of shedding its ambivalent role as 'philanthropic ogre', the question remains:
will the simple withdrawal of the ogre, taking his - albeit meagre - philanthropy
along with him, suffice in itself to ease the hardship and inequity of millions of
Mexicans?

In the chapters that follow, I present my empirical data, and seek to illustrate the
impact of the neoliberal turn in educational policy upon a vulnerable school
population. Although the students are my main focus, I present the family
perspectives first (in Chapter Four), followed by the school perspectives (Chapter
Five), since I considered it necessary to have these 'in place' to be able to discuss the
dynamics and tensions that the students 'carry' with them and have to negotiate in
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both these spheres. That is why I have structured the empirical chapters so that the

students appear 'last', despite their being at the centre of my analysis.
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Chapter Four

The view from the family

4.1. Compulsory schooling and families in hardship

'Why do parents of primary school children actively seek and express

their commitment to schooling yet often and in many ways fail to

support it?'

Martin (1992: 61) devotes an article to this contradiction, and grapples with it elsewhere
in much of his work on primary schooling in low-income areas of Guadalajara. I
encountered a similar ambivalence in parent's attitudes to secondary schooling. Although
they expressed a strong belief in its benefits, they told me that in practice it was difficult
for them to keep up their commitment to it. I have sought an explanation for this in the
interplay between families' constitutional obligations to provide schooling up to the
levels imposed by the State; and their capacities to fulfil them.

Throughout history 'the family domain has been shaped by transformations in institutions
and ideas' (Jelin 1991b: 17). In Mexico, especially after the Revolution, the family has
been a key site of intense State intervention through social and educational policy. The
post-1993 onus on parents as 'co-responsible' for schooling (see Chapter Three), is one
of the latest examples of this. But families have also found ways of dovetailing these top-
down changes with their own needs and visions, and they continue to do so. La Colina
parents took measures to reconcile compulsory secondary schooling with their own
present circumstances and perceived future needs. They had very little room for
manouevre, but what little they had they manipulated rather adeptly.

In this chapter, I investigate what secondary schooling means to parents, and how these
meanings are accommodated within the broader constellation of their lives. Following
Schutz, I explore parents' perceptions of and relationship with the school from their point
of view, as well as the practical difficulties they experienced in supporting their
children's studies. Schutz's concept of the lifeworld allowed me to conceptualise the
interplay of individual biographical experiences with the material constraints and
opportunities of everyday life as they were perceived by parents; as well as the strategies
they deployed to secure a certain, imagined future. Scrutinising parents' concerns in this
way facilitates, I believe, a clearer understanding of students' home experiences.
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I explore how parents balance compulsory secondary schooling with the imperative to
stay afloat economically. I discuss how they deploy strategies either to 'bind' their
children to them, so that they feel they 'owe' the future benefits of their schooling to their
families; or at least making sure that they do not blame their parents for not supporting
their schooling. Parents also engaged with the school in a discursive struggle over
decency, seeking to consolidate the home in their children's (and my) eyes as the
inalienable site of morality and propriety. In this way, I contend, they sought to counter
the school's negative portrayal of their medio, and retain a hold on their children's loyalty
and respect for their families. With the school's appropriation of instruction, and its
increasing attempts to take over formation as well, I suggest that the family is engaged in
a struggle to keep a niche for itself. As I explain in later sections, there is a lot at stake for
the family in all this. I explore the implications of these struggles and of the multiple
strategies parents deploy to negotiate the issue of their children's compulsory secondary
schooling. I contend that they are not just clinging onto their 'traditional' functions or
their 'decency' for the sake of it, but because they fear the harsh material consequences
that the appropriation of these functions by the school may entail.

Schutz's framework enabled me to explore variations as well as similarities among
parents' attitudes to schooling in what seem to be rather homogeneous structural
conditions. I found that parents' views on schooling are principally shaped by the
intersection of socioeconomic position and gender, and by particular biographical
experiences and circumstances which are, in turn, partly structured by these factors. By
exploring these variations, I hoped to identify the types of situations in which attendance
and performance were threatened, and hence also where they might be supported. So, for
instance, while families may face similar structural and cultural constraints on schooling -
to take a common example, extreme hardship exacerbated by a negative attitude on the
part of a father - the outcomes of this common situation may be different. A sibling,
regretting the way his life turned out because he didn't have the chance to study, may
intervene on behalf of his younger sister and make sure she finishes secondary. Or a
mother, having reached an age when she no longer fears her husband, may go out to work
expressly to earn the money for schooling. Such interventions depend on the biographical
experiences and attitudes of those involved as well as e.g. stage in the family cycle.
School attendance often seems to rest precisely on such constellations of apparently
contingent elements. These 'serendipitous interventions' often made it possible for young
people to persevere with their studies at critical moments - but they were arbitrary and
haphazard.
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Following Schutz, I have conceptualised household members not only as parts of a
collectivity but also as separate entities with their own pasts, and present and future
motivations and projects. This led me to question certain commonplaces, such as the
widespread notion that 'parents' with little education are less supportive of their
children's schooling. It also enabled me to avoid necessarily seeing the household or
indeed 'parents' as consensual entities deploying collective strategies when it comes to
decisions over children's upbringing and schooling. The assumption that they do is, I
suggest, premissed on a misleadingly idealised, modern nuclear family model. Parents'
own upbringings and childhood experiences seemed to shape their attitudes towards their
children's schooling, and mothers and fathers did not necessarily concur with one another
over this.

In the following, I attempt to shed some light on the contradictions and ambivalence
which I found to be an integral part of parents' views on schooling, and which I think can
contribute to an understanding of students' feelings towards the school and hence also
their school performance. First, however, I present some information about parents' own
upbringings and backgrounds. I found that many parents had grown up under very
different circumstances from their own children, both in terms of their schooling,
upbringing, expectations and environment generally, something which I suggest can help
to explain some of the misunderstandings and tensions which arose between them and
their children over the issue of schooling.

Different upbringings, different worlds? Parents ' educational levels, employment and

backgrounds

In this section, I describe parents' educational levels, type of employment, and aspects of
their own upbringing and explore how these experiences shape their attitudes to their
children's schooling. There is evidence that parental encouragement has a significant
impact on young people's educational opportunities; and that parents with more
schooling are more likely to support their children's schooling (World Bank 1999).1

OECD findings show that 'families without direct experience of education's benefits are
less likely to make a heavy investment' in schooling. Conversely, parents with more
formal education are reported to create a home environment which is more conducive to
learning, both in terms of financial support for their children's education, and due to the
higher quality of communication they engage in with their children and the likelihood

Although, as I shall discuss in more detail later in the section, I think this conclusion may be rather
tautological: parents with more schooling are likely to be better off and in a better position to afford
schooling for their children in the first place.

136



that they will be able to help them with their schoolwork (OECD 1998a: 28 and 46;
Gertler and Glewwe 1989: 16). Reports from Mexico are contradictory. Some suggest
that uneducated parents are less likely to insist on education for their children (Riding
1985). Others claim that parents' education has no direct influence on the priority
assigned to schooling (Martin 1990a: 117). However, parental encouragement has been
found to be a very important positive factor in children's school performance (Martin
1990a: 128).

As I discuss in further detail below, I suggest that these conclusions must be adapted
more sensitively to particular cultural contexts and a clear distinction drawn between
parents' belief in the benefits of schooling, and their capacity to support it - two very
different things. Furthermore, 'parents' should be disaggregated into 'mother' and
'father' since I found that they can hold very different views about the benefits of
schooling regardless of the quantity of schooling they have themselves received.

As I indicated in Chapter One, much theory on school failure is based on the notion that
children automatically inherit the 'wrong sort' of cultural capital from their parents, ill-
disposing them towards the school and making it hard for them to adapt to it. But in fact,
many La Colina students had a far more positive view of schooling than their parents did.
This may be explained by the fact that many parents had grown up in a very different
environment to their children. Many parents of students at La Colina were first-
generation migrants from rural areas or smaller cities in Jalisco (52%); some were also
from rural areas or cities in other states, principally. Only 35% were originally from
Guadalajara;2 and in all, I counted parents from eleven different states apart from Jalisco.
Many parents had grown up in very different milieux to their own children - in Escobar's
(1986: 292) terms, many had not had an 'urban socialisation'. Parents themselves stressed
the fact that their children had grown up under very different circumstances than
themselves, as I shall discuss later in this section.

Migrants from the rural areas to the cities may retain attitudes and ways of living that
resemble rural forms of life more than urban. It has been argued that the traditionally
sharp distinction between urban and rural areas in Mexico is far more blurred than
conventional thinking would have it, precisely because of the 'osmosis' produced by
migration. As Gonzalez de la Rocha (1995: 17) indicates, 'the boundary between urban
and rural contexts has become fluid and difficult to identify'. Associating urban with
modern, and rural with the un-modern or traditional may thus be treacherous. 'Rural' and
'urban' are not monolithic categories (Guttman 1996: 62-3): there may be people living

2 The remaining parents were from villages in states other than Jalisco.
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in the countryside who exhibit what are typically thought of as urban aspirations and
values, as well as rural migrants in towns who still live and think very much as they used
to in their villages. It becomes increasingly difficult to anchor 'modernity' spatially when
people are on the move.3 Migrants' children, who have had an 'urban socialisation' to
some degree, may experience tensions created by the differences between their parents'
attitudes and values and those they encounter in the urban environment around them. One
of the key differences between parents and their children was their experience of and
attitudes towards schooling.

In the survey, I asked students to state their parents' level of formal schooling,4 since I
wanted to try and gauge to what extent they could actually identify with their children's
schooling experience. Students sometimes complained to me that they received little
practical help at home with their schoolwork and that this demotivated them. I also
wanted to find out whether or not parents thought schooling was important; and whether
they could or were prepared to support it in practice. Not surprisingly, most parents had
received substantially less schooling than their children. Almost 40 % of parents had not
completed primary school; and over two-thirds of parents had either never attended or not
completed secondary school. Mothers had less schooling than fathers at all levels.5 Most
students had already received more schooling than their parents at the time of my
fieldwork, as the following table shows:

Figure 2.

Parents' educational levels in %
No. of parents who can't read
No. of parents who have never attended
school
No. of parents who didn't finish primary
No. of parents who didn't finish secondary
No. of parents who didn't finish post-
secondary education (preparatoria or
other).
No. of parents who didn't go to university

Fathers

3.6
5.9

36.9
65.4
76.19

80.9

Mothers

4.8
11.9

42.8
69
83.9

88

Don't
Know

0.5
1.1

12.7
9.5
17.8

16.5

Total: mothers and
fathers

4.1
8.9

39.8
67.2
80

84.45

3 Hence, I have also drawn on Martin's (1994) work on family-school relations in a rural area in Jalisco, as
there are many parallels with my own data.

Many students didn't know their parents' level of schooling. This is surprising in itself, and seems likely
to indicate a certain lack of communication between parents and children with regard to educational matters
(were the 'don't knows' to reflect low parental levels of schooling, as I think is likely in this context, they
would add substantially to the numbers of parents with little formal schooling).

This is consistent with documented attitudes in Mexico and in Latin America generally which often do not
favour girls' education (Stromquist 1992: 9)
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This reflects the general tendency in Mexico for younger people to have higher levels of
schooling than their parents, due to the rapid expansion of the educational system over
the past 50 years (Verduzco 1990: 107). It is also consistent with findings from other
regions in Mexico which show that educational levels among migrants tend to be lower
than those of non-migrants, particularly in the case of migrants aged 35 and over (Arroyo
and Velazquez 1990: 41; see also Beneria and Roldân 1987: 25 for female migrants).6

Furthermore, urban migrants tend to have higher levels of schooling than rural migrants
(Escobar 1986: 297). Education and place of origin (urban or rural) have been identified
as the two most important factors in obtaining a better job in Guadalajara (Escobar 1986:
292).7

Regarding parents' employment, my survey revealed that most fathers were employees
(71%) working as builders, drivers or salespeople of one sort or another - jobs which are
often subject to casual contracts. Only 4% were professionals. Other jobs included:
mechanics, electricians, handymen, and cleaners. International migration did not seem to
be a significant source of employment for fathers: only one student had a father working
in the US at the time. These figures tally more or less with the official statistics on
employment in the area.8 There was only one unemployed father in my sample of 84,
which also reflects the low official unemployment figures for Villa and Zapata (around
3%). In terms of the effect of fathers' employment on schooling, underemployment is
arguably a bigger threat than poverty per se since the households of casual labourers are
subject to economic insecurity which undermines parents' ability to plan ahead and save
for large outlays such as the beginning of the school year; and to meet the regular trickle
of school-related expenses, as I indicated in Chapter One.

Few mothers in my sample carried out formal, waged work. 49% worked exclusively as

housewives, 13% were domestic workers, and a further 5% carried out domestic work for

See also Verduzco (1990: 107), whose study of migrant families in Zamora showed a strong tendency
towards intergenerational mobility among migrants; and that migrant children tended to have more
schooling than their parents (De la Perm 1990: 115).

Studies have shown that there are considerable differences between labour market insertion among
migrants from rural and urban areas - the latter showing higher levels of intersectorial mobility. Moreover,
rural migrants are most likely to remain in informal sector jobs for longest (Escobar 1986: 284-5).
Individuals with more schooling are more likely to move from employment in the informal to the formal
sector faster than those with little schooling; similarly, better-educated migrants tend to start their urban
working life in the formal sector (Escobar 1986: 286).
8 According to INEGI, in Zapata, 71% are employees or obreros8; 40% work in the tertiary sector and 56%
in the secondary sector. Around 75% of workers earn less than two minimum wages (salario minimo)
(SCINCE 1995). In Villa, around 79% are employees or obreros, with 70% earning below two minimum
wages. Other studies of marginal settlements in Guadalajara also report a high proportion of obreros, many
of whom are employed in casual labour (Ramirez 1990: 62).
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others at home (lavar y planchar ajeno). 8% worked as labourers (obreras), or in
factories. A handful (6%) were teachers or nurses. 12% were self-employed salespeople,
several on a casual basis (e.g. selling Tupperware or homemade handicrafts). To
summarise, only 14% of mothers in the survey had regular, paid employment with the
accompanying welfare benefits and the security to plan ahead.

Below, I examine parents' views on the purpose and significance of schooling based on
my interviews with parents and information from the students' interviews and
questionnaires.

Living like a 'stranger on earth' or being someone in life? Schooling and social mobility

Juan Sin Tierra 10

Mi padre fiie peön de hacienda
Y yo un revolucionario
Mis hijos pusieron tienda
Y mi nieto es funcionario

I encountered a strong belief among parents in the benefits of schooling, which I found
surprising given the rather sceptical, not to say apocalyptic nature of many analyses of
Mexican education (see Chapter One). Other researchers in Guadalajara schools have
noted the same professed enthusiasm for schooling among parents (Martin 1992: 61). It is
notoriously difficult to measure the connection between education and improved life
chances, since this varies according to the level of education one is investigating. OECD
statistics indicate that higher qualifications lead to substantially higher average earnings
in all countries, although the most important determinant of this is tertiary education
completion, particularly university. In many countries, upper secondary education
(equivalent to preparatoria in Mexico) is said to be the 'break-point' beyond which the
reward for schooling increases significantly (OECD 1998a: 11).

As some have pointed out, however (see e.g. Salinas Comboni 1991), the link between
education and better earning power is premissed on human capital theory, which is
problematic when applied to developing countries where the labour market is less able to

Expression taken from Jean Franco's (1989: 181) discussion of 'the radical loneliness of the subaltern
classes' in Elena Poniatowska's portrayal ofJesusa, the heroine of her novel, Hasta no verte Jesus Mio.

10 'Juan Sin Tierra' is a corrido (a type of Mexican popular song), sung by the Chilean poet-singer, Victor
Jara. The verse translates roughly as: 'My father was a labourer on an hacienda, And I was a revolutionary,
My children were shopkeepers, And my grandson is a civil servant.
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absorb skilled workers. Moreover, statistics usually do not take into account people's
social position of origin. Although it is statistically unequivocal that people with higher
qualifications have higher earnings, one could also argue that those who are socially
better-off are more likely to receive more schooling and thus higher qualifications in the
first place. Added to this is the fact that levels of schooling in Mexico have increased in
an unprecedented fashion over the past fifty years for the population as a whole.
Furthermore, it cannot be assumed that even if poorer sectors gain access to more
schooling this will guarantee them better employment opportunities or life prospects.
Unemployment is high, and although children are better educated than their parents in
Mexico today, some have pointed out that 'they're still doing the same jobs ... but for
even less money' (Boltvinik in Egan 1999: 3). Furthermore, studies in Mexico have
shown that nepotism (palanquismo) is still rife both in the public and private sector, and
that qualifications are not always the determining factor in hiring practices (Mantilla
1999). Corruption also affects the schooling system itself: I heard of several incidences
where connections (recomendaciones) or money were used to secure a place at
preparatoria.

Yet there was a powerful perceived link between education and upward mobility both
among parents and students. The survey I applied to students asking about their parents'
attitudes to their studies revealed that most parents were positive towards schooling in
principle, seeing it as a means of increasing their children's chances of success in later
life. 85 per cent of students claimed that their parents encouraged them to study; 2%
occasionally received encouragement and only 5% were actively discouraged from
attending school. The table below shows students' answers to the open-ended question
'What do your parents say about your studies?' Answers are grouped according to the
general sense of the answers given:

Figure 3.
What parents say about their children's schooling
1. Students should study to get somewhere in life and forge a career/future
2. Parents tell their children they should make an effort with their studies
3. Student should appreciate schooling as parents have sacrificed a lot/didn't have
the opportunity to study themselves. Students are indebted to their parents for
enabling them to study
4. Parents leave it up to their children to decide whether they continue studying or
not
5. Mother encourages schooling, father opposes it or is indifferent
6. Parents will support their children's schooling as long as this is financially
possible
7. Parents resent the school's demands
No answer

%
40
25

11

6

3
3

2
12

* Totals do not add up to 100%, as some answers overlapped, or fitted into several categories.
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Students responded that their parents exhorted them 'to study, to better myself, because
right now there are lots of problems in the country and if we don't study English and
learn a profession we won't ever be someone'; 'to study, so that I can be someone in life,
a doctor'; 'to better myself and make a lot of effort to carry on getting ahead and
eventually become somebody'; 'Not to miss classes because it's very important for me, it
will stand me in good stead when I grow up'.

I heard the expressions superarse (better yourself) and ser alguien en la vida (be
someone in life) time and time again during my stay in the field. When parents tell their
children that they should superarse, what they really seem to be saying is superarme

(better me). Parents - or at any rate mothers - want their children to better them, to study
so that they do not to have to live as they did. As one boy's father said to me when
picking up his son's grade sheet {entrega de calificaciones), asking what he could do to
help his son perform better at school: 'I'm a builder and I don't want my son to have to
do the same job as me because it's really hard - 1 want him to work in an office'. In other
words, education is thought to provide a route out of the determinism that 'he who is born
poor is destined to die poor'.11

Parents' belief in upward mobility through schooling is not just based on conjecture or
illusion. Upward mobility is not just an abstract notion in Mexico, but is something which
has been experienced in the flesh by many families. In Guadalajara, intergenerational
social mobility has been very high12 (Escobar 1986: 299). Over a few generations,
dramatic structural changes, including demographic growth, urbanisation and
tertiarisation have meant that many families have gone from predominantly agricultural
work to some type of urban employment - or have family members and friends who have
done so (Escobar 1986: 31). Most familes' collective memories thus include stories of
relatives who 'made it'. Studies have shown that the move from the rural areas to the
cities has brought about considerable intergenerational mobility; as well as mobility
between so-called marginal and integrated sectors of the economy (Escobar 1986: 31).
Urbanisation, demographic change and the overall expansion of schooling have, in turn,
gone hand in hand with increasing access to education for successive generations.
Whereas 'before, people hardly studied at all' (la gente antes casi no estudiaba), as one
mother said to me talking about her own parents, nowadays most at least attend primary

1 ' Words of the Salvadorean President, Armando Calderôn, at a meeting of the Organisation of American
States, Bariloche, Argentina, 1995.
12 A factor which some believe helps to explain the relative stability of the social order (Escobar 1986:
299). This has however, also been attributed to the 'privatisation of violence', where conflict and violence
are largely restricted to the domestic sphere (Gonzalez de la Rocha 1986b: 40).

142



school. In Mexico, children today can still expect to receive more education than their
parents, unlike in some other countries where this tendency is beginning to reverse
(Rockwell 1990: 6).

Given these massive changes in the labour market and increased access to schooling,
especially since the 1940s, it is hardly surprising that many families have experienced a
high degree of intergenerational mobility - from peôn to funcionarion over four
generations, as Jara's song goes. Neither is it surprising that people put two and two
together and attribute such mobility to increased levels of schooling. The perceived
positive link between education and earnings has also historically been strengthened in
Mexico by the use of social markers such as the terms doctor and licenciado14 - terms
which seem to confirm the idea that schooling puts one in a position to command both a
higher salary and respect (Boo 1999: 3):

Indigenous rural populations, as well as those in marginal urban areas,
therefore concluded that the hegemonic groups had attained their position of
privilege partly due to extensive formal education and thus attributed their
[own] lack of social success to their low level of education.

My findings indicate that most parents thought that schooling would increase their
children's chances of success in later life. Parents see it as the route to getting a good job,
and, by extension, to upward mobility, as the common expression superarse en la vida

('to better oneself in life') shows. It is regarded as surety which will stand young people
in good stead to cope with problems they may face later on. All in all, parents' attitudes
towards schooling appear to be favourable, with 76% of students claiming that their
parents encouraged them to study in one way or another. All the parents I spoke to were
well aware that a secondary certificate is essential for even the most unskilled jobs
nowadays. As the following parents told me:

Antonio's father: You need to have finished secondary to get any job
nowadays, or preparatoria or the equivalent, even just to be an employee, a
shop assistant, you need to have finished secondary. It's not like before any
more when it was enough to know how to read and write, now that's what
they want, that you've completed your secondary education.

13 Peôn is a landless peasant; funcionario is a government official.
14 I found that these terms are frequently used independently of whether a person actually possesses the
relevant degree - their use seems to depend more on others' perception of him or her as a person in a
position of some power.
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Luz's mother: Here, in stationeries, ironmongers, shoeshops, everywhere
they're asking for secondary ... but there aren't any jobs around here ...
nobody (in our family) has any studies, they all earn very little, and I guess
that's because none of them have studied, only she's done secondary.

Schooling was, however, seen by the students and parents I interviewed as much more
than just a route out of poverty or the key to getting a good job. The perceived symbolic
benefits of education are less easy to quantify than more 'concrete' factors such as
income or upward mobility, but they are no less significant, and were a striking feature in
my interviews with students and parents. The symbolic importance of education has
tended to take a back seat in many analyses owing to the overriding emphasis, stemming
from the view of people as 'human capital', on education as a precondition for increased
growth and productivity. Yet, as Elliott and Kelly (1982) indicate,15 'one cannot ignore
the testimony of individuals from all parts of the world to the intellectual and personal
liberation that education has brought to their lives'.

The frequently-used expressions: 'to be someone in life' (ser alguien en la vida), 'better
oneself (superarse), and 'to hold your own in life'16 (defenderse en la vida, literally 'to
defend oneself in life') used in connection with education provides valuable clues about
people's perceptions of poverty and exclusion and how to overcome it. They suggest that
schooling is necessary to bring a person into full existence - to personhood. Without
schooling, one will remain a nadie - a nobody (see above quotations). Schooling, and the
route out of poverty which it is thought to offer, is a means to becoming a 'person'. This
is, I suggest, the popular articulation of a yearning to be included in modern Mexican
society. By contrast, poverty is the denial of existence, the ultimate exclusion in a society
where economic status confers power and autonomy and defines personhood. There is a
real sense of powerlessness in parents' heartfelt expressions, and the wish to spare their
children from experiencing this same powerlessness and exploitation themselves in their
adult lives.17

In Mexico, one of the surest distinctions between those who are 'somebody' and those
who aren't continues to be the divide between manual labour and white-collar work.

15 In their comparative study of women's education in the Third World. See also Brock-Utne (2000: 12),
who, writing about education in Africa, points out: 'Education is not looked at as a right, a joy, a tool for
liberation and empowerment, but as an investment'.
16 See also Martin (1990a) who also reports on the frequent use of this expression in the Guadalajara
schools he worked in.
17 A very similar dynamic is depicted in Sennett and Cobbs' The Hidden Injuries of Class, which details
how US manual workers attribute their status as 'nobodies' to their own failings and lack of discipline in
the modern sense - and respond by fiercely encouraging their children to 'make more of themselves than
their parents' (Sennett 1993: 91).
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Ramirez (1977: 100) notes that Mexicans have typically associated manual labour
despectively with all that is Indian (lo indio).u Manual work is hard, badly-paid, and
humiliating, as Blanca's mother vividly described:

Bianca 's mother: I think that the best thing is to give them (her daughters)
the studies they want, if you can, because that will benefit them, help them
stand on their own two feet and not be like us. Quite simply, well if I could
read I would get a job and help them get ahead, but how? I have to work
like a ... well I compare myself to an animal, you see, doing domestic work,
someone else's cleaning.

Maribel: How do you think schooling influences the way people think and

are, for instance, if you 'd received an education what do you think your life

would have been like?

Bianca 's mother: I think it would have been different because you know,
when you're working (and you don't have any schooling) it's very different
from knowing nothing, because you can get jobs where you don't exhaust
yourself so much, and if you don't know anything, well of course you
always end up going to other people's houses to iron, do the washing, the
housework ... that's why I've encouraged my girls to study so that they
know how to get better work and so they don't have to work with their
whole bodies like me, right?

The dehumanising and alienating nature of manual labour is encapsulated in her
description of herself as an animal - a non-person. The expression defenderse which
Blanca's mother uses is equally as common as superarse and ser alguien en la vida (see
also Martin 1990a). It conjures up an image of the unschooled as defenceless, dependent,
vulnerable to others' abuses and ontologically insecure. Blanca's mother told me how she
felt schooling would have given her confidence in her own opinion - particularly when
faced with people who had been to school, such as myself for instance:

Bianca 's mother: Look, you can read and you can stand up for yourself in
many ways, but if you can't read you're always thinking 'is it OK, am I
wrong?' and you say to yourself 'who knows?' if you don't know anything
you're in the dark and not ... like you, you're here now and God knows if
I'm answering you right or not

18 'The Spaniard considered it denigrating to carry out any type of manual labour or mechanical work' {El
espanol consideraba despectivos para su Don, cualquier clase de labor manual o de trabajo mecånico)
(Ramirez 1977: 100). Worsley (1984: 262) also notes that in colonial Spanish America, 'A person of
consequence did not work with his hands'.
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Maribel: There is no right or wrong answer, it's your opinion that matters

Bianca 's mother: You see, that's what I mean, sometimes if you can't read,
maybe you're thinking something that's right but it comes out all wrong.

Schooling is the weapon which will enable children to 'stand up for themselves' in a
tough world without having to 'battle' as their parents did and live constantly
subordinated to others. Edgar's mother also told me that she hoped that her son would be
something more than an obrero: 'I guess Edgar will go to work in a factory as a labourer
... But if he studies some post-secondary technical course it won't matter if he has to work
in a factory because it won't be as a labourer, it will be as a diesel mechanic, an
electrician or something, and he's in a better position, he won't have to do a manual job'.
Schooling is seen as a way of redeeming people from the fate of a dismal life of poverty
and hard physical labour, and also of changing negative patterns of behaviour, such as
alcoholism. Blanca's mother told me: 'It's in God's hands, my daughter wants to study
and I'm going to give her her studies, because he (her husband) ... well, how is this family
supposed to get ahead with him drinking, boozing every day, he does work but he's
always boozing and me always slaving away working?' Fabiola's mother had witnessed
through her own son's career how schooling can immeasurably improve life prospects and
stop people having to 'battle' so hard in life:

if she makes a lot of effort perhaps her studies will help her to battle less,
right? Hey, you only have to see how much it helped my eldest son, he sells
imported goods, he's got his business ... studies have helped that lad a lot,
yes, he's very hard-working, he's been able to make his way in life.

Some mothers with little schooling were, however, quick to point out that although the
school was the path to superaciôn, it did not have a monopoly on decency. They drew a
distinction between schooling and education (proper upbringing, good manners), to be
sure that I didn't conflate the two. Luz's mother told me: 'Well it's true that we are, how
shall I put it, well brought up, decent, the thing is that quite honestly we don't have any
schooling to speak of. Likewise, Blanca's mother told me how despite her family's lack
of formal schooling, they were nonetheless better brought up than her husband's family:

In my (parents') house we never used to be like that, to say rude things,
never ... we didn't have much in the way of studies but they didn't teach
us to be rude, we were always very careful about those things, but my
husband was different ... you see education doesn't just come from
teachers, you have to learn it for yourself, right? It's like I say to my
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daughters 'don't think that just because you're studying, you don't just
learn manners by learning to read, no, you have to learn them at home'.

Parents retain the moral high ground by insisting that educaciôn is about much more than
just school learning, it is bred in the home. And schooling and educaciôn do not
necessarily go hand in hand: one can be educado (well-mannered) without ever having
been inside a school. Luz's and Blanca's mothers were anxious that their lack of
schooling should not be interpreted as a sign that they were not 'decent' people - a
protestation which, in my view, only becomes necessary precisely because the prevailing
view is that schooling promotes decency and 'proper' personhood. As I shall discuss in
later chapters, the school's portrayal of the students' families as degenerate wrests their
decency from them. The above quotations show how parents do not take this indictment
lying down, but discursively reclaim that decency back from the school.

The prevailing notion that education is the ontological premise for becoming a true
person can be found in post-Independence and post-Revolutionary writings, but has its
roots in the colonial period when 'ignorant' Indians were not considered fully-fledged
human beings. Tellingly, the Spanish word burro (donkey) is also used to describe a
stupid person, and I frequently heard teachers use it during my fieldwork to reprimand
students who hadn't learned their lessons, or who were considered less gifted. Students
told me, and wrote in their survey, that schooling was important para no ser un burro.

Apart from the obvious animal analogy, the burro is, of course, a 'beast of burden' - a
striking parallel to Blanca's mother's comments, above, regarding the indignities of
manual labour.19

In his essay, El occidente y la conciencia de Mexico, the Mexican philosopher, Leopoldo

Zea (1992: 66-68), describes how modernity shaped the way indigenous peoples were

perceived in America: as animals or 'lesser men', but at any rate not fully human beings:

America in general is seen as an Inferior Continent, but especially Spanish
and Portugese America ... The land and race of these men has something
immature about it, something germinal: nature is barely developing yet
there. It's a subcontinent and its inhabitants are merely sub-men; outlines of
Men who still aren't fully developed ... Westerners ... condemn them to be

19 'Donkey' is a term also used in other cultures to denote stupidity. Brock-Utne (2000: 145) records the
use of the label donkey to humiliate Gikuyu-speaking students in Kenyan schools. Students caught using
Gikuyu in the vicinity of the school were made to 'carry a metal plate around the neck with inscriptions
such as I AM STUPID or I AM A DONKEY.
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eternally infra-men, animals or beasts. Animals or beasts which can be used

as other animals are used, but never men in the full sense of the word.

The metaphorical connections between education, work and personhood - and conversely
the link between ignorance and animality - can also be seen in this line from the
revolutionary newspaper, 'The Rural Teacher' (El Maestro Rural), published in the
1940s: 'The plough and the book turn the Indian immersed in ignorance, into a person'
(Cifuentes in 'El Maestro Rural' vol. XIII, no. 5 and 6, May and June 1940, p. 18, quoted
in Cordova 1987: 154).

Education during colonial times served as a kind of baptism, raising the animal-

like Indian to human status. Zea notes that:

Full humanity can only be reached through a specific education. And that
can only be given to the Indian by the man who has it: the Spaniard. Until
he gets that education he will always be seen as something less than a man:
to the most humanitarian of his conquerors he will be a criatura (a child);
to the most inhuman, an animal.

In the terms of this discourse, ignorance, underdevelopment and immaturity become
conflated. Ignorance, and the dependency and powerlessness it entails in modern society
where knowledge is necessary to defenderse, are childlike characteristics. The immaturity
and ignorance of the indigenous inhabitants of the Americas is deemed responsible for
the underdevelopment of the continent as a whole.20

Thus, education becomes the new baptism which will raise the poor out of their misery.
Education takes on an almost mystical power - and all the more so because it is
unobtainable for many. As one parent told me 'the school is a sanctuary, the sanctuary of
knowledge' (la escuela es un santuario, es el santuario del saber)?1 This vision of
schooling appears to be strongest among the poorest sectors. Teachers and parents told
me that better-off parents and children did not place such a great emphasis on the
importance of schooling, since they had other ways of advancing in life - connections,

20 For a detailed and fascinating discussion of the representation of indigenous peoples as children, see
Jahoda(1999),Part3.

Several analysts have observed the similarities between religion and schooling. For instance, Meyer,
Ramirez, Rubinson and Boli-Bennet (1970: 243) recall Ivan Illich's (1970) complaint that schooling had
become the 'world religion of the modernized proletariat', and Shils' (1971) observation that people acted
as if there were 'no salvation outside higher education'. Bourdieu (1977: 64) has noted that: 'educational
institutions have almost always sprung from the laicizing of ecclesiastical institutions [but] ... the fact of
common origin leaves unexplained the manifest similarities between the personage of the priest and that of
the teacher.'
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inheritance, etc. Fabiola's mother told me how her well-off eldest son's children had

everything they wanted, but still did badly in school:

It doesn't matter to them because, you see, it's not the same for someone
who has the money and who has enough to eat, wear, shoes at home ... The
poor guy says 'if I study hard I can get a job, earn some money, buy this,
wear that' but the rich guy doesn't bother because 'when my Dad dies he'll
leave me everything, when my Mum dies we'll get all the money, we'll get
the car, we can spend it all if we like'.

According to her, richer students don't take an interest in their studies because they have
plenty of other alternatives. Conversely, a poorer student would study hard to 'get ahead
and work and make something of himself, he does everything possible, makes an effort'.

Schooling is, in a very real way, the only chance which poorer sectors have to improve
their living conditions. Parents seemed to firmly believe that hard work and effort were
the way forward, and that individuals only had themselves to blame if they did not
succeed. They appeared to 'buy' the school's meritocratic ethos: since the school offered
all children an equal opportunity, those that didn't make it failed because of their own
doing. Edgars' mother told me 'there are good grades and bad grades and the ones who
get bad grades get them because they're not paying enough attention'. Fabiola's mother
also waived aside disadvantage and poor school facilities as factors in poor school
performance: 'when kids really want to study and are interested, they'll even learn sitting
under a tree, right?' Luz's mother also echoed this idea that if Luz really wanted to study
badly enough, she would overcome all the odds: 'if she really wants to study, she'll get
ahead' (si ella en verdad quiere estudiar, ella sale adelante). Having problems at home is
not a good enough excuse for poor grades, as she knows people who've managed to study
despite all their problems: 'Well look, if you're going to carry on thinking about
everything else you're never going to study and there are people in the same situation
who make something of themselves and make an effort all by themselves'. She later
admitted, however, that the family would find it impossible to support Luz's studies:
'right now we can't give her scooling because we've got lots of problems with money'.

Her ambivalence is typical of parents' attitudes to schooling. As I shall discuss below,
behind their belief in the need for schooling lie a number of constraints which can
jeopardise their children's chances of getting an education. The mystical view of
education as redemption from poverty coexists alongside the fact that it is now
compulsory and children must be sent to school in the context of the daily grind for
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survival and the many practical and emotional difficulties which parents often face. I

shall try to shed some light on these contradictions below.

A price to pay for success: laisser faire and the hidden costs of 'free ' schooling

One constraint which truncates many student's school careers, despite their parents' good
intentions, is the cost of secondary schooling. In this section, I have gone into
considerable detail concerning the different ways in which school expenses can
undermine the capacity and/or willingness of parents to continue to support schooling. I
have done this because I consider that it is precisely in such small-scale but continual
attritions that demotivation gradually eats away at parents' commitment to schooling.
And, conversely, it is precisely here, in these 'changeable' practicalities that real
measures could be taken to make attending school easier for parents and students. My
data show that although parents realise that secondary is now compulsory and may well
wholeheartedly believe it is the path to a better future, many nonetheless find it very hard
to support their children's schooling because of the high costs it entails. While these costs
may appear very low from the perspective of comparatively well-off teachers or
researchers, for families living from hand to mouth they can represent a great strain - and
all the more so if they are replicated when families have several children in school. This
difference in perspective is seldom acknowledged by analysts. It is the attrition caused by
tiny but persistent expenditures - two or three pesos for a bus fare or some small change
to buy some fruit squash - which can end up becoming the straw which breaks the
camel's back. Parents know that they must send their children to secondary, but they
often simply cannot afford it.

What do parents do in the face of this dilemma? My findings indicate that a key strategy
parents deploy in this situation is to leave the decision to attend school or not in their
children's hands (see Chapter Six for the students' view on this). I call this strategy
laisser faire. I believe that parental laisser faire over schooling stems from the
ambiguous position they are in of not really being able to afford to send their children to
secondary school, but at the same time being reluctant to prevent them outright from
studying. Laisser faire is, I suggest, a result of the change in the position of schooling in
people's life experiences: from being a privilege it has become a right. Since 1993, this
right has also been extended to secondary school, which is now compulsory. If parents
deny their children their right to schooling, they risk facing their reproaches later in life at
a time when they, in turn, may need their children's support. Yet at the same time,
schooling is, for many families, an unsustainable expense, as I shall expand upon below.
By neither actively supporting nor discourage their children from pursuing their
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secondary studies, and leaving the burden of decision largely to the student, parents avoid

being blamed for having truncated their children's life opportunities.

In this section, I present in some detail the types of expense which schooling implies for
parents, since I consider that this is one area where the school could reduce strain on
parents by avoiding or paring down certain costs. First of all, there are daily expenses,
such as school lunches and bus fares which can deter attendance. These may appear petty
expenses, but given the extreme fragility of household economies, their regularity is
difficult to meet. Bianca's mother explained to me how she had chosen between La
Colina and a secondary slightly further away because La Colina was nearer and she
calculated that then Bianca would not have to get a bus and would be able to afford her
sandwich at lunchtime: 'what she saves on the bus fare she can spend on a sandwich,
that's the way I looked at it'.

In some cases, there simply are no schools near students homes, particularly in marginal
or newly-settled areas.22 What is more, parents may not want their children to have to
travel to school by bus, since routes are often insufficient, tiring and sometimes unsafe
(CEPAL 1994: 28). Cultural factors also intervene here. As I mention in Chapter One,
parents exercised strict control over their adolescent chlidren - particularly the girls -
who did not enjoy the freedom of their Northern European or US counterparts. Luz's
mother told me how she wouldn't mind if Luz studied as long as she wouldn't have to go
far: 'she wants to study, fine, so long as she doesn't wander about all over the place, or
far away so we don't know where she is'. Similarly, Antonio's mother was anxious that
her son might be sexually harrassed on the way to school: 'they also rape boys', she told
me. Parents do not feel safe in their own neighbourhood, and if there is any distance
between their homes and the nearest secondary, this can be a serious deterrent to
attendance.

In this sense, the technical notion of school 'access' - i.e. the presence of a school in the
vicinity - becomes obfuscatory since it tells us nothing whatsoever about whether or not
children can actually attend that school. In his reflections on the definition of
'opportunity', Sen (1999: 3-4) reminds us that:

22 Siglo 21 (2.6.96) reported that the 'marginal' self-help settlement on the Cerro del Cuatro on the
outskirts of Guadalajara had '80 mil habitantes, ninguna secundaria'. Two thousand parents had been
campaigning for a year just for the plan to build a secondary to be approved, but construction still had not
begun at the time the article was published. The report noted that parents couldn't send their children to the
nearest secondary schools in other areas, since this would entail transport costs which they could not afford.
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It is important to be careful ... not to define 'opportunity' in the limited
way in which it is often defined, e.g., whether the doors of a school are
formally open to John (and not whether John can financially afford to go
through those doors), or - going further - whether John can attend a
certain school (but not whether John has the real opportunity of using the
facilities there, given his physical or mental handicap).

In other words, the commodities or services a person ostensibly has at his disposal do not
tell us about what that person can do with them - something which will ultimately
depend on his 'state' or characteristics (Sen 1999: 6). In a state of poverty, people may be
unable to avail themselves of apparently universally-available opportunities such as
schooling. In Mexico, there are still insufficient secondaries to meet demand. For many
families, the nearest secondary is inaccessible for the reasons given above.

Moreover, although primary and secondary schooling are constitutionally free of charge
in Mexico, in practice this is far from true. For parents, secondary is the most expensive
level of public schooling: at primary, fees are lower and textbooks are free; and at the
ensuing post-secondary (e.g. preparatoria or technical college) and university levels
subscription fees (or cuotas) are merely nominal. But at secondary level, the State
provides only the school building and the teachers' salaries. Anything extra must be paid
for through 'voluntary' contributions by parents (see also Calvo 1998: 168-9). These
contributions cover: administrative materials, sports and laboratory equipment, furniture,
refurbishment, maintenance and cleaning products. First-year students must buy their
own desk and chair at the beginning of the school year. This costs around 70 pesos

(roughly 10 dollars at the time of the study). In addition, each school provides a list of the
recommended utensils a student must be equipped with - this often amounts to a couple
of hundred pesos?11 The chairwoman of the Asociaciôn de Padres de Familia explained
to me:

The Education Ministry says that schooling is free, but it's only free when
it comes to the teachers and the building, nothing else, the SEP doesn't
give anything for maintenance, blackboards etc. Sometimes there aren't

23 At the beginning of the 1996 school year, there was a spate of newspaper articles calculating the price of
the 'basket' of school utensils which schools required children purchase. Schools must not impose a list of
equipment on parents and must only ask them to buy things that are absolutely essential, yet in practice this
is common. One article in the newspaper Sigh 21 lists the equipment required of a primary pupil and gives
advice on how to economise. The article indicates that expenditure on school utensils amounted to 87 pesos
on average for each of the 6 primary school years. The cost is higher for a secondary student, who needs
more sophisticated writing and mathematical equipment, and more exercise books for the wider range of
subjects studied.

152



even any desks or chairs, the students have to buy them themselves ... they
don't provide cleaning materials, not even a broom, nothing.

At La Colina, the parents' association had 'agreed upon' a registration fee of 130pesos

(around 18 dollars at the time of the fieldwork), which was requested from each student
at the beginning of every school year to cover these costs. This fee increases considerably
every year: in the year previous to my arrival, the fee had been 90 pesos. School fees,
though not compulsory on paper, in practice must be paid before students can be enrolled.
Several parents told me that students failing to pay up were not be given their grade sheet
(boleta de califlcaciôn) at the end of the year, or they may be denied their leaving
certificate, though this is illegal in principle:24

Fabiola's mother, all school buildings need maintenance ... now, the
government gives you a building, just like that, here it is, and you
have to take charge of it. ... I know that it's our duty to pay the fees
but what I think is bad on the part of the school authorities is that
when there are people who really can't pay they make it so hard for
them: 'if you don't pay we won't enroll your child'.
Maribel: But isn 't the school supposed to be free, aren 't the fees

voluntary?

Fabiola's mother: They're 'free' in theory, but really they're
compulsory, you're forced to pay, forced because we don't have the
civic courage to get together a group of parents and go to the SEP
and complain, and also the school authorities are corrupt, so even if
we went and complained they wouldn't take any notice.25

The fact that parents must foot the bill for everything except the mere shell of the school
building and the teachers also means that schools in low-income areas are more poorly-

241 also observed a front-page headline in the newspaper Ocho Columnas (17.6.96) reporting that schools:
'Deny enrollment to those who can't pay the "voluntary" fee'. The report continues that: 'Schools like
Secondary X oblige parents to pay 'voluntary fees' of up to 150 pesos, threatening not to enroll them unless
they do. They even issue bank forms with the account number which they have to pay the money into, or
IOUs so parents pay the fee ... Nobody takes any notice of the Ministry of Education, parents are
complaining because although the authorities declare that fees imposed by parents' associations should be
"voluntary", there are many cases where enrollment is conditional upon payment of the fee'. Ezpeleta and
Rockwell (1985: 204) describe the same phenomenon in their article on schooling and the subaltern classes:
'many parents try to obtain the free education to which their children have a right. Given that the fee is
officially voluntary, they choose not to pay it, but they face measures of control in each school, like
expulsion or refusal to give them their children's grade sheets, or they give way to pressure from other
parents who can pay and therefore take on board the 'duty' to cooperate with the school'.

Antonio's father confirmed this: 'Well, for instance now that term is over the ones who haven't paid their
enrollment fee, and there are lots here who haven't, they don't give them their papers'.
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equipped than those with a wealthier 'parent' clientele, thus reinforcing the initial

disadvantage of low-income students (see also Calvo 1998: 179).

In addition to the enrollment fee, students are asked for informal contributions on a
regular basis for school fêtes and other events. Students who are in the escolta must
have special, 'best' shoes and an extra uniform; and those who participate in extra-
curricular activities, such as dancing, have to provide their own costumes. Those who
cannot afford to are, thus, prevented from even contending for school success.
Throughout the school year, students are also frequently asked to make 'contributions'
for various events or celebrations (see also footnote 9). During my stay at the school, I
even observed teachers asking students for a contribution to pay for the festivities
organised for the headmistress's birthday. It may not be much money, but there is always
shame attached to 'not being able to afford it'. Parents highlighted this stream of hidden
expenses as one reason why schooling was so prohibitive for them. Luz's mother told
me: 'there are always little expenses, not much, but sometimes when you haven't got any
money ...', and Antonio's mother also complained bitterly about this: 'they ask for a lot
(over the year), five pesos here, three pesos there, for the new classroom they asked for 5
pesos each ... then the maths teacher wanted 25 pesos to buy calculators'.

The school uniform is another major burden on parents' budgets, and it is a formal
requirement for attending school28. Parents see it as an unnecessary extra burden,
however. Antonio's father told me: 'The uniform costs 35 pesos for the trousers and the
shirt, and around 70 pesos for the jacket and sweater'. A gym kit, including trainers,
costing around 250 pesos, is also a requirement. It may not seem like much, but the
precarity of parents' situations was spelled out very clearly to me by Luz's mother, who
explained why she would not be able to continue to study after finishing secondary,
although she dearly wanted to, since even the purchase of a single item of clothing by a
family member was a strain on the household economy, affecting all the others:

I do understand that she wants to study, fine, the only thing is that quite
honestly we just can't afford it, I mean once she finishes school she can
work, because her brothers and sisters work and none of them have
studied, none of them earn much money, just enough to survive really. So
no, we can't afford it because with the little that they earn they can't even

26 For example, during my stay, students were asked to contribute to the celebration organised for the
headmistress's birthday, Mother's day, and other 'do's'.

The group of top students who carry the flag in the honores a la bandera ceremony.
28 The matter of wearing a uniform or not is another aspect which is, in theory, agreed upon by parents'
association. As I shall discuss later, however, it is clear that the association is run by a few parents who are
better-off, better-educated and whose opinion carries.
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afford to buy a pair of shoes that they want, or maybe they'll just about

have enough for a pair of trousers, but if one buys a pair of trousers, the

others have to go without their dinner.

A child's first year in school is 'hardest', as Fabiola's mother told me, since a complete
new uniform must be purchased. Parents felt that the school's intransigence regarding
correct uniform was unfair, given their hardship. Edgar's mother told me that the school
ought to exercise a little more tolerance and find ways of making these costs more
bearable for parents: 'I think that with people who really can't buy the stuff, they should
talk to you and give you time so that you can buy things little by little'. Articles in the
Guadalajara press during my stay indicated that school uniforms were overpriced at some
sales points; and that some schools required students to wear the complete uniform and
buy the entire list of utensils recommended by the school, or they would not be admitted
to class. This practice is illegal and subject to sanctions by the government regulation
agency, PROFECO (El Sol de Guadalajara, 27.8.96).

Although La Colina, teachers claimed to have a policy of leniency regarding the uniform,
when I checked the file of reportes, I found that many students (including some of the
poorest) had been 'reported' for not wearing the correct or complete uniform. Luz's
mother told me that her daughter had had points docked off her behaviour record for not
wearing the complete correct uniform.29 The school argues that the uniform is necessary
to teach students to be ordered and to 'conceal' class differences among students, who
otherwise might feel uncomfortable about being seen wearing poor, unfashionable or
worn-out clothing among their peers at a sensitive age. It is also required so that staff and
the community as a whole can distinguish between young people attending school and
their non-schooled counterparts.

However, the argument that the uniform conceals class differences is spurious. Students
are extremely sensitive to socioeconomic differences, uniform or no uniform. They told
me they knew perfectly well whom among their classmates was better or worse off. For a
start, the uniform itself was a giveaway: some students had several crisp, well-fitting
uniforms; others looked ragged, with holes in their jumpers and ill-fitting skirts and
trousers which they had clearly grown out of. Fabiola's mother told me, comparing the
well-turned out kids from Madero with those from Villa and Zapata: 'Of course, some
have more money than others ... there are lots of kids who only have a couple of pairs of
trousers, threadbare and broken ... and the Madero kids come well dressed, right?'
Despite the uniform, there are certain 'markers' which students are very conscious of,
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such as shoes and accessories, which deliver a subtle but powerful message about social
status. At La Colina, the students were already very conscious of their appearance. Luz's
mother told me that her son had actually left the secondary school although he had liked
studying because he couldn't afford the 'right' clothes: 'it's the same old story, our
situation, that we don't have any money, how shall I put it, well they go to school but
they want to be like all the others, who wear good trainers and they want to have all the
right gear, and that's when they start not wanting to go any more'. This desire to be like
the others was clear from students' attention to fashion and their appearance: girls
slavishly followed the latest hair-styles and make-up to the extent that they could afford it
and get away with it at school.30

The point here is, of course, that while in other contexts not having the latest 'trendy
gear' would not be a motive for dropping out of school, in a context such as this one
where school attendance hangs on a flimsy thread and parental pressure to persevere is
minimal, any discordance, such as a feeling of shame or not fitting in, may trigger a drop
out. I am not suggesting that things would be necessarily easier if the uniforms were not
obligatory, since fashion considerations might then become more of a problem. What I
am saying is that the obligation to buy a complete uniform can have a potentially
devastating impact on a child's school given the fragility of many family economies. The
already high cost of the uniform becomes an issue which can threaten school
performance if and when the school adopts an intransigent approach towards it, causing
tension and resentment on the part of parents towards the school.

Parents also react negatively to the school's demands that students purchase the full set of
correct books. The secondary school practice of selecting books from new editorials,
sometimes as often as every year, also means that even if children have older brothers or
sisters who have attended secondary, the books are not always the same. This will remain
a problem until the SEP provides free national textbooks for secondary school, as it has
done for primary since 1968 (Villa Lever 1988;63), and as it plans to do in the near
future. On average, a complete set of books will set parents back at least 300-400 pesos

(around 40 dollars).31 Fabiola's mother told me that some teachers were very intransigent,
refusing to accept hand-me-down books from children's older siblings if they were not
the ones specified by the school: 'if the kids turn up with a dog-eared old dictionary

29 According to the school disciplinary rules, each student begins the year with 100 points. Points are
deducted for misdemeanours, according to a scale of gravity.

At the time of my fieldwork, nearly all the girls wore one of two styles: a dramatically curled-over fringe
stiffly sprayed into place; or two 'horns' - tendrils of hair gelled into place over their temples. Boys went
for short at the sides and long on top - something which teachers tried in vain to stamp out (not in the case
of the girls, however).
31 Interview with German, who sold textbooks in the school shop (cooperatives).
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they'll say 'that's not the one we're using this year' 'do you call that a dictionary?' ... for

me, it's been harder to foot the bill for primary and secondary than for prepa and

university'.

Children who do not have the right books or materials may just about manage their
schoolwork, but have difficulties keeping up with their classmates, and may easily come
to feel inadequate on a daily basis. Borrowing and sharing are all very well, but
ultimately wear down the student's enthusiasm and self-esteem. This affects their self-
perception, so that what begins as a practical problem turns into a psychological one as
they begin to believe they are intrinsically less capable. Other researchers have also noted
the increased likelihood of drop-out among students who do not have the correct
equipment (De la Pena 1981: 92). Poorer parents have a hard time of it providing both the
necessary materials and the cuotas (fees) for their children to go to secondary. When all
things are taken into account, as one mother said: 'You're talking about at least 600pesos

per school-age child - and that's only if you can get some of the uniform and books
second-hand'. Furthermore, fees and other school-related costs can often be replicated
several times over, depending on the number of school-age children in a family. Many
parents also have more than one child in school at any one time. Luz's mother told me
how at one point she had had seven children in primary school at the same time: 'of
course it's no one's fault that you have so many kids, but... just to buy them all a pencil
and a notebook, not to mention the enrollment fees, it was very hard'.

Households' needs and consumption are not constant, they change over the so-called
domestic cycle, and are notoriously vulnerable during their so-called 'expansion phase'
when children are still young and parents may not yet have a secure property or
employment. Children at this stage are 'pure consumers' of resources - they are still in
school and cannot yet contribute to the family economy. Both income and occupational
structure change as the household 'ages', however.32 Families also tend to become more
numerous as time goes on, which creates additional expense but at the same time older
children usually begin to generate income or 'cover' their parents' domestic tasks at
home. The degree of vulnerability of a particular child may also depend at what stage of

32 For instance, in Guadalajara, Gonzalez de la Rocha (1986: 29) found that women participate more in the
labour market during the expansion phase of the domestic cycle, since needs are greater, than they do when
the household is more consolidated. When there are mostly young children at home, parents have to work
more and children can suffer neglect because of this. Due to the lack of childcare provision, working
mothers sometimes have to 'lock in their kids ([encerrar] a sus hijos') while they're out working (Gonzalez
de la Rocha et al. 1990: 363). During my stay in Guadalajara, there were several cases reported in the
newspapers of children who had burned to death or suffered other types of accidents because they were
locked in while their mothers were out at work.
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the domestic cycle his or her family is at. Children with considerably older parents may

be comparatively better off.

Expenses are, however, usually recognised as being at their highest when a child first
enters secondary school, especially if s/he is the first child to go to secondary and has no
brothers or sisters with school experience to pass on second-hand uniforms and books
(and to give moral and practical support). This is also usually one of the most vulnerable
periods in the domestic cycle (Segalen 1986: 269 in Martin 1996b: 197). That is why it
has been fairly common practice for older children to have to sacrifice their own
schooling in order to work and ensure that their younger siblings, at least, have a chance
to attend school (Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. 1990: 362). Manuel's mother told me how
she had been unable to study, while her younger siblings had: 'His Dad never let us older
children study, it was my youngest sister who studied the most, the elder ones no, no, he
used to say 'why study, why should you study, just to get married?' At secondary-school
age, families may already expect their children to be contributing to household income in
order to tide them over this difficult period.

The way in which school expenses occur is also rather inflexible: school fees must be
paid in a lump sum at the beginning of each school year, which makes it all the more
difficult for parents to foot the bill, especially if they have several school-age children, or
earn low or irregular incomes which prevent them from planning ahead and saving for
this big outlay.33 Teachers often complained to me that they could not understand why
parents couldn't pay the fees, since they worked out at a very minimal sum per month -
they failed to grasp that households simply couldn't earmark such large amounts in one
go. As I outlined previously, it is the insecurity of houshold income and the inability to
plan economically which jeopardises schooling, not so much poverty per se.34 Edgar's
mother complained that: 'They ask and ask, and sometimes it's when you're running out
of money and you can't pay up ... sometimes they ask for the money at once, and that's
just when you don't have any'.

The registration fee is 'agreed upon' by the Asociaciôn de Padres de Familia (Parents'
Association) at the beginning of each school year according to the school's perceived

33 Jelin (1991c: 182) has also noted the difficulty which low-income families experience in gathering
money for larger one-off expenditures, and their preference for paying in instalments instead. In times of
scarcity, she says, 'daily consumption is based on an accumulation of discrete, unrelated decisions, rather
than on a planned and coordinated budget'.
34 This type of insecurity has worsened in Latin America as a whole over the past decade or so, causing a
fall in real income: 'The increasing precariousness of employment as well as the inequities in the
occupational structure, are two big problems which directly affect the fall in real incomes in the region in
the past decade' (MOST/FLACSO 1997: 5).

158



needs for that year, as detailed by the headteacher. Although teachers claim that the fees
and other costs do not amount to much, families living al dia35 experience them as a
serious drain on their economies. When I broached the president of the Asociaciôn de

Padres de Familia about this, she informed met that if parents couldn't pay, alternative
arrangements could be made if they approached her and explained their problem. Parents
could, for instance, pay 'with work' for the school or by helping on the Parents'
Committee: 'For instance, when we do fetes someone has to make the pozole, the tacos,

some fruit squash, and sell them too. So OK, you don't have to pay the fees as long as
you help out in some other way...'

These 'alternatives' are, however, not really feasible in practice. Many parents
understandably find it embarrassing to admit that they can't afford the fees (see also
Ezpeleta and Rockwell 1985: 204 for similar findings). Although it is ostensibly the
parents themselves, through the Asociaciôn de Padres, who decide on the fees to be paid,
several parents told me that they were 'too ashamed' to protest even though they couldn't
afford it. For example, Fabiola's mother told me:

People become discouraged ... there are parents ... who like to suck up to
the teachers a lot ... did you notice that at the parents' meeting they fix a
fee and then they call us to see if we agree to pay, and there were lots of
people - most of them in fact - who said 'no, no teacher, we said it should
be less' but then they accuse us and say 'even that's not enough, you
should be giving more' and what happens is that people shut up, and the
ones who speak up are the stronger ones ... because they like to suck up to
the teachers with flattery 'yes teacher, no teacher'.

Poorer parents are reluctant to face the public shaming which follows admissions that
they can't afford the higher fees. Parents (notably mothers) are usually willing to pay
whatever they can, but many genuinely cannot afford the substantial hike in fees at the
beginning of each school year. The option of paying 'in kind' is not much better.
Everything costs money or takes time, and for a family who is just about scraping by,
even a few pesos to make an agua fresca31 can be a strain. As for paying through services
offered, most poorer families also do not have a great deal of spare time to devote to
school activities, as their energy is spent trying to stay afloat from one day to the next

35 Vivir al dia literally means living 'from day to day ' , or 'hand to mouth ' , i.e. taking things a day at a time,
s ince their situation is so precarious that p lanning ahead becomes impossible. See Mart in (1996b) for a
more detailed discussion.
36 A stew-like soup prepared on special occasions, conta ining meat , vegetables and a special kind of corn
which explodes like popcorn after a lengthy soaking and boiling process.
37 A fresh fruit squash drink.
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(Martin 1996b: 7). In this case, the economic power relations among parents themselves
become exclusionary. Poorer parents' voices in the classroom decision-making process
are literally silenced and erased by shame. In this connection, I was interested to see that
the head of the Parents' Association was a well-educated decidedly middle-class
professional women (a psychologist) who lived in a nice house in Madero - i.e. certainly
not representative of Villa or Zapata parents.

Poverty becomes a moral issue through the public scrutiny and humiliation parents are
subjected to. They feel guilty about not being able to afford school fees when it is
reiterated to them by teachers that it is their duty to send their children to school. If they
do not do so, they become bad parents. Poverty is thus experienced by them as a personal
failing and a mark of poor parenthood. Moreover, the rhetoric about basic education
being 'free' in Mexico is so ingrained that it almost certainly exacerbates people's sense
of being morally reprehensible for not being able to send their children to school. Faced
with such humiliation and unable to make themselves understood, parents may have no
alternative but to withdraw their child from school.

Finally, as noted in the previous chapter, one cannot assess the cost of schooling solely
on the basis of the actual expenses associated with sending a child to school. In low-
income areas, a child in school is a potential worker lost - this is the so-called
'opportunity cost' of schooling (World Bank 1999: 51; World Bank 1998: 83). Work may
mean income from a job, or it may mean help in the home, especially in the case of girls,
who are responsible for looking after younger children to release their mothers for work
outside the home (Martin 1994: 8; Moore 1994: 23). The OECD (1998a: 360) notes that:
'From the individual's point of view, costs correspond to direct costs of tuition fees,
educational materials, student living costs and forgone earnings during the time of study'.

The high incidence of drop-out due to economic hardship is clear from students'
responses to my survey question asking: 'Have you known any children who have
dropped out of school, and if so, how many?'. Nearly a quarter of students reported that
they knew students who had dropped out because of lack of money, or because their
parents had put them to work. Students responded that their classmates had dropped out:
'Because they don't have the money, simply, they're not interested because their parents
don't support them'; 'because their parents don't have any money to pay all the costs';
'because they can't afford the books or because they just don't like it any more';
'Because they don't like studying and also because they don't have any money'.

I suggest that students who drop out because they 'don't like school' may, in fact, be the
victims of attrition created by poverty, which complicates even the seemingly most
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simple school-related tasks and can truncate the school careers of even the most
dedicated students. Fabiola's mother told me of a student whose parents lived in extreme
hardship, and who could not afford to enrol her m preparatories: 'lots of kids would like
to be accepted at prepa, they want to study, like Gladys, she won't be able to carry on
studying at all because her parents haven't got a penny, but she wants to be a
kindergarten teacher'. If a student constantly has to ask a beleaguered parent for money
s/he clearly doesn't have to pay for school-related expenses, eventually the student may
prefer to avoid the difficult position of having to constantly either pester his parents or
disappoint his teachers by leaving school altogether. As I have reiterated throughout this
dissertation, since the decision to remain in school or not is often left in the student's
hands, this kind of ambivalence or tension can be the final nail in schooling's coffin.

In the following sections, I try to conceptualise more precisely the types of household
organisation, family affective climate and parental relations in which La Colina students
were 'embedded', and I speculate as to how these affected their capacity and willingness
to continue studying.

4.2. Conceptualising the family and decisions over schooling: rational economic unit
or site of conflict?

The family is often assumed to be central in Latin America (De Vos 1995: 209), both as a
key material unit of support organised around the household, and as a powerful idea,

evoking notions of solidarity, authority, respect, love and mutual obligations (Selby et al.
1990: 98; ). But despite this centrality, conceptualising the family is a slippery business.
As Jelin (1991b: 23) indicates, 'the limits of the household and of the family are
extremely permeable', and the two cannot be conflated (see also Martin 1990: 124; and
De Vos 1995:. 209). The household is normally (but not always) a much smaller unit than
the family. It may be defined as those people who share a living space and a budget (see
e.g. Martin 1990a: 124), and it is often composed of kin, but not necessarily or
exclusively. This definition may be extended to include those who cook and/or sleep
together (see e.g. De Vos 1995: 21). Thus, two households may share the same house, but
keep their finances and cooking arrangements separate. Conversely, the 'family' may
include any number of kin who do not belong to the immediate household - but who may
also contribute to household income, e.g. in the case of migrants' remittances (Martin
1990: 124; Lopez Barajas and Conde 1994: 73). It is also important to differentiate
between the cultural ideas associated with family mentioned above - the 'ideal' family
and home - and the everyday realities of family life.

161



One assumption that has, until recently, guided much work on low-income households in
Mexico and Latin America across disciplines, and which has influenced some thinking on
family-school relations, is that the household cooperates as a unit to assure its common
good. This perspective is, perhaps, a result of a blurring the above-mentioned 'ideal'
family notions with material realities. Beneria and Roldån (1987: 110) observe that:

All coincide in the vision of the household as a single entity, with the
assumption that the family roles supporting the vision are complementary
... studies on survival strategies present the family as an interest group,
without internal fissures. It would appear that the family is an active social
agent that rationally chooses survival mechanisms (among which figures
the incorporation of members into the labour market) in order to insure the
standard of living and the reproduction of its members and its class,
survival mechanisms maximising the interests or benefits of each and
every one of its members

An example of this in work on low-income households in Guadalajara is Gonzalez de la
Rocha's (1986: 26) analysis of strategies implemented in low-income households in
Guadalajara during the economic crisis.38 She states:

The domestic unit (is) the unit, the basic cell which forms around a strategy which
distinguishes it from all other social groups: a strategy for social and physical
reproduction. The domestic unit is the group of people who, through acting in an
organised fashion, manage to combine procreation with socialisation, paid work
with domestic work and education.

The Chayanovian approach to the household which inspires Gonzalez de la Rocha's
analysis (1986: 22) sees the domestic unit as an undifferentiated, more or less 'rational'
economic unit wherein individual decisions are aimed at maximising the chances of
survival of the unit as a whole (Beneria and Roldân 1987: 110-11 ; Inhetveen and Blasche
1988: 28; Gonzalez de la Rocha 1986; Folbre 1991 in Moore 1994: 12; but see e.g.
Cuéllar 1990). Analysts thinking along these neoclassical lines have conceptualised the
household as a priori aimed at 'maximising utility' (e.g. Becker 1993). Market-type
economic 'rationalities' are thought to prevail over all other types of system and

38 Escobar (1988) in Gonzalez de la Rocha (1991: 163) estimates that between 1982 and 1987, wages
among male industrial workers in Guadalajara fell by around 50% in real terms.
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behaviour,39 and the household is seen as obeying a consensual rationality designed to

promote its collective wellbeing.

This approach, however, has been criticised for its 'implicit depiction of maximisation as
human nature' and for its lack of attention to other types of system characterised by e.g.
reciprocity and/or redistribution (Rowthorn 1974 in Keesing 1976: 207). There is also
increasing evidence that the neoclassical approach pays insufficient attention to the
hierarchies and conflicts within the household which structure decision-making, and
which are culturally specific. It has tended to leave both class and intra-household
differences of gender and generation out of its analyses (Beneria and Roldân 1987: 111).
As Berry (1985: 61) puts it: 'neoclassical theory assumes that production and
accumulation do not themselves create social disharmony; this results only from
"distortions" arising from exogenously determined concentrations of power'. Individuals
are subsumed analytically into the category 'domestic unit' or 'household', which
becomes anthropomorphised, obscuring the way in which income and labour may be
unequally distributed within the family and the question of whose interests are given
priority (see e.g. Gonzalez de la Rocha 1986; Cuéllar 1990). The assumption of the
'rational' household also begs the question of how we define 'rationality' in relation to
the family - and whether this is, in fact, always economically motivated or targeted at
maximising the good of the unit as a whole. The 'rational household' approach falls into
an overridingly economistic view of the household, where e.g. affective, class and
cultural considerations which also shape the way decisions are made, including in
conditions of extreme hardship, do not enter much into the picture. It also overlooks the
possibility that the 'good' of one household member may not be in the interests of
another. Moreover, a logical corollary of the 'household as consensual unit' view is that
processes of negotiation within households over e.g. the allocation of resources, are
underplayed (Berry 1997: 1225).

Analyses of household strategies in relation to education have tended to follow this view
of the domestic unit as an actor in itself. Gonzalez de la Rocha (1986: 38), again writing
on Guadalajara, indicates that: 'Education isn't an individual affair but a collective affair,
where the domestic unit as a whole, and its collective economic arranagements, impose
their needs'. Similarly, Martin (1998a: 145), in his analysis of family-school dynamics,
also often refers to the household as though it were a consensual unit.40 In his work on a

39 Becker (1993: 17) argues that even in 'underdeveloped and religious countries ' there is evidence to show
that families have disregarded 'church doctrine on contraception and ... d ivorce ' as a 'rational family
response to powerful economic and social changes ' such as the increasing economic importance of well-
trained workers.
40 Although in his (1994) paper 'Let the young birds fly', Martin examines in more detail the power
hierarchies and fissures within the household which can prejudice schooling, particularly mo the r s '
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low-income self-help settlement on the outskirts of Guadalajara, he states that children's
schooling is undermined by the 'family ethos created by the needs of the domestic group
to regulate its income and consumption, which absorbs a great deal of physical,
emotional and intellectual energy'. Martin's (1998a: 145) use of the self-regulating

family concept to explain how families palliate the effects of economic hardship (see
Chapter One) is underpinned by this unitary view of the family:

(self-regulation) means that decisions must be made which subordinate the
individual to the needs of the family. Its members have very little
independence within the home, since they are subject to the demands
which the domestic unit, as a whole, makes of them.

Along these lines, theorists of the family economy, such as Becker, have assumed that
parents also constitute a consensual unit acting towards their children in a predominantly
altruistic way since 'the utility of parents depends positively on the utility of their
children' (Becker 1993: 157). When applied to schooling, this type of analysis resembles
human capital thinking, where 'private expenditures on education [are treated as] parental
investments in the productivity of children' (Becker 1993: 2, referring to Schultz 1963),
in an apparently entirely 'rational' economic way of thinking designed to maximise
benefit for the family as a whole.

Yet, for the reasons outlined above, this view does not explain my empirical data, which
strongly suggests that households do not always necessarily obey consensual economic
rationalities. Intra-household conflicts are common and often militate against the welfare
of the family as a whole - and against children's schooling. Neither 'the household' nor
'parents' necessarily act as a harmonious unit, and it cannot be assumed that parents or
other household members invariably act altruistically with the interests of the household,
or indeed their children, in mind. Moreover, other influences, for instance older siblings
or other resident kin such as aunts (e.g. in the case of Elena), can influence both
socialisation and/or the way resources are distributed in the family, e.g. regarding
children's school opportunities - and they may not necessarily concur with the views of
either parent. For instance, in one example from my fieldwork, Fabiola's mother told me
how her elder son was trying to persuade Fabiola, his younger sister, go to university and
study to be a doctor instead of a nurse, as she wanted to, and helped her with her
schoolwork in order to motivate her further. Fabiola's mother, on the other hand,
supported her daughter's decision to study a shorter course so that she could begin to earn
faster and help out her mother financially:

subordination to their husbands.
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Now we've got a bit of a controversy with Fabiola, she doesn't want to go
to prepa, she says she just wants to study nursing, and my son, because he
studied, he tells her 'you'd be better off going to prepa, you'll go to the
Faculty of Medicine and you'll become a doctor and you'll be the one who
tells the others what to do and you won't have to be forever cleaning up
after sick people', but she doesn't want to ...

Greater attention has been paid to intra-household differences and discordances in
research on household survival strategies in low-income urban areas in Mexico carried
out from a gendered perspective. Such research has shown that conflicts frequently arise
between husband and wife over, among other things, the allocation of household
resources. This allocation is by no means always based on the common good of the
household as a whole. Consequently, I find Jelin's (1991b: 33-4) definition of household
dynamics perhaps closest to the empirical reality I encountered. She contends that the
household is not:

an undifferentiated set of individuals ... It is a social organisation ...
with a structure of authority and strong ideological components that
cement the organisation and foster its continuation and reproduction.
At the same time, there are structural bases for conflict and struggle
within the household ... each (member) has his or her own distinct
and at times incompatible interests ...

Other studies have documented the antagonism between different household members'
interests, which can undermine rather than promote collective welfare. For instance,
Chant's (1985) work in Querétaro showed that males in nuclear housholds, especially
when they are the sole earners, often do not contribute all their earnings to the household
income, with the result that non-nuclear or female-headed houshold structures can
actually function more efficiently than conjugal households.41 Men were found to
frequently squander money on their own entertainment, putting their own needs before
those of the household as a whole (see also Bromley 1982 in Chant 1985: 25; Wilson
1990: 82-3).42 On the basis of these findings, Chant rightly points out that: 'it cannot be
assumed that the wages earned by family workers will actually reach the rest of the

41 Chant refers to this situation as 'male-imposed' or 'secondary poverty' (1985: 26).
42 In a follow-up study ten years later, Chant found that the economic crisis had not led to increased male
assistance in the domestic sphere, and that inter-generational reallocation of domestic labour was the
family's way of coping, with mothers delegating work to daughters, for example (1994: 210-11).
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household'. In their work on class, gender and women's employment in Mexico City

during the 1980s, Beneria and Roldån (1987: 82) also draw similar conclusions:

The higher the level of income and work stability of the male head of the

household, the greater his contribution to the common household fund,

which in turn facilitating (sic.) a higher educational level for his daughter.

But this assumption is not borne out in many cases, due to the father's

nonfulfillment of obligations, alcoholism, absence and/or temporary

desertion of the home.

Poor households are not necessarily 'homogenously poor': the distribution of resources
within a household is likely to depend on its internal power relations: gender and
generation being the most important hierarchies (Gonzalez de la Rocha 1995: 14;
Goldsmith 1991: 105). The relative weight of these power relations may be said to be
shaped by cultural and class patterns; and certain household members, such as women,
children or elderly people, may come off worst in this unequal distribution of resources,
as some studies have shown (Gonzalez de la Rocha 1995: 13 and 1986: 26-27; Chant
1985: 25; Varley and Blasco 1999).43 Following this reasoning, children can lose out
when it comes to decisions over whether to spend on schooling or not. In this connection,
it is noteworthy that studies of low-income families in Guadalajara during the aftermath
of the 1980s crisis showing how they devised strategies to cope with poverty indicated
that they often extended to include more wage-earning members (see e.g. Gonzalez de la
Rocha et al. 1990: 355). In the context I studied, this did not seem to be the case, possibly
because many families there were from other states or distant rural areas and could not
draw on local kinship networks. Children, thus, became the most 'flexible' resource that
could be drawn upon in times of crisis - when things got tough, their schooling could
always be foregone and the extra labour drawn upon, rather than extending to take in a
'new' household wage-earner.

Thus, I consider that it is important to conceptualise decisions about schooling as part of
the dynamics, alliances and conflicts that affect the distribution of resources in the home,
which, according to my data, can be highly conflictive: mothers and students told me that
relations between parents were often fraught when it came to decisions over schooling.
One girl used a small space in the questionnaire to explain this: 'My Mum says I should

43 One notable example in Mexico is the common practice for housewives to be entirely dependent on their
husband's handing over the gasto (spending money for the household): this is frequently a source of bitter
conflict between husband and wife.
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make an effort but my Dad just grumbles and says I only go to school to play about'.44

My findings suggest that decisions about schooling are rarely guided by exclusively
economic considerations - they are also mediated by cultural, affective and moral factors
which may actually be at odds with any supposed economic rationality designed to
promote the collective good of the household.

In fact, I found that family conflicts ostensibly caused by schooling may not even
necessarily really be 'about' schooling at all. Schooling may just be one issue onto which
other dynamics may 'spill over' or crystallise around. However, the net effect of such
disagreements can create an aura of disapproval in the home around the issue of
schooling, which students are very conscious of, as I shall discuss further in Chapter Six.
The emotional repercussions for young people of witnessing family conflict unwittingly
caused by them should not be underestimated - particularly when it is in their hands to

put a stop to that conflict by leaving school - and thereby, in their view, excising the
source of the trouble.

As I suggested above (see also Chapter One), this 'household as cohesive unit' thinking
may also derive partly from a tendency to attribute more altruism to the family as a whole
than exists in reality. As Moore (1994: 3) succinctly puts it, 'the ideology of family life
may have relatively little to do with people's actual situation ... it is often very difficult
to separate out the empirical reality from people's perception of it'.45 The middle-class
ideal of the nuclear family in its broadest sense of a stable, never-fragmented unit is often
mistakenly used as a synonym for 'functionality', or the absence of problems at home. I
suggest that the type of problems and conflicts which often arise within such apparently
'functional' households in Mexico may be equally as likely to undermine schooling as a
family split, since they are a source of daily attrition which can wear down the students'
and their parents' commitment to schooling. The emphasis in the literature and among
teachers on family break-up as a leading cause of school failure may derive partly from
this idealisation of the 'nuclear family as a model against which everything else appears
deviant'46 (Lehmann 2000: 3).

44 The notion that school is for 'p laying ' and is not a serious, proper ' j o b ' for young people may also affect
parent 's wil l ingness to countenance spending money on it. This is consistent with paren ts ' insistence that
students are fortunate to be able to attend school, instead of presumably working as their parents did at their
age.
45 See also Varley and Blasco (1999) for further discussion of the problems associated with idealising the
family.
46 Although international agencies, such as CEPAL, now recognise the wide diversity of family
arrangements (CEPAL 1994:19-20).
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My empirical data suggest that when analysing school performance it is vital to pay
attention to these intra-family disagreements and tension, in addition to the family break-
up or unconventional family arrangements (such as single parenthood) which are usually
cited as key causes of school failure47 - and ones that are thought to be more prevalent in
poorer areas (see e.g. CEPAL 1994: 25). Undoubtedly, the stress, trauma and economic
insecurity that can accompany a break-up or the arrival of or coexistence with a step-
parent can potentially erode school performance, and I came across one or two incidences
of this in my study.48 However, the assumption that family break-up or single-parenting
are a sine qua non of school failure can lead us to overlook the gravity and type of
problems within supposedly conventional, functional family arrangements. For the same
token, neither should it be assumed that children in such households, where parents
remain together and/or are legally married, are necessarily in 'a more stable context for
socialisation' as some research seems to assume (see e.g. CEPAL 1994: 24). Indeed,
studies from Mexico suggest that female-headed families may enjoy both a better
distribution of intra-household resources; and an overall higher level of wellbeing than
two-parents households in a similar context (Chant 1985 and 1988 in Gonzalez de la
Rocha et al. 1990: 357). One example from my study, that of the academically very
successful Fabiola, whose father had left and who lived with her mother and siblings,
endorses the notion that nuclear is not necessarily best when it comes to schooling.

Among La Colina students' families, the incidence of divorce or step-parenting was not
especially high.49 Most students lived in fairly small, nuclear arrangements50 (see also the

47 E.g. CEPAL (1994: 25) indicates that children in female-headed households perform worse than in
households with two parents. No explanation is given as to why this may be the case. However, this finding
is somewhat at odds with that of Chant (see main text, above).
48 During my fieldwork, a girl called Deysi who was among the poorer students at La Colina stopped
attending school owing to family difficulties: she lived with a stepmother and step-siblings who mistreated
her.
49 Of the 84 students surveyed, 71 (85%) lived with their biological fathers, 81 (96%) with their biological
mothers and 68 (81%)with both biological parents . L o w separat ion/divorce rates are, however , as I stress
here, not necessari ly an indication of a problem-free family life. Coup les exper iencing tens ion m a y not
separate or divorce because this is still considered afracaso among some parents - but they m a y still be
terribly unhappy, and this will of course reflect on their children. For instance, Fab io la ' s mother told m e
how her father had abandoned his family: ' m y father ' fai led ' , by leaving them, he failed' (mipapa fracasô
en esa cosa de la dejada de ellos, fracasô él). The term fracaso is also commonly used to denote a woman
who has a child out of wedlock.
50 This is at odds with the usual assumption that family break-up is high in poorer areas (such as Vil la and
Zapata) , as is consensual union. Some research has attributed poorer school performance a m o n g children
whose parents are not legally married but living in consensual union than among children with married
parents ( C E P A L 1994: 24) but I believe that it is inadvisable to establish an automatic causal connect ion
between these two factors per se. The same study found that younger children were more likely to be more
affected by such circumstances than adolescents since ' they are m o r e sensi t ive to affective instabil i ty ' -
something which I do not concur with. Regarding family extension: few families in Villa or Zapa ta in my
sample were extended. This would seem to fit the pattern in the official figures for the area, which put the
average number of residents in each home at around five (SCINCE 1995).

168



Annex for details of the different living arrangements of the eight students who
participated in the more in-depth part of the study). Yet this did not mean that their
family environments were either stable or similar to each other. Many students living
with both their parents in a traditional nuclear set-up nonetheless experienced problems at
home which were serious enough to threaten their school performance.51 In particular, my
findings indicate that although the affective climate in the homes of La Colina students
varied considerably from one family to the next, in general it tended to be rather brusque.
As I shall discuss in more detail in Chapter Six, students frequently complained that their
parents did not give them enough affection. In their minds, their family did not live up to
the 'ideal' family they felt it should be. Blows and verbal abuse were not uncommon. As
the school social worker put it, 'sometimes their parents' way of showing love is, well,
almost through beatings'. The student-parent relationship also often seemed rather
'functional', where both parties were expected to carry out certain - chiefly material -
obligations, but anything extra on the emotional side was considered a bonus. The kind of
hardship that La Colina parents faced seemed not to leave a great deal of space for an
affective surplus towards their children. As Martin (1994: 13) noted in his study, children
might be 'punished physically as the most immediate way of ensuring compliance' in an
already stressed situation. Regarding the effects of this on schooling, Martin corroborates
the importance of the affective climate at home, to the extent of suggesting that if parents
can 'improvise' affective and academic support, 'the child can overcome the family
dynamics which would interfere with his/her educational career', an assertion that I
support based on my own findings.

But what seemed an equally important issue in this respect was that the affective climate
in La Colina homes was often not 'constant'. It varied considerably depending upon who
was present, according to mothers' and students' accounts. Here too then, it is useful to
break down the notion of 'family' or 'household' and look more closely at the dynamics
between individual members. Thus, even if one parent were 'despotic' in his or her
behaviour, the children might nonetheless enjoy a good relationship and a fairly relaxed
atmosphere with the other parent - good enough to cope with the extra stresses and strains
of schooling. As I shall discuss in further detail below, as with other areas of family life,
affectivity was one sphere where mothers' and fathers' behaviour tended to differ
considerably. Harsh treatment was most often reported as being meted out by fathers,
with mothers often being more supportive and affectionate towards their children,

51 An article in the Guadalajara newspaper, Sigh 21 (6.10.95) on student performance in the city, indicates
that: 'Parents who fight constantly and use their children to fight out their differences, who blame them
directly for their marital failure, who reject them because they resemble the hated spouse, contribute to
their children's poor school performance which is a protest against their family conflicts. It's a cry for
attention, so that their parents stop fighting and give them some attention instead'.
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especially their daughters. As other studies have observed, it is not uncommon for poorer
male heads of family in Guadalajara to suffer from alcoholism, which can have a
devastating effect on the economic, social and affective relations of the household
(Gonzalez de la Rocha 1990: 356). Many La Colina students mentioned that their fathers,
or in one case - German - both parents, had a drink problem that had caused havoc in the
family at one time or still did. Alcoholism and its corrolaries, violent behaviour and
'defaulting' on commitments to the family unit, appeared to be fairly commonplace in the
context studied.

An atmosphere of fear or anxiety thus seemed to exist in some homes, heightened when a
particular household member, often the father, was present. Where schooling was a bone
of contention with one or both parents, this meant that students had to 'negotiate around'
their disapproval, perhaps resorting to hiding evidence of their studies by shuffling
homework quickly into a draw or concealing their uniforms. Once again, where the
decision to continue with schooling rested with students, it is not hard to see how
additional strains of this kind could dissuade them from persisting. However, another
effect of this often rather abrupt and/or inconsistent affective climate in the home was,
according to my observations (see Chapter Six), that students sought out sympathetic
adults within or outside the home in order to get the affection they sought - and the
school was often the place where they looked for this. In the section below, I elaborate
further upon some of the intra-family dynamics which I found impinged significantly
upon students' school attendance and performance.

Mothers, fathers and schooling: the other side of 'superåndose '?

Aquel senor, Pedro Påramo, el marido de mi madre.52

Parental attitudes to schooling varied considerably. Some - usually mothers - supported
their children's schooling, but accompanied this support with dogged insistence that the
child ought to be damn grateful that they were 'giving him schooling'' at great cost to
themselves, and demanded that he get good marks in order to justify their sacrifice. Other
parents, mostly fathers, opposed their children's schooling outright. Others offered mild,
verbal encouragement but did not do much to sway children either way: an approach
which I term laisser-faire, where it is the students who are left to decide whether to study
or not. In fact, 'decide' is almost too deliberate a word for the tenuous, almost accidental

5" Rulfo (1953: 9). Pedro Pâramo, an evocative and magical novel by Mexican novelist, Juan Rulfo, begins
with a man's search for his long-lost father in an abandoned village called Comala in rural Mexico,
populated only by memories, whispers and the dead. The protagonist refers to the man he seeks not as his
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way in which school attendance often appears to stop and start, which often seems to be
triggered by tiny setbacks or incidents which belie a far more serious underlying fatigue
both on the part of students and parents. Schooling was a source of ambivalence and
contradictory feelings among them. Strikingly, however, although mothers and fathers
often came from apparently similar socioeconomic contexts, they seldom appeared to
share the same attitude towards schooling, or other aspects of their children's upbringing
for that matter. For instance, Edgar's mother told me how her parents fought over their
different attitudes to their children's upbringing: 'My Dad used to say one thing and my
Mum another ... my Mum was always very strict, and my father (laughs) just the
opposite. If he saw my Mum telling us off, then he'd make sure he didn't, that was how it
was'.

Many parents came from very different contexts, where one was brought up in the city
and another in the countryside (for instance, Edgar's parents). The mothers I interviewed
repeatedly emphasised the differences between their and their partners' education and
family experiences when I enquired about their own upbringings. The very different
upbringings which are 'brought' to the same houshold by each partner at marriage do not
necessarily miraculously dissolve into a shared and harmonious world view or a jointly
worked-out child socialisation strategy. In fact, these differences may be a source of
friction and conflict between parents. My interviews show that spouses retain strong
affiliations to their own parental homes (see also Lomnitz and Perez-Lizaur 1991: 123)53

and to their recollections of their own upbringings; and these do not necessarily merge
into a coherent joint 'parental ethos' after marriage. The weight of these personal
histories and their influence on parents' views on and decisions about their children's
schooling is lost from view if one conceptualises the 'household' as an anthropomorphic
entity.

This became very clear to me from my interviews with mothers, who continually
attributed different patterns of behaviour and conflicting attitudes to what they and their
husbands had been used to en mi casa (in their own parents' home). When mothers talked
about their and their husbands' differing attitudes, they evoked their respective
upbringings - their education - i.e. the way they had been brought up by their parents,
which they perceived as almost irrevocably shaping their future behaviour and attitudes,
notwithstanding their subsequent marriage and the formation of their own 'family'. For
instance, Pedro's mother explained that her husband took no interest in her sons'
schooling because his parents had obliged him to work and be 'responsible' instead. Her

father, but as 'That man, Pedro Pâramo, my mother's husband ...'.
53 These authors assert that 'there is no drastic change in parent-child relations when children marry and
form homes of their own; solidarity and mutual assistance continue'.
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parents, on the other hand, had put schooling first and according to her, this explained

why she too gave it priority:

(my husband) told me that his Dad was very harsh with him, he wouldn't
give him any money, from the age of 11 he worked. His economic situation
was very fragile and he sometimes even had not shoes to wear to school...
in my case things were very different, in my family if you were studying
you were given everything you needed and spending money on top of it. But
(my husband), his attitude, he thinks the same way as many men, and it's
because of how their parents brought them up.

The nature of relations between husband and wife also plays a role here. As Lehmann
(2000: 8) has indicated, in rural Latin America, there is typically a substantial degree of
autonomy between spouses - something which my interviews suggest can also apply to
the urban context, perhaps not surprisingly given the 'overlap' which can occur between
rural and urban 'mentalities', mentioned in section 1.1. Moreover, psychological
affiliation and loyalty towards the parental home in Mexico is extremely strong and
usually continues to be so after marriage - so much so that the term mi casa (home) often
does not refer to the marital home, as might be expected, but to the parents ' home (see
also Stevens 1973: 98).M I do not mean to suggest that parents never formulate joint
strategies vis a vis their children, but in the context studied I suspect that this is the
exception rather then the rule. The idea of husband and wife getting together to formulate
a common strategy for bringing up their own children did not occur in my interviews. On
the contrary, mothers took almost complete responsibility for their children's upbringing,
and fathers rarely entered into the picture except often as a rather negative influence or a
figure of fear. The result is that many children may be exposed to quite severely
conflicting parental views at home. I elaborate on this further below.

Mothers were far more engaged with and supportive of their children's schooling than
fathers - in fact, they were almost entirely responsible for all aspects of their children's
schooling - from paying for it to attending parents' meetings, to offering whatever help
they could with homework. Teachers confirmed that mothers assumed virtually total
responsibility for their children's schooling, and several students and parents confirmed

41 am not suggesting that this relationship is unproblematic. However, even in cases where there is serious
conflict among family members, loyalty towards the parental family appears to remain strong. Stevens
(1973: 98) indicates that once married, a woman continues to 'know who she is', retaining her family name
and a strong sense of personal identity. The 'merging' associated, at least in principle, with marriage in e.g.
the US and Northern Europe, seems to be a less marked feature of marriage, at least in the context I studied.
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this.55 One mother told me: 'I think that mothers always support their children more in
everything, studies or whatever ... I think women are more open than men ... even if men
have time (to go to school meetings) they'll say "no, you go'". Schooling tends to be seen
as 'an extension of [women's] domestic role' - automatically their responsibility
(Stromquist 1991: 13; see also Schmukler 1991: 254; Corona 1991: 82).56

Mothers also appeared especially keen for their daughters to study. Some mothers told
me that they were all the more keen for their children, especially their daughters, to study
because their own educational and/or career opportunities had been curtailed by their
parents or husbands. They had been prevented from studying, usually by their fathers,
either because they were regarded as destined to get married and 'waste' their education;
because their parents endorsed moral norms for girls which prevented them from
travelling distances to go to school as boys could; or simply because there wasn't a
school in their village. Blanca's mother's parents, for instance, had been reluctant to
allow their daughters to study because the teacher was a man and this might endanger
their reputations. Other mothers had achieved relatively high educational levels
(secondary and evenprepa in one case), but marriage had prevented them from pursuing
their studies or a career any further. Pedro's mother, who came from a wealthier
background than the other mothers I interviewed, told me that she had wanted to be a
lawyer, but that after she got married her husband had got cold feet at the last minute and
literally driven her away from the school door: 'I was stopped from going any further (me

trunqué) and then when I got married my husband didn't let me ... I was at the door of the
prepa and he suddenly said "You know what, get back in the car, we're going" and I
didn't insist, I didn't say anything'. The expression me trunqué expresses succinctly the
way she felt their personal development had been blocked.

Thus, mothers' own lack of formal schooling can encourage rather than deter them from
supporting their children's studies. Their own sense of frustration at having their studies
blocked by marriage, or at having to bear a lifetime of hard, manual work, rather than

I have also found evidence to support this in further research carried out in other low-income Guadalajara
colonias. One mother told me: 'It's hard because I'm the one who ... he gives me the household money and
I have to take the school expenses out of that'.Her husband would buy the kids' books and materials at the
beginning of the year, but nothing more - she would have to find money throughout the year for their
expenses, sometimes entering a tanda (neighbourhood savings scheme) to be able to find the money. Her
husband's support for schooling was limited to a 'let's get it over with' attitude towards buying the basics
at the beginning of the school year. Other evidence of women's support for their children's schooling can
be found in Lailson (1990: 411) who, in her in-depth study of the lives of six working women in
Guadalajara, notes that all of them were keen for their children to study as far as possible, and did not
discriminate between boys and girls in this respect.
56 This may also help to explain why it was so difficult for me to interview fathers: they either did not have
time or were reluctant to be interviewed. My data is, therefore, unfortunately limited to interviews with
mothers, with one exception.

173



causing them to dismiss schooling, spurred them all the more to support their daughters'
chances especially. They hoped that schooling would spare them from suffering the
indignities and hardship which they themselves had gone through. Bianca's mother told
me: 'I don't want my daughters to end up like me, that's why I've given them everything,
I said "I'm going to make them study'". Likewise, Manuel's mother told me how her
father had stopped her from studying because women 'were only good for getting
married', but how this had made her all the more determined that her daughters would get
the chance to study: 'I think that today, mothers want their children to study ... I say to
my daughter Sandra, 'you study whatever you like, but study', we don't want them to end
up like us'. My findings thus differ from the widely-held belief that low parental
education is detrimental to children's schooling (see section one in this chapter). It can
well have the opposite effect.

However, mothers admitted that they were often powerless to enforce their wish for their
children to study.57 Gendered and generational power hierarchies criss-cross household
decision-making. As Jelin (1991b: 23) indicates, there are 'strong social norms that
govern the differential commitments expected from the various members according to
their position in terms of age, sex, and kinship ties with other members'. Mothers' often
strong desire and efforts to school their children can be thwarted by a hard-pressed or
recalcitrant father. Mothers may genuinely want their children to attend school, but be
scared to oppose their husbands' wishes. The case of Luz's mother in this chapter is an
example of this. Fathers' attitudes to their children's schooling are, however, likely to be
decisive in their educational outcome since they usually wield greater decision-making
power in the home.58 Wives may be unable to oppose their husbands on such an
important issue for the length of time required to make sure their children finish their
basic education. It takes an immense amount of courage to keep insisting year after year,
particularly in extreme economic hardship when it is especially hard to justify secondary
schooling. The anguish mothers can feel in this situation became clear to me after a
parents' meeting, when one La Colina mother said to me:

I don't know what to do - he [her husband] wants to take her out [of
secondary school] because he says she's wasting her time because she
doesn't get good marks. Already last year he was going to take her out but
I stopped him ... he gets really annoyed with me.

57 Research reports that among Mexican women 'obedience and respect to husbands, even against wives'
own will and necessities, is still very common (Beneria and Roldån 1987 and De Barbieri 1984 in Casique
2000: 3), although some studies have also found 'partial evidence' that wives now enjoy greater
autonommy and power than in the past (Casique 2000: 3).
58 See also Martin (1994: 10), who found that the more partiarchal the family, (i.e. the degree of
subordination to the father's authority), the higher the level of school failure.
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A mother may be able to persist for a while in the face of her husband's protests, but after
a while her tenacity may be worn down (see also Martin 1990a: 131). Conflicts of this
kind between parents inevitably affect students and may undermine their studies in a
number of ways: for instance, through creating additional stress and anxiety, or by
inducing them to leave school in an attempt to put an end to the inter-parental squabbling
for which they may feel responsible. In cases where fathers oppose their children's
schooling, mothers may resort to a variant of the laisser faire strategy, leaving schooling
decisions to their children in order not to incur the wrath of their husbands, but at the
same time not opposing their schooling outright.

Luz's mother was an example of this. In principle, she would have liked Luz to study,
But her husband objected to this, she couldn't oppose him since the family was 'still
under her husband's thumb'. Problems arising over her daughter's schooling also
implicated her in her husband's anger, meaning that for Luz to be able to go to school,
she would have to have been prepared or able to stand up to her husband repeatedly on
her daughter's behalf:

Luz's Dad doesn't want her to study, and so ... we're still in a
situation where we have to do what he says ... so I think that if she
really wanted to study, knowing that her Dad doesn't like it, she
should also try and do as she's told to avoid trouble because it's not
only her who suffers for it, I do too.

So, although mothers may be keen to support their children's schooling, a recalcitrant
father can still put a spoke in the works. The different dynamics at play throughout the
family cycle may shift the power balance between mother and father, however, with
implications for mothers' ability to support their children's schooling. As women get
older, and their husbands also age and become physically weaker, they may become
bolder and lose their fear of their husbands.59 Blanca's mother told me how she had long

59 In his study of gender relations in late colonial Mexico, Stern (1995: 60) notes how older women who
had 'outlived a life cycle phase of direct subordination to a father or husband' sometimes 'adopted a social
style too assertive or extraverted to conform to the stance of moral discretion and social reserve prescribed
for more respectable, morally upright women'. Older women seem to 'come into their own', losing their
fear of formerly dominant males. Perhaps this is due to the fact that as men's physical strength and
usefulness as a provider wane with age, women, conversely, gain strength from their adult children's
support and may simply stop caring so much e.g. about their husband's reactions after many years of
conflict or abuse. There was also evidence of a certain 'empowerment' among older women in interviews I
carried out on gender and housing in Guadalajara. They did not necessarily want to be dependent on
anyone (see e.g. Varley and Blasco 1999) and asserted that they were no longer 'scared' of their husbands
as they had been in the past. See also Casique (2000: 23) for similar findings concerning older Mexican
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since lost her fear of her husband, making it easier for her to defy him when it came to

defending her daughters' schooling. After struggling for years to put her daughter

through nursing school, when it came to the graduation, her husband finally found out:

He said to me 'So Marta's going to school ... I told you that she wasn't to
study!'. 'Well, she is!', I told him 'and we can't stop her ...' Before I was
frightened of him, but not any more ... it doesn't bother me when he
grumbles, I think that as long as I feed him and see to his needs, his food,
his clothes, what do I care? Like the other day, I went to a party with her
and he asked me 'where are you two going' and I answered 'to Julio's party'
and off we went.

This may be one reason why younger children tend to receive more schooling than their

elder brothers and sisters - the power balance in the family has by this stage shifted more

in favour of the mother.

A particularly thorny area of family conflict between mothers and fathers was spending
on schooling. Bianca's mother told me how her husband refused to help pay school-
related expenses, so she worked in secret, washing and ironing other people's clothes
(lavando y planchando ajeno) and scrimping and saving every penny to pay for her
daughters'studies:

He used to say to me 'don't send them to school' but I did what I wanted
to do because he used to go to work at six in the morning and he didn't get
back until ten at night. He never bothered to ask 'Are my daughters in
school? Are they studying', he never said 'here, take this and buy them a
notebook' or anything. They used to get home from school and say 'Mum,
I need a notebook, Mum, I need a pencil for the secondary' and it was up
to me to find the money.

Bianca's mother engaged in a remarkable degree of subterfuge to enable her daughters to
study. She told me what lengths she had gone to to hide from her husband that her
daughters were going to school, hiding the clothes she had washed and ironed in secret
under the bed. 'I was scared of him', she said, 'he was very brutal, he'd come home
shouting and throwing things at me'. When her eldest daughter began to study nursing,
she also had to hide her white nurse's uniform so her father didn't find out: 'she'd get

women's greater autonomy and self-confidence vis a vis their husbands.
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home in a rush asking 'has my Dad arrived yet?' and I used to hide her clothes ... I really
struggled ... my daughters studied but he never knew a thing about it'.

Bianca's case shows how schooling can serve as a focal point which invokes other,
ostensibly unrelated, family dynamics. Her father's opposed her schooling because it
meant that her mother had to work - something he considered 'shameful' for a woman
since it might lead neighbours to cast aspersions on her reputation and, by extension, on
his own. Blanca's mother told me: 'my husband says "aren't you ashamed to work?" But
I'm not ashamed ... in my family we weren't used to working like that... but I'd only be
ashamed if people said 'so-and-so's Mum is this and that' but with a clean conscience I
can work all right'. In this way, family dynamics which are not directly connected to
schooling can nonetheless very effectively undermine it. Rather than being opposed to
their children's schooling per se, fathers may simply resent being asked for money, since
it reflects badly on them if they cannot provide it. The fact that it is schooling which is at
issue is pretty much incidental. Men may resent their wives working to support their
children's studies since they see this as highlighting their own inadequacy, to the point
where they prohibit it altogether.60 Blanca's mother told me how badly her husband
reacted when she asked him for money for their daughters' studies: 'my girls used to say
'Mum, Dad doesn't want us to study' but it wasn't that, he wanted them to study all right,
he just didn't want to pay for it! That was what irked him the most, that they asked him
for money'.

So, whereas mothers' lack of formal education seems to make them all the more
determined to support their children's schooling, fathers with little schooling appear less
supportive. Blanca's father both actively discouraged her from attending school, and
undermined her studies in other ways, such as making it virtually impossible for her to
concentrate on her schoolwork. She told me:

if I say 'I'm going to study', my father starts to say 'Why bother studying,
you're never going to get anywhere anyway!', he always tries to discourage
me ... For example, if I'm doing my homework, he makes me do something
else even if he can see that I'm busy - he forces me to get up and I feel
very stressed...

60 See e.g. Corona (1991: 81), investigating children's percpetions of domestic work in Iztapalapa, Mexico;
and Gonzalez de la Rocha 1991: 163). I also encountered similar attitudes during a research project in
Guadalajara on men's and women's attitudes to the home (with Ann Varley, University College London,
1997-1999). Other researchers have noted how women have to eke out their household allowance, or chiva
their husbands give them in order to avoid their husbands' wrath if they ask for more money (Gonzalez de
la Rocha et al. 1990:360).
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Several other mothers also told me that their husbands either showed barely any interest
in their children's schooling - or opposed it outright or undermined it in some other way.
For instance, the maths teacher told me of one case where a gifted student had been told
by her father that 'if I keep insisting on studying he won't even let my sisters study'. This
is also supported by Martin's (1994: 10) finding that the more subject a household is to
patriarchal authority, the higher the level of school failure.61

My findings suggest that fathers may feel threatened by the fact that their children are
surpassing them in learning, fearing that they will lose their authority in the home as a
result of this. This is the other side of the coin of parents' expression that they want their
children to superar them. For instance, Edgar told me how irritated his father became
whenever he asked him for help with his homework. His father had never attended
secondary school and had very little primary education, and couldn't have helped even if
he had wanted to. Edgar complained that: 'when I'm doing homework, for example, I ask
my father and he says "I don't know anything, ask your mother", so I ask my mother and,
well, she just says "Be careful, don't ask me when your Dad's around", because my
father doesn't (like it)'.

Fathers suddenly find that their children attending secondary school 'know more' than
they do. They cannot help them with their homework; they are baffled when they come
home speaking English, they cannot identify with their secondary school experience in
any way. Fathers' negative reactions to manifestations of schoolwork in the home (see
Chapter Six) such as questions, homework etc., strongly suggest that they find it
annoying to be reminded that their children have 'overtaken' them in this way. The
element of fathers' authority based on superior knowledge to their children is undermined
by the proliferation of sources of information which their children have access to through
the school and literacy more generally. Fathers know less, and what they do know is no
longer ofthat much use to their children.

Similar findings have been reported elsewhere. When children have higher educational
attainment than their parents (as is frequent given recent sharp increases in levels of
schooling in many countries), this is likely to be 'the cause of a variety of conflicts within
families as well as in the larger society' (Smith and Cheung 1982: 58). Schooling may be
perceived as making children difficult to control, perhaps also 'cocky' because of their

One cannot, of course, draw a neat conclusion from this finding. The association may be due to other
factors, such as anxiety in children caused by fear of the father, which may undermine their school
performance, for instance. But in the light of all the other data that I collected, and other studies on related
topics, it seems highly significant that in households where the father has most clout, children perform
worst at school.
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schooling, and hence more inclined to challenge their father's authority. La Colina's
maths teacher told me how schooling is sometimes seen in the locality as a bad influence
on children, teaching them to be disobedient:

Many parents feel that their children don't gain anything by studying.
Once, some kids damaged a van ... and they came here to the school to
complain, and a guy who came with the driver said 'See, that's what the
kids learn here. That's why I don't send mine to school. I know someone
who says that kids who study are less obedient, they're rebellious' ...
people think they're not as docile. If they haven't studied, they're easier to
control, to dominate, so lots of people don't like it when they do.

Fathers may, thus, fear relinquishing their authority and control over their children by
sending them to school. This may occur, I suggest, on two levels. The first is material:
schooling entails costs which fathers often cannot meet. When they cannot provide the
resources children ask them for in connection with their schooling, this can lead to fury at
being put in a position which highlights their inadequacy as providers.

In Guadalajara, and arguably many other regions in Mexico, the provider role is still a
key element in a positive male identity, just as not being a good provider is typically
associated with a negative male identity (Melhuus 1990: 11; Varley and Blasco 200062).
It has been argued that a powerful dualism shapes masculine identities in Mexico, and
that this is underpinned by the ability or failure to provide for, and thus also control, other
family members. The positive pole of this dualism is the respectable hombre

responsable.^ The hombre responsable is the clean, civilised version of machismo: a
pater familias figure who is a strong, responsible provider commanding universal respect
and effortlessly retaining authority over his wife and children. His authority is based on
his economic authority, the fact that he meets (cumplir) his provider obligations, thus
ensuring the dependency of the other members of his family.64 In post-Independence
Mexico, as in other Latin American societies, this masculine ideal was promoted by the

62 Page numbers here are missing since this journal issue, although categorised as published in 2000, was
still not in print at the time of completing the dissertation. The same applies to Chant's (2000) article in the
same issue (see bibliography).
63 Lomnitz (1987: 229) labels these dichotomous types as: the values of 'the male' and the values of 'a
good husband and a good Christian', but her ideas are in tune with, and a precursor of, Guttman and
Melhuus'. She defines the 'male ideal' of the upper classes as 'ugly, strong and formal' (feo, fuerte y
formal), a combination of strength, authority over his family and a responsible attitude to his provider
duties.
64 Just as in colonial Mexico, when as Guttman (1995: 14) records 'success as a ruler of households implied
cultural display of the combined roles of family provider, protector, and authority. The measures of
manhood were almost synonymous with the trappings of wealth'.
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State as part of its drive to rationalise domesticity and modernise gender relations by
'consolidating nuclear male-headed families and redefining men's privileges and
responsibilities to both their nation and their families' (Rosemblatt 2000: 267) since the
nuclear family was regarded as a 'microcosm of the state'. The family, and not the
individual, was the basic unit of society (Alonso 1995: 122), and it was where change
was to be wrought. The state was regarded as 'a numerous family, and the family as a
small state' with the father as its head (Alonso 1995: 91). This idea was premissed on a
supposed convergence of interests and values between fathers and the State. The husband
was both 'the family's representative vis à vis the state', and 'the state's representative in
the family', charged with governing his home according to the principles laid down by
law (Alonso 1995: 122).65 This bourgeois nuclear family model was actively promoted
by the State in its attempts to civilise and domesticate especially poorer men, whose
'pathological' tendencies (Stern 1995 in Varley and Blasco 2000) were seen as a threat to
modernisation, order and progress.

The alter ego of the hombre responsable is the chingôn or macho, an irresponsible
(desobligado) man characterised by profligacy, laziness, 'absenteeism' from the family,
womanising, drunkenness and violence (see e.g. Paz 1990: 2366). His machismo is
uncivilised, irresponsible and destructive. He is a bad provider and consequently also a
bad father and husband. Since he does not live up to his end of the bargain, he cannot
legitimately demand that his family subject themselves to him, although he can intimidate
them into this through violence or other means. His family can no longer depend on him,
either morally or materially. The family's welfare may depend on his wife working, thus
risking her reputation and hence also his in the eyes of society.

Like their feminine counterparts,67 masculine identities in Mexico are of course much
more fluid and varied than these 'ideal types' imply. Researchers have contested the
dichotomous portrayal of masculine types in Mexico, arguing that they do not hold water
in practice (Guttman 1996 and Melhuus 1997 in Varley and Blasco 2000). For instance,
in his discussion of parenting in Mexico City, Guttman (1996: 87-8) questions the
'official discourse on Mexican men and machismo' which associates working-class men
with brutality and neglect of their children and upper-class men with material compliance
but affective absence from the family. He argues for a more context-sensitive analysis
which takes into account 'class, historical period, region, and generation'. However, the

65 Women would still be subordinate to men in the family, but no longer through 'barbaric' means such as
violence. Their subordination would now be achieved through legal, rational means (Alonso 1995: 121).
66 'At the centre of the family is the father. The figure of the father is divided into the duality of patriarch
and macho. The patriarch protects, is good, powerful, wise. The macho is the fearful man, the chingôn, the
father who las left, who has abandoned his wife and children' (my translation).

Corresponding roughly to long-suffering madonnas and sinful mistresses (see e.g. Melhuus 1996).
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ability to live up to the provider role still arguably governs the way that men are seen,
judged and judge themselves in everyday life. In Guadalajara, sustaining a positive male
identity among poorer sectors still appears to depend very much on whether a man can -
or maintain the facade of - being the main provider (Varley and Blasco 2000). The idea
of fatherhood is, thus, still inextricably linked with ideas of authority and economic
power and control over the family in Mexico.68 Patriarchal and patrimonial authority are
'iconically related' (Alonso 1995: 83). This has very real implications for poorer men,
who are usually far less proficient providers than their better-off counterparts, for obvious
reasons.

With these cultural patterns, what kind of authority can fathers from poorer sectors
command? Recent literature suggests a 'crisis in masculinity' among poorer sectors in
Latin America, including Mexico, where men often cannot live up to their families'
expectations that they be the primary breadwinners in the household, particularly since
the 'lost decade' of the eighties when economic crisis bit employment opportunities and
incomes hard (Chant 2000). Katzman (1992) suggests that men who cannot live up to the
legitimate masculine role of the responsible provider actually seek consolation in its
opposite, the drunken, irresponsible macho. They must draw what little authority they can
retain over their families from intimidation and violence, not from law or the legitimacy
conferred by compliance with the provider imperative.

Parents of either sex with little schooling themselves may also feel alienated from their
children's schooling because they cannot identify with their children's school experience
- or because they feel impotent since they cannot help them in any practical way with
their schoolwork. As seen above, many parents at La Colina had not been to secondary
school, and a significant proportion had not even finished primary. Although parents with
less schooling than their children may genuinely want them to progress, schoolwork may
not be seen as a priority when there are other more pressing things such as housework to
be done: and parents are unlikely to be able to assist with homework. Blanca's mother
told me:

I say to her 'my girl, you've got homework, get down and do it', right,

because I almost never check her homework because I can't so what good

68 The popular expression, soy tu padre ('I'm your father'), which effectively means that one man is
another's superior and has authority over him, is an example of the way in which the ideal of fatherhood is
linked to authority. See also Paz (1990: 23), who discusses the image of public authority in Mexico,
indicating that behind the figure of the President is that of the Father: i.e. that public authority derives its
power from familial analogies.
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does it do my looking at it? ... But I do tell her 'you've got homework, do it,

well first do the housework and then get down and do your homework'.

Students are, essentially, on their own and rely on their own perseverance to continue to
make the effort with their school work and attendance. If parents' attitudes towards
schooling are not particularly involved or supportive - laisser faire - students can
interpret their lack of engagement as disinterest. They may or may not be aware of the
'baggage' which accompanies their parents' disputes over schooling, discussed above.
They may simply feel that their parents don't care. Luz reported that her mother took no
interest in her schoolwork unless it was to reprimand her for not doing her homework or,
on other occasions, for doing her homework instead of something more 'useful'. Parental
encouragement has been found to be a key factor in positive school performance in
Guadalajara primary schools, chiefly through help with homework (Martin 1990a: 129).
At secondary level, however, when most children have already surpassed their parents'
level of education, this type of involvement and encouragement is not possible, thereby
undermining a key possible source of support for students.

The above-mentioned examples illustrate the fragility of the relationship between
students and the school. They show how students' attendance often hangs on tenuous
threads sustained by the students and their parents - usually their mothers. Support for
schooling becomes a leap of faith with no guarantee of success, and the potential for
drop-out in this situation is enormous. If mothers cannot sustain their financial efforts to
support their children's schooling for some reason (e.g. the need to care for younger
children, health problems, fatigue, opposition from their husbands, etc.), the student will
be forced to leave school. Students are clearly aware that their schooling causes their
parents trouble, and can be a cause of discord between them (see Chapter 6), and this may
be a powerful disincentive for them to study. The danger posed by situations such as
those described above is exacerbated by the fact that, as I have reiterated throughout, at
secondary school, students often exercise considerable autonomy when it comes to
deciding whether to stay in or drop out. Students may feel that leaving school is the path
of least resistance, allowing all concerned to feel relief. Below, I discuss parents'
attitudes to girls' and boys' schooling.

Parents ' attitudes to girls ' and boys ' schooling

In addition to the more general obstacles to schooling, such as economic hardship, which
can affect both girls and boys, certain obstacles are more specific to one sex than another.
These obstacles are, in part, also determined by the students' immediate needs and
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expectations and the demands placed on them by their family, which are, to a large
extent, shaped by their socioeconomic and cultural context. In this way, economic and the
cultural factors meet and blur in decisions over whether girls or boys should receive more
or less schooling, as I discuss below.

For instance, fathers' negative view of schooling where their sons are concerned seems to
stem from a deep-seated attitude that studying is a waste of time for men. The lengthy
and costly path which must be trod before any reward is reaped from schooling may seem
at odds with the practical necessity of complying with men's role as provider throughout
their lives. Inasmuch as it is a site of mental, not physical, labour school may be also
associated with 'sissiness' - not a place for 'real men'. As Pedro's mother put it to me:
'men can be very domineering, sometimes even when it comes to their children's
schooling they're machista ... my husband likes to say 'men are made in the street' ... he
tries to pass on that idea to the children, and I try to get rid of it again'. The urgency of
fulfilling the provider role for low-income Mexican men makes schooling appear an
unreliable and costly route to take - especially if the boy in question does not excel.
Prolonged schooling for boys may be regarded with suspicion or impatience when they
reach an age when they are expected to meet obligations to the family (Martin 1994: 7).
The school is 'unmasculine' - or rather it promotes a different kind of masculinity to that
which prevails in the home. Fathers' views on this can influence boys' schooling careers
since, as Gonzalez de la Rocha et al. (1990: 360) indicate, fathers still often decide over
when male sons will leave school to start work.

Some studies have claimed that boys' schooling is given priority precisely because of
their future provider role. For instance, Lopez Barajas and Izazola Conde (1994: 46)
following Gomes (1984)69 claim that: 'due to cultural patterns which tend to give men the
responsibility of providing material resources for material reproduction in the household,
which are reflected in the fact that male members of the household are given priority
when it comes to schooling'. I would question this assertion on two grounds. First, it is
not statistically corroborated in Mexico. Boys and girls more or less enjoy gender parity
at least in basic education. Second, it does not take into account the different perspectives
which may prevail in different socioeconomic contexts. I consider that a positive link

69 Gomes' findings are, however, based on a study carried out in Kenya, and are of questionable relevance
to the Mexican case. Moreover, the assertion made here does not take into account class differences in
attitudes to boys' schooling in Mexico. As I found, boys' schooling may be seen as a costly and unlikely
path to a secure future among low-income families whose most pressing need is an immediate source of
income. In this connection, studies in Africa have found that the chief reason why boys leave school early
is to seek work (UNESCO 1995). UNESCO (1995) reports that school life expectancies of girls are higher
than boys' in many developed countries, and suggests that this may be due to boys' greater tendency to
leave school for work earlier than girls.
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between boys' schooling and the provider role is less likely in low-income families,

where schooling is not so much perceived by parents as a right and a need in itself, but

only in very pragmatic terms as a potential means of securing a better living. Schooling

becomes pointless when students don't attain good grades since the costs outweigh the

benefits.70

Parents saw schooling as important for boys because it would enable them to earn a better
living and hence be more 'responsible' men. Studying was felt to be necessary to get a
good job 'especially for men who are responsible for the home if they get married', as
Edgar's mother put it, but she nonetheless specified that he should only study a 'short
course'.

Girls can face rather different obstacles to schooling than boys. Beneria and Roldän
(1987: 84) point out that 'especially in rural areas [in Mexico], women's education does
not seem to have been valued highly by parents, or in many cases by the girl herself.71

Several girls reported to me that their fathers opposed girls' schooling on the basis that
there was no point to it since they would only end up getting married and doing
housework afterwards (see also LeVine 1993). This assumption is still widely held in
many other countries too (UNESCO 1995: 20). One girl explained to me: 'sometimes,
fathers tell their daughters "Why do you want to study, you're only going to get married
and wash clothes and do housework afterwards anyway!'" Fabiola's mother likewise
observed that most men's 'motto' was 'why study if you're only going to get married and
have kids?'

Others have also noted that schooling is regarded as a wasted investment for girls because
it is assumed that they will not use it in their lives; and that any benefits it may bring will
pass automatically to their husbands' family (Martin 1994: 15).72 Since in poor
households, schooling is a luxury and constitutes a serious drain on precious household
resources, spending on something which is not expected to bring any obvious short-term

70 The World Bank has also documented that poor performance leading to discouragement can be a motive
for drop-out (World Bank 1998).

Although women's participation in education at all levels has increased. Parity has almost been reached
in basic education, and women's enrolment in higher education institutions in Mexico has also increased. A
report in the newspaper, Siglo 21 (10.8.96) on a study carried out at by researchers at the University of
Guadalajara, El Trabajo de la Mujer Profesionista Jalisciensce, revealed that since 1980, women's
enrolment has risen by 142%. In Jalisco, enrolment is increasing by 3% per year, but the state still lags
slightly behind many others in the percentage of women pursuing higher education - 41% as opposed to
e.g. 47% in Zacatecas, 46% in Mexico City, and 51% in Tlaxcala. The article points, however, to the
continued discrimination against professional women in the workplace, despite the fact that many now have
qualifications which match or exceed men's.
72 For evidence concerning the benefits of schooling for girls and development, see UNESCO (1995: 22);
and World Bank (1998: 37) on the link between education and female autonomy.
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returns may be considered rash. Among the girls I interviewed, I noted a couple of cases
where girls had to take a year or two off school after the birth of a sibling, so that they
could help take care of it while their mothers went out to work.73 In this connection,
Beneria and Roldan (1987: 84) point out that:

the relationships between class of origin and educational level is affected
by the nature of family interaction and its internal hierarchies - at different
stages of the family life cycle - as well as in its historical and geographical
context. Thus, the educational level of the women interviewed forms part
of an extremely complex set of decisions that includes also her immediate
or eventual entrance into the labour market, and her possible role as a
substitute mother for younger brother and sisters.

Among the students and parents I interviewed, schooling was not yet considered a
necessity for girls in itself, but as a useful safety-net should they end up in a situation
where they had to fend for themselves - a kind of insurance.74 Pedro's mother told me
'studies are very important because if you experience some setback in your life, some
failure, or your partner dies, you'll be able to take care of your family'. Martin (1992: 66)
has also observed this 'safety-net' function of schooling for girls. In the Guadalajara
schools he studied, some parents claimed that schooling was even more important for
girls than for boys so that they 'would not be defenceless should their husbands turn out
to be rascals'. Garcia and Oliveira (1994: 87) indicate that more schooling is, indeed, a
crucial factor in the probability of women being in paid employment.75 And parents
believe that nowadays it is crucial for women to work in order to ensure a better quality
of life, as Pedro's mother said: 'women have to get ahead ... if I didn't work he could
support me all right but I like to have my own money, that's one thing, and another thing
is that the family is more comfortably off. Similarly, Luz's mother told me:

I think (that women ought to study the same as men) because the way
things are right now everyone has to work. I mean, before here in Mexico
most women didn't work because of men's machismo and because they
didn't have to ... the reason is that men think that if you work you won't
obey them the same as if you don't work.

73 UNESCO (1995) documents that girls' schooling may also suffer in poor rural or urban areas because of
the traditional household division of labour where they are expected to help with domestic chores, care for
younger siblings, thus often releasing an older woman for work (UNESCO 1995). This practice is also
noted in World Bank (1999) as a probable factor in lower enrollment rates for girls in basic education.
74 Garcia and Oliveira (1994: 112) found, on the contrary, that middle-class women viewed paid work as
indispensable for their own personal fulfillment and development.
75 A l though they point out that this effect seems to diminish dur ing t imes o f economic crisis.
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Schooling provides a route to an uneasy economic independence - uneasy because it is
perceived by men as the cause of their diminshing authority over their wives and/or
daughters. Perhaps because of this, many women stop working after they get married, or
at any rate after they have children - although some may begin to carry out paid
homework of one sort or another (Beneria and Roldân 1987: 90)76

Somewhat contradictorily, however, girls' schooling may also be deemed important
precisely because of their impending marriage. Girls' responses to my questions about
their future careers prompted this reflection. The majority told me they wanted to study
for as long as possible, but when I asked them what careers they fancied, many told me
that they probably wouldn't actually work in their professions (ejercer), and would give
up their careers on marriage. I found it puzzling that they were prepared to study hard for
years only to give it all up as soon as they got married. Fabiola's mother was the first to
shed some light on this matter. She recounted how, much to her dismay, one of her
daughters had married as soon as she left prepa, even though she had encouraged her to
wait until she got to university, because 'at university level you find a different type of
person, not like these good-for-nothings who haven't even been to secondary ... I told her
"you can make a better marriage'".

This apparently contradictory attitude is attributable to the fact that girls' social status is
often still thought to depend on the man she marries, rather than on her own merits, and
schooling is seen as a fairly fool-proof means of ensuring that she mixes with a 'better
class of men', i.e. potential husbands. Elliott and Kelly (1982: 333) have observed this
phenomenon in girls' schooling in other national contexts: 'surveys in Latin America and
Africa have shown that a principal motivation among girls to remain in school is to have
more say in the choice of a husband. Girls' education is now valued in many circles as a
positive factor in the securing of husbands of high status'. Mothers who have struggled
for a lifetime to make ends meet, or who have suffered at the hands of alcoholic
husbands, may see schooling as a means of seeing to it that their daughters 'wouldn't
marry someone like their father - and for my sons so they won't be like their father', as
Bianca's mother put it to me. Given that it tends to be daughters who care for their
mothers in old age (Varley and Blasco 1999), making sure that one acquires an educated,
upwardly-mobile, income-generating son-in-law is also not such a bad idea.

To sum up, the purpose of education for boys and girls was seen as quite different by
parents. For girls, it was regarded primarily as a safety-net in case the traditional path of
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marriage failed; and indeed as a means of making a better marriage. For boys, it was
seen as a path to earning a better living - but conversely too much studying would
jeopardise their chances of earning money promptly and marrying or contributing to the
family income. Both sexes, however, were at most risk of losing their parents' support
for schooling if they got poor grades as this 'cancelled' out any possible advantages of
keeping the child in school (see also Martin 1994: for similar findings).

'I give you schooling': parental sacrifice, filial gratitude and the reciprocity of schooling

If a child is kept short of food, protection and loving kindness he will grow up full of
resentment ... and even hatred ... he will neglect his old parents when they are no longer
able to look after themselves. On the other hand, if the parents feed their children well and
cherish them, the result is cheerful, open kindly beings in whom altruistic feelings develop:
the children will be fond of their parents, acknowledging their duty towards them and
performing it.77

A striking feature of my interviews with all parents was their continual emphasis on the
great sacrifices which schooling their children entailed for them.78 What first alerted me
to this was the expression I heard parents use frequently in connection with their
children's education: te doy educaciôn (I give you schooling), and similar phrases to that
effect. Parents impress upon their children that schooling is not a taken-for-granted right,
but a privilege - bestowed by them - which they should be duly grateful for. I noticed this
first in my survey, when I asked students to write down the expressions most commonly
used by their parents in connection with their schooling. Students wrote that their parents
told them they 'shouldn't waste the opportunity, because before there weren't so many
opportunities for people to study'; 'to continue studying because they never had the
chance to'; and 'to study so that I get ahead and become an important person, because
(my mother) never had the chance to'. Parents also continually reminded their children of
their sacrifices over their schooling: 'Have you any idea of the efforts your parents are
making to give you an example to follow?'; 'They tell me to make sure I get good marks
because they make a lot of sacrifices to be able to afford to buy my books'. Parents also
emphasised the future reciprocity they expected from their educated children. Students
reported that their parents would exhort them to 'study to get ahead so that I don't have to

76 For instance, 'finishing' shoes {adornar zapatos: adding bows, buttons or ribbons and doing the final
paintwork), or assembly work for factories.
77 De Beauvoir (1972: 91).
78 In subsequent research in low-income settlements in Guadalajara, this theme of sacrifice for one's
children also occurred frequently. Fathers told me: 'without sacrifice there is nothing, the ones who are
going to benefit [from our sacrifices] are our kids; we're on the way out, we'll soon be going downhill,so if
they don't make the most of the sacrifices their parents are making, they'll be the ones who are fucked in
the end'. Sometimes, particularly among the men, this kind of remark was said in a resentful tone, as
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depend on them afterwards'; 'They tell me not to leave them, and to work hard at my
studies because if I want a great future the only way is to study'; 'if you study you'll be
able to achieve the profession you always wanted in life, and then you'll be able to help
your parents'. These expressions, and the ubiquitous te doy eduaciôn, reveal that parents
wish to impress upon their children that they have provided them with schooling, and
make little or no concession to the fact that basic schooling in Mexico is purportedly
provided by the State.

Parents' emphasis on the sacrifices they make for their children and their expectations of
filial loyalty in return, has been noted by others. Martin (1996b: 198), for instance, notes
that sacrifice is a key feature of the 'moral economy' of 'self-regulating' households,
where the parent-child relationship is characterised by 'mutual sacrifice and reciprocal
rights and duties in a hierarchy of authority' (Martin 1996b: 199). Expected of family
members is a sense of solidarity, which may mean sacrificing individual dreams or ideals,
including schooling, for the good of the collectivity. Or, conversely, if one member
sacrifices comforts or dreams for the sake of another's schooling, then the lucky recipient
ofthat education will also 'owe' something in return. This solidarity is encapsulated in
the principle of respect (respeto), which governs who is entitled to what, and what kind
of behaviour is expected from whom (Martin 1994: 6).

Parents' perception of schooling as a privilege and not a right also derives, I suggest,
partly from their own, very different, childhood experiences. Parents reported almost
unanimously that they had been very strictly - and sometimes harshly - brought up by
their own parents, who had demanded absolute respect.79 Children did not have rights -
they behaved with unquestioning obedience towards their parents, who had exercised
control over them through fear. Children's respect for their parents derived from their
status as parents, not from their fulfilment of State-imposed contractual obligations
towards their children. Family hierarchies were far more rigid, and parental authority
unquestionable. Edgar's mother spoke of the harsh corporal punishments she was
subjected to as a child, and of how afraid children had been of their parents in the past:

Edgar's mother:... she [her mother] ... in those days there were wells,
and she sometimes used to wet a rope and thrash us with it.
Maribel: And how have you brought up your own kids, in the same
way?

though children were a thankless drain on their parents.
79 Martin (1990a: 133) also indicates that parents of the children he studied also reported having very
severe upbringings themselves.
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Edgar 's mother: No, you can't do that any more even if you want to

... even if you get really angry I reckon they don't really take you

seriously any more.
Maribel: And why do you think things have changed?

Edgar's mother: I suppose it's because from when they're little we
don't tell them off in the same way. Before, you only had to see your
parents turn and give you a look and you knew what was what, oh

yes, that was it.

She perceived this kind of absolute authority as having declined, and claimed that parents

'nowadays' were far more lenient with their own children than their parents had been

with them. Fabiola's mother echoed this:

Before people were brought up very strictly, we were completely under
our parent's thumb, we had no rights, not even self-defence ... we always
showed a great deal of respect for our parents, we never answered them
back ... if one of them said 'that flower is black' and it was red, well it
was black, even if you knew for sure that it wasn't ... not like now 'Ay,
no, this and that' ... there was a lot of respect ... we never said tüm to our
parents, always usted, we always called our parents usted.

Some parents implied that children nowadays 'had it easy' compared to them and were
fortunate to be free of the constraints and hardships which they had faced as children.
They considered them fortunate to have the opportunity to study and because of this they
impressed upon their children that schooling was not a taken-for-granted right, but a
privileged opportunity - bestowed by them - which they were lucky to be able to enjoy
and therefore had a duty to do well. Antonio's parents told me:

Father: ... in those days, children were seen and not heard, we had no

freedom like children do nowadays
Mother: Me too, I didn't have any fun at all. I didn't have a childhood.
Father: That's why we give him everything - because we didn't have it, so he
should make the most of it.

Most of the parents interviewed had played an important role in the family economy, and
had shouldered weighty responsibilities at early ages. Pedro's mother attributed the
harshness of her husband's upbringing partly to economic hardship, which had prevented

80 Tu is the informal second person pronoun in Spanish. Usted is the formal second person pronoun. It is

189



him from studying beyond primary school level. She told me: 'his father was very strict,
he never gave him any money, he worked ever since his last year of primary school and
financially they were in a very precarious situation, at one point he even had to go to
school without shoes'. Parents saw schooling as a rather easy option which children
ought to be grateful for. School was seen as a privilege, not an automatic right, both
because of economic constraints on families, but also because parents' own experience
had been so dissimilar. And they drummed into their children that schooling entailed
great personal sacrifices for them.

Parents' sacrifice came with strings attached, however. Children had to earn the right to
stay in school, it was not automatic. In return for their schooling, parents expected their
children to study hard, do well, and behave 'properly'. Bianca's mother was frank about
her children's moral obligation to repay her sacrifice by making an effort with her
studies. In her view, her daughters owe it to her to be dutiful and not 'put her to shame',
since she has suffered so much on their behalf:

I tell her "listen, my girl, I've sacrificed myself so much and then you turn
out like that, your father shouts at me, do you think it's OK to be humiliated
on your account? I've given you everything that makes you what you are
and sacrificed myself so that you can study and I don't like to have to
complain about you or to hear complaints from other people about you, you
should know how to behave properly, I don't like it when people come and
say 'so-and-so's daughter's like this or like that', no, on the contrary, I want
them to say 'so-and-so's daughter is so well brought up, she behaves so
well', that sort ofthing".

The core of this pact is that good results and compliant behaviour at home become a
condition for children being allowed to remain in school: 'Otherwise, what's the point in
you going?', as one mother asked her daughter during an interview I carried out at her
home. Children have to earn the right to go to school by performing adequately, or they
forfeit that right. Bianca's mother told me how she would make further sacrifices for her
daughter to go on to prepa - but only if she proves that she is making a real effort: 'I tell
her "my girl ... if you're going to make an effort, tell me and I'll make as many sacrifices
as possible to help you as I always have, but if say you're going to study and then you
change your mind, that's not on, my girl, so you'd better tell me once and for all what
you want to do'". A child who doesn't make an effort at school might just as well do

commonly used in Mexico to show deference in addressing older people, or those in authority.
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something more useful. Fabiola's mother explained how she had one son who was a bad
student, so she had put him to work instead, as befits a burro:

It's foolish to throw money away on a bad child if he doesn't want to study
- if he doesn't want to, then he should do something else. The two of us had
a talk, but he said "I don't want to study" so I said "OK, then, burros are
made for working, and you're going to work".

Students and teachers told me of various cases where children had been withdrawn from
school because of bad marks. On one occasion, a students' mother took me aside after a
staff-parent meeting and told me how her husband wanted to remove his daughter from
school because of her bad grades. She had scraped good enough grades to enter
secondary school, but had failed the first year. For her father, this was sufficient proof
that she was wasting her time in school and didn't deserve to be there. Although she was
desperate to keep her daughter in school, she didn't know how to convince her father to
let her stay. Another mother described to me her disappointment when her son got bad
marks, as she felt he was letting her down after all the effort she had made to school him:

Look, it makes me feel really disappointed and sad because if you're
making all that effort, and you're poor and all that and you can only manage
to school your children with a lot of sacrifices, and then they don't make
any effort, then you feel bad, because if you're giving everything you have
and don't get anything in return, of course you feel bad, and as I was saying,
you start to ask "what am I doing with my life if my child doesn't respond
as he should?" Well, you could understand it if, you know, there are parents
who hit their children all the time, who are bad to them, but if you're not
like that, and you're giving them the best you have, then ...

Luz's mother expressed a similar idea, complaining that Luz always did her schoolwork
at the last minute late at night, thereby not proving that she really was keen on her
studies: 'she also has to make an effort, and that's what I always say "look, if I really saw
that you're getting the same marks you got in primary school,82 then I'd feel more
inclined to help you'".

Parents' frustration with children who don't perform well at school is exacerbated by the
rather high-handed attitude adopted by teachers towards the parents of failing children.

81 The Spanish word for donkey, burro, is also used to denote a stupid person.
82 Luz had been an excellent student at primary school.
83 Martin (1998b: 180) has also noted parents' irritation at teachers' high-handed attitude towards them, as
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Parents reported to me that parent-teacher meetings were often a humiliating experience
for them, and I witnessed this myself on several occasions. Teachers tended to treat
parents and talk about them as though they were children, assigning them a subordinate
role and assuming the authority to reprimand them for their children's behaviour and
performance. The very lay-out of the classrooms where the meetings were held
reinforced this impression: parents were invariably seated in their children's desks while
the teacher delivered his or her admonitions at the front of the classroom. Marks were
read out in front of all the parents, and I observed that the parents of 'problem' children
were publicly told to stay behind after the meetings. Antonio's father was outraged that
teachers would even make public complaints about children's personal hygiene to
parents; and Edgar's mother complained that teachers went about telling parents about
their children's misdemeanours:

Every time you go to collect their grades, they say 'so-and-so's parents stay
behind', well, everybody knows why, they've behaved badly or they have
bad marks ... in our class the teacher would always name the parents and
said 'they stay behind' and all the others would leave and only then would
she say what was wrong, I don't know if that's what goes on in the other
classrooms too, if they do it in front of everybody.

Fabiola's mother also told me about this unpopular practice where teachers would
publicly single out parents with poorly-performing or behaving children: 'they say to the
mother 'look at your child's grade slip and his bad grades, help him to improve', like
that, in front of everyone, and at the end when the meeting is finishing 'so-and-so's
mother, please wait behind for a bit please' then they talk to them 'look, your child is like
this or like that'. The effect of this public humilation can be devastating. Bianca's mother
told me that she would rather withdraw her daughter from school and put her to work
than be 'shamed' in front of everybody at the parents' meetings:

Maribel: How would you feel if they got low grades?

Bianca 's mother: Well, I would be sad because in the end what I want is for them
to get ahead ... and I don't want to hear from other people that my daughters are
getting into trouble, that they haven't been doing well in this or that subject, I
don't want that, I'd rather take them out of school, I don't want them to embarrass
me in front of people, I tell you, because it's awful that they put you to shame
when you go to the meetings 'so-and-so, your children are like this or that'.
Maribel: You mean that they say it in front of everybody?

well as their requests for financial contributions over and above the 'standard requirements'.
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Mama de Bianca: And that's what I'm telling you, I feel awful, I'd rather take
them out of school so as not to go through that humiliation, that sadness
Maribel: If they behave badly you 'd rather take them out of school?

Mama de Bianca: I'd rather take them out and put them to work, so they know
what it is to work and earn their money

Bianca's mother assumes her daughter's failure as her own.84 Parents experience bad
marks and behaviour as reflecting badly on them (see also Delgado-Gaitan 1987: 133 for
similar findings).

Parental support for schooling, then, often appears to depend on their child getting good
marks and behaving well - a clear sign to them that it's all been worth it. Schooling is
only considered a worthwhile investment if a child excels, it is not regarded as a
fundamental aspect of socialisation in itself.85 Martin (1990b: 297; 1994) observed a
similar phenomenon during his research on Mexican primary schools, where he observed
that parents considered that their children 'owed it to them' to bring home good marks,
and continually emphasised the sacrifice which schooling their children entailed for them.
He found that children were punished by their parents for misbehaving in school because
(1998a: 155): 'bad behaviour ... violates the explicit pact that "we've made a big sacrifice
sending you to school for your own benefit, so the least you can do is to bring home good
results, that's proof that our sacrifice has been worth if". Martin (1990a: 132) found that
it was not so much gender which determined educational opportunities for boys and girls
at primary level, but rather that 'those who are performing badly regardless of age or sex
(whom) are most likely to be withdrawn'. Parents cannot justify the burden which
schooling entails for them unless it produces tangible, successful results - proof their
costly investment and sacrifice is paying off.

I suggest that parental emphasis on their children's duty to 'repay' their schooling derives
from the fact that education is not only an investment in children's futures but also in
their parents' futures. Parents hope that supporting children's education will improve
their life chances - and concurrently also their capacity to take care of their parents when
they are elderly (Varley and Blasco 1999). Their constant reminders to their children of
the sacrifices they have made on their behalf tend to curb any tendency for their children
to forget their debt to them, thus undermining their costly investment in schooling. This

84 Schmukler (1991: 267) reports a similar mechanism in Argentina.
85 Other researchers have also observed education's function as an 'investment'. For instance, in his work
in Tijuana on household responses to the economic crisis, De la Rosa (1990: 395) observes how parents
invest in their children's education as a means of securing them a better future:85 'In most families,
education is perceived as a future investment. The hope that their children will achieve a better economic
position, thanks to higher levels of education, was a feature of all the families interviewed'.
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'forgetting' comes about all too easily, as Pedro's mother ruefully told me, complaining

about her son's disobedience:

I say to him 'I thought I gave you a good upbringing' I told him, 'when did I
teach you things like that?', then I reached the conclusion that as a parent
you often make so many sacrifices to give them ... you deprive yourself of
so many things, right? So that they have a better life, and then when they
don't respond as they should, it's as though you haven't given them a proper
grounding, they forget, just like magic.

The deliberate reciprocity which underpins parents' thinking on schooling is often very

explicit and was described to me entirely without sentimentality. One mother from a low-

income self-help settlement in Guadalajara told me :

I tell my kids - I'm giving them as much schooling as possible, I want
them to study, even if it's just to the end of secondary school, because to
get a job as a roadsweeper, a dustman, they're already asking for
secondary school ... I want to give my kids everything I can, because
tomorrow, God knows, and they know too, I want them to give me

everything they can.

Parents' continual reminders to their children that they 'owe them' for whatever success
they may achieve in life are delivered in the hope that they will feel morally obliged to
return their parents' assistance in later years. Among low-income sectors, children's
contributions to the parental home continue to be an important source of support for
parents, even long after they have married and left home. Reciprocity, assured through
deliberate, 'guilt-producing' strategies, is the 'glue' that keeps the family together - glue
that is imperative in contexts such as Villa and Zapata where most parents are not
covered by pension arrangements or other forms of social provision and where State care
for the elderly is vastly inadequate. Schooling is thus used as a pre-emptive bargaining

counter to invoke the all-important principle of reciprocity.

In Mexico, relations of reciprocity have been documented as permeating most, if not all,
areas of social life, in various forms. They are present in networks among kin or
neighbours, ritual bonds of reciprocity such as compradrazgo, they can be horizontal, i.e.
among equals, or vertical within an established hierachy of authority; and they exist in
the political system, the unions, and both the public and the private sectors (Mantilla

In the context of an ESRC project on low-income housing (Department of Geography, University
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1999; Lomnitz 1975; Lomnitz 1982). 'Traditional kinship and social exchange ties' are,
in fact, an 'integral part of political institutions' (Carlos and Anderson 1980 in Lomnitz
1982: 65).87

Other studies support the notion that reciprocity among family members is particularly
important in areas where neighbourhood networks are not especially strong, and where
few families have access to other forms of support like social security provision. For
instance, Lomnitz' study of a marginal area in Mexico City in the mid 1970s found that
reciprocal exchange mechanisms among relations and neighbours were a key survival
strategy since few families had access to social security benefits or insurance of any kind
(1993: 26). Martin (1990a: 126) also observes that Guadalajara families experiencing
hardship rely exclusively on family members for survival because they do not have
access to social provision. Reciprocity may, thus, be seen as a key survival strategy in
conditions of hardship and the absence of other 'safety-nets'.

The expectations of reciprocity underpinning parents' provision of schooling to their
children was frequently implicitly or explicitly referred to by students and parents alike
as a form of inheritance. Antonio's father told me: 'It's the only inheritance you can
leave them, studies, well what else? The way things are right now, it's very difficult ...
it's the only inheritance you can leave your kids at the moment, studies, and once they've
finished their studies, whatever they want to study, then they'll have what they need to
stand on their own two feet'. In further research I carried out in low-income barrios in
Guadalajara, this schooling-as-inheritance analogy also cropped up unsolicited on several
occasions, even though the subject of the interviews this time was property inheritance,
not schooling.89 Aurelio, a young father living in a privada90 in central Guadalajara,
struggling to make ends meet, told me of his fear that his children would resent him for

College London, 1997-1999).
87 Lomni tz and Pérez-Lizaur ' s (1987) study of a Mexican Elite Family over several generat ions shows how
'patron-client relations permeate both family and enterprise' (see also Lomnitz 1982: 60; Vangstrup 1999)
8 T h e not ion of school ing as pa t r imony has also been noted in research carried out in the Phi l ippines

(Smith and Cheung 1982: 66), which shows that where land is scarce, daughters ' a re increasingly taking
their share of pat r imony in the form of schooling, while their brothers continue to receive the diminishing
family parcels o f land ' . In addition, Berry (1985: 78), s tudying cocoa-growing Yourbâ farmers in Nigeria,
notes that the increase in employment opportunit ies outside farming has led to assistance being sought by
younger k in from older kin to pay schooling expenses. Seniors provide this assistance in the expectat ion
that their kin will reinvest in their communi t ies of origin in the future; they are, effectively, ' [preparing] for
their eventual ret i rement ' .
89 I was col lect ing housing histories as part of the ESRC-funded research project 'Gendered housing:
identity and independence in urban M e x i c o ' , lead by Ann Varley, Depar tment of Geography, Universi ty
Col lege London . I am grateful to Ann for permission to draw on empirical data from the project, such as
the above citation, for the purposes of this dissertation.
90 A small appar tment with shared washing facilities (sometimes also shared bathing and toilet facilities - in
this case called a vecindad).
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not being able to leave them a normal, material inheritance. I have quoted him at length,
because he so eloquently describes inheritance as his key bargaining counter vis a vis his
children - and how poverty can undermine this. For parents like Aurelio, living in
extreme hardship, education may well be the only thing they can 'leave' their children,
thus hoping to encourage their loyalty and prevent rejection in later life when the tables
are turned, and vulnerable, ageing parents need their children's support:

Well ... my concern as the one responsible for my family ... is to do
something for them, leave them something ... they're on the way up and
we're on the way down, so tomorrow or one day soon they'll be up and I'm
on my way down and they'll say to me 'You didn't leave me anything!
What did you ever do for me?' Lately, that's the way kids are thinking:
'What's my father going to leave me, as my inheritance?' So, as I don't
have anything right now, what are they going to do? They're going to be
very disappointed with me, they're going to be a bit resentful, they'll hate
me, actually ... I'd like ... well as I don't have anything to leave them, well
I'd like to leave them what my father left me, an education ... I'd like my
son - OK, so he might say 'he isn't going to leave me any land or a house,
we don't have anything of our own, but he's leaving me something of my
own, my education', right?

The analogy between schooling and inheritance thus expresses far more than just parents'
desire to bequeath their children something instead of nothing at all - it institutionalises
the pact between parents and their children whereby children must agree to toe the line if
they want to stay in school. Schooling is appropriated by parents as a good which they
bestow on their children. Education is, in this way, symbolically reclaimed by parents
from the sphere of the State.

Yet schooling is a far more risky form of inheritance than property. Parents cannot keep
schooling 'in trust' until children prove their loyalty, as they can with property.91

Investing in schooling is a leap of faith with an uncertain outcome since children are
usually schooled long before they ever have to repay their debt. Schooling thus
constitutes a kind of herencia en vida92 - a risky business by any standards. The only
thing parents do have is the ability to remind their children continually of their debt.

91 For instance, promising to leave their property to the family member who cares for them in old age
(Varley and Blasco 1999).
92 Herencia en vida (inheritance of property while the owner is still alive) is a strategy sometimes used by
parents to save their children the red tape and expense involved in transferring a property to their name
after they have died. Although usually done in good faith by the property owner, in our research in low-
income areas in Guadalajara we found that this strategy often backfired: we heard of many cases where
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Anthropologists and scholars from other disciplines have long documented the
compelling obligations which 'the gift' confers on its receiver (see e.g. Mauss 1990), and
inheritance is a 'gift' which can be employed by parents as a powerful form of control
over their children, since receiving an inheritance can be conditional upon children's
'good behaviour' towards their parents (see e.g. Young 1958; Finch 1989; Weber 1981:
845). In the present case, where many parents are too poor to leave their children
anything except an education which is officially 'free', it is all the more important for
them to step up their reminders to their children that they 'owe them' for their schooling.

This emphasis on children's obligations towards their parents may, I suspect, be all the
more powerful now93 since there is evidence that children are increasingly unable or
reluctant to care for their elderly parents in Mexico. Le Vine (1993: 179) comments that
attitudes among Mexican youth towards their filial duties are changing:

Without social security benefits or pension plans, most elderly Mexican
parents continue to look to adult children for economic support but often
with less confidence than parents did in the past ... in recent decades, many
factors have combined to reverse the intergenerational flow of wealth ...
and to their dismay, parents are beginning to realize that resources invested
in the rearing of children do not guarantee an economic return to
themselves.

Schooling itself may even be seen as potentially weakening the bonds of reciprocity.
Rather than being a foolproof investment in a family's future, schooling can also be a
double-edged sword. Education can help a young person to superarse (better himself) -
and his parents - but in the process it can also distance him both socially and
geographically from his family.94 This may help to explain parents' need to reinforce
their children's feelings of duty towards them. One 14-year old I interviewed told me
about the rift schooling had indirectly created in her family. She told me how her
successful elder brother had got himself a university degree and become a successful
businessman. He had made a lot of money and married a professional woman, but after

elderly parents had transferred their property to their children's names whilst they were still alive - and
subsequently been turned out onto the street (see Varley and Blasco 1999).
93 Although of course I do not have data from earlier to prove this.
94 Berry (1985) has also noted the dangers of kin-based strategies for attaining wealth and power. In
particular, children's education, since it confers seniority based on personal achievement, can match or
surpass that of their elders. Education can, therefore, be the cause of a difference in lifestyle between
children and their parents which can jeopardise both established patterns of authority and reciprocity-based
strategies.
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his marriage he had begun to look down on his family. She disapproved of her brother's
behaviour and insisted that she didn't want to emulate him. He had turned his back on his
family at precisely the time when he could have helped them most - and is roundly
criticised by his sister for failing to comply with the implicit pact with his family. His
undutiful behaviour and his estrangement from his family is construed as a result of his
success through schooling. The girl's mother also told me on a separate occasion how
much of a disappointment her undutiful son was to her. Similarly, Bianca's mother also
told me of her mixed feelings in connection with her daughter's education: joy when she
finished her nursing course, but at the same time dread that she might take her diploma
and seek work elsewhere, instead of continuing to work in her current job, near the
family home:

I cried until I couldn't cry any more, I asked the Virgin Mary, I asked her
'Holy Mother, what have you got in store for my daughter? You gave her
the intelligence to study, I wish you would make it possible for her to do it'
... Because I don't want my daughter to go looking around far away after
she graduates, I want her [the Virgin] to let her stay here, I certainly don't
want her looking for work somewhere else.

Selby et al. (1994: 369) have noted how low-income Mexican parents make every effort
to keep their families together, knowing full well that schooling can distance their
children from them:95 'The most successful strategy to stay afloat and support a family is
far from easy, it means keeping the family together as a group which shares expenses and
collects money for common purposes, in this way achieving economies of scale in the
domestic economy' (my translation).

Parents' response to the dilemma of how much education is 'safe' may be a very
calculated, pragmatic one. The carrera corta (a shorter, post-secondary course) seems to
offer a compromise between under- or over-educating children: they get just enough
schooling to raise their life chances and help out their parents - but arguably not enough
to be a risky investment or to distance children too much, causing a rift in the family.
Thus, Fabiola's mother approved of her daughter's decision to study a carrera corta
instead of going to university, as that way she will be able to help her mother out sooner:
'Nursing is a good choice, I'm not going to argue with her about that, more than anything
else I think that her sentiments are very good because she says she doesn't want to study
a longer course because she wants to help me out, she doesn't want me to have to work
so hard'. Antonio's father also explained how it was necessary to find a carrera for

95 Similarly, Gonzalez de la Rocha (1990: 362) has pointed out how families implement strategies to delay
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German which wouldn't cost too much or take too long, but would bring tangible benefits
relatively swiftly. Engineering or computing, he thought, would do the trick, 'a technical
course, not too long and not too expensive', because people from their medio could not
afford the thousands of pesos needed to pay for a longer course of study. He had noticed
in the newspapers that even professionals like doctors and architects didn't actually earn
very much money: the rewards after all that expense and all those years were scanty. 'The
labour force is huge, it's very hard ... that's why there's nothing like a technical course
which will be of immediate benefit', he told me.

Selby et al. (1990: 384) have also noted the strategic importance of the quantity of
schooling poor families gave their children. In their study of low-income urban Mexican
families, they found that the amount of education 'given' by parents was calculated on
both an economic and a 'moral' basis: 'Parents educate [their children] "strategically",
namely, not enough for them to abandon the family in search of work commensurate with
their high qualifications, nor low enough for children to think that their parents are
exploiting them, depriving them of basic opportunities'. Parents must not lay themselves
open to accusations that they are depriving their children of opportunities - but at the
same time they cannot afford to fund a long and costly course of study and may be
unwilling to risk the distancing process which schooling can set in motion.

As outlined in the previous chapter, concomittantly with the rise of schooling children

have gained constitutional rights as citizens, and parents no longer have unequivocal
sovereignty over them. These historical shifts in the responsibility for and right to
socialise children - the gradual abrogation of parental rights over their children by the
State and the increasing influence of the school in socialisation - have directly affected
people's experiences of family life and upbringing over just two generations. They also
mean that parents and children may have very different perceptions of schooling - the
former as a privilege; the latter as their right. In practice, the upshot of these conflicting
attitudes is that children's schooling may be at risk if their parents consider that education
is only feasible as long as their children bring home good marks. Moreover, the State-
imposed definition of schooling as a right inserts itself in the private sphere of the family,
affecting parent-child reciprocity mechanisms. As I mention in Chapter Three, schooling
is a particularly thorny area in this respect since parents must pay for it but do not benefit
directly from it - their children do.

their children's marriage, since the loss of a child can be a setback for the domestic unit.
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Concluding remarks

I have tried to show in this chapter that parents' attitudes to schooling are heterogeneous,
and by no means always negative. Evidence that parents are normally in favour of their
children's schooling in principle is not in question (see e.g. Martin 1990a: 118). But
parental attitudes can differ substantially from one family to the next, among different
social classes, between mothers and fathers, and according to the level of schooling in
question, i.e. the age of the child concerned. I have sought to show that at secondary
level, certain mechanisms kick in which may undermine parents' — particularly fathers' -
support for schooling in low-income families. I shall summarise these briefly.

First, secondary schooling has been compulsory for a much shorter time than primary,
which has had several decades to become accepted as a necessary stage in children's
socialisation and development. Primary is still perceived as the place where children
learn to read and defender se in modern life, and it is 'not denied to children of either sex'
(Martin 1994: 12). Conversely, secondary had only been compulsory for three years
when I did my fieldwork, and parents had had far less time to 'digest' this fact, although
they were very aware that the labour market demanded a secondary certificate for most
jobs. Second, once their children reach secondary school age, parents may consider them
'too old' to be in school and of an age to be working and/or helping out at home. Third,
the colonias which fed La Colina with students, Villa and Zapata, experience exceptional
hardship which, when combined with parents' frustration at their recalcitrantly
unproductive older children still being in school, may lead to far more negative parental
attitudes towards schooling than otherwise reported in much of the literature.

The lifeworld approach enabled me to take into account the way in which past
experiences, current constraints and future calculations influenced parents' attitudes to
schooling. The hardship experienced by mothers and fathers living in Villa and Zapata
made it imperative for them to weigh up the likelihood that schooling would turn out to
be a worthwhile investment for them as well as for their children. If the costs of
schooling become very hard to bear, the promise of a future return on that investment
must be reinforced by concrete proof in the form of good marks - with the logical
corollary that children who do not excel risk losing their parents' support for their
schooling. As I point out when discussing the / give you schooling strategy, in this way
even parents who do make a concerted effort to support their children's schooling also
shift responsibility onto their shoulders just as laisser faire parents do. Thus, schooling is
not seen as an unequivocal right even by these pro-school parents, but as a privilege
which must be earned by bringing home good marks. Children who do not perform well
do not deserve to be in school, since they are pure consumers of resources beyond the age
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when they should be, representing a dead weight without even any viable future prospects

of helping out as a result of their education.

Although based on a small sample of parents interviewed (but also on what students told
me verbally and in the survey about their parents' attitudes to their schooling; and
empirical and secondary data from other studies), I think that it is possible to say with
some confidence that parents use schooling as a deliberate bargaining counter in an
attempt to secure their children's reciprocity and loyalty in later life. By doing so, parents
symbolically reappropriate what is, ostensibly, the State's function of imparting
schooling for their own purposes of ensuring filial reciprocity. This appears to fly in the
face of the more usual situation where it is State policies which define 'the boundaries
between the state and the family and ... the proper role of each' (Finch 1989: 9). Here,
the family itself takes the initiative to recast what should be perceived as its duty and
what should be seen as a gift which it bestows on its children, meriting their gratitude.

I believe this may be attributed to the fact that while official responsibility for
socialisation may have been removed from the family's hands and invested in the school,
the State has not simultaneously introduced other comprehensive types of social
provision, such as care for the elderly, which can palliate the possible 'loss' of children's
loyalty to their parents as a result of schooling. In this connection, it is interesting that
following the lead of the 1993 education reform, responsibility for schooling is
increasingly being repatriated to the family - representing almost an official sanctioning
of what is already going on in any case. Parents do, in fact, 'give' their children schooling
since they foot much of the bill for it. However, the recent, State-imposed
institutionalisation of parental responsibility for school attendance is perilous, as I have
tried to show in this chapter, as many poorer parents simply cannot afford to school their
children. Formalising this responsibility may encourage children to blame their parents if
they do not receive at least the basic schooling they now have a constitutional right to.
The parental strategy of invoking their children's gratitude for 'giving' them a secondary
education may soon no longer be viable in the new legal context. Thus, the consolidation
of a notion of 'rights' in a context where families are not in a position to enforce these
themselves, coincides with the conscious withdrawal on the part of the State from the role
of assuring those rights.

The strategies which parents adopt towards schooling vary according to the different
resources they can mobilise. Laisser faire is deployed when parents' resources are
exhausted and they cannot afford to send their children to secondary (or, often in the case
of mothers, do not dare to oppose a reluctant husband), but at the same time they do not
want to be blamed for denying their children their right to schooling. Students in this
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situation are particularly vulnerable since they know that they are in school 'on
sufferance' and that neither of their parents will put up a fight if they decide to leave. Any
tiny setback can be fatal in this situation. Concerning the strategy of I give you schooling,

mothers call more frequently upon bonds of affectivity and reciprocity than fathers do,
reminding children continually of what they have sacrificed to support their schooling.
They can do this with greater legitimacy than fathers since, as I discuss in this Chapter, it
is usually mothers who see to their children's wellbeing and education. Mothers
consciously draw upon the ideology of collective family solidarity and on the powerful
veneration of the self-sacrificing 'Mexican mother' in order to secure their children's
loyalty. In low-income sectors such as Villa and Zapata, children are women's only
future safety-net. Through their role as sufridas (long-suffering, all-sacrificing women),
they 'earn' the sympathy and duty of their offspring. Their almost sole responsibility for
the domestic sphere, including their children's material and affective welfare and
education, cements this bond (Lomnitz 1993: 100-104; 208).

The way in which mothers pull the strings of loyalty through emphasising their sacrifice
may be illuminated somewhat using Stevens' concept of marianismo, the concept of the
venerated, long-suffering female. Marianismo evokes female spiritual superiority and
spiritual strength, and is perhaps best exemplified by the figure of the Virgin Mary, which
combines semi-divinity with motherhood and suffering: the tearful madre sufrida

(Melhuus 1990a: 17; Stevens 1973: 94). The cult of the Virgin of Guadeloupe in Mexico
is the 'local' expression of this mother/Mother Mary-worship. Self-abnegation is the key
resource of women who lack other resources with which to control their surroundings.
The guilt which this self-denial evokes in those around her will, she hopes, secure their
loyalty. Her 'female spiritual superiority can be viewed as a rather adequate
compensation for lack of direct power' (Flora 1973: 60). Melhuus (1990a: 5) reports how
the most common expression she heard during her fieldwork in a Mexican mestizo village
was 'How I have suffered for my children!', expressing the central role which suffering
plays in ideals of motherhood in Mexico. Through its association with Catholic doctrines,
'suffering, through self-sacrifice, becomes not only legitimate, but moreover virtuous'
(Melhuus 1990: 21). The love and loyalty of her children enables a mother to maintain a
positive identity: children bestow identity on their mothers, as Melhuus (1990a: 20) puts
it.

Although the image of the self-sacrificing woman has been criticised (see e.g. Guttman
1996: 92) for 'universalising' female traits, it is arguably still a powerful ideal and, more
importantly for my argument, women can use it as a strategy when they lack other
material or cultural resources. For such women, securing children's loyalty is crucially
important both symbolically, as proof of their success as mothers, and materially, since
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they can count on some form of support from their children in later life. Conversely,
women whose children abandon them elicit little sympathy, and suspicion that they have
been 'poor mothers' (Melhuus 1990a: 13). Work on older women in Guadalajara has also
revealed the commonly-held opinion that women in homes for the elderly must have
done something to deserve being abandoned in earlier life (Varley and Blasco 1999).
Hence, both materially and morally, there is a lot at stake in mothers' relationship to their
children. Moreover, in the case of La Colina mothers, for instance, few had had jobs
which would provide them with social security cover in old age. They make provision for
old age by cultivating their affective relationship with their children, supporting their
schooling, etc.. I am not suggesting at all that mothers do this exclusively with their own
interests in mind. However, I do think that it is no coincidence that mothers' closer
relationship to their children serves them well in later life (see Varley and Blasco 1999).
Children's debt to their mothers is arguably far more ingrained in their memories than
any feelings of duty towards their fathers.

Not surprisingly, as I show in this Chapter, fathers seemed to either resort to laisser faire

or undermined their children's schooling in both subtle and unsubtle ways. They rarely
appeared to engage either emotionally or materially in the domestic sphere or with their
children's welfare as mothers did. They could not resort to the / give you schooling

strategy since this was patently untrue in most cases. Fathers I spoke to in other low-
income contexts in Guadalajara saw their children as almost exclusively materially-
motivated and selfish, and expressed great scepticism as to their children's loyalty to
them in later life (see also Guttman 1996: 212 and Martin 1994: 9 for similar findings ).
They felt that since they had nothing to offer, either materially or affectively, their
children would be bound to abandon them in later life. Many struggled for years to build
a home so that at least they would have something to leave their offspring. Whether
fathers' cynicism concerning their children's loyalty towards them is an attempt to
conceal that, in fact, they may not have done all that much to foment that loyalty, is
another matter. La Colina students' fathers seem to develop few affective bonds with
their children, and rarely do much to encourage their schooling. In fact, more often than
not, they seemed to attempt to hinder, rather than promote this. In work carried out
among the elderly in low-income areas in Guadalajara, Varley and Blasco (1999 and
2000) found that when weighing up whether or not to offer their elderly parents a place to
live, mothers were usually given priority over fathers, since they had more 'credit' in the
'balance-sheet of reciprocity' (Varley and Blasco 2000). Many elderly men, however,
had been left in homes for the elderly because they had been 'irresponsible' fathers in the
past and their children wouldn't have them (Varley and Blasco 2000).

96 Martin extends this to include mothers, quoting one mother as saying: 'You could be dying on the street
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At the same time, however, as I shall discuss in Chapter Six and Seven, parents' attempts
to control their children by symbolically reappropriating their education from the State -
te doy education — is at loggerheads with what they learn in school, i.e. that what they
achieve is on the basis of their own merit and for the purpose of their own self-
development and that of 'society'. In this way, their own future development, as well as
their 'duty' to educate themselves to promote the national collectivity, is pitted against
their duty to the family, resulting in tensions which can undermine school performance
and attendance. In addition, as I discuss in the following Chapter, children learn in school
that if they are to be someone in life, this essentially means distancing themselves from
their families.

and your son would pass you by' (1994: 9).
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Chapter Five

The view from the school

5.1. The missionary position: schooling as redemption from poverty

'We all have a bit of a Penelope complex here - you know, Ulysses' wife
who wove by day and unravelled by night. We 'weave' all day long here
in school, but the students just go home and everything we do is undone
again. We've had problems with parents because they get annoyed when
we try to correct students' bad traits'.

Thus spoke La Colina's maths teacher, Jorge, as he tried to explain to me how the family,
hell-bent on undoing all the school's good work, is the seat of negative influences on
children's school performance. Such imagery abounded in my interviews and
conversations with teachers. For them, teaching was a constant battle against the
influence of the family: an almost sisyphean feat where they bravely and consciously
persevered against the odds. La Colina teachers described themselves literally as
misionarios (missionaries), set to redeem the poor from a life in the squalor of their
medio. They saw their role as much more than instruction, they were formadores de

gente (moulders of people). Although this has a rather melodramatic ring to 21st century
ears, in fact, this missionary ethos, as I shall call it, has underpinned Mexican teachers'
professional identity since the Revolution, and especially since the Cardenas years of
socialist education in the 1930s1 (Buenfil 1994; Galvân 1985: 229).

Behind teachers' complaints that the students' family undermines their school
performance lies, of course, an implicit model of what a 'proper family' should be like.
As I shall describe in this chapter, the 'ideal family' implicitly used as a yardstick by
teachers is that of the modern, nuclear family, sanctified during the nineteenth century
nation-state formation process. During this period, both in Mexico and in Latin America
more widely, 'the family was intended as the fundamental unit of the new republican
nation' (Earle 2000: 140). As the new, vastly heterogeneous nations could not become
unified along class or ethnic lines, the family offered a way of 'transcending' these
differences and providing the basis for a 'coherent national identity' (Varley 2000: 239).
Family reform was considered 'an integral part of modernization and a necessary

1 Although, as Vaughan (1982 in SEP7UPN 1987: 123) notes, the first 'congress of missionary teachers'
was held in 1922.
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concomitant of economic growth' (Molyneux 2000: 51). The responsible family would
carry out the state's mission in miniature, socialising 'its' children to become loyal,
useful citizens.

Thus, particularly after the Revolution, the rationalisation of the domestic sphere
(Vaughan 2000) became a key priority of the Mexican state. Transforming the family was
considered the key route to 'social transformation' (Knight 1991: 19-20). In what
Vaughan (2000: 199) has termed the 'modernisation of patriarchy', rural families were
enrolled in agrarian, educational and health programs aimed to 'remake the family - men,
women and children - in the interests of nation building and development'. Through
these programs, efforts were made to eradicate 'bad habits' (vicios) such as gambling,
drinking and bad hygiene. As discussed in Chapter Three, children were a key part of this
family modernisation drive: as the nation's future incarnate, they belonged to the state.
Their socialisation was too precious to be left to parents, the Church, or for that matter
any other agent of socialisation extraneous to the State. And it was, above all, far too
precious to be left to the poor, backward peasant family, viewed as especially susceptible
to vicio and apathy.

Families which did not live up to the State's ambitions thus became perceived as
abnormal, ignorant and irresponsible, and unfit to bring up their children - and their
parental functions had to be transferred elsewhere. Through the 'civilising mission'
(Rockwell 1994: 207) of schooling, the State sought to penetrate the home, traditionally
the seat of 'archaic notions and practices' and religious superstition (Knight 1991: 20),
and extirpate anti-modern, bad habits (malos hâbitos) before it was too late. This
wresting away of socialisation from the family by the State is by no means a peculiarly
Mexican feature, of course, but a feature of the modern state in general. Sennett (1980:
58), for instance, describes the mushrooming of institutions in nineteenth century Britain
whose primary aim was to act in loco parentis and 'reform' characters which the family
had failed to socialise adequately:

The 'reforming' of character was thought necessary because the original
formation in the family had failed ... There are ... diseases which the
normal family, especially the normal poor family, causes: indolence,
'despairing alcoholism', prostitution. If the surrogate parent is to succeed
where the natural parent failed, the liberty of the person being treated must
be radically curtailed.

However, in Mexico, this 'surrogacy' has, arguably, been comparatively strong. In the
1930s, the 'missionary' teacher assumed a quasi-parental role in poor and peasant
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communities, educating poor families into modern ways. My interviews with La Colina
teachers, most of whom were trained at the idealistic Escuelas Normales,2 indicated that
many of them still saw their task in these terms. As Lomnitz (1999: 270) points out,
'familial idioms used to shape a "discourse of the home'" have underpinned ideas of
citizenship in Mexico.3

The poor family is still considered a hindrance to national development, and thus a
necessary site for State intervention, as programmes such as PROGRESA illustrate.4

However, as I discuss in Chapter 3, recent Mexican governments have attempted to recast
their paternalistic approach to the populace and replace it with an emphasis on autonomy
and 'active citizenship'. The teacher-as-parent-of-the-community ideology is at odds with
the new emphasis on rationality, efficiency and social participation in educational
discourse. Putting it crudely, the State now wants people to 'grow up'.

My interviews suggest that this new slant on their roles has led to demoralisation among
teachers and a crisis in their professional identity: they have lost their ideological raison

d'être. Teachers can do nothing right any more. They are unable to enact a quasi-parental
role working as they do under heavy pressures, and indeed this is no longer their
mandate; they are no longer community leaders commanding universal respect and
reverence; and they cannot even live up to the contemporary professional requirement of
'efficiency' because, they claim, the medio they work in is too difficult and resistant to
change. They still seem themselves as missionaries, but cannot perform that role
satisfactorily on any level. Ultimately, I contend that this has generated a deep sense of
frustration with poorly-performing students and their parents. Teachers' frustration can
lead to an unproductively negative portrayal of the family by teachers and, at worst, a
stand-off between parents and teachers over the moral high ground: a struggle over
decency. As the empirical data presented in this chapter show, teachers seem to measure
La Colina students against the recalcitrantly conservative family ideal described above,
finding them both morally and materially dysfunctional. Fathers are indicted because they
cannot live up to the provider role; working mothers are blamed for 'neglecting' their
children. The failure of poorer families to comply {cumplir) with the school's demands is
interpreted by teachers as their inability to exercise discipline and self-restraint - a sign of

2 Public teacher training colleges.

3 As indeed they have in other countries, especially those which have experienced Iberian influences.
Lomnitz cites Brazil as a further example of the use of family idioms in public discourse.

4 SEDESOL's statement of PROGRESA's aims reads 'The centre of the Programmes attention is the
family, the arena where the basic conditions for overcoming or perpetuating poverty converge ...
PROGRESA is a tool to tackle this problem from the heart of the family' (SEDESOL 2000: 6).
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their immaturity, irresponsibility and inadequacy for parenthood.5 Parents' and students'
failure to cumplir with the school's requirements frustrates the rationale of efficiency
which teachers must implement in order to perform their own job well according to the
new criteria.

I further contend that the quest for efficiency and accountability has been
counterproductive in terms of improving educational quality and equity. As classes grow
and resources are cut ('efficiency'), teachers have less and less time for their students.
And since students' poor performance reflects badly on their teachers ('accountability'),
the temptation to shift the blame onto them and their families becomes overwhelming. It
should not be forgotten, either, that teachers struggle to cope with often intense personal
and professional pressures, while receiving minimal financial rewards and recognition for
their pains. Teachers' response is often to depict poverty and poor school performance as
the 'fault' of parents, rather the result of oppressive structural conditions. The family, and
not the school, or society, is to blame for school failure.

Curiously though, at the same time as teachers deplored poverty, they also exalted it.
They depicted the poorer children at La Colina as 'honourable' compared to richer
children from private schools, who were seen as spoiled and arrogant. Their ambivalence
is interesting, and I suggest that it derives from three main sources which also create
confusion around teachers' roles. The first is teachers' 'contradictory position within the
State, as employees and professionals' (Street 1992: 47) and, I would further argue, as
people with their own ideological standpoints. Moreover, they embody the
aforementioned contradictions of the Mexican state, which trains its teachers to impart a
hegemonic ideology through deploying an emancipatory discourse. However, although
trained to impart the State's ideology, they enjoy almost complete autonomy in the
classroom, and many are politically quite radical. The view of teachers as 'instruments of
the State' (Rockwell 1995 inLevinson 1997: 12) in Mexico is empirically unsustainable.
As is apparent from La Colina teachers' 'missionary declarations', many entered teaching
in order to help others, they had their own personal projects which they may well have
'meshed' with the ideals of the teaching profession, but did not necessarily mean that
they transmitted these unrefracted.. La Colina teachers found themselves stuck in a rut
where they couldn't live up to their personal or professional ideals.

5 In this connection, Lewis, in his (1966: li) exposition of the 'culture of poverty' thesis which contains
this idea, articulates the normative associations attached to the enforced 'short-termism' of the poor:
'Living in the present', he says, 'may develop a capacity for spontaneity and adventure, for the enjoyment
of the sensual, the indulgence of impulse, which is often blunted in the middle-class, future-oriented man'.
Similarly, Postman (1994: 46), has noted that with the rise of modern schooling 'the capacity to control and
overcome one's nature became one of the defining characteristics of adulthood'.
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The second aspect of teachers' ambivalence concerns the way modernity is typically
articulated in Mexico: i.e. it is at the same time desired and abhorred. Teachers, whilst
they promote and indeed symbolise modernity, nonetheless express ambivalence towards
it as a corruptor of innocence. This ambivalence towards modernity, as I explain in
Chapter Three, has been a feature of post-Independence Mexican history and education,
where the school, symbolising nationalism, secularity and modernity, has been regarded
with suspicion by families. This dichotomy has also historically been expressed in terms
of the 'pure' rural and the 'corrupt' urban. Today, it is frequently expressed in a
dichotomy contrasting the US, representing Mexico's 'modern Other', which is
simultaneously derided and feared as the source of vicio and corruption, with Mexico,
whose 'traditional and pure' values are eroded through contact with it.

Finally, the rift between La Colina teachers and families is, of course, further exacerbated
by the fact that the former live a radically different economic reality to their students and
their parents. Most teachers cannot imagine the fragility of low-income household
economies where spending a few pesos on school materials can become a source of
conflict and hardship. They therefore find it hard to accept in good faith parents'
explanations that they can't afford this or that bit of school equipment.

Below, I describe the school's origins and 'ethos'. I then discuss the teachers' rather

ambivalent attitude to the causes of poor school performance, poverty and the family

contexts of La Colina students, and their opinions concerning the school's role in

students' socialisation.

The school: origins and teachers

Esc.Z did not yet have a long history when I began my fieldwork there. The school had
its first third year group in 1992-3, only three years before I arrived (SEP 1996). It was
founded in 1990 at the initiative of a small group of teachers, who gave classes to
children in a makeshift, open-air school in the hills around Villa. There was an intense
need for a secondary school in the area in terms of the number of secondary-school age
youngsters living there,6 although the locals initially had to be chivvied into sending their
children. The school eventually became formally integrated into Public Education

" Just as now there is no government preparatoria close by for the young people who complete their
secundaria at La Colina.
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Ministry (SEP) (incorporada), and a school building was constructed.7 The new school
building is located a couple of hundred yards beyond the foot of the hills, in the direction
of Santa Clara, perhaps a half hour's walk from Villa and Zapata. To get to the
secundaria from the outskirts of Santa Clara, one must cross a wide and busy ring road
(calzada), that somehow seems to separate the two worlds of lower-middle class Santa
Clara respectability from the disorder, dust and poverty of the area beyond the calzada.

The school is still quite small, but growing fast.8 It had around 500 secondary pupils in
the morning shift (turno) at the time of my fieldwork. There are between 40 and 60
students in each class, and this can rise to as many as 65. The number of boys and girls in
the two classes I worked closest with is roughly equal. During the first couple of years
when it was still located in the hills, the school had very high rates of drop-out and
failure, but these improved once the school was installed in a proper school building.9

La Colina has a reputation for having some of the 'worst' and most disadvantaged pupils
of any local government school. Teachers consider that they teach in a particularly
difficult medio. Jorge told me that Villa was 'a terrible place, economically,
urbanistically and well, in all ways'. According to him, the students came from a very
poor background, and many would go to school hungry. Teachers also told me that there
had been an estimated 50% drug addiction among the first generation of students who
had studied in the hills before the school building was constructed.10 La Colina teachers
openly admit to the school's 'bad' reputation, and seemed to take pride in struggling
heroically with what they saw as challenging raw materials.

' Even so, many students have to travel by bus to get to Escuela 91, and the cost of this can be prohibitive
for parents. Neither are many of them keen for their children to travel long distances, as they consider this a
risk, as mentioned in the previous chapter.

" After much insistence by parents and teachers, the SEP recently constructed a second building so classes
no longer have to take it in turns to sit outside.

" Jorge told me how much easier it was to teach in a proper school building: 'The first year wasn't the
same as those that came later. For example, now we can study the curriculum fine ... but before when we
were up there in the sun and the dusty earth and all that, it was another story, and the students couldn't
study like they can study here'. The figures for failure and drop-out since the school's inception confirm
this: from around 20% drop-out in the first-year grade in 1991, this fell to 3% in 1994. Similarly, failure
rates which averaged around 26% over the three grades in 1992 fell to an average of 14% in 1994.

1° Drugs were widespread in the area as a whole - both in Santa Clara, where after dark, just around the
corner from the lively, boutique-lined pedestrian streets of Santa Clara, the plaza becomes a hang-out for
drug-pushers - and in its outlying colonias. An official in the Guadalajara Public Prosecutor's Office
(Procuraduria General de Justicia) told me that Villa and Zapata were key centres for drugs sales
(Interview with official from the Department of Social Communication, Public Prosecutor's Office
{Departamento de Comunicaciån Social, Procuraduria General de la Repûblica (PGR). Articles in the
local newspapers also refer to this problem in the area (see e.g. El Sol de Guadalajara, 27.8.96.)
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The nature of the school's student intake shaped the identity of the school as a whole. On
several occasions I heard students say: somos una escuela dejodidos (we're a school full
of poor - literally 'fucked' - kids), or other expressions to that effect. Teachers also
subscribed to this idea in several ways, attributing poor school performance, non-
attendance and indiscipline to the poverty of the medio.11 The school's jodido identity
was further reinforced by the presence of some better-off children from the neighbouring
colonia, Madero, who had been expelled from private schools - La Colina was the only
secondary which would have them. Although Madero children were the exception rather
than the rule at La Colina (there were only two or three in the two groups I worked
closely with), their presence accentuated the identity and features of the Villa and Zapata
kids since they so obviously didn't fit in among them.

In contrast to the problems of the medio, staffin neighbouring schools told me that La
Colina has some of the best and most dedicated teachers of any local government school.
Of the staff whom I interviewed working with third year groups, the majority (six out of
seven) were normalistas (teachers with a degree in teaching).12 Although most of the
teachers came from fairly modest backgrounds, in fact none had experienced first-hand
the kind of hardship many of their students lived in. Several had been to private schools,
indicating that they had enjoyed a considerably better socioeconomic level during
childhood than that of their students. Two teachers, Salvador and Veronica, had parents
who were themselves teachers. The box on the following page includes a short
description of the teachers' backgrounds.13

H I became especially aware of La Colina's identity as a 'poor school' at several inter-school competitions
I attended (in e.g. folk dance and public speaking), at which La Colina usually failed to win any prizes. At
such events, when the competition was over and students returned home disappointed, the school's poverty
was invoked as an extenuating circumstance, e.g.: 'we did very well considering the circumstances'.

12 The Normal is the teacher training college that trains primary school teachers. Secondary school
teachers must attend the Normal Superior college.

I-' I have not included details here of the headmistress or deputy head, whom I also interviewed, as they
were not in direct contact with the students. Both were, however, from middle-class families of Guadalajara
professionals.
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Saül, the 27-year old English teacher, was the only non-normalista among the
teachers interviewed. He had only ever attended public schools himself and was
currently studying a degree in literature at the University of Guadalajara. Both his
parents were migrants from rural villages in Jalisco, but his father's family had been
among the better-off villagers. His father had his own radio station; and his mother
was a housewife. Susana, the History teacher, was a single women in her late thirties.
She had been both to private and public schools herself, and had studied the Normal
Superior in Guadalajara. She was from a fairly modest background herself, and had
experienced some difficulties in pursuing her studies beyond secondary school, but
thanks to the encouragement of one of her teachers, and her mother, she had gone on
to study at the Normal. In fact, her mother's had been so keen for all her children to
study that she had arranged for the family to move away from their village of origin
(in another part of Jalisco) to Guadalajara, where access to schools was better. Her
father had been a night-watchman (velador); and her mother was a housewife.
Veronica, the Physics and Chemistry teacher, was 45 years old , married with two
children. She had been a teacher since she was 17 years old, and had worked a double
shift for many years. She was originally from a small village in the state of Nayarit,
where her mother had also been a teacher. Araceli, the orientadora, was a 46-year
old widow, also from a quite well-to-do local family: her father was employed at
PEMEX, the Mexican state oil company. She had a teaching degree specialising in
Educational Psychology. Salvador, the 25-year old Biology teacher, was the youngest
teacher I interviewed. From a family of teachers - he described himself as lower-
middle class - he had received grants to study in private schools. A teacher who
believed fervently in making a difference, he told me he had intervened many times in
order to help out his students financially, and he was well loved by them, though at the
same time he had a reputation for being one of the strictest teachers. Beatriz, the
Spanish teacher, was a local woman from Santa Clara, in her early forties. She was
from a lower middle-class family of shopkeepers. She had completed her kindergarten
and primary education at an all-girls private school; and secondary at an all-girls
public school, and had later gone on to study Normal Superior in Guadalajara. In
addition to working at La Colina, Beatriz helped out at her father's shop in the
evenings. Jorge, the maths teacher, also in his early forties, was the only teacher who
claimed to have a background even remotely comparable to that of his students, and
claimed to identify with them for that reason, although his current social status was
much higher. He told me he had worked from the age of 14 to support his family,
while studying at the same time. Although he claimed to have a similar class
background to the students 'or even poorer', this was doubtful, since he had attended a
private school, something which would have been impossible for most of the Villa
students. He was, nonetheless, one of the teachers who claimed to understand and had
tried the hardest to find practical ways to ease the hardship which threatened his
students' school attendance, and he was known by the students as one of the teachers
who most sympathetic towards their difficulties at home.
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Most of the teachers appeared to have risen socially as a result of entering the teaching
profession. It seemed, however, that the very fact of having become a teacher had
reshaped the self-perception and class status even of those who had more modest
backgrounds. Teaching is recognised in Mexico as one of the professions which offers
upward mobility to the lower classes, and many teachers have stepped up the social
ladder in this way, as research into Mexican teachers' origins has shown. Most are middle
class but originating from the lower classes, and have used education as a route towards
upward mobility for them and their own children (Luévanos 1996: 37). Several teachers
had experienced this in the flesh. Jorge told me how studying had improved his social
standing:

I come from a similar background to them ... or even poorer. Not any more
though, I think. Now I'm better off than most of them.

However, the teachers had also clearly paid a price for their social ascent. Their
descriptions of their lives evoked a picture of constant stress produced by a combination
of institutional and personal factors, which exacerbated each other. Many teachers
worked a double shift (plaza), often in schools far from each other, so that they spent the
day rushing exhausted from one side of the city to another on public transport to get to
their next shift on time. Others combined their teaching work with other jobs. For
instance, Beatriz also spent several hours every evening working in the family shop.
Luévanos (1996: 37) describes teachers as people who have acquired a certain material
standing, but at the expense of heavy physical, psychological and social sacrifices,
including studying and working at the same time, working triple shifts and seldom
allowing themselves holidays or time off work (see also Rockwell 1990: 29).

Perhaps because the teachers themselves had experienced social mobility through
studying, and although many appeared to subscribe to the poor-as-virtuous idea, they
nonetheless felt that their students should be able to emulate them and overcome their
poverty. And they saw the school's job as helping to erase poverty's pernicious effects. I
discuss this below.

The family: the culprit in poor school performance?

Today ... not only in our Mexican society, but humanity in general, we are
seeing a debacle of values where the family is increasingly breaking up,
education in the home is rapidly losing importance, where the school is
basically left to do whatever it can with the students or the young people.
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This remark by the zonal inspector when I quizzed him about the causes of poor school
performance, is fairly typical of the rather low opinion most teachers held of La Colina
students' families. Although teachers often described very eloquently the ways in which
poverty undermines school performance through gradual attrition: tiny additional efforts
and privations which build up and eventually cause students to crack under the strain; at
the same time, they would declare that families could overcome these problems if only
they were less apathetic and made more effort (see also Martin 1990a: 131).14

Most teachers concurred that poor school performance stems from a dysfunctional family
life. The home is at the heart of children's academic and behavioural difficulties, passing
on 'bad habits' and attitudes. As one teacher put it, 'it's a reflection of the way they are at
home, if they're negative there, they're negative here too'. Another told me: 'We know
that if our child is effing and blinding at school it's because / use bad words, he learns
them at home'. Jorge told me: 'As long as the problems in the home aren't tackled, it's
very difficult to tackle the problems here in the school'. Parents are cast as morally
reprehensible when their children perform or behave badly at school, because they are
clearly failing to provide their children with the 'right' conditions for learning.15 These
'right conditions' are those provided by a middle-class nuclear family model, of a
breadwinning father with 'stable work' as one teacher put it, and an omnipresent
housewife mother.

A central critique of La Colina families, most of whom did not match that model, is that
they cannot control their children adequately. Wealthier parents can exercise greater
control over their children because they can afford to be there. Conversely, poorer parents
must work and cannot be so vigilant. The chairwoman of the parent-teacher association
told me: 'sometimes both father and mother are working all day and they forget about
their children, they don't even know who their kids' friends are. So I think ... they're
ashamed because they know they're not being good enough parents'.

'^ For instance, Beatriz described one of the third year groups I worked with as 'a hard-working group, a
group who wanted to superarse' but pointed out that nonetheless most of the students were predestined to
failure because of economic hardship. Similarly, Araceli explained that poorer students who lacked the
correct equipment could easily become demotivated and disheartened to the point where they no longer had
the energy to keep up the extra effort schooling implies. Students may tire of always having to make the
extra effort to take photocopies of the textbook and borrow from classmates, and this can be enough in
some cases to trigger poor performance or a drop-out. She told me: 'this boy told me 'I'm not going to
school, because anyway I don't have the books, and the teachers are hassling me' ... what happens is that
they become tired ofthat situation - always having to take copies or share with a classmate'.

'* Sirvent et al. (2000: 18) and Azucena (2000: 8) also found in separate studies that teachers in low-
income area in Argentina held a dim view of parents, blaming them for their children's poor school
performance.
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Specifically, although not all teachers spelled this out explicitly, this is seen as mother's

neglect since mothers are usually almost exclusively responsible for their children's
everyday needs, including schooling. Mothers were, however, increasingly going out to
work and could no longer attend 'properly' to their children, or be as vigilant as teachers
thought they 'should' be. The psychologist in a neighbouring secondary school which I
visited articulated this idea more explicitly when I asked him what he thought caused
most problems among students:

I think it has to do with the denuclearisation of the family at the end of the
eighties - before, everything revolved around the children ... we're
experiencing a very serious crisis where children are no longer looked after
by their mothers ... because mothers now have to work. Little children are
having to go home alone, noone goes to pick them up any more, children are
being forced to become independent at an age when they are still not ready
to cope with it.

Teachers' moralising about working women's neglect of their children shows little
understanding of the hardship that households experience, or indeed of changes in the
labour market, which in the wake of the 1980s crisis throughout Latin America began to
incorporate more and more women. In Mexican cities, women with less education and
married or 'once-coupled' women began to work, compared to before the crisis when
most working women were single and higher-educated. In the wake of the crisis, the new
type of female worker had to combine work with domestic responsibilities - often
receiving paltry wages for her pains but unable to keep afloat otherwise (Gonzalez de la
Rocha 1995: 17).

The 'nuclear' standard used by teachers to appraise students' families also led them to
depict non-nuclear or broken homes as a key cause of school failure, damaging both to
children's wellbeing generally and to their schooling in particular. The zonal inspector
told me that school failure often occurred because of 'family break-up ... parental
neglect'. Veronica, echoing this, describes family break-up and single parenthood as the
most serious problems among La Colina students:

In the context of this school, the most serious problem is family break-up.
Out often students, the majority, without exaggerating, let's say six out of
ten students have problems like that: they don't live with their mother,
their father, there's alcoholism, drug addiction, unemployment ... their
mother goes to work in the US and never returns, or she had her children
very young and found herself in a situation which wasn't consistent with
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her age or with her way of thinking. And those children are a burden to

her, they annoy her and so then they leave the kids with their

grandmothers.

La Colina's headmistress also assured me that the biggest problem among the students
was the high rate of family break-up: 'we know that there is a high number of broken
families, we know that there are many single mothers, we know that there are many
abandoned mothers'.

Yet this does not tally especially well with the figures from my sample which, as I
indicated in Chapter Four, suggest there was not a particularly high incidence of non-
nuclear family patterns, i.e. divorce/separation/single parenthood among La Colina
students' families. Neither does it fit in very well with the general pattern in the Mexican
population as a whole, where nuclear families are more the norm than in many other
Latin American countries (De Vos 1995).16 In fact, around 70% of children in Mexico
live in dual-parent households (De Vos 1995: 111). Moreover, in Mexico as a whole, no
clear-cut correlation has actually been found between household structure and school
performance (Martin 1990a: 116).17

The emphasis which teachers place on family break-up as a cause of poor school
performance is, I consider, more a convenient way of expressing their dissatisfaction with
the family than a true reflection of the extent and repercussions of break-up per se.

Rather, I suggest that teachers use 'family break-up' as a metaphor for the dysfunctional
failure to live up to the rather middle-class nuclear family ideal promoted by the post-
revolutionary State. As Vaughan (2000: 199) describes it, this ideal rested upon 'a
restructuring of male productive practices and sociability, a mobilisation of children for
patriotic development, and the rationalisation of domesticity'. Male behaviour was to be
'sanitised', to get at the problems of alcoholism and irresponsible providers; and mothers'
household work and attitudes were to be modernised, to ensure the morally and

' " Nearly 80% of families in Mexico were nuclear in 1990; with under 5% of the population (males and
females) divorced or separated; and just over 16% living in consensual unions (Lopez Barajas and Conde

1994: 25-6).16

' ' In other countries, e.g. the US, the opposite has been found., i.e. that children living with their mothers
alone, or with step-parents, performed worse at school (De Vos 1995: 106-7). As De Vos points out, the
nucelar arrangement may, however, not be the determining factor in school performance in other cultural
contexts. In Mexico, in fact, children living in female-headed households have been found to have slightly
lower rates of overall school failure than children in households headed by males. Reasons posited for this
include evidence that women administer household resources more carefully than men (Lopez Barajas and
Conde 1994: 85), and may tend to give greater priority to schooling.
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physically healthy reproduction of the population.18 In short, the authority of the male
head of household was to be diluted through an emphasis on the nuclear family and the
conjugal couple on a more equal footing, so that a more direct interaction could be
achieved between each of the components of the household and the state (Vaughan 2000:
202) - without necessarily requiring the male head as intermediary. These ideas persisted
in teachers' remarks, as I have tried to show, and the parents of La Colina students who
did not live up to this ideal were deemed incapable of fulfilling even their most basic
function of socialising children - at least not according to the values which the school
considered correct. Instead, teachers lamented, they passed the buck to the school.

In this vein, teachers also described La Colina parents' lack of schooling as a
disadvantage susceptible to be 'inherited' by their children, an insuperable obstacle.
Schooling was depicted as a precondition for adequate, responsible parenting, without
which they would be unable to socialise their children adequately. The more education
parents had themselves, the more likely they were to urge their children to study, or so
the reasoning went. Parents with low levels of schooling were seen as unlikely to
motivate their children to study further, thus 'passing on' their disadvantage to them.
Here, the inspector voices this idea: 'Parents who have more education will try and
encourage their children to get a university education ... in the case of La Colina, I reckon
on average parents haven't studied third year secondary school... so the level of affective
and socioeconomic support is completely different'.

Lack of schooling was also perceived to make parents unambitious, the implication being
that they were only in their present predicament due to their own lack of drive. Araceli
described La Colina parents to me as: 'from a low socioeconomic class, with very little
schooling, we have fathers who are builders; now here and there you get the odd
professional, but it's because there are students here from Madero and Santa Clara ... the
parents ... because of their lack of schooling ... are mostly people who don't have any
desire to better themselves, they're conformists - if you invite them to the school for a
talk, most don't come'. Araceli attributes parents' indifference and lack of ambition to
their own lack of formal education. She does not take into consideration difficulties or
hardship which might prevent parents from complying with the school's demands;
neither does she question the school's attitude to parents, the format of parent-teacher
meetings, or other possible deterrents. Similarly, the headmistress of La Colina told me
that parents who haven't been to school themselves will fail to understand the point of
schooling for their children since their own 'cultural level' is so low: 'they think that... if

18 Vaughan (2000: 200) notes that 'campesino homes were to be redesigned for healthy, comfort,and
sexual propriety'.
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they're living that way and they've got ahead, then perhaps their children can do the
same, although that's not correct'. In her view, parents' views of schooling are
conditioned by their own experiences of getting jobs without needing much schooling,
hence they cannot understand why their children should spend so much time and effort in
school to be able to get a job. Schooling, with its long-term costs and the heavy
commitment it requires, seems a distant option to them compared to some kind of paid
work which provides immediate, concrete relief. Although the headmistress
acknowledges the difficulties families face due to economic hardship, she nonetheless
ends up blaming parents for their 'lack of interest' in schooling. Here, she expresses this
ambivalence:

We know that for some parents it's more important that the students work in
building ... we know that many of our students also work in homes cleaning,
we know that many wash cars to earn money, whatever, any chance activity
that enables them to earn some money, and given the socioeconomic
circumstances their families live in, it's often more important to them that
the child contributes to the family economy by doing some work than that
he goes to school. Lately, we've had quite a lot of cases of drop-out, and
one of the reasons that they don't continue with their studies is, I think, lack
of resources and lack of motivation and communication and interest on the
part of their parents.

Teachers thus berated parents for their short-sighted and short-termist attitudes. Parents'
argument that they cannot afford to school their children is regarded with scepticism by
some teachers, who claim that they are actually only 'poor' when it comes to buying
school-related things. Students and their parents are regarded as lacking the self-restraint
and discipline to forsake short-term pleasures for long-term objectives requiring
sacrifices, such as schooling.19 Jorge told me his frustration when a boy's parents had
refused to buy his school notebooks, claiming that they could not afford it :

Well, I think that parents can afford it, because a notebook costs ten pesos

and right now that's nothing. If we were to visit that boy's house, we'd see
that they rent videos, they buy cigarettes, sometimes they drink alcohol.

*" Postman (1994: 46), discussing the origins of school discipline, indicates that the advent of schooling
required the suppression of youthful exuberance, valuing instead 'Quietness, immobility, contemplation,
precise regulation of bodily functions'. In Cartesian fashion, to accomplish the school's civisiling task, the
body had to be subjugated to the mind. Postman notes how children's 'natural inclinations' towards
exuberance began to be perceived as 'an expression of an evil character ... nature had to be overcome in the
interst of achieving both a satisfactory education and a purified soul'.
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That happens a lot, and that's why I think that yes, part of it is economic

hardship, but partly it's also because parents don't want to support them.

The head of the Parents' Association {Asociaciôn de Padres de Familia), Mary
Peguera,20 also dismissed the notion that parents could not afford schooling, blaming
non-attendance instead on their 'lack of drive' and commitment to their children's
studies. According to this approach, poverty is not the real reason for failure - it is apathy
and disinterest on the part of the students and their parents, who use poverty as an pretext,
and expect to 'get everything for free'. Susana echoed this: 'in class IE there are 10 drop-
outs, and most of them it's because their parents don't want them to come to school,
apparently because they have to stay at home to look after their little brother, because
they don't have money for this or that bit of equipment, but we know that it's not really
because they can't but because they're not interested in the school'. Similarly, Xochitl, a
stand-in teacher, complained that students used poverty as a 'powerful weapon', an
excuse not to carry on studying. She pointed out how they would always have money to
buy crisps or sweets, or their Dad would buy beers, but there was never any money when
it came to their homework: 'Where's the logic there? The thing is that they prefer
whatever's most comfortable, what will satisfy them there and then, an immediate need,
not a long-term need'. Instant gratification and the indulgence of bodily impulses are, of
course, the diametrical opposite of the values endorsed by the Mexican secundaria: the
cultivation of the mind hand in hand with the disciplining of the body. Teachers thus
decried parents' 'self-indulgence', as it unforgivably dug the graves of their children's
futures, and failed to do their duty by the nation.21

Thus, from the teachers' point of view, schooling should be the top priority for parents,
regardless of their economic situation. Some teachers even deplored the fact that parents
only saw schooling as useful if it would guarantee their children a better living. Jorge told
me that students should study 'to better themselves, not to earn money'. The idealism in
these expressions is entirely at odds with the very same teachers' own admissions that
students' poverty is an obstacle to their studies.

In response to their perception that students' problems originated in their homes, where
parents transmitted their faults and negative attitudes to their children, the teachers had

20 Interestingly, the president of the Asociaciôn de Padres de Familia was one of the few parents who was
better-off and lived in the well-to-do neighbourhood adjoining the far poorer Las Huertas. She was a
psychologist and participated in giving lessons in La Colina's parents' school (escuela de padres). Her
understanding of poorer parents' situations was clearly limited by her different perspective.

21 In this sense, teachers' attitudes were very close to Lewis' 'culture of poverty' thesis, where 'fatalism
and a low level of aspiration' are among the key traits of the culture of poverty (Lewis 1965: li).
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decided to set up a 'school for parents' (escuela de padres) where parents would receive
instruction from a local psychologist on how to bring up their children correctly.22 Alex,
the school's prefect, told me:

let's say a student turns up without his uniform and with a non-regulation
hair-cut, we send for his father and he looks exactly the same,23 well there
I feel that it's the family which is at fault. I think that at La Colina we've
seen many problems of that kind, so now we're setting up a parents'
school (escuela de padres)... where parents are taught more or less how to
treat their children, that they have to try and get closer to them, develop
more affective sentiments, show them things, talk to them about drug
addiction, sexuality, things that should be talked about in a parent-child
relationship.

The attempt to set up a 'parents school' had been unsuccessful, however. Few parents
attended, and while I was there the scheme appeared to be gradually fizzling out.24

Below, I describe how the teachers visualised their task in the face of what they described
as parents' uncooperative attitude towards the school.

The school as moral saviour: putting right the mess from the 'medio '

The school's self-assigned role as a heroic crusader against squalor, poverty and vice is
encapsulated in a story which teachers liked to recount about one of the school's first
students, a boy named Daniel. Daniel had become a kind of 'myth' in the school - a
symbol of what the school was capable of achieving: i.e. making something of even the
most hopeless raw material from the medio. His story, as told by the teachers, is nothing
less than a conversion story. It is the tale of the school's 'rescue' and conversion of a
seemingly hopeless case into a responsible citizen who even begins to help others to
follow in his footsteps and emerge from the vicio and squalor of the medio. His story, and

22 Another agency which 'educates' parents is the Centro de lntegraciôn Juvenil (Centre for Youth
Integration), which had 50 local branches in 1993. It is under the Department of Social Assistance and
treats 'addictions'. It offers advice to parents aimed at 'raising their awareness of their own family and
social reality to generate mechanisms which lead them to act effectively when facing the problems which
can lead to drug addiction' (Montes de Oca 1993: 48).

23 This is, of course, a delightful irony. Why, indeed, should a father sport a uniform and regulation
haircut?

24 The idea of the escuela de padres is, however, widespread in Mexico, where it is promoted by the
National Parents' Association (ANPAF: see ANPAF 2000); and also in other countries (see e.g. Sitio 1988;
and Azucena 2000: 12 for Argentina).
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the fact that it was repeated so many times to me during my stay, clearly exemplified the
school's crusading ethos.

Jorge described Daniel to me as one of the worst students he had ever taught. He had
been one of the first pupils recruited to the school, and both his physical appearance and
behaviour were deplorable, his hair 'stuck up all over the place', he was 'dark-skinned'25

and 'ugly as hell'. Daniel would continually pick fights with the other students. It was
not long before Jorge intervened. His first step was to try and smarten Daniel up by
ordering him to get a hair cut which, to his amazement, he did:

That was the first day of classes and I told him 'Look here young man', I
told him off, 'tomorrow you come here with that hair cut or don't bother
coming at all', and so the next day I looked for him and couldn't see him
and I thought 'Ah, so he didn't turn up' ... but he was there, it was just that
he'd had his hair cut and I didn't recognise him any more.

In addition to his messy appearance and disorderly behaviour, however, Daniel was a
glue-sniffer and mariguano (mariguana smoker). There are many drug pushers in the
neighbourhood, and with no school building to keep them out, a high percentage of the
school's initial student intake had been 'addicts' either to drugs or to inhaling solvents
{thinner). La Colina was vastly understaffed at that time, and battled to keep the
'pushers' away from the school area, even fighting with them physically.26 Daniel's
aggression became so out of hand that the headteacher decided to expel him after trying
in vain to call his parents to the school. Jorge pleaded with him on Daniel's behalf,
promising that he would personally take him under his wing if he could remain in the
school:

I was having talks with him and he told me that he didn't like his way of
life, so I asked him 'OK, but why are you like that?' and he said 'Because I
can't be different, but I don't like being like this' ... so I said 'Right', I
believed in him you see, I was sure something could be done for him, so I
told him 'you can't change overnight what's taken years to make, but you're
going to make an effort and we're going to try and help you change' ...

2-> Many Mexicans still consider fair colouring to be more attractive than moreno, dark skin and hair.
2" Jorge told me: 'the pushers went there and sold, and we tried to stop them, and sometimes they tried to
beat us up, and we couldn't get rid of them because they said they were in the street and the street is free ...'
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Eventually, with Jorge's help, Daniel enrolled into a detox programme and subsequently
joined a programme for pandilleros (street gang members) run by a religious order of
missionaries, the Salesianos. Within a short time, Daniel had become a reformed
character. After completing his second year at La Colina, according to Jorge he had
'changed so much that he was giving talks to the parents of children with problems'. He
completed his secondary school and, to crown it all, sought admission to preparatoria at
a seminary.

Jorge told me that Daniel was but one example among many students whom the school
had 'saved' from a miserable fate:

there are many, many like him ... we've saved many kids from vicio - he's
just one of them - but there are plenty more! We went to their homes and
searched for them here, there and everywhere, we searched for them
because sometimes they were lying drugged in places or they were
fighting or the police got them and we had to convince them to let them go
to continue our program with them, to restitute them. So, in all those ways,
this school has been different to others.

This idea of the school as 'rescuer' permeated teachers' remarks. The zonal inspector
explained to me the school's crucial role in 'rescuing' students from the social problems
they faced in the medio 'who we're trying to save in any way we can' from drug
addiction and gangs.

In identifying themselves with this 'rescuer' role, teachers made it clear that they did not
consider the family up to the task of socialisation. Many teachers described their role in
quasi-parental terms, regarding themselves as responsible for students' welfare all the
time, not just on the school premises: 'We're teachers twenty-four hours a day', as Jorge
put it. Similarly, Veronica described the teachers' role as equipping students for problems
outside the school as well as within it - again, extending far beyond the teacher's purely
academic function and towards a quasi-parental role. The task of 'harvesting tomorrow's
professionals', as Veronica put it, is perceived as a heavy responsibility for which
teachers are primarily liable. The teachers see themselves as bearing the awesome burden
of cultivating and harvesting citizens, the material which will shape the Mexico of
tomorrow. As they see it, this responsibility extends far beyond the purely academic
function of instruction and into socialisation as a whole - i.e. parental territory. Implicit
in teachers' remarks is the conviction that the task of cultivating citizens can no longer
safely be left to the family - and certainly not to poorer families, languishing as they are
in unenlightened squalor with all the wrong values.
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Teachers depicted the school's task of formation - the inculcation of 'decent habits' - as
even more important than its academic function. Hence, although La Colina is known to
be a low academic performer, it 'redeems' itself through its successful fomentation of
buenos hâbitos. Jorge expressed this idea:

Look, maybe if you apply a general knowledge exam, our students don't
have lots of facts, but what we've achieved with them in terms of habits,
formation, that is good.
Maribel: When you say 'habits', what do you mean?

Good habits, I mean, because habits can be both good and bad. I mean

good habits like cleanliness, good manners, etc.

As part of their attempt to adapt to the difficult medio and 'compensate' for the family's
inadequacies, La Colina teachers had made several attempts to accommodate the school's
modus operandus to the special needs of its students. I have described the most
significant of these 'experiments', since they illustrate the types of institutional
constraints and structural problems which schools can experience when trying to operate
'differently', even when their intention is to facilitate school attendance for poorer
sectors.

La Colina's experimental ethos: adapting the school to the 'medio '

I discovered after I began working at La Colina that teachers were fond of describing La
Colina as an 'experimental' school. Although it might therefore be argued that my
findings may be less generalisable than they might be if I had worked in a more
'mainstream' school, in fact, I believe that La Colina's attempt to work differently
actually revealed certain important mechanisms and constraints on schools that I would
otherwise not have been made aware of. It was instructive to observe how many obstacles
La Colina's 'experiments' ran up against, showing the struggles schools face when
attempting to work differently in order to cater for what they see as the specific needs of
the local student population. Ultimately, these obstacles meant that in practice, La Colina
did not actually operate so very differently from other secondary schools. The reasoning
behind the attempted innovations also revealed much to me about the way in which
teachers perceived the students' social context.

As the teachers saw things, students' indiscipline, 'bad habits' and lack of consistent
upbringing meant that they were unaccustomed to, and reacted negatively to, strict
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discipline and many hours of immobility and confinement in the classroom. Teachers felt
that the students would be happier in an environment with a more flexible system which
would allow them more mobility and a slightly more relaxed discipline. They had
attempted to structure lessons according to a system called the aula-taller, where students
went to a different classroom for each lesson, instead of remaining in the same classroom
the whole day as is the usual practice. This scheme was introduced in part because the
school building was too small to accommodate all the students and was on the waiting list
for construction of a new building, so for the time being one grupo always had to sit
outside in the yard. The classroom rotation system ensured that the different grupos took
it in turns to sit outside in the heat. Furthermore, as Veronica explained to me, teachers
no longer 'wasted time' taking children outside the school on field trips; instead, they
could leave everything they needed in the respective classroom, assuring greater
continuity between successive lessons.

However, teachers emphasised that the main purpose of introducing the aula-taller was
to enable restless students to have a 'breather' between lessons while they moved from
one room to the other. Veronica, one of the initiators of the aula-taller, told me how she
felt the 'institutionalisation' of the school had demotivated the children, who had been
happier in the freer atmosphere in the hills before the school was enclosed in a building.
Veronica explained that the teachers had decided to implement the aula-taller system in
La Colina in an attempt to match the school's way of working to what it saw as the
characteristics and needs of its student intake. She saw the transfer of the school to a
formal building, where the hitherto 'free' students were now cooped up, as having
destroyed the enthusiasm for school which they had displayed previously in the hills.

In the same experimental spirit, La Colina students were evaluated principally on the
basis of continuous assessment, since it was felt that students would not respond well to
the pressure and discipline of enforced examinations. Teachers claimed that instead of
struggling to impose their authority on disorderly students, they aimed to get results
through adopting a freer approach, even though this created a lot of extra work for them.
La Colina students would not, it was argued, respond well to strict discipline since in
their medio, 'the law of the strongest' prevailed and trying to meet this head on would, it
was thought, be counterproductive.

Teachers nonetheless acknowleged that the system had faced problems since it was very
difficult to implement consistently. The school faced both internal and external
constraints when trying to operate differently. Internally, not all teachers followed the
above-mentioned principles, since each teacher worked unmonitored in his or her own
classroom. Externally too, the school faced academic pressures. Although standardised
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examinations are not applied nation-wide, it is nonetheless important that schools
maintain their academic reputation, since otherwise this reflects badly on their staff. The
school's reputation became a controversial issue during my fieldwork when an intra-zone
school concurso de conocimiento (knowledge competition) was held to celebrate the
fiftieth anniversary of the founding of the first secundarias generales. At this
competition, La Colina scored the lowest mark in the whole zone in the mathematics
section, sparking off a heated discussion in the school about low standards, and arousing
the concern of parents. As a result of this debacle, the school was forced to modify its
system and introduce examinations, since it was argued that students had performed
badly because students were not used to doing them.

Teachers claimed that it was not lack of knowledge as such which had produced such
poor results, but simply the fact that La Colina's modus operandus was not compatible
with the rigidity demanded by the educational system as a whole, where children had to
memorise facts, not use reason; and where there was only 'one right answer to a
question'. La Colina students, on the other hand, were taught to 'express themselves' and
respond to teachers' questions 'spontaneously'. The concurso de conocimiento

represented a 'defeat' for the school's innovators inasmuch as it forced the school to toe
the official line more closely, revealing, I think, the structural constraints and difficulties
faced by a school attempting to work differently in order to attempt to cater for the needs
of a particular social context and student intake. La Colina's attempts to innovate also
provided me with some insight into the way in which teachers perceived the students'
context: as one in which discipline and rigidity at school would alienate students unused
to this at home. Chaos, wildness and indiscipline were, for them, inherent characteristics
of the students' medio for which allowances somehow had to be made in the school's
ethos and procedures. Teachers' were clearly frustrated, seeing themselves as caught
sandwiched between the inflexible requirements of the system and the needs of a difficult
medio. Through the aula-taller system and their reluctance to subject students to
unnecessary stress through examinations, they had tried to smooth what they saw as
discordances between the medio and the school.

Another innovative scheme, called the aula-taller de matemâticas, was initiated by the
maths teacher, Jorge. This scheme was designed to help students and their families to
bear the costs of schooling in recognition of their economic hardship and the difficulties
they experienced in buying the equipment needed for school. Maths was one of the
subjects which required an especially high outlay by parents on equipment (pens,
compasses, rulers, calculators, etc.). Under normal circumstances, all students would
have to buy a set of maths equipment recommended by the school at the beginning of a
school year. Jorge saw that costs could be cut by changing the seating arrangements in
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the classroom so that students sat at round tables seating six students, instead of
individual mesabancos (steel chairs with an integrated desk surface on their right-hand
side). In this way, a set of equipment could be bought for each table. Instead of belonging
to each student, the sets would belong to the maths room itself. Teaching methods could
thus also be brought more in line with the national curriculum, which recommends
teamwork, something which is usually impossible owing to the normal classroom seating
arrangements. Parents had approved the plan and it had worked successfully for a couple
of years, saving all concerned a lot of money. A television and video recorder had already
been bought with money from the scheme, and the students had books and good quality
equipment which few would have been able to afford had they purchased it individually.
The aula-taller de matemåticas was, arguably, one of the more successful experiments at
La Colina. It was, however, regarded as exceptional, and Jorge, whose brainchild it was,
had struggled hard to gain acceptance for the scheme.

The above examples show how hard it was for the school to operate 'differently', despite
the commitment and ingenuity of its teachers. I shall now take a look at a space in the
school, orientation, that is not a unique 'La Colina experiment', but an integral part of all
secondary schools. The orientador is a counsellor who usually works daily at each
secondary school in his or her gabinete (a kind of 'clinic'), which is intended to be open
to students who have a problem or don't feel well. I became interested in the work of the
orientador because of students' repeated remarks to me that they came to school seeking
adult attention and affection. The orientador's gabinete appeared to be the only place in
the school expressly reserved for the more personal needs of students. I interviewed La
Colina's orientador and also several orientador es from neighbouring secondaries. As I
shall discuss below, despite orientation's potentially crucial role in meeting some of the
students' affective needs, just like the experiments I mentioned above, it also fails to live
up to its potential due to institutional constraints and the efficiency imperative.

Prior to the 1993 reform, the orientador manned the gabinete, but did not teach any
classes. The gabinete was, in theory, run by a social worker, a psychologist and a doctor,
but in practice normally only one or two of these were employed due to lack of funding.
Since the 1993 reform, however, in addition to their work in the gabinete, the orientador

teaches Orientation Educativa (Educational Guidance), a subject providing careers
guidance, information on adolescent health and development and sex education (SEP
1993b). The current functions of the orientador are not very well defined, as was
frequently pointed out to me by the orientadores themselves, but broadly, they are:
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• To act as the last arbiter in cases where students have serious disciplinary problems.
The gabinete is regarded as the last chance a student gets to reform his or her ways
before being expelled. Students are channelled to the gabinete by teachers who can no
longer deal with them.

• To attend to students' minor health problems, and their personal problems.
• To make home visits in cases where students drop out, or where there are serious

family problems which affect the child's school performance.

• To teach the subject Orientation Educativa

In practice, I found that the orientadors' role was inherently contradictory, and that their
capacity to make a difference to students' well-being was very limited. In fact, I heard of
several occasions when the orientador's intervention had jeopardised students' schooling.
I discerned several reasons why this seemingly very apposite service was not functioning
as it clearly had the potential to do. First, the orientador's status is low compared to that
of other teachers. Orientation's 'soft' image means that it ranks low in the school
hierarchy, along with artistic subjects and physical education. This is partly to do with the
fact that it is not regarded as an 'academic' subject, given its emphasis on emotional
aspects of adolescent development and practical advice as to their futures. Orientation's

low status means that orientadores are frequently used as school 'dogsbodies' for
whatever errand needs running; or to cover for absent teachers. Of half-a-dozen
orientadores I spoke to in different schools, all of them told me that they were not
respected by teachers, who consider that they 'do nothing'.27 La Colina's orientadora

told me: 'We've had to fight hard to gain some respect (from the teachers) ... for
example, I might be seeing to someone, or talking to a parent, but something comes up
and they prefer to get me to do it than take a teacher out of his classroom. It's true that
they give the other teachers more importance, a lot more'. Apart from arousing their
indignation, this also means that orientadores are not available as they should be for
students to visit them whenever they need to. The importance of their function is simply
not acknowledged since it is not 'academic'.

A further problem is that orientadores are given the unenviable task of punishing
children who teachers cannot deal with. Students are 'channelled' to the orientador by
teachers because of 'behavioural problems, low grades or erratic attendance'.28 The
orientadores I spoke to felt strongly that the 'channeling' system prevented them from
reaching the students with real problems, as they tended to be withdrawn and quiet, not

2 ' Tellingly, some mentioned that other teachers' attitudes have improved since orientaciön was
introduced as a formally taught subject.
2 8 Interview with orientador at Sec. Z, March 1996.
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classroom troublemakers. This 'channelling' also means that students learned to regard
the orientador as someone who punishes, and not as someone to confide in, thwarting
their purported role of being an emotionally supportive, empathetic confidant for the
students. The orientador at La Colina. told me that children rarely visited her of their
own accord. Instead, they were almost always sent by teachers, who would expect the
orientador es to 'sort out' problem students overnight and send them back to the
classroom as reformed characters. One orientador told me:

sometimes, the headmistress, the deputy head, the teachers, they think that
just by sending the student to the gabinete he will change for the better, as
though we had a magic wand. They say 'I sent him to orientaciôn, so he
must change!', but he doesn't, so they say 'You don't do a thing -1 sent him
to you and he's just the same as ever! '

The fact that orientaciôn is now a taught subject is seen by some as further undermining
the orientador's relationship with the students. As one put it: 'I think that being a teacher
as well doesn't help my image in the students' eyes. As an orientador I should be
understanding ...(and) as a teacher I think I'm very strict'. The orientador's new image as
a teacher like any other introduces an element of formality into the teacher-student
relationship, and this can harm trust. However, other orientadores I spoke to felt that, on
the contrary, they had got to know the students better since giving them classes. These
different opinions depend on the fact that each orientador enacts his or her role
differently. For example, I observed one orientador who clearly interpreted her mandate
as a mission to rescue female students' virtue, berating any girl whom she caught
'flirting' with boys and generally clamping down rather harshly on the students. She was
universally unpopular with all the students, who did not trust her because she divulged
their secrets to the head teachers. Students described her as judgemental and not in the
least bit understanding. In a group interview, students told me:

Paty: I don't think the orientadora is a good teacher because she talks to
you like ... for example, someone in my class had a problem and she started
to shout at him, really horrible, and I don't think that's fair because we're
supposed to be able to talk to her and she should give us advice.
Maribel: Do you all think you need someone to talk to in school - is that
necessary or not?

Miguel: The truth is yes, because sometimes we bring problems here from
home which we don't want to talk to our parents about, so I think it is
necessary to have someone to confide in, someone to talk to.
Juan: The problem is that sometimes you tell her something and she goes
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and tells the headmistress, then the headmistress tells the secretary .
Miguel: No one ever believes what the student says.

The orientador a's lack of respect for students' privacy and censorious attitude to their
problems effectively undermines their trust in her. I heard of several incidents which
blew up quite nastily where, for instance, she had called girls 'immoral' for talking to
boys, and such like, involving other teachers and the headmistress and deputy-
headmaster. In fact, at one point the students campaigned to have her removed from the
school. At La Colina, clearly, the gabinete was not somewhere that students went to seek
relief, understanding or help with their problems. Conversely, the social worker, Oily,
was much loved by the students, who tended to confide in her outside the confines of the
gabinete during break-times. Students will seek a space to 'get things off their chests' if
they possibly can, but will not be coerced into using the one designated if it is
unsympathetic.

The introduction of orientaciôn as a taught subject also triggered mixed feelings in
orientadores. Some felt that the need to assign grades to students made the lesson too
formal, and encouraged students to see the subject as just another formality they had to
pass instead of something of immediate relevance to their lives. Although the SEP's
curriculum for orientaciôn explicitly states that 'orientaciôn educativa cannot be subject
to the same assessment criteria as a normal academic subject' and that 'pass or fail' are
the only grades to be assigned (SEP 1993b: 188), nonetheless, teachers do assign grades
to students. Once again, institutional pressures prevailed, as one orientador told me:
'we're not supposed to assess students like they do in other subjects, with an exam and all
that, but... you have to give them a number ... so you can't really be all that informal
when you have to submit the student's grades! I'm worried at the moment because I've
got a group with 12 failed students'. Clearly, much the same criteria can operate in
assessing orientaciôn as in other subjects. Much depends on the motivations and
inclinations of individual orientadores. For instance, one orientador told me that he got
around the problem of assigning grades by automatically awarding his students full marks
whatever they did.

A further problem is that the orientador has very little time to deal with all the students
who need help. La Colina's orientadora told me: 'there's no time or space to devote
attention to each student or to give them more specialised attention or psychotherapy'.
School organisation does not help in this respect. Once again, students are supposed to
compartmentalise, reserving their worries to a limited space and time. They are not free
to visit the orientador whenever they need to talk. The orientador from a neighbouring
secondary school expressed this pressure very vividly:
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There have been times when girls have come to see me saying 'I've come
to say goodbye', and I say 'That's nice, so you're moving home?' and
they say 'No, I'm going to kill myself tonight', but the prefects29 are
pacing up and down outside my office going 'Come on, hurry up, you've
had long enough, go back to your classroom', putting pressure on us and
making me nervous.

Once again, it is clear that the school's academic efficiency imperative takes precedence,
although it is clearly highly improbable that a child with serious problems will be able to
concentrate on her studies. In her 'prognostic' analysis of the 1993 Reform before it was
implemented, Rockwell (1990: 50) also criticises the lack of any 'space for formative
interaction' between orientadores and students - the focus being exclusively on academic
aspects. Orientation appears not so much geared towards helping the child to feel better,
but rather to 'sorting him out' as fast as possible so that he doesn't continue to disrupt the
class or get low marks which cause problems for his teachers. It is another brick in the
wall of efficiency, where disruptive emotions are siphoned off and dealt with in the
gabinete at certain designated times where they will not 'contaminate' the learning
process. More worryingly, since students with 'behavioural problems' or low grades
often come from the worst-off families, or broken homes, they are the ones who usually
end up being 'punished' by a visit to the orientador. The psychological emphasis of
orientation abnormalises behaviour which doesn't fit in with the institutional norm. In
this way, poverty and social problems are stigmatised and attributed to an individual,
psychological failing on the part of the child.

What I have attempted to highlight using the above examples - La Colina's experiments
and the difficulties of orientation - is the fragility of any attempt to cater more
specifically for the affective and material needs of students from disadvantaged medios

when teachers are already under substantial pressures just trying to comply with their
ordinary duties. La Colina's rather idealistic and innovative staff had clearly made a
valiant effort to tailor the school's demands to what they saw as the particular needs of
the students' social context. But even they had been blocked by negative attitudes on the
part of head teachers or inspectors, or simply did not have the energy to carry things
through when faced with a defeat, as in the case of the attempts to abolish examinations
at La Colina. Even institutionalised spaces, such as the orientador's gabinete, failed to
fulfil their potential. Teachers faced many constraints which prevented good ideas from

z v Prefects are specially appointed in schools to enforce discipline. They are usually studying to be
teachers and work in a school at the same time to acquire experience.
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being fully implemented, and undermined their attempts to establish a closer relationship
with their students.The changes introduced under the 1993 Act have not made their
workload any lighter, and have certainly contributed to heightening the efficiency
imperative that is at the heart of many of the problems I have just raised. Below, I shall
discuss some of the most serious constraints on teachers.

5.2. Between a rock and a hard place: constraints on teachers

As I described above, teachers' attitudes towards their students and their school
performance were ambivalent. They claimed to understand students' hardship, but
simultaneously blamed students and their parents for not making sufficient effort. They
appeared torn between the desire to do a good job, but at the same time they were
overwhelmed by overwork, practical difficulties and low morale. They claimed that they
felt responsible for their students' formation more holistically over and above their
purely academic function; and yet at the same time they resented that the hogar did not
take care of this, leaving teachers free to concentrate exclusively on their academic tasks.
Teachers appeared at once torn between the moral imperative to put right the 'damage'
done by the children's parents and resentment that this task should fall to them. They felt
that parents neglected their responsibility to formår their children, dumping this task on
the teachers on top of everything else they had to do.

Teachers felt that under existing conditions, and despite their a priori missionary ethos,
they simply could not take on board these more basic aspects of formation, even though
according to the curriculum introduced under the 1993 Act, the secundaria is supposed to
be more broadly formative as well as informative (SEP 1993b: 14). Salvador argued that
education ought to be the responsibility of the home, since the school, with all its time
constraints and large classes, could not deal with these more formative aspects. By
sending undisciplined children to school, parents make the teachers' task a lot more
arduous:

Education ... begins and ends in the home ... a child should come to school
already disciplined from home, he should be taught moral and ethical
values from early childhood, from his home, when you get a child like that
you don't suffer, it's a child who knows what to do, knows what is wrong,
knows what is right...

I believe that this ambivalence can be explained if one takes into account the different
types of pressures and constraints which teachers are subject to in their professional lives
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and which, they claimed, often spilled over into their personal lives. Teachers described a
high degree of overlap between their personal and professional lives, since the
obligations and preoccupations of the job encroached so much on their private lives and
time. For instance, Veronica, a mother of two, explained how she even felt she neglected
her own children because she devoted so much energy to the schoolchildren and to her
job: 'Teachers' children are the most neglected of all. My children are having problems
right now because of that. You get home tired from school, giving, giving, giving all day
long, and I'm much stricter with them than I am with the kids here (at school)'. This
overlap between teachers' personal and professional lives is a pet topic of discussion,
complaint but also somehow pride among them. Perhaps because of the many stresses
involved and the minimal financial rewards it offers, several teachers described their
profession as an 'apostolate' (apostolado) involving heavy personal sacrifices. As
Veronica put it:

Teaching is an apostolate (apostolado), pure giving and no receiving.
Teachers married to other professionals - that doesn't work because people
who work fixed hours don't understand that here we can't just go home
when our hours are up - we work with human beings, human raw material
in formation, so it's a job which requires commitment, it's a great
responsibility ... I'm always here in the evenings, and my husband says
'but how is it possible - in no other job are you expected to work extra
hours without pay'. They don't understand.

Like Veronica, Susana's job also seemed to spill over into and consume most of the other
spheres in her life. Describing a typical day to me, she told me she would get up at 5 and
arrive at the school at 6.30 to prepare her lessons, then teach through till 6 or 7 in the
evening. Her evenings were often spent marking or preparing work for the following day,
or attending school-related meetings of one kind or another; and weekends were also
often spent preparing material or marking. She saw her work as far more than just a job,
as a big responsibility to others: 'It's a big challenge for you because you have to try and
improve all the time, and be an example to the students, never let them down ... be with
them and feel part of them all their lives ... I mean of course they're going to leave and
you'll probably never see them again, but you know that you've sown a few small seeds
there somewhere'.

Self-sacrifice notwithstanding, teachers complained vigorously about their working
conditions. Pressure to complete the curriculum, meet administrative requirements, mark
students' work and maintain good standards among students were among their greatest
sources of stress. La Colina teachers complained to me about the density of the
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curriculum and the little time allocated to each subject since the change from areas to
asignaturas under the 1993 Act (see Chapter 3; and Quiroz 1995: 10), claiming that this
has reduced the time available for them to mark work.30 As one teacher told me
'Whatever I do, I never seem to manage to get even half-way through the year's text-
book'. Another remarked that the 'curriculum is really dense' {el programa es muy

agobiante).

Other researchers working in Mexican schools have also noted the inordinate amount of
work pressure which teachers face, particularly since the 1993 reform when curriculum
implementation and responsibility for its adaptation to local circumstances were devolved
to teachers (see e.g. Martin 1998b: 171). The curriculum is now far more densely-packed,
and teachers' administrative and assessment tasks have become weightier (Quiroz 1990
and 1995; Rockwell 1990: 27;31 Calvo 1998: 173). As Martin (1998b: 171) has noted,
even under ideal circumstances it would be impossible to cover the entire curriculum -
and conditions are anything but ideal. Much as teachers would like to devote themselves
fully to their task of reforming the kids from the medio, their workload and other
institutional pressures prevented them from doing so.

Overall, La Colina teachers felt that their workload was excessive. La Colina may be a
particularly extreme case, partly due to the high number of students in each class, but also
because it was experimenting with applying continuous assessment instead of
examinations. As Beatriz explained, continuous assessment was far more time-
consuming, so that she often ended up 'marking work instead of getting through the
curriculum'. Teachers complained that despite working long hours they still could not
find the time to do all their lesson preparation and marking. Veronica explained how she
would often save up marking from three different classes and use a fourth class to mark
the lot. In addition, teachers now had to comply with administrative requirements
designed to increase accountability, which took up an inordinate amount of time (see also
Calvo 1998: 173-4). For instance, teachers must now draw up a 'daily lesson plan' of
what they intend to teach which can be inspected at any time by headteachers or
inspectors. This adds even more to teachers' workload (see also Tatto 1999: 263). Saül
explained to me how all these factors worked out for him in practice:

™ Rockwell (1990: 49), predicting the impact this change from areas to asignaturas would have, insisted
that it would lead to an increased number of groups per teacher and hence overload, falling standards and
the increasing application of 'routine' learning tasks by overworked teachers.

31 Rockwell is describing the situation just before the reform, and Quiroz the situation after it, hence there
appears to have been little change.
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we have to find an outlet for all the pressure of having all those students ...
Like me for instance, I work a 42-hour week, and of those 42 hours I
spend 35 in class, which is the maximum I'm allowed to do, that's 7
groups 7 hours a day, 5 days a week: 7 by 5 equals 35, and the remaining
7 hours are cocurriculares32... I go to bed every day at two in the morning
because I'm preparing classes, and then we have to fill in these forms
called 'daily lesson plans'.

Teacher overload and the huge classes they have to teach also prevent them from getting
to know their students well enough to mark their work fairly and accurately. Classtime is
further eroded by student's extra-curricular activities, such as dancing, inter-school
contests, and preparation for the escolta (see also Calvo 1998: 169), making it all the
more difficult to complete the curriculum, as Saul complained to me:

What I also dislike is that I only have three hours a week for each subject.
If I lose time because of whatever then I only have two hours left, and
what can I teach in two hours? When am I going to do the continuous
assessment? I can either teach or assess during those two hours, but I can't
do both.

La Colina teachers also objected to having to carry out non-academic duties which
interfered with their academic tasks, such as cleaning, and working in the cooperativa, a
tuck-shop open during recreation time which raised funds for the school (see also
Rockwell 1990: 29; Calvo 1998: 169). Salvador worked a second shift in a private
school, which he claimed was far preferable since there he could concentrate on his
teaching work without being distracted by extra tasks such as cleaning.33 As he dryly told
me, 'my job description doesn't say "cleaner"'.

In addition to their difficult and stressed working conditions, teachers are under a lot of
pressure to produce successful students: they are increasingly accountable since their
schools are assessed according to their students' pass rate.34 Teachers whose students fail

32 Veronica explains cocurriculares as hours paid by the government for work outside the classroom, such
as personal research, library work, extracurricular activities etc.

-" In state schools, teachers are often responsible for ensuring that their classroom is clean and tidy for the
next teacher as there is no money to employ cleaners.

34 The pro's and con's of measuring schools' performance in this way has been discussed in other
contexts, notably the UK, where the infamous 'league tables' have caused much controversy in the teaching
profession. Teachers complain of similar pressures to their Mexican counterparts.
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are reprimanded by the school authorites: headmasters and inspectors. Teachers can
therefore come to feel very ambivalent towards their students: whilst they understand that
students face overwhelming difficulties in attending school and performing well, at the
same time they then get the blame for poor student results. Expectations of teachers and
their students' performance combined with difficult work conditions mean that teachers
can very easily end up shifting that blame onto their students when they perform poorly.
Araceli explained how the headteachers and the inspector complained when students
failed: 'they blame you mainly, yes, I mean, if all the kids are failing it's because you're
not doing your job ... 'change your work schedules, check if you're motivating them
enough, find out what you're doing wrong', but you're the one who ends up with the
responsibility ... it shouldn't be like that'. Salvador complained to me that particularly
since the 1993 reform, teachers have been assessed and checked up on as though they

were students, with assessment impossibly bureaucratic. Those responsible for education
policy are, he feels, disconnected from the realities of the classroom:

The General Education Act has very good principles, good foundations,
but unfortunately the people who sit at their desks making these laws,
designing them and then sending them out to the entire country, well
sometimes they don't do a good job, though sometimes they do
(ironically) 'I feel very happy if every day teachers are pressurised more
and more and more, because that's progress, I apologise that we have to
register your absences, your impunctuality, that we have to make sure
your students get good marks ...'

One problematic consequence of the pressure teachers feel to get healthy pass rates is that
they may end up inventing strategies to ensure this. Jorge described teachers' very
pragmatic attitude to the need for good grades. Failing students, he told me, cost the
system money and this spelled trouble for the teachers:

So often, to avoid problems, we pass the students. For instance, if I've got
10 failing students, well I make sure that only 3 of them fail ... the
inspector tells off the headteachers, and the headteachers tell us off, and
sometimes the headteachers say 'the teachers are to blame' and the
inspectors come and tell us that we're not doing our job properly, we don't
know enough, we're the ones who are at fault... So for us it's simple 'OK,
if I fail this one, then I won't pass the test'. It's turned into a vicious circle,
and that's a very serious problem.
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Here once again, the efficiency imperative prevails, but is counterproductive in practice
since students are not really learning, their good grades are but a masquerade, a
'simulation' that everything is going according to plan (Quiroz 1995: 11; see also
Rockwell 1990: 17). The powerful hierarchies within the schooling system in Mexico
means that blame filters down the system ending, inevitably, with those lowest down.35

The danger is that accountability and quality control procedures, instead of ensuring good
teaching practices and promoting learning, actually undermine these (see also Rockwell
1990: 17). Faced with these dilemmas, teachers come up with 'work rationalisation' ruses
to cut corners and save time (see also Martin 1998a and b; and Sandöval 1993). Martin
(1998b: 171) lists the main strategies as 'padding, spoon-feeding, absenteeism and
skiving'.36 Common practices which I observed at La Colina included: setting textbook-
based exercises whilst marking work from other classes during lessons; cutting short
lessons by five or ten minutes, and frequent absences due to sickness.

Teachers appear assailed on all sides, and with student failure interpreted as teacher
failure, it should come as no surprise that teachers come to resent failing students and
blame them and their families for not making enough effort. Amidst this scenario, they
have little choice but to minimise their contact with their students, limiting
communication to academic matters, as I discuss below.

Efficiency or neglect? Cursory contact between teachers and students

Quiroz (1992: 95; see also Rockwell 1990: 21), discussing the pressures on Mexican
secundaria teachers, concluded that teachers' heavy workloads made it impossible for
them to get to know their students better:

The fragmentation of the school day means that it's impossible to get to
know groups and students well because time is spread over many groups
and students ... although each teacher manages time in his own way, there

35 This is an old problem in the SEP. Vaughan (1997: 191) has documented the 'machista, patron-
clientelist politics' which characterised the first decades of the SEP's existence, and which undermined its
ostensibly democratising rationale.

3" Martin (1998b: 175-6) defines padding as 'spinning out' material for no clear pedagogical aim just to
keep students busy. Spoon-feeding involves simplifying exercises in order to circumvent difficult or
potentially time-consuming problems. Skiving involves practices such as chatting to fellow teachers on
some less than official pretext. Such practices are the direct opposite of what is recommended in a number
of studies of Mexican schooling, which, inter alia, blame rote learning and unchallenging classroom
activities for poor school quality (see Martin 1999 for a summary).
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are certain common worries among secondary-school teachers. Perhaps
the biggest worry is the pressure to finish the curriculum (which is seldom
possible), or at least to get through as much of it as possible. That,
together with the real time available for each class ... and the number of
students per teacher, means that in secondary-school classrooms what you
feel is that most teachers are always in a hurry.

Teachers are in a double bind: although many of them realise the need to give their
students greater personal attention, they are worried about their students' and their own
performance, leading them to prioritise academic matters and 'efficient' learning over
other aspects, such as a more personal interaction with students (see also Schmelkes
1992). Many expressed their frustration to me that work pressures such as completing the
curriculum and the sheer number of students they have to attend to prevented them from
getting to know their students better. Araceli, whose class, Orientation Educativa,31

requires especially good communication between student and teacher, regrets that there
isn't time for this due to curricular pressures: 'I've tried to make some spaces, right? ...
the idea is that the class shouldn't be too formal, so I've tried to create certain spaces for
them to communicate, to reflect, to get things off their chest, but unfortunately ... there
isn't time'.

This lack of space for personal communication also means that teachers know very little
about their students' home lives, with the possible exception of their own form group. I
asked Veronica how much she discovered about students' home backgrounds, and
whether they talked to her much:

They do because I encourage it, lots of other teachers know nothing, but I
... ask them what's wrong when they don't bring their homework or
something, if it's my own form group, well the parents come and I find out
that way, because I think I should know what's going on with them when
it's my own group. But there are other form teachers who don't know a
thing about their groups. If I don't care, I can leave my group to its own
devices, and let them solve their problems as best they can.

Unless a teacher makes a concerted effort to take an interest in his or her students, contact
can be minimal. Her opinion is shared by Salvador, who frustratedly bemoans the lack of
any personal contact between students and teachers: 'we can't personalise our teaching,
I've got other 56 students apart from him ... in the same hour, what can I do? Yes, look,

3 ' Orientaciân is a class dealing with adolescent development, sexuality and vocational matters.
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there goes the bell, and the teacher shuts his mouth: 'you can go', there is no personal
contact: 'take care of yourselves', 'how's your mother?' 'how's your family', 'hi', 'bye',
'are you going to see the football?' - that type of remark is healthy'. According to
teachers, this lack of communication is a serious problem as many students seek precisely
this affection and support at school. The zonal inspector told me:

how often do we see a student with problems at home, his parents are
separated, his mother is a prostitute, his father is a drunk, or unemployed,
there's nothing to eat, a whole load of problems, and so sometimes they
come to school searching for some kind of encouragement, someone who
can give him some guidance, and when he's lucky enough to find a
teacher with a true vocation, perhaps that student may eventually be
successful, because someone knew how to channel him, guide him, and
support him at his critical moment.

The inspector here depicts the school as having a duty to fulfil a 'supplementary' role,
providing guidance and moral support where the family does not do so. However, due to
the above-mentioned constraints on teachers, the student-teacher relationship is almost
exclusively restricted to academic and disciplinary aspects which leave little or no room
for more personal communication. This relationship was further undermined by the way
in which discipline was often exercised at La Colina, as I explain below.

Discipline: the handmaiden of efficiency

Paradoxcially, despite La Colina teachers' professed intention to relax the rules to suit the
medio, the key way in which they tried to cope with their stressed working conditions
was through imposing strict discipline over the students. As they saw it, the more order
they kept in the classroom, the more time they could claw back for completing the
curriculum and thereby securing their students' and their own good performance record.
Often, however, these disciplinary measures turned into scare tactics, including, for
instance: threatening to fail students or report them,38 turning them away at the gate if
they arrive late in the mornings (see also Martin 1998: 88), humiliating them verbally in
front of classmates, and forbidding them from visiting the toilet.39 At least in the short

3° Reportes involve parents, who must sign them, and so they are particularly unpopular measures with
students.

•" And even in some schools I heard of (though not the one in this study), hitting them. See Moreno (1993)
and Bueno (1993) for commentaries on the continued use of coroporal punishment in Mexican schools.
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term, teachers deployed such tactics to quell disorder fast and enable them to get through
as much of the curriculum as possible.

These measures are an almost inevitable consequence of the circumstances teachers have
to work in. Classes of up to 60 students or even more, a hectic schedule and poorly-
equipped and uncomfortable work spaces mean that teachers often struggle just to
maintain a semblance of order in their classes. Given the imperative to comply with
heavy workloads, curricular demands, performance pressures and cramped and
overcrowded classrooms, it is hardly surprising that teachers resort to 'scare tactics' or
heavy-handed disciplinary measures. Ultimately, however, order becomes an end in itself
to the extent that teachers considered a class successful as long as they had succeeded in
at least preventing the outbreak of chaos.

I suggest that rigid disciplinary measures are, however, ultimately counterproductive,
particularly given the importance of the students' say in whether or not they attend
school. As I shall discuss further in the following chapter, students did not object to
discipline per se. However, they did respond negatively to what they saw as harsh or
unfair treatment by teachers. In a context where the link between student and school is at
best fragile, and parental pressure to persevere minimal, inflexibility or harsh treatment
by a teacher may be enough to put a student off school permanently. Indeed, 'problems
with a teacher' were a common reason cited for drop-out among the students' friends. In
the worst cases, heavy-handed disciplinary measures can lead to a loss of trust between
student and teacher, where the teacher is regarded as someone who punishes (castigador),

not someone to confide in or ask for help. This loss of trust harms personal relations
between student and teacher. It also harms the academic relationship between students
and teachers - students can become frightened to ask for help with their work, or ask
questions in class.

Yet another strategy used by teachers to rationalise their work was to place great
emphasis on students' willingness to cumplir (comply, or obey the teachers' instructions)
as a criterion for doing well in a subject. Cumpliendo involves several facets: it can mean
doing and handing in all homework on time; obeying the teachers' instructions
consistently; and bringing anything from home which the teacher demands for the class.
It is, above all, to do with the behavioural aspect of schooling rather than the academic
side: conformity and obedience are valued higher and are rewarded more generously than
scholarly competence. It is the most weighty factor in a student's overall academic
average. Discipline expressed through personal appearance and buenos hâbitos such as a
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tidy hair cut, good personal hygiene and a generally respectable appearance is also seen
as an integral part of training students to 'fit in' in society. Studying and working denote
self-discipline and compliance, which are depicted as signs of decency and respectability.
There are echoes in this of the associations between obedience and 'proper citizenship' -
la gente buena - consolidated during the state formation process in Mexico (see Chapter
Three). One teacher told me:

society judges you on your appearance, and if they see an unshaved, long-
haired, messy person, they'll say 'no, that's a drug addict, a lay-about. But
if they see a normal-looking boy, decent, with a proper hair cut and more
or less respectable clothes they'll say 'this is a boy who studies, works' ...
so (discipline) is so that the kids gradually learn that (se vayan formando).

In this connection, teachers felt that training La Colina students to be disciplined was an
important requirement for the type of work which they could expect to get after they
finished their studies. They were not being educated to be bosses, but employees who
would have to toe the line. Learning to cumplir was fundamental for their future
employment.

Cumpliendo also heavily influences students' academic grades. In fact, to cumplir seems
to be widely accepted as a legitimate substitute for good quality academic work. The
teachers I interviewed all told me that as long as students completed and handed in all
their homework and classroom tasks, they would automaticlly pass:

Veronica: at secondary, if a student fails, but behaves all right, he won't
fail a subject... because one of the objectives of the secondary school is to
formår, above all else, students have to learn facts, but above all the
secondary is formativa.

Maribel: You mean even though their academic performance is very poor,

if they behave well they 'II pass?

Veronica: He passes because if he is cumplido he'll study a bit at home ...
students who come to school punctually and hand in their work aren't
going to fail.

In this way, the pressure to cumplir may also cause students to focus more on rote or
'simulated' forms of learning than on the genuine understanding of concepts (Rockwell
1990: 17; Quiroz 1995: 13). Teachers' criteria for successful students were revealing in
this connection: they approved most of those who got good grades but above all 'showed
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interest' in the school and participated keenly in sporting and extracurricular activities. A
'normal student' according to teachers' definitions is one who 'get an average of 7 or 8
and participated in all activities', or who 'constantly attends to the teacher's instructions'.
Cumpliendo can also mean bringing materials which are necessary for a particular class.
Veronica told me that she helped students to pass if they 'showed interest' in her subject,
but 'lazy, uninterested students', she felt, were just making a fool of her and didn't
deserve a second chance. Failure to bring the correct equipment is interpreted as wilful
lack of interest, and one of its repercussions can be the teacher's withdrawal of support.
Only those who comply are rewarded by the teacher's help.

Teachers thus judge and help students according to their perceived degree of commitment
to and fulfilment of their demands. Poor performance thus becomes self-perpetuating, as
teachers tend to offer most help to those who cooperate with their demands - cumpliendo

and making their lives easier. Students are, moreover, expected to keep up this
commitment regardless of what goes on at home - they should not allow anything to
affect their school performance. If it does, this is interpreted as laziness, or 'excuses'.
Teachers take it personally if students do not show interest in their classes - they feel
frustrated after preparing their lessons only to find that students have not brought the
correct materials or done their homework. From the teachers' perspective, failure to
cumplir slows both their own and their students' performance down - a state of affairs
which is perceived as highly negative and as an almost deliberate attempt by the students
to undermine them. In such a context, teachers' frustration wins the day and little attempt
is made to understand why students have not complied with teachers' instructions. Poorer
students who literally cannot afford to cumplir may be seen as apathetic and disinterested.

Ultimately, the constraints and pressures on teachers force them to see students largely in
terms of whether they cumplir adequately or not, and have the effect of depersonalising
their relationship with their students. Some teachers are aware that their students crave
closer contact, and voice their frustration at what little they are able to do. Saül, a young
teacher who had more contact with his students than some of the others, told me of the
teachers' dilemma, stuck between their awareness of students' needs and their
institutional and administrative duties: 'The school is very square, it doesn't let you
deviate from the norm, because then you're outside, you're a threat to the regulations or
you're breaching them'. Teachers are caught between the desire to give their students
more individual and personalised attention, and institutional and curricular pressures
which prevent them from doing so.

It is tempting to see teachers' insistence on cumplimiento as a manifestation of the hidden
curriculum (see Chapter One), with teachers unconsciously enforcing the behavioural
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norms which will transform their students into obedient workers. This functionalist
approach has been questioned by Martin (1998, esp. Chapter Four) in his work in
Mexican schools, who claims that, in fact, there is nothing at all hidden about this
process: in fact it could hardly be more explicit. Moreover, in a society such as Mexico
where the gap between 'decency' and indecency is closely associated with schooling and
compliance, what teachers are in fact trying to do is to ensure that their students do not
face a worse predicament - not being schooled at all, and not being able to find any kind
of employment. The issue here is not whether students are 'schooled' into their pre-
determined place in society; the question is, rather, whether they will get a chance to take
a place in society at all. Teachers train them to cumplir above all else, knowing that
failure to do so will truncate their opportunities.

In addition to the above, I found that another reason why discipline was so firm at
secondary level was the students' age. Adolescence, as I shall discuss below, is viewed as
a particularly turbulent phase in a young person's life, requiring a firm hand and no
nonsense.

'They 're at that age ': disciplining the adolescent

Discipline at secondary level is far stricter than at primary or preparatory level. In part,
this is an accepted part of the secondary school's institutional mandate to focus on
formation as well as instruction. But it is surely no coincidence that secondary school
contains adolescents, who are considered to be at a particularly difficult age. Saül told
me me how secondary-age kids were 'difficult, conflictive, a danger ... they're not in
control or they're not controllable'.

The way adolescence is perceived is somewhat contradictory (see Seminario
Latinoamericano de Adolescencia 1995; 2). On the one hand, it is perceived as a clear-
cut stage in development in its own right; on the other, it is regarded as a phase of
transition towards something else, caught between two apparently less ambiguous and
more solid stages (childhood and adulthood). Secondary school was almost invariably
described by La Colina teachers as an 'inbetween' stage of education, without a clear
identity of its own - just like the adolescents who attend it. The parallel between the
perceived transitory character of both the secondary school and its young inhabitants is
striking. I made a note of the terms which I heard most commonly used to refer to
adolescents at La Colina, which included: 'confused', 'neither one thing nor the other',
'difficult', 'inbetween stages', 'trying to understand the world', 'forming their values',
'impulsive', 'rebellious', 'disorientated', etc. As many researchers into youth have noted,
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'adolescence' has been at best problematised or medicalised, and at worst demonised, in

many different contexts (see e.g. Lucas 1998: 145; Erikson 1995: 307).

This certainly also applies to Mexico, although as I shall argue, the meanings attributed to
adolescence varied quite considerably among teachers and parents, creating a further
source of confusion for students. Teachers saw adolescence as a problem, a particularly
threatening stage in a young person's development, characterised by unpredictability,
rebellion and confusion: students are 'rebellious because of their age'.40 They thus
require strict vigilance and control (see also Levinson 1999: 135). La Colina's
headmistress remarks:

psychologically and physiologically adolescence is one of the most difficult
stages ... because it has certain special characteristics. The kids are
rebellious and refuse to do what we tell them to, they don't let anyone give
them advice or tell them off ... that's why we need to try doubly hard to
work together ... because that's the only way we're going to make anything
of these kids.

Why is adolescence considered such a problematic phase? The above remarks by teachers
suggest that its very ambiguity of adolescence is a source of anxiety. The defining feature
of adolescence is transition, the movement between two stages perceived to be
comparatively 'solid': childhood and adulthood. Sibley (1995: 34) observes that:

The limits of the category 'child' vary between cultures and have changed
considerably through history within western, capitalist societies ...
adolescence is an ambiguous zone within which the child/adult boundary
can be variously located according to who is doing the categorizing. Thus,
adolescents are denied access to the adult world, but they attempt to distance
themselves from the world of the child. At the same time, they retain some
links with childhood.

Anthropologists and other scholars have long documented that such liminal states are
considered in many cultures to be threatening or dangerous. The liminal subject is
ambiguous, 'he passes through a cultural realm that has few or none of the attributes of
the past or coming state' (Turner 1995: 94). Douglas (1966: 96) likewise endorses Van
Gennep's assertion that 'danger lies in marginal states'. Van Gennep considered that

Interview with La Colina's social worker, Oily, November 1995.
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transitional states were dangerous, because they were undefinable: 'the person who is
passing from one state to another is himself in danger and emanates danger to others'
(Van Gennep in Douglas 1966: 96). Rites of passage cleanse liminal beings of ambiguity
and relocate them solidly in a well-defined category.41

Adolescence, as a liminal state, is thus disorderly: it does not fit nicely into any
categories and as a category itself it is defined in terms of what it is not: either childhood
or adulthood. It is slippery and therefore potentially dangerous. This 'slipperiness' may
well be exacerbated in the Mexican case studied, since 'adolescence' in the modern,
'youth culture' sense of leisure, prolonged schooling, spending money and free time, is at
the same time a relatively new concept and an unfamiliar reality among the popular
classes.

I suggest that particularly among lower-income sectors in Mexico, the secondary school
itself has contributed to popularising the notion of adolescence, by keeping young people
in schools who would otherwise already be considered adults, and by exposing them to
'expert' texts that problematised their life stage and heightened their reflexivity about it.
School suggests childhood and usually precludes adult activities (formal courtship,42 paid
employment, etc.) - but many secondary students are already physiologically mature.
Adolescents 'transgress the adult/child boundary' (Sibley 1995: 34).

This creates ambiguities which teachers seem to regard as threatening. As Saül remarked:
'secondary is the age when kids are very difficult, very conflictive, so they represent a
real danger, they're not controlled or controllable'. I also found that school textbooks for
the subject Orientation Educativa43 portray adolescence as beset by dangers, often
lurking within the adolescents themselves. These dangers are seen as emanating from the
adolescent's transitional state: he has more autonomy than a child, but does not yet
possess the adult's maturity and responsibility deemed necessary for him to control his
adult capabilities:

Adolescence is a transitional phase between childhood and adulthood. It is
a period in which you have not yet reached maturity and you don't have

41 Keesing (1981: 334) notes that rites of passage commonly occur 'in puberty or other initiations to adult
status, and at other transition points in life'. One might, for instance, interpret the Mexican quinceanera
celebration (on a girl's fifteenth birthday) in this light.

42 it was common especially for female students to answer my enquiries about boyfriends by replying that
they would 'wait until they'd finished their studies' before getting into all that.

43 'Educational Guidance', a subject where students learn about aspects of adolescent development,
sexuality and vocational matters.
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the experience which only time will give you to take on adult
responsibilities ... what we don't understand fully is that this freedom goes
hand in hand with more responsibility and obligations which we aren't yet
prepared to assume, and which we don't accept or want to accept. (Blanco
Garcia 1995: 15)

During adolescence, young people seem to feel responsible, independent
as though they'd grown up already and behave like adults, but the next day
they're totally irresponsible and childish. This is normal, it is one of the
ways in which our physical growth is associated with social and emotional
development (Blanco Garcia 1995: 11)

Emotions are too valuable to hide, but sometimes they can be dangerous.
The important thing is to control our emotions, making good use of them
and not allowing them to harm us (Blanco Garcia 1995: 8)

In other cases, danger is present in the threat of sexual promiscuity, such as in the

following excerpts:

Today, young people's emancipation, the mass media, videos and publicity
in general promote sensuality, and young people can be trapped into a
situation by carelessness (Blanco Garcia 1995: 73)

During adolescence, the instinctive tendency to satisfy sexual appetites leads

individuals to lose control over their actions and transgress the legal limits

established in society (Blanco Garcia 1995: 70)

There is no reason to feel shame or fear towards something as perfect as the
human body, however, the modesty you feel because of these organic
changes acts as a protection for your physical and emotional safety (Montes
de Oca Lopez 1993: 13)

Present throughout the textbooks is a self-conscious portrayal of what the adolescent is.
Essentially, the books teach adolescents to be adolescents: 'Adolescents are rebellious,
sensitive, timid, communicative, introverted, cheerful, upright and brave' (Blanco Garcia
1995: 8). The dangers in the textbooks are portrayed as specific to adolescence: no other
phase of development is reflexively problematised in this way. Primary school children
are not lectured to about the dangers of childhood, and neither are post-adolescent
preparatoria or bachillerato students encouraged to meditate on their present stage of

245



life. At La Colina, the students themselves appear to have internalised this discourse on
adolescence, which is certainly reinforced by the textbooks used in the subject
Orientation Educativa, commenting, for example: 'I think they don't want me to go out
because I'm at that age, and they're frightened I might do something I shouldn't', or:
'Discipline is basically a good thing because at our age, we need it'.44 Or, as Pedro
rather cheekily observed:

The teachers should be more patient with us because we're young, and
they're already entering old age, and we're just developing and we don't
know what we're doing, if it's good or bad, and they don't understand, no,
they say 'that kid is trouble, throw him out, suspend him, throw the rule
book at him' ...

As the above examples show, adolescents are perceived - and perceive themselves - to be

at the mercy of uncontrollable emotions and impulses which must be kept in check.

One of the ways in which teachers deal with these dangers and threats is by being
particularly strict with their adolescent students. The typical reaction to adolescents in
schools is to quell any sign of rebellion. The almost military discipline at La Colina and
at the other secondaries I visited was striking - it is clearly far stricter than at either
primary or the subsequent preparatory level. Interviews with teachers and students
suggested that precisely because the adolescent is regarded as an unpredictable, ill-
defined, wayward creature governed by uncontrollable impulses, discipline is designed to
nip all potential deviations firmly in the bud. Transgressions are often heavily sanctioned
if they do occur. In schools, difficult behaviour among adolescents is regarded as
abnormal or pathological, and students who misbehave or get bad marks are channelled
to the school psychologist or orientador (counsellor). The widely-held attitude towards
adolescents was exemplified by the orientador in one secondary, who remarked:
'Adolescents are very prone to ignoring authority ... it's not just all about talking and
being reasonable, because there comes a time when that doesn't work any more and you
have to use repression because if not, you lose your authority which is what should
always prevail'. The popularisation of the concept of adolescence as a danger phase thus
served to justify stringent disciplinary measures which might otherwise have provoked
rebellion - rather conveniently also enabling teachers to proceed at a swifter pace through

4 4 Levinson (1999: 134-5) also notes that during his fieldwork at a Mexican secondary students appeared
to have 'appropriated the term adolescente from their parents, teachers, and the popular media and applied
it to the understanding of their own educational experience'. He even encountered a girl reading a book on
adolescence in an attempt to understand the 'emotional turmoil' she was going through by referring to
'experts'.
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the curriculum.

I suggest that in addition to this, the emphasis on discipline in the secondary school may
also be connected with the idea that the onset of puberty interferes with the school's
civilising/socialising process.45 To offset this interference, what is needed at this stage is
vigilance and a firm hand to curb the adolescent's 'impulses'. Sex education, such as that
provided in the subject orientation educativa, provides a means of 'rationalising' the
irrational, rendering it academic and more controllable. In this connection, Vaughan
(1997) has explored the SEP's controversial attempts to introduce co- and sex education
as a means of promoting modernisation and national development in 1930s Mexico:

The Eugenics Society argued that sex education would ensure the nation's
moral and physical health. Freud had determined that children were sexual
beings, and the circumstances of modern life made puberty a sexually
dangerous, critical stage in the life cycle. Sexuality had to be understood,
regulated and controlled for purposes of individual, family, and societal
development (SEP 1934a:14-15; Britton 1976; Morales 1986)

Puberty is a danger point in the modern project of subduing nature and creating a
'rational man fit for a rational society' (Usher and Edwards 1996: 131), as nature
reasserts itself with a vengeance in the guise of incipient sexuality. Thus, puberty may
constitute a threat to the Mexican state's endeavour to civilise and promote national
development through education. This may be a further reason behind the especially rigid
discipline imposed at secondary level.

To summarise the above observations: I found that teachers resorted to strict discipline
partly in an attempt to make their own tasks as smooth as possible, and partly because of
the prejudices surrounding puberty and adolescence. The demands on them to complete
the extremely dense curriculum and assure a certain academic level among their students,
as well as complete admininistrative tasks, paperwork and other not strictly teaching jobs,
made controlling students a sine qua non of increasing efficiency. How teachers chose to
enforce such discipline was, however, very much up to the discretion of each of them, as
will become clear from the students' testimonies which I shall present in the following

45 This is a key theme of Enlightenment texts such as Rousseau's Emile, (1976: 177), whose ideas were
absorbed by Mexican educational thinkers. The similarity between the following quotation from Emile and
the above excerpts from orientaciôn textbooks is striking: 'Emile, as a result of my vigilance, has remained
until now in his primitive innocence, but I can see that this stage is drawing to a close. Surrounded by ever-
increasing dangers, he is going to slip away from me, no matter what I do. The very first chance he gets,
which will not take long, he will follow the blind instincts of his senses and one could bet a thousand to one

247



chapter. First, I take a look at the decline in the 'mystique' surrounding the teaching

profession, which, I suggest, adds to teachers' frustration with students and their parents.

Teachers: martyrs to a lost cause?

Both the material and symbolic rewards of the teaching profession have deteriorated
steadily in Mexico.46 That, at least, was the teachers' perception (see also Schmelkes
1991: 153). Whereas before, teachers may have been prepared to forego a better salary
for the high status which teaching offered in small communities, today even this status
has also declined. In urban settings such as La Colina's medio, teachers are not the focal
point of the community; in fact, as I mention in Chapter One, there is precious little
'community' to lead in the area, which is rather dispersed and mutually mistrustful.
Moreover, as I describe above, teachers are increasingly 'accountable' for their students'
performance. In this light, their frustration with anything which makes their task even
harder, such as poorly-performing students or recalcitrant parents, becomes easier to
understand. Teaching appears a rather thankless task. I suggest that in a climate where
teachers see their historical role as leaders slipping away and mutating into a more
technical task, some of them endeavour to consciously recreate their 'calling'.47 The
teachers who founded La Colina did so on their own initiative - they had, in fact,
deliberately sought out the very medio which gave them so many problems, taking pride
in working with the 'worst' raw materials imaginable. Why did they do this? Might it not
have been because in that way they could live out the 'rescuing', missionary mystique
which they saw as the teacher's prerogative and the mainstay of their professional
identity?

Teachers told me that they felt their image and status had declined considerably in recent
years, and this undermined their morale.48 They bemoaned the fact that they were no
longer respected as community leaders as they had been in the past, due to the influence
of the media and city life, which had eroded the teacher's role as the sole and privileged

that he will lose'.

4° However, in 1997, after my fieldwork was completed, the Education Ministry increased teachers'
salaries by over 26%, at a rate above inflation (SEP 2000b).

4 ' I saw evidence of this in meetings of splinter groups who had left the main teachers' union, the SNTE.
In Jalisco, one of these is Bases Magisteriales (Teachers' Bases), whose meetings I attended on several
occasions. They protested against the lack of democracy in the traditionally dictatorial SNTE (Sindicato
Nacional de Trabajadores de la Education), and their discourse was very much along the lines of teachers
as community saviours.

4° This loss of morale would seem to be a more widespread phenomenon. See also Sirvent et al. (2000: 18)
for similar findings in Argentina. Teachers had lost self-esteem, and were pessimistic about their teaching
practices, which they felt to be inadequate for the challenges they faced.
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source of information. Veronica observed that:

before, teachers were really respected, but the respect people had for
teachers before has declined, perhaps it's technological progress or the
growth of cities which have caused that teachers are no longer the people
who know everything, who solve problems, who are confidantes. Now
there are lots of alternatives in society, so teachers aren't everything any
more, even for students, a student listens to the radio and communicates
with the DJ and so the teacher no longer has any relevance, before it
wasn't like that, before the students had complete trust in the teachers,
they told them everything, they loved them.

As Calvo (1998: 180) remarks, Mexican teachers have typically felt that education is
'their exclusive "property"', and they feel that they have been displaced. Beatriz
lamented that teachers' status in society has declined due to 'changes' in society,
concurring with Veronica that teachers are more respected in the countryside than in the
city. She also regrets the loss of teachers' 'community leader' role:

times have changed and people don't respect teachers any more. Before,
teachers were leaders, and now it seems there are no leaders any more
here. I've always worked in far-flung places here in Jalisco, where they
respect teachers, you can see they're community figures with more of a
chance of changing the community, to represent the community vis à vis

the authorities, to help the community. Here in Guadalajara, there are lots
of teachers who just pass the time with their students but they're not
bothered about offering a holistic education: facts, values, everything goes
together. The rural context still has its values.

The feeling among teachers that they are no longer revered as in the past has also been
documented in other research in Mexican schools. Sandôval (1993: 6) reports a similar
loss of morale among teachers in the secondary schools she studied in Mexico City. She
attributes this partly to fact that whereas in the past secondary school teachers enjoyed a
high status compared to primary school teachers, since they required more training and
were paid substantially more, today there is very little difference between the status and
pay of secondary teachers as compared to primary teachers. Teachers' salaries overall
have deteriorated in Mexico,49 causing many teachers to seek extra hours and second

4" Teachers' salaries declined by 74 per cent between 1972 and 1989, and although they have subsequently
risen to approximately three times the minimum wage, compared to approximately one and a half times the
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jobs, often working double or triple shifts (plazas) to supplement their income (Calvo
1998: 176). Calvo (1998: 175-176) also reports on teachers' 'disillusionment' with their
profession, attributing this to low salaries and overwork, and lack of opportunities for
professional development.

A further factor which may help to explain teachers' feeling that the 'mystique'
surrounding their profession has declined, is the encroachment of other, non-Normalista

professionals onto their turf. The changes in the secondary school curriculum since the
1993 Act50 - from teaching in 'subject areas' (e.g. Science) to teaching single subjects
(Physics, Biology and Chemistry) require that teachers have more specialised knowledge
than the normalistas, who are still taught according to the old area system. This results in
the hiring of people with university degrees - or who are studying for them - but who
often have no teacher training whatsoever.51

This arrival of other professionals onto the scene had, according to La Colina's zonal
inspector, eroded the 'mystique' (mistica) which once surrounded the teaching
profession, where entering teaching had meant having a vocation to help others even if
this meant going to remote or poor areas and accepting heavy personal sacrifices.
Without this altruistic vocation, he claimed, teachers would never succeed in promoting
the country's development: 'the mystique of those who graduate isn't the mystique we
need to develop the country'. This mistica was clearly very much associated with the
Escuelas Normales, as indeed it historically has been (Galvân 1985; Solana et al. 1981,
Chapter 13).

Both the inspector and the teachers emphasised that without this teaching 'vocation',
teachers would not be able to cope with the taxing demands of the profession, which
offered minimal rewards and required a self-sacrificing ethos. Teachers should be
socially committed and prepared to serve the community at whatever cost to themselves.
The inspector claimed that a person who entered the teaching profession just for lack of a
better alternative, without the requisite teacher training, would not have the same capacity
to give students the guidance and advice they need as a normalista, since he would only
be able to cater for the students' academic needs and not their broader formaciôn.

minimum in 1988 (Martin 1998a: 170; SEP 2000b: 2), the profession is still not well remunerated,
particularly for new teachers who do not have the benefit of ancianiedad (long service). Moreover, under
the terms of the 1993 Education Act, teachers' salaries must officially offer teachers and their families a
'decorous standard of living' (SEP 2000b).

5" Especially the change from areas to asignaturas, mentioned in Chapter Three.
5' Interviews with the Director of the Escuela Normal Superior de Jalisco (Secondary Teacher Training
College of Jalisco); and with La Colina's zonal inspector.
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Conversely, Normalista teachers with a true vocation would find time to attend to each
and every one of their students, despite heavy workloads and lack of material rewards:

it's true, we can't deny that teachers are currently overworked, they work
in several different institutions just to survive, because normally what they
earn in a single school isn't enough to live on decently, that's no
justification, I still think that a teacher with a true vocation will make time
to attend to each and every one of his students.

This ethos bears, of course, a strong resemblance to a selfless ideal of parenthood.

Carrying through this parent-of-the-community ideal in a situation of overwork, heavy
professional and personal pressures and struggling just to stay afloat is, however, not
feasible. Teachers are frustrated at the hiatus between their professional identity and a
reality where they cannot be misionarios, despite having sought out that role.

Concluding remarks

Historically, public schooling has been a key medium used by the post-revolutionary
State in its attempt to 'cure' backward elements in society by defining the parameters of
the 'proper' family and inculcating its (albeit ever-shifting) ideology of mexicanidad, the
'legitimate culture' (Bourdieu 1989: 12) of Mexican society. To do this, the State
appropriated the language of the church, its paternalistic, missionary ethos and its moral
dichotomy of pious cumplidos and sinful viciados, and transposed them onto schooling
(Vaughan 1997: 189).52 Thus, families who did not send their children to school or
conform to its values became sinful by analogy according to the State's borrowed
vocabulary. The school's inextricable association with nationalism means that schooling
has become a precondition for becoming a 'good' citizen, a good Mexican.53 Failure to
attend school - or to school one's children - is regarded as an irresponsible hampering of
the common, national good (see also Chapter Three). And the 'poor family', which is
least able to comply with this, is the worst culprit.

52 Vaughan (1982: 29) indicates that Mexican educators in the late nineteenth century 'were engaged in a
process of transferring loyalties from the Church ... to the nation state and its economic base'.

" I should add, however, that there are many private schools run by e.g. religious denominations, and they
have, in the past, been regarded as a threat to the State. For instance, under President Calles in the 1920s,
many of these schools were outlawed and relentlessly persecuted (Solana 1981: 255). However, low-
income students usually attend State schools since they cannot afford the even higher expenses associated
with private schools.
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The poor family and the ideal family - the latter held up as a microcosm of the abstract
family of Mexican citizens - have, thus, been constructed at odds with one another
particularly since the Revolution, and they continue to be so. The poor family - in reality
vastly heterogeneous - is just as much a construct as the ideal family promoted by the
State, it is its imagined alter ego. These dichotomies still formed a strong undercurrent at
La Colina, as can be seen from teachers' remarks in Chapter Five. Teachers labelled
students' medio and parents as inadequate both in symbolic and practical terms, locating
'the ultimate causes of... deviance as within the child or his or her culture and not due to,
say, poverty, the conflicts and disparities generated by the historically evolving cultural
and economic hierarchies of the society' (Apple 1995: 51). Their families became the
problem.

In this connection, a key theme I have addressed in this chapter is the rescuing,
enlightening ethos articulated by the teachers. In their expressions, which were often
imbued with religious imagery, the school emerges as a modern crusader, where the poor
replace Indians as those to be converted, education becomes the new baptism, and
teachers are self-styled apostles or missionaries bearing the modernising word of the
State. The all-pervasiveness of this religious imagery even today is no accident: post-
revolutionary educators were, in fact, directly inspired by the Catholic missionaries of
New Spain, as Cordova (1987: 155) indicates (and as I also allude to in Chapter Three):

During the twenties under the influence of Vasconcelos, impressed by the
apostolado educador (missionary educators) and the cultural work of the
Catholic missionaries of New Spain, the educational authorities conceived
of the teacher as a simple priest, a missionary whose task was to transmit
universal culture to the masses, to illuminate consciences in places where
ignorance, barbarism and fanaticism still reigned.

The children of the medio, languishing in ignorance and squalor, would thus be redeemed
in the name of the nation. It is but a short step from this, of course, to metaphorically
equating poverty with original sin, and rejection of the school as a repudiation of
redemption and a betrayal of one's nation, and on the basis of the imagery gathered in my
empirical data I do not think that this analogy is too far-fetched. The 'sins' of the fathers
are, in a very real way, visited upon their children when parents' own lack of schooling
causes them, in turn, to deny their children schooling and 'enlightenment'. In this way,
children are seen as inheriting disadvantage from their parents; and parents may thus be
blamed for stymying their children's progress. Now that children have acquired the right
to education, this is unforgiveable in teachers' eyes. The introduction of escuelas de
padres to try and get at 'the root' of children's problems where they are seen as
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originating - in the home - is an obvious measure seen in this light. Teachers' intensely
strong 'redemptive' identity and approach can, however, further alienate already hard-
pressed parents.

Historically in Mexico, teachers' professional identity has been well-intentioned and
'pro-people', albeit in a rather suffocatingly paternalistic guise. La Colina teachers
certainly saw themselves as committed to a humanitarian project, not as the oppressive
arm of the State. But their idealism sat oddly with the constraints imposed by rigid
structures of authority and bureaucracy which worked against their attempts to engage
more closely with students and parents;54 and it was also at loggerheads with the
neoliberal-inspired emphasis on technocratic rationality and efficiency (see also Tatto
1999: 253-4). The pressure to 'produce' and get results is incompatible with the idealistic
vision which, it seems, motivated teachers to enter the teaching profession in the first
place: to form people. Teachers are still manacled by a structure of authority which
curtails their attempts to creatively adapt the school's demands and procedures to the
specific needs of their student intake. In her study of recent Mexican educational reform,
Tatto (1999: 253-4) indicates that:

continued top-down guidance may lead to failure in establishing a working
democratic structure in the schools and may frustrate teachers' attempts at
implementing meaningful change that is responsive to context-specific
needs.

Reconciling these two very different raisons d'être created problems for teachers. They
responded by voicing frustration and disappointment with the students and their parents,
and implementing certain measures to ensure that they complied with demands from
above. These measures, for instance, stricter discipline and the exclusion of all matters
but the strictly academic, were at odds not only with their a priori intention to relax
school rules to match the medio, but also served to further alienate students and their
parents.

But whilst teachers' frustration with students and parents led them to disparage their
medio as the degenerate, backward source of all their problems, at the same time they
romantically exalted the 'noble' values of the poor, whom they saw as innocent and
uncorrupted.55 Their account of the school's origins, for instance, implied that something

5 4 The need for improved relations between teachers and parents and students has been acknowledged in a
programme called PAM (Program for Teacher Upgrading) (Tatto 1999: 266-7).

" There are more than tenuous echoes of Rousseau's 'noble savage' here.
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'pure' had been lost with the construction of the school building: students who before had
been grateful for the opportunity to learn whatever the cost, now complained at the
smallest provocation. Similarly, Beatriz's remarks about teachers' status in the
countryside compared to the town imply that modern, urban life has brought about a 'loss
of innocence' among the population. Implicit in teachers' accounts was a suggestion that
with progress and abundance comes a loss of values and the ability to appreciate the
simpler things. I suggest that this ambivalence towards modernity and its corollaries is, in
fact, a symptom of teachers' regret at their concomitant loss of 'parental' status and
authority over their previously captive communities.

The same ambivalence shone through in teachers' comparisons of the 'rich but spoilt'
Madero kids with the 'poor but honourable' Villa and Zapata students. The very marked
local divisions between rich and poor in Villa/Zapata and Madero were also articulated
by teachers as part of a broader discourse about the foibles of the rich and the virtues of
the poor. Some, like Susana, La Colina's history teacher, took this further, seeing the
Madero-Villa/rich-poor divide as representative of the divide between the US and
Mexico, with the US standing for wealth but also trouble, hubris and the loss of
innocence; and Mexico for backwardness and poverty, but integrity and the 'right'
values. She described the chasm between Madero and Villa/Zapata kids in these terms:

The kids from Villa are very honourable, and the ones from Madero are
show-offs - they think that just because they've got money they can have
it all and they don't have to work - often they're the most troublesome
ones in the class ... It's by talking to the students that I've realised that the
division between them represents the divide between Mexico and the
United States ... right down to their social condition.

The fact that the US-Mexico analogy was used to evoke the differences between well-off
and poor students is significant. With the US on its doorstep, Mexico is continually
confronted by the economic superiority of its neighbour, which it both envies and reviles
as the key source of vicio, violence, degenerate morals, problems between the
generations, and irreligiosity. Whenever conversation at the schools turned to the decay
of traditional values, as it often did, it was never long before the US was brought into the
picture as the chief bugbear.56 La Colina's deputy head explained to me how Mexico's
tradition of respeto was being eroded by 'foreign' ideas:

*° This 'cultural invasion and corruption' perspective is evident in many circles in Mexico. In an interview
with an official from the Procuraduria General de la Repüblica (PGR), problems among youth such as
drugs and pandillerismo were also attributed to bad influences from the US: 'The worst thing is the
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Our culture has been invaded by many things that don't belong to us, and
that's happened because people despise somewhat our own culture ... The
culture of violence came here mainly from from the US ... I think it's
destroying our formative principles of respect by the younger generation
towards their elders. Some years ago, young people still had great respect,
not only for their parents, but to adults in general, elderly people ... today
that's all been lost.

The same rich-poor/good-bad dichotomy also surfaced in discussions with teachers
comparing public and private schools.57 They described state schools as poor quality,
with badly paid and less well-qualified staff and a student intake with family problems,
etc., but they depicted the young people there as honourable (nobles).58 Conversely, they
described private school kids as spoiled and arrogant - something which they too had
learnt in their homes. Jorge told me how rich parents at the neighbouring private school
(where he had himself taught and been a pupil), would refuse to accept when their
children misbehaved. La Colina parents, on the other hand, though poor, would accept
the teachers' criticism:

they'll say 'you know what, teacher? I've got no education and I don't know
how to help my child ... I drink, I get drunk sometimes,' they say 'and
sometimes I hit them' sometimes this and sometimes that. But they do admit
it, and that makes our job easier.

influence of the US - the youngsters see a different lifestyle and they want to copy it, for instance, better
clothes and standard of living. Guadalajara is becoming more and more cosmopolitan, lots of people go to
the US ... country people go up in the world when they go to the US, they get more prestige. You need
martial discipline because youngsters are seeing and learning from another culture - American culture. But
it's not freedom {libertad) they have there - it's promiscuity {libertinaje). There's no discipline in
American schools'. The distinction between libertad and libertinaje was one I heard frequently both at La
Colina and in other contexts during my fieldwork and other visits to Mexico.

*' Most private schools also teach religion - something which is still prohibited in the constitutionally
secular state schools; and they see themselves as more geared towards the moral formation of the child, not
just academic instruction. Some parents make a particular effort to send their children to a private school
because of this.

*° Although this distinction may have blurred significantly as a result of the economic crisis. Teachers told
me that many parents had been forced to remove their children from private schools as a result of their
deteriorating economy. The Guadalajara newspaper, Sigh 21 (8.9.96), reported during my fieldwork that in
the school year 1995-96, 16,000 children transferred from private schools to public schools - and that many
others ended up not being able to study because of lack of capacity in the public schools. The deputy head
of La Colina told me 'Many students whose parents are middle class have had problems because their
parents couldn't pay their school fees any longer'.
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Poorer parents' willingness to accept the teachers' authority is seen as a virtue. Couched
in the vocabulary of knowing 'what's best' is teachers' firm conviction that their
knowledge and values are superior to parents', infantilising them. Teachers need
innocent, pliable, naive, childlike parents in order to be teachers in the old style. Parents
are expected to act as children because, as I point out in Chapter Three, they cannot then
be thought fit to exercise their parental functions, thus legitimising the school's
appropriation of these functions. What then happens to teachers' roles when they are told
that from now on, parents will share responsibility for education with them, as under the
new reforms? In response to this, I suggest that the perceived decay in teachers' status
has not sprung out of nowhere, but is partly a product of confusion in teachers'
professional identity resulting from the way their roles and those of parents have been
redefined under the new legislation; and partly a result of modernisation which has
wrested teachers' monopoly of 'legitimate knowledge' from them.

A final point which I wish to retrieve from the chapter concerns the implications of
teachers' need to rationalise their work in order to deal with the enormity of the tasks
they have to carry out. In order to do this, they insist on the imperative to cumplir above
all. In doing so, however, they are seldom tolerant of students' lived realities. As outlined
in Chapter Four, many students at La Colina cannot cumplir with the school's demands
since their families must prioritise other things. When students or their parents fail to
cumplir, however, this is interpreted as bloody-mindedness and a deliberate attempt to
undermine the school's good work and their own progress. This indictment is
substantiated in the teachers' minds by the few but oft-cited success stories from the
medio (such as Daniel), who overcome all the odds and manage to complete their studies
successfully - living proof that hardship is no obstacle to school success. The net effect of
this on less fortunate students is the abnormalisation of their realities, where poverty,
distractions due to difficulties and inadequate study conditions at home do not fit in with
the school's expectations that they and their parents should prioritise their studies above
all else. Those who do not do so become bad students - and their parents become bad and
negligent parents who are not doing their duty by their children.

The upshot of these issues may be summarised as follows. Ultimately, blame is often
placed on the students and their parents for poor school performance; and in practical
terms, teachers must often implement quite forceful disciplinary measures to try and push
through their agenda. These measures can undermine contact with students who, as I
shall discuss in the following chapter, often attend school in the hope of getting some
personal attention from teachers. I have, however, also tried to show in this chapter that
teachers' attitudes are by no means borne of ill will. They are constrained by the need to
achieve the impossible in difficult conditions with poor pay, facilities and status; and by
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pressures from above which demand that their students perform well. Any extra efforts
by teachers to become more engaged with their students, or to innovate, are usually
scuppered by institutional constraints. At La Colina, the aula-taller de matemàticas was
the only innovative scheme which had really taken off- but it was also one which did not
rely on a great deal of institutional flexibility for its survival, just the perseverance of one
individual teacher and the assent of parents. Conversely, attempts to introduce more
flexible pedagogic strategies, such as continuous assessment instead of exams, were
doomed to failure, since the academic imperative to 'keep up' with other schools
prevailed in the end. 'Accountability' won that particular ballgame.

Despite these constraints, however, teachers did miraculously sometimes spot a child in
difficulties, either through luck or persistence or 'personal idiosyncracies' like Salvador's
deliberate habit of spending five minutes in each lesson to chat informally with his class.
In fact, in several cases, students were only still in school because of a teacher's
intervention. Jorge had paid for several students' textbooks, and I observed teachers
giving students money for snacks or sandwiches on several occasions - a practice
teachers also reported to me. Susana had paid for Luz's uniform, thus securing her
continued school attendance. She also offered invaluable moral support at a crucial
moment when Luz was teetering on the edge of drop-out after a two-month absence due
to sickness when she risked not returning at all. Such efforts were necessarily small-scale,
but without this help, the students would surely have dropped out. Others, like Jorge,
devised innovative schemes to reduce parents' expenditure on school equipment - a key
reason why many children drop out in Mexico.

By no means do I intend to suggest that teachers should intervene in this way. That any of
them manage to do so at all, despite their beleaguered working conditions, is a testimony
to their extremely high degree of commitment. But their actions do illustrate the
potentially positive impact of school-side measures, especially more personalised
teacher-student relations, in strengthening the often fragile link between school and
home. Some of the measures they took to alleviate students' difficulties in meeting school
demands could very easily be institutionalised. Owing to the existing constraints which I
describe in this chapter, however, 'serendipitous interventions' by teachers are currently
rare and restricted to the lucky few students who, for one reason or another, manage to
claim their overcrowded attention. In the following chapter, I describe how all this looks
from the students' point of view.
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Chapter Six

The students' view

We don't need no education
We don't need no thought control
No dark sarcasm in the classroom
Teachers leave the kids alone1

6.1. A pull towards the school?

Pink Floyd certainly didn't get their inspiration for The Wall inside a Mexican classroom.
Far from a rebellious counter-culture like the one the song - and much literature on
secondary education and adolescents - depicts, the students I worked with at La Colina
were, on the whole, very positive towards school.2 The students' enthusiasm for
schooling surprised me, as it contrasted with the apathy or outright dislike depicted in the
literature, I had read on more developed countries, and with my own secondary school
experience in England where dislike or rejection of school was the norm. Boys and girls
alike manifested their liking for school in several ways. They expressed their enthusiasm
in their questionnaires and in our conversations; and I could also detect it in my
classroom observations, where students' keenness to participate struck me from the very
beginning. I observed, for instance, that when teachers posed general questions to the
class, most students raised their hands eagerly and vied with each other to be allowed to
answer.3 Students also told me that they often struggled to remain in school in the face of
setbacks at home, or after absences due to one or another family contingency.

Other researchers have also noted Mexican students' positive attitude to schooling, and
questioned the notion that they resist the school. Levinson (1993: 5) notes in his study of

1 Pink Floyd, The Wall.
2 In the survey, nearly half of the students claimed that they went to school in order to superarse and to get
a better job. Over a third wrote that they enjoyed 'learning more' and found school 'interesting'. A third
wrote that they enjoyed the social contact with friends; and a quarter that they liked the teachers.
3 One teacher even told me that she had begun to use the class attendance register systematically to select
students to answer questions in class because students complained of being left out in question-answer
sessions. I had initially perceived this practice as rather authoritarian, which was why I asked her the
reason behind it.
4 It is, of course, possible that students were only saying what they thought I wanted to hear when they told
me that they enjoyed studying. Indeed, this was what I initially suspected since their enthusiasm for
learning went against all my preconceptions. But the consistency of their replies among boys and girls
alike, and their keenness on school that was abundantly clear in other contexts,4 eventually convinced me
that these misgivings were unfounded.
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a Mexican secundaria, that 'no oppositional status groups or student cultures ... seemed
to form'. Similarly, Martin (1994: 158) was struck by the enthusiasm he encountered
among students in Guadalajara primary schools, pointing out that:

The very idea that these children's enthusiasm for study is a pretence, an
attempt to ingratiate themselves with their teachers, is in itself
misconceived. It is a notion derived from literature for and about children
produced in social settings distinct from the one under discussion and given
academic currency by radical scholars arguing the working class basis of
anti-intellectual and counter-school culture. However valid this may be in
the advanced industrial societies, it is of doubtful applicability to Mexico.

What was at the root of students' professed enthusiasm for school? And why, despite this,
did many of them report that they experienced considerable difficulty in attending, and
sometimes ambivalence regarding the school vis à vis their families? Using Schutz's
framework, I tried to discern how students made decisions about schooling, which
options they thought were open to them, what steps they felt they would have to take in
order to attain the kind of life they desired, and which constraints they saw as potentially
hindering them: where schooling 'fitted in' to their present and imagined future
lifeworlds.

Students' views of schooling seemed to be shaped principally by the dialectical
relationship between their home situations and their experiences of the school and
teachers. When asessing the value of schooling, they drew on the information they had
access to regarding employment, and on the past experiences of those closest to them;
and they also weighed up the implications of their prolonged schooling for their families
and for their own futures. In Schutz's terminology, their decisions were composed of a
because motive based on past experiences; and an in-order-to motive based on what they
wanted to achieve and the anticipated consequences of their actions. Despite their desire
to study, their capacity and willingness to put time and effort into schooling often
depended on what seemed viable to them given the material and moral constraints and
opportunities they encountered in their immediate family and environment, in particular
their parents' expectations of them. Students appeared to be continually trading off the
benefits of getting lots of schooling against the disadvantages of getting too little. Too

much or too little, that was their question. But what dangers did too much or too little
schooling present for them?

In this connection, I found that students often portrayed the school and the home as
though they were in opposition to each other: places which symbolised very different
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things to them. This created a number of dilemmas for them. For most students, the
school seemed to represent a different - and better - way of life to that of their parents.
Although the students identified themselves very strongly as 'poor', they had equally
powerful aspirations to shed that identity and become someone instead of nobody. The
school offered them a glimmer of hope that perhaps they need not always be jodidos

destined to work as burros. Their fate need no longer be determined by their birth, i.e. by
their parents' condition.5 Students seemed to seek something in the school which they felt
they were missing at home.

In fact, the way in which many students described their home environments made the
school appear a very cosy option in several ways. Some attended school in order to gain a
respite from problems at home. They went to school looking for affective support which
they felt they did not receive from their parents, seeking out teachers and classmates in
order to 'get things off their chests' (desahogarse). Although the incidence of family
break-up per se was not very high among the survey sample of students, many reported
tension between their parents: economic hardship clearly gnawed away at the affective
climate in the home, and students felt this acutely. Others enjoyed school for its
entertainment value, because they enjoyed learning new things which they could not
learn elsewhere, and because the school represented a more attractive option than the
low-paid manual work or domestic chores which were the alternative. Similarly, they also
relished the escape which the school offered from strict parental vigilance at home, and
the chance to mix 'legitimately' with the opposite sex.

Students thus depicted the school as a place which potentially offered a degree of
immediate freedom from the different kinds of constraints upon them at home; and a
route to expanding their future room for manouevre and capacity to attain economic and
ontological independence through enhancing their career and employment opportunities.
The school represented an alternative immediate and future space in a situation of
considerable constraint.

As I indicated in Chapter Four, the aspiration to achieve intergenerational mobility is
strong in Mexico, as the ubiquitous term super arse illustrates. This ethos of super aciôn is
inculcated not least through the schooling system, where the rise of post-Independence
heroes with modest origins, such as the liberal President Benito Juarez, embodies this
principle. It is also woven, implicitly and explicitly, into all kinds of Mexican
government policy documents.6 The idea of superacion, of course, also has a darker face:

5 In this sense, the notion of superacion strongly resembles the Hegelian notion of a 'progression to the
better', a path to ontological self-improvement (Leys 1996: 4).
6 For instance, this preface to Mexico's social policy aims (SEDESOL,6 January 2000): 'Every day we
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i.e. that one's current state, in this case that inherited from one's parents, is inadequate.
Students learn in school that where they come from isn't good enough. In fact, their
family background is the antithesis of the 'proper Mexican family' ideal promoted at
school.

School success can, thus, contain an immanent threat of distance, something which
poorer families relying on each other for survival can ill afford. So, although the school
may represent a welcome alternative to home for many students, many nonetheless found
it difficult to keep up their commitment towards their schooling. Conflicting demands
from home and school were a major source of anxiety to students.

In the following, I discuss how the students at La Colina felt about schooling, and how
they negotiated between the demands of the school and the demands of the home. As I
have indicated in previous chapters, students' feelings towards the school are critical in
understanding the reasons for drop-out and failure, since it is often they who take the
final decision concerning whether or not to pursue their studies.7 I see the relationships
and constraints affecting parents and teachers, which I outlined in the previous two
chapters, as being located simultaneously in the student, since he or she 'lives' their
repercussions and acts upon them. Apple's (1995: 63) reminder that 'how we act on the
world, be it the educational, economic, or political world, is in part determined by the
way we perceive it' is apt here. Through exploring what motivates or deters students
from attending school, it may be possible to discern what changes may be made from the
school's side in order to make schooling a more attractive option for young people.
Below, I explore the source of the school's attraction for La Colina students.

Mexicans work very hard so that our children can have a better quality of life than our grandparents,
parents and ourselves'.

By this I do not mean that parents have no say in students' schooling. As I shall explain later, I witnessed
several cases where parents were pivotal in decisions regarding a child's attendance, though, notably, they
often interfered in order to withdraw their child from school, rather than insist that he or she attend. But the
tendency to leave the student to decide is so pronounced that I have chosen to discuss it at length here,
since I consider that it reveals some important, more widespread dynamics among the students I worked
with and their parents.
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Studying: 'up, up - and away? '

And how high can you fly with broken wings?8

One of the students' main motivations for studying was to secure future employment, a
salary and living conditions, and a way to avoid dependence on the capricious goodwill
of a sole employer. They saw educational qualifications as providing a more permanent
kind of'job security' than any one-off job, however well remunerated - a 'reusable' form
of insurance offering flexibility; a resource which could not be taken from them or 'lost'
and which would position them optimally to obtain any number of good, skilled jobs in
the future. With studies, they felt they would always be able to get by, escaping the
constant insecurity and vulnerability of unskilled work, as these students told me in a
group interview:

Boy: I'd prefer a degree because if you give me a job it might not last, but a

degree is mine, and I can find work somewhere else.

Girl: For instance, if they pay you well in your job you can waste that money on

anything, but with a degree you can work and earn money anywhere.

Students knew very well that secondary school is now necessary to get almost any job,9

and were convinced that studies were a sure route to improving their chances on the
labour market. Both girls and boys told me that secondary was necessary 'for most jobs',
'to earn money', 'because if you look for work in a factory they ask for your primary and
secondary certificate'. They told me that in their expeditions to the centre of Santa Clara,
the job advertisements in the windows of local businesses required a secondary certificate
for even the most unskilled jobs. They knew that they needed secondary even for a low-
paid job at the local shoe factory — the largest single employer in the neighbourhood.
Students saw secondary as the absolute minimum qualification necessary if they were to
avoid doing only the worst jobs. Without secondary, 'you may as well have no education
at all', as one boy put it in a group interview. 'I won't even be able to work as a
dustman', replied his classmate, 'or a cleaner' interjected another. Students were fully
aware of the rising levels of qualifications needed nowadays to do the same jobs as
before. Luz told me: 'I've always thought that your future depended on your studies,
because nowadays a person who doesn't study can't expect to be employed just like that
... before the minimum was primary school, and now secondary is the minimum'.
Accordingly, over a third of students wrote in their questionnaires that they aspired to

From Aerosmith's 1992 song, Amazing.
9 This was also confirmed by the careers section of their Orientation Educativa books (Montes de Oca
1993: 156).
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complete a course in higher education in order to obtain a professional qualification.
Around a third aspired to jobs which would follow the completion of a short, technical
course {carrera corta) in order to qualify as as e.g. mechanics, electricians, secretaries or
seamstresses. The remaining students still had not made up their minds what they wanted
to do, and a very small percentage (approximately 4%) stated that they simply wished to
get some work (ponerme a trabajar) after completing secondary school.

But in addition to seeing schooling as a must to obtain formal qualifications, students also
saw it in more existential terms: schooling would help them 'learn to live, to understand
life and the things around us', as one boy put it. It would equip them for life, and it would
enable them to be. Without it, they believed, like their parents (see Chapter Four), that
they would be condemned to a life of ignorance and hardship - a life spent, literally and
metaphorically, as a burro. Many students' responses combined individual and collective
motivations. They felt schooling would both enable them to advance personally, and
make them useful members of society. 'I go to school because I have to learn so that I
can do something in life, be useful in something, and not be ignorant, I want to do
something which will benefit me', as one student wrote; another said that through
schooling he could 'be someone in life, someone useful to humanity'.

The school is firmly established in students' minds as the place where they can obtain the
kind of knowledge needed for life, such as information about their immediate
environment. As one boy wrote in his questionnaire 'I go to school because every day
you learn new things which will stand you in good stead, because without studies we
won't be able to reach the goals we've set ourselves'. Edgar told me how he saw the
school as the place where he could get the knowledge he needed to get ahead: 'I come to
school to learn more, to be someone in life, I also come to school to learn more things
that I don't know, and here is where I can learn them'. Some said that they enjoyed
history because 'it talks about where I was born and it's very interesting'; 'that way I
know the history of my country and the whole world'. In learning about their nation,
students become part of it. They gain access to a common pool of knowledge, and
undergo a shared experience of 'Mexicanness'.

Nowadays, 'not knowing' is increasingly associated with being non-schooled, which
some students saw as shameful.10 Students said that school was important 'to learn to
read, to understand things, because if you don't know how to read you don't know
anything'; that they didn't want to be 'ignorant and ashamed'; and that they wanted to be
'someone in life and not someone who doesn't know anything'. When students talk about

In this connection, it is also interesting that some of the most frequent insults students flung at each other
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remaining ignorante if they do not go to school, or when they say that an illiterate
'knows nothing', their remarks are a commentary on the devaluation of non-schooled
knowledge in a context where formal qualifications are now a virtual precondition for
economic survival and full acceptance and participation in society. Legitimate knowledge
- the kind of knowledge necessary for the most basic human functions of all, being - or
living as some students put it - is seen as being conferred by the school. In the past, this
knowledge would have been provided by the family, but the latter is no longer able to
deliver this, particularly not in poorer families where parents themselves often have far
formal education than their children. The very definition of what it takes to be and live
has altered. Melhuus (1992: 72), describing schooling's perceived role in upward
mobility among the rural Mexican villagers she studied, indicates that:

Education is in many ways synonymous with a vision of modernity. It
makes you 'civilised', a person of reason (gente de razôri) and therefore
education is perceived as paving the way for a more secure future {and

perhaps to the detriment of local knowledge systems), (my italics)

The 'local knowledge' which individuals possessed in pre-modern societies loses value in
the face of the increasing importance of 'expert knowledge' in modern society (Geertz
1983 in Giddens 1990: 145). The acquisition of schooled knowledge is also often
dependent on the shedding of other types of knowledge.11 The school, as the purveyor of
'Mexicanness' {mexicanidad), and as the accrediting institution responsible for equipping
children to take their place in modern society, in many ways takes over the function of
transmitting the knowledge and sense of identity that parents would have transmitted in
the past. Local knowledge is no longer good enough.

Students not only saw the school as a means to existential confirmation - being per se.

They also hoped that their studies might enable them to be someone in life {ser alguien

en la vida) - i.e. to stand out from the anonymous mass. Like their parents, they reiterated
that schooling was the key to super or se (better themselves).12 These two phrases cropped
up time and time again in my questionnaires, interviews and conversations with students,
where students declared that schooling was necessary to 'be someone in life, not to be a
burro'; 'to better myself in life'; 'to get ahead and achieve what we want, the goals we
want to achieve'. The all-important verb superar is clearly linked to a 'point of departure'

in the classroom were 'illiterate' {analfabeta), and 'ignoramus' {ignorante).
11 For instance, Bonfil (1996 ) points out that to become a 'civilised' person in Mexico, it is first necessary
to become 'de-Indianised'.
12 Melhuus (1992: 72) also notes the use of the term superarse to describe upward mobility in the Mexican
village she studied.
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in students' minds - their parents. Just as parents hoped that their children would superar

them (see Chapter Four), students used the term superarse to indicate that they wanted to
better their parents. As one student told me: 'by studying, you can superar yourself
better, and like that you don't make the same mistakes your parents did'. For him and
many of his peers, the school held out the hope of inter-generational upward mobility, a
way to live differently from his parents, an alternative and easier life than that he had
lived at home.

As these examples show, students drew on and referred to the predicaments and
experiences of those around them when reflecting on the value of schooling. For instance,
some students had relatives who had 'got ahead' in life through studying, and who
provided them with an example to follow. Fabiola, one of the brightest students in her
year, saw her brother's success in business and newly-acquired wealth as a direct result
of his having completed a university degree: 'Thank God, he has money, he's done very
well for himself... well, he did business studies'. Conversely, others had witnessed the
struggles of relatives and friends who hadn't studied and wished to avoid the same
predicament. Thus, some students interpreted parents' difficult personal and financial
situations as a direct result of their lack of schooling. Seeing the hardship and tension of
their home lives, students imagined an alternative future, and many appeared to deposit
their hopes for achieving this in the school. Juanita told me during a group interview:
'we've seen other people who just end up stagnating, and all because they haven't
studied, or because they had a problem which stopped them from studying'. Luz, a
student whose family was struggling economically, and whose father was a periodically
unemployed building worker with very little primary schooling, was convinced that her
father and brothers would have had better lives and been able to provide more
competently for their familes' needs if they'd stayed in school:

I think a lot about the life of my father, my brothers: none of them has
studied and things have gone very badly for them, very badly, so ... I reckon
that if (my father) had studied ... he would have been able to give us more or
less what we needed ... You have to study, study, study and get your papers.
I began (secondary school) with dreams, many many dreams, I don't know,
many dreams to make come true.

Luz attributes her father's poverty and inadequacy as a provider to his lack of schooling,
and in turn sees schooling as a quasi-magical antidote to poverty - her way out of a
similar predicament. For her, the school represented a glimmer of hope and a different
kind of life in an otherwise seemingly hopeless situation: the alchemy which would
change everything. The school represented to her a way of avoiding the life of hardship
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which her own parents - who had very little schooling - had led. Other students also saw
schooling as a way out of the life they currently led, a route to a kind of ontological
metamorphosis - to happiness. Elena, a student living with her mother and aunts after her
parents' acrimonious divorce, and experiencing considerable economic hardship, told me:

Life has dealt me a hard blow, that's why I want to study, to better myself,

so that tomorrow when I'm twenty I can have a life, so that by the time I'm

around twenty, twenty-five, I'll be happy.

Thus, in the same way that young people saw schooling as a means of avoiding economic
dependence on one sole employer, Elena implies that schooling will help her to achieve
greater emotional independence from others for her wellbeing and happiness. Schooling
is depicted as an individual escape route from problems associated with family or the
medio and its limited opportunities. Below, I look more closely at how schooling was
perceived by boys and girls in particular.

Schooling for girls and boys: gendered strategies to getting ahead.

Although girls expressed an - at least - equally strong desire to study as boys, I suggest
that the use which schooling is put to, and its symbolic importance may be quite different
for them. In Mexico, unlike in Asia, Africa and some other Latin American countries,
gender parity has almost been reached at secondary level. Women begin to lag behind
only at post-secondary level (Carreras 1989: 129; INEGI 1993b: 63 and 72). One of the
recent features of the industrialisation process in Guadalajara has been the increasing
demand for female labour, in particular young, schooled and single women (Arias 1989:
118). Thus, discrimination seems to weigh most heavily against women not in basic
education, but in the professional labour market, where gender prejudice is still a
powerful obstacle to women (Gonzalez Perez 1989: 135).B

But schooling can also give girls other things than professional employment. Girls'
increasing access to higher levels of schooling can provide them with more confidence

13 In Jalisco, for instance, financial institutions as late as 1989 would not employ married women (Gonzalez
Perez 1989: 133). In Mexico overall, men predominate in the professions (nearly 70% of male
profesionnals in Jalisco are men), and women are concentrated in traditionally 'female' professions, such as
education, secretarial jobs, nursing, tourism and food sciences (INEGI 1993a: 7 and 22). Professional
women are almost three times more likely to be single than non-professionals, and they also have, on
average, two fewer children than their non-professional counterparts (INEGI 1993a: 33). Throughout
Mexico, over half of all women in paid employement are empleadas or obreras (the percentage in Jalisco is
particularly high: around 80% (INEGI 1993b: 80)).
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and give them something to bargain with vis à vis their future partners. It offers them an
alternative to marriage if they should need it, and possibly also greater independence
within marriage because both partners know that this alternative exists. Moreover, the
secondary school provides a more egalitarian gender socialisation than other arenas girls
are likely to move in during their teens. It is an arena where girls and boys are, in theory,
treated as equals by teachers and can get to know, and spar safely with, the opposite sex
on neutral ground.14 They can 'contest the normalised male authority within schooling'
(Holland et al. 1993 and Epstein 1994 in Blackman 1998: 215). LeVine (1993:196-7)
discussing her research in Cuernavaca, points out that the 'social experience' of
schooling can give girls self-confidence that stays with them throughout life. Girls,
'raised within a male-dominated structure to be compliant and to work for the good of the
family, undergo(es) a process of resocialization'.

School is a new universe that operates according to different rules ... judged
on her own merits, a girl can - and frequently does - beat out the boys for
first place. The longer she stays in school, the more likely she is to be
convinced of ther own efficacy - vis à vis males in particular - a conviction
that stays with her into adulthood, marriage, and motherhood.

In this connection, La Colina's maths teacher attributed girls' consistently higher
academic performance at school to their desire to 'beat the boys' at something: 'I think
that unconsciously ... the girls are proving that they're just as capable as the boys are', he
told me.

In fact, students considered that unless girls continued with their studies, their work
options would be limited compared to those of men. More schooling would enable them
to compete on a more equal footing in the labour market, since the importance of physical
strength diminishes as one rises up the educational ladder. While manual labour may
make some jobs requiring a man's strength inaccessible for girls, white-collar jobs offer
the opportunity for interacting on an equal footing. Studies thus represent a means for
women to 'catch up' with boys - to overcome what were seen as biological inequalities.
In a group discussion on gender issues, I recorded the following exchange:

Girl: Men can go to the market, for instance, and carry stuff, but women
are too weak and ...
Girl: I think that women can do whatever men do

14 I found, like Levinson (1993: 348-9) and Martin (1994: 16), that discrimination by teachers against girls
seems rare. The school, rather than reproducing gender inequality, is a 'paragon of equality' promoting
'levelling, egalitarian tendencies' in Martin's (1994: 16) words.
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Girl: If both have got the minimum education, then women are weaker

than men, but when both have a higher level of studies, women can be

equal to men

Girl: Or even better, because women have always been better students

than men, well, some have.

Despite these developments, however, many girls still clearly saw marriage as a potential
obstacle to their hopes of a career, anticipating opposition from their future husbands if
they wanted to continue studying or working after marriage, particularly after childbirth.
Marriage and schooling were not often seen as complementary, but rather as mutually
exclusive alternatives.15 Even girls who claimed that they would insist on persevering
with their studies after marriage still expressed this in terms of their husbands 'allowing'
them to study.16 Deysi told me:

If I get married ... and I still haven't finished my degree, before I get
married I'd lay down certain conditions, and if he accepted then OK, I'd get
married, and if not then I wouldn't. Because he should say to me 'Well I'll
let you carry on studying' and if he didn't let me well I wouldn't get
married.

Although they declared that they thought studying was extremely important, girls seemed
to regard their education more as a kind of 'insurance', a safety-net in case their husbands
should 'turn out badly' {me toca un mal esposo) (see also LeVine 1993; and Martin 1994:
15), than as an objective in itself or as a definitive path to employment. As Rafaela put it
in a group interview:

It's important for women to have studied ... I want to study more because
what if I marry a lazy son of a bitch ...? (laughter) ... That's an important
consideration for women studying, like us, we study more to prepare for
what life has in store for us ... what would happen if your husband left you
and you didn't have a good job, it's different if you've studied, but
imagine if you decide 'I'm not going to study because I'm going to get
married' and then you marry a lazy son of a bitch ...! (laughter)

Levinson's (1993: 265) work in a Mexican secundaria also notes how marriage is seen as an alternative
to school, not as complementary to it.
16 In her research on gender and the home in Mexico, Varley (1997: 1) also notes that even women who
appear to be 'freer' tend to 'tacitly acknowledge men's authority to determine what spaces they may use',
saying for instance, that they have a 'good' husband who 'lets me come and go as I please'. Many often
also take a child with them to demonstrate that their absences from the home are 'legitimate'.
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Bianca added:

I think with my head before my heart because ... what if I end up with a
lazy, drunkard who expects me to be the breadwinner, what good did it do
me to get married, just land myself with a load of kids. Get my degree but
not even be able to work? So that's what I want, to finish my degree ...
And then after that, it's in God's hands whether I get married or not, that's
something else altogether, I think.

According to these girls, a woman's way of securing her future is still through marriage
to a good male provider, with the woman only stepping in to help out if he proves
inadequate.17 But schooling enables girls to hedge their bets, providing greater security
and independence by freeing them from economic dependence on 'bad' husbands or
other unreliable male 'protectors'.18

In addition to serving as a contingency plan in case they make a bad marriage, schooling
offers girls the opportunity for girls to mix far more with the opposite sex than before,
when many married without really knowing their partners at all (LeVine 1993). They can
thus come into contact with a large pool of potential husbands with 'better prospects',
thereby improving their chances of a comfortable life. Education offers them an
alternative route to social mobility by association with their husbands, without
necessarily requiring them to pursue an independent career of their own (see also Chapter
Four). Following this logic, Fabiola's mother lamented the fact that her eldest daughter
had got married as soon as she left prepa, instead of going to university to mix with
'another level of people': 'she got married as soon as she finished preparaioria and I said
to her 'Don't get married, you're going to university, you'll get to know people of a
different level, wait', but no, you see, when you get it into your head that you want to get
married'.

The strategy of ascending the social scale through marriage via a course of further studies
may still be the main route through which girls from low-income sectors can superarse in
a society where working women - especially working mothers - are still often frowned
upon. As the saying goes: 'A man who lets his wife work is not a man' (Melhuus 1990a:
11; see also Flora 1973: 75).I9 The persistent predominance of the male provider norm

17 In further research among low-income sectors in Guadalajara, I also noted that women typically regarded
paid employment as a fall-back measure if their husbands did not provide adequately. They did not see
employment as beneficial in itself.
18 Terms borrowed from Stern's (1995: 60) discussion of gender relations in late colonial Mexico.
19 This negative perception of working women in Mexico has a long history. French (1992 in Varley 2000:
239) notes, for instance, that in Porfirian Mexico, women who went out to work were 'portrayed as
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means that women who work are typically still seen as 'helping' their male partners
financially: chipping in when times are hard (even if they earn the main household
income and are merely preserving a facade), although this is gradually changing as
women's employment becomes more commonplace (Arias 1989: 119). The provider
norm is clearly hard to sustain in a context of poverty, where survival may depend on
women's supplementing the household economy with incomes of their own.20 The
powerful discourse exalting self-abnegating motherhood in Mexico adds fuel to the
disapproval surrounding working women: a woman who works may not be able to devote
herself as she should to her children: hence, not only is she 'unfemininely' independent,
neither does she have the mantle of 'good motherhood' to fall back on enabling her to
claim decency as a woman (see e.g. Melhuus 1992: 206). Schooling may, thus, provide
an alternative route to super aciôn for poorer girls, even if they do not have any explicit
intention of putting their education to further use after marriage.21 And it may well be that
the opening up of educational opportunities to girls in itself offers greater - albeit just
potential - autonomy to girls should they need a 'fall-back plan' at any time in life.

The gap between practice and discourse on women's professional and personal
independence is, however, still wide. I was surprised at the extent to which the boys I
interviewed still firmly believed that a woman's place is in the home. The following
discussion took place among a group of students discussing these issues:

Boy: Women are just going to be supported by their husbands, they don't
do anything after they get married.
Girl: They think we're weaker
Boy: Because when a woman gets married, her husband dominates her,
and she can't do anything, she's under his thumb.

Girl: Then that man's a machista

Boy: No, he's not a machista, he's a normal man, because almost all men

are like that

Girl: It's not true, a woman can ... that's for the two of them to decide

"mannish or hairy-chested'". The association of women with the private sphere is still very prevalent in
Mexico, both in symbolic and legal terms. See, for instance, Varley (1997), who discusses women's
association with the home in contemporary Mexico.

Stern (1995: 15-16) notes how in colonial Mexico, the well-to-do, unlike the poor, had the means to
secure - or at least secure the appearance of - sexual propriety. Similarly, male success as a 'ruler of
households' required 'cultural display of the combined roles of family provider, protector, and authority ...
measures of manhood (which) were almost synonymous with the trappings of wealth.' Stern notes how the
'socially privileged' could afford to protect wives and daughters by enclosing them and securing
chaperones for them in the event that they should have to venture outside the home.
21 In this connection, Levinson (1993: 366) notes that girls in the Mexican secundaria he studied 'invested'
in school success as a way out of poverty and 'the oppressive gender relations of family and home'.
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between them
Boy: There 've been lots of accidents because ofthat - women who go to
work and leave their children, that's when they burn to death, something

explodes, or some other disaster happens.
Girl: That only happens when they're not looked after by someone else.
Maribel: (to the boys) If you were married, would you let your wife work?

Boy: No

Chorus of girls: AAAAAAaaaahh

Boy: I'd let my wife work, but only up to a point, I wouldn't let her spend

all day and all night at work

Although they express rather reactionary ideas here, what is interesting is that the boys
were often forced to attenuate their positions during these conversations, which often
became lively and heated, with the girls feistily defending their right to work if they
pleased, and deriding the boys' traditional attitudes.22 It is precisely by providing an
arena where issues such as gender relations can be negotiated and tested without the
stakes yet being too high - and with girls more confident to speak out 'as a group' - that
the secundaria may promote change.

The a priori equality and freedom which girls enjoy at school was, however, not always
free of ambivalence or fully endorsed when it came to projections of life after school,
even among the more successful female students. Fabiola was reknowned at SecZ for
being one of the brightest students. She described her dreams in life to me, visualising an
apparently unproblematic combination of marriage and career: 'to get married in white
(casarme de blanco), have a family, and become a nurse or a doctor'. Yet at the same
time she was surprisingly ambivalent towards the 'career woman' role. I discovered that
her own family experience provided a 'cautionary tale' of a woman, her former sister-in-
law, who had apparently studied too much for her own good and whose marriage had
failed as a result. She worked in the University of Guadalajara, and had married Fabiola's
brother after he began to make money and become successful. The marriage collapsed,
however, when her job caused her to 'neglect' her children and domestic duties:

She worked in the University of Guadalajara, and well, she didn't exactly
spend a lot of time with her children - whenever you went to her house,
she was in one place and they were somewhere else ... Now they've
promoted her to head of laboratory, she's very hard-working, very clever,
but that's what annoyed my brother, that the house was always messy, she

22 Levinson (1993: 367) also noted girls' way o f defending their "own"' in mixed group discussions.
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didn't bother cleaning or anything, things were never exactly clean, there

were loads of cockroaches in the kitchen, things like that, well so he got

fed up.

After their divorce, Fabiola's brother remarried a much younger and far less educated
woman, concerning whom Fabiola tellingly remarked: 'Apparently, he found in the
woman he's with now what he didn't have with her' (his wife).

To the clever Fabiola, the story of her brother's divorce contained a warning: women
who pursue careers do not necessarily succeed at marriage. This is the opposite side of
the coin where education functions as an insurance policy for girls in case their marriages
fall apart. Fabiola's story reveals that too much studying may achieve the opposite of the
desired effect, jeopardising their marriage opportunities in a context where it is not yet
quite acceptable to be a career woman. Girls might, thus, also be drawn to the 'not too
much or too little strategy: studying just enough to mix with a better class of men, but not
enough to render one too successful or independent and thus also a less attractive
marriage partner.

Thus, just as education can upset generational authority hierarchies in the home when
children receive more schooling than their parents (see Chapter Four), it can also interfere
in gender hierarchies when male authority is challenged by girls' increasing educational
equality and greater opportunities for economic independence. Jorge, the maths teacher,
explained to me that 'no one wants a woman who's studied ... they're scared of her'. He
told me about a woman he knew who was 'very beautiful, very well-educated', with a
good job and earning good money, but who complained that men weren't interested in
her because they saw her as a threat. She had told him: 'The thing is that when you're
like me, men normally don't want you, they get scared, they feel inferior'. According to
Jorge, 'men normally don't like it when a woman has a higher position than them'.

In her study of gender relations in a Mexican village, Melhuus (1992: 208) notes how
women's dependence is a crucial 'precondition for creating the independent, virtuous
man'. Working women, through gaining their financial independence - and also greater
spatial and hence sexual freedom - 'un-man' their male partners and themselves become
masculinised through their association with the world of work and their rejection of the
female ideal of passivity.23 These considerations may help to explain why the ratio of

23 Although Guttman (1996, see e.g. Chapter 6), following Rosaldo (1974) and Ortner (1989-90) has
recently challenged the public-male/private-female dichotomy as not holding water in practice, since
'gender identities are lived out in all areas of life' (1996: 148), i.e. men's identities are also shaped in the
home just as women's now are in the workplace. However, my findings suggest that this dichotomy is still
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girls to boys in education drops rapidly after secondary level, so that the further one looks
up the Mexican education system, the lower the level of female participation.24

The 'neither too much nor too little' strategy can also apply to boys. My data suggests
that they experience more pressure than girls to become economically independent,
seeing themselves as duty-bound to help out at home and may therefore 'romanticise
work, disdaining school' (Martin 1994: 16). Second, they see themselves as primarily
responsible for providing for their future families, since the inability to provide
adequately would be seen as shameful. Schooling was seen by some boys as a path to
achieving this independence and enhancing their provider capabilities. As one boy
expressed it: '(going to school) is my obligation, just as it's the fathers' obligation to
support the family'. Boys seemed to regard studying as a means to securing a better
future position for oneself and one's children, the preconditions for marriage. Pedro told
me:

first you should study and only after that get married because otherwise
what future are your children going to have? If their parents didn't have a
future, what future can their children expect to have? ... You shouldn't get
married until you've got a house and a car ... You should never do that,
it's like, well, say you've got a boyfriend and your boyfriend doesn't have
a car or a house or anywhere to live, you can't get married.

From the point of view of male students from poorer families, a lengthy school career
might also be seen as postponing their chances of marrying, since they will be unable to
support a family while studying. For boys of this age, economic independence is
necessary to impress the girls and be romantically successful. A lengthy school career can
be at odds with cultural expectations that they be efficient earners and, by extension,
potentially suitable husbands. Boys thus tended to be rather more prosaic than the girls
concerning the benefits of schooling: studying was all very well as long as it would lead
to a good salary. When reflecting about which post-secondary course to study, Edgar was
quite clear about this:

Edgar: I don't know, better myself and be a food chemist. I've got a cousin

who does that and he earns good money, and that's what I want to do.

a powerful key to gender identity in the symbolic domain.
24 Whereas at secondary level, boys and girls attend school in almost equal numbers, at post-secondary
(bac hiller at o) and university levels, the number of girls diminishes significantly, although there has been
an increase in the ratio of females to males at bachillerato and university levels since 1990 (INEGI 1994:
225-282).
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Maribel: What's more important for you: to earn good money or get a

good education, if you had to choose?
Edgar: Get a good education, but you also need to earn good money

In addition to the provider imperative, students also argued that it was easier for boys to
find work with or without schooling. This, the students held, explained the fact that boys
tended to get worse grades than girls: there were more opportunities for them regardless
of whether they applied themselves to their studies or not. Boys, they thought, had many
other options apart from schooling open to them. In a group interview, one boy ventured
the following explanation for girls' better academic performance:

Boy: The thing is, men don't care so much about studying because whether they
study or not they can always get ahead, because even a man who hasn't studied
can get a job and make a go of things if he wants to ... but women can't, no
woman are just going to be supported by their husbands and they won't do
anything after they get married.

The discrepancy in grades between boys and girls was also attributed to the association of
studiousness with effeminacy. Unlike the academically brightest girls, who were also the
most popular and admired in their classes by boys and girls alike, at La Colina, male
status was based on physical maturity, strength and sporting prowess. Clever boys had a
hard time of it,25 Antonio, one of the brightest and most hard-working students at La
Colina, explained to me. He had sought refuge in the company of his female classmates,
because he was rejected and teased mercilessly by the other boys:

(my) reputation among the teachers is very good, but among the other
students it's different because I had a lot of problems ... ever since primary
school ... because I'm so participative, and also because I don't really like
sports and many people here take that the wrong way ... they say that I don't
play sports because I'm scared ... I find girls easier to be with, more
understanding and so I started to talk more to them, and the boys would say
'it's because you're a you-know-what' ... I think that sport is what gives you
prestige ... it's as though sport is what signals who's a man and who isn't,
because they always kept on at me about it and it feels awful.

This has also been observed in other cultural contexts, including a different class context in Mexico (see
Levinson 1993). A recent Guardian report quoted the concerns of UK school standards minister Estelle
Morris that 'for too long there had been no street credibility associated with academic performance, unlike
being good at football, for example' and that 'gifted children ... were belittled as "swots and boffins"
(Guardian 07.07.99).
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So, for boys, being studious may be at odds with the dominant form of masculinity which
prevailed in the school. Whatever their calculations about the benefits which studies may
bring in the long term, these are weighed against their immediate experiences of school,
where being clever may militate against one's immediate popularity, and the cultural
imperative of being a 'provider' in order to be romantically successful and respected.26

The significance and perceived future benefits of schooling therefore differed
considerably amongst girls and boys. Yet students did not only see the school merely in
terms of its perceived future benefits. Many genuinely appeared to enjoy school, seeing it
as a welcome respite from home, as I explain below.

More at home at school than at home?

Many students appeared to enjoy learning for the sake of learning. They reported in their
questionnaires that they 'enjoyed studying' and 'learning new things that they didn't
know'. Studying, and the novelty of discovering facts about the world which they could
not learn at home, was described almost as a form of entertainment. Home was depicted
as dull by contrast. Students wrote in their questionnaires, for instance, that 'I have more
fun here than at home'; ' I enjoy myself more than at home'; ' I like studying and getting
ahead ... and also to take my mind off home for a while'; 'it interests me and I need it a
lot'. Over 70% of students surveyed even claimed to enjoy homework because of its
learning and entertainment value, claiming to spend between half an hour and two hours
on homework each evening. Homework was described as 'a lot of fun'; and students
claimed that they liked La Colina precisely because teachers set a lot of homework.

Students' conceiving of their studies as a form of entertainment is perhaps not all that
surprising compared to the other options most students would face and the work they
would have to engage in if they were not attending school. To better-off students in
Mexico or elsewhere, whose out-of-school time is often devoted to leisure activities of
their choice or non-compulsory work to earn money for their own purposes, school may
come to appear boring and pointless. Conversely, to young, low-income Mexican
students, school can seem a pleasant alternative to domestic chores carried out under the
watchful eye of parents, or a low-paid and repetitive factory or other manual job where

26 Martin (1994: 7) also notes that for boys nearing 'the age when family responsibilities have to be
assumed', schooling can be sacrificed to pressure to earn a living.
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much or all of the proceeds are surrendered to their families.27 As Dey si told me, she

preferred to be in school than 'just hanging around at home doing housework'.

In this connection, it is significant that it seemed to be the better-off students - notably
Manuel and Pedro - who were not so enthusiastic about the school. These two were
among the most affluent students at La Colina, Manuel probably the wealthiest of all of
them. They both lived in Madero in nice houses - Manuel's father owned a taxi company
and his mother was a housewife; and Pedro's worked for PEMEX, the Mexican state oil
company, and his mother ran a grocery shop attached to their home. Both had been
expelled from private schools, which explained their presence at La Colina. Manuel told
me that he 'didn't like almost anything at all about La Colina' because he compared it
constantly with the better-equipped private school he had attended before, where the
other students were 'more his type'. Even there, however, although not a bad performer
academically, he had been notorious for his bad behaviour and involvement with drugs
and street gangs in the area.28 Pedro claimed to 'more or less' like being at La Colina, but
disliked the fact that teachers were 'a bit strict', as he put it. He was a poor student
academically, and another notorious troublemaker, so much so that he was threatened
with having his Certificate of Good Conduct withheld at the end of the year. Although
both Manuel and Pedro claimed that they wanted to study further - Manuel wanted to be
a lawyer and Pedro to work with computers - they did not seem to see their time in
school as entertainment in the same way as many of the other students. Their lives
outside the school seemed to occupy most of their interest: Pedro had his own motorbike
and therefore enjoyed a great deal of freedom outside school hours; and Manuel spent
much of his time hanging out with friends around Madero or in the expensive shopping
malls in the west of the city. 'They never stop me from going out', he told me 'and I can
have a few drinks if I like, that doesn't matter to them, the only thing they mind is if I
smoke'. Neither Pedro nor Manuel relied on the school for providing entertainment or a
respite from home. Their parents' economic security perhaps also meant that they did not
see schooling with the same urgency as their poorer peers, who did not have their
parents' resources to fall back on.

Of the students who wrote in my survey that they carried out paid work (around a third), most reported
that they either gave up all or part of their earnings to their parents; or used the money to purchase
necesidades (essentials) such as food or clothing for themselves or their families. The lack of leisure time
among poorer compared to richer children is illustrated in Hundeide's (1988) comparative study of the
lifeworlds of slum children in a South-East Asian capital and Oslo middle-class children. The slum children
had little time to themselves, and felt a great sense of responsibility to 'help' their mothers at home. Work
for the slum children was a 'natural obligation', whereas school was a 'privilege'.
28 Manuel happened to have been expelled from the nearby private school where I also carried out some
research, and there I had the opportunity to talk to some of his former teachers, who confirmed that he was
very 'conflictive ... hanging around with the trouble-makers, disobedient...'.

276



Conversely, the poorer La Colina students, who had less freedom, also placed great
importance on the social opportunities which schooling opened up for them. Many
students were strictly controlled at home, hence the school provided a welcome escape
from parental vigilance. There are very real reasons why adults become particularly
watchful of their children, particularly their daughters, when they reach adolescence. The
onset of puberty brings with it the very real danger of teenage pregnancy and the prospect
of becoming a fracasada (failure), causing girls to be usually subject to greater
surveillance at home than boys.29 Luz told me how strictly her father monitored her
movements:

I feel pressured at home - my father is really tough on me. If I hang out with
my friends on the street, he's watching me all the time. He pokes his head
out to see who I'm with just in case I'm with a boy, and if I am he makes
me come inside. 'Luz, get inside, get in here', that's how he gets me back in
the house. It's very hard - sometimes I see my boyfriend when he meets me
from school, but if my father catches us, he has to disappear quickly!

Some parents' reluctance to send their daughters to school is partly due to fear that they
will have too much contact with boys there. Bianca told me how her father disliked the
idea of her attending school because of this: he was 'jealous' (celoso). Elena also told me
how she was strictly controlled at home by her mother and her aunts:

My grandmother gets annoyed when my friends come to visit me, she gets
really annoyed, really bad if I invite a girlfriend over for a chat ... My
aunties ... think they've got the right to tell me off, shout at me, say all kind
of things ... we spent months without speaking to each other, I had problems
with my family because some boys went to my house and I went outside for
a while to talk to them, and she was the one who got angry. It only
happened once, I went outside for a little while to chat with them and my
aunt told me I'd been out there too long, and this and that, she made my
Mum believe I'd been out there for ages and I got into a lot of trouble, and
my Mum got annoyed and told me to get inside in front of the boys, she told
me off and everything, I felt really bad, you know?

As LeVine points out, nowadays the seclusion of girls is increasingly difficult to enforce

29 See also LeVine (1993); and Melhuus (1992: 211), who describe the use of the term fracas ada to denote
a woman who has a child out of wedlock. The term is pejorative, since the girl concerned is seen as having
'failed' through her own fault since she consented to sexual activity outside wedlock (see also Melhuus
1990a: 13).
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in practice (see also Levinson 1993: 122), and the school has played a large part in this
change. It is an arena where students can get to know - and compete with - the opposite
sex on 'neutral' ground. In this respect the school - just like the church still does in many
rural Mexican villages - functions as a legitimate meeting-place for young people of both
sexes - a space and an opportunity which they clearly relish. As a result, nowadays young
people mix far more with the opposite sex than before, when many girls married without
really knowing their partners at all (LeVine 1993). Students told me of their noviazgos

(romances) with companeros at school, which added excitement to their daily routine;
others, how the only opportunity they had to meet boyfriends was on the way to and from
school.

Many students also said that what they liked about school was the chance to meet their
friends and the companionship {convivencia) they found there. Contact with friends can
also provide a much-needed outlet for students, as one girl told me, claiming she went to
school to see her friends and find someone to talk to: 'apart from what we learn, we get to
know people and we make friends with most of the others at the secondary, and well, it
helps you to get things off your chest'. Students facing difficulties at home came to see
the school as somewhere they could get away from it all. For instance, Patricia wrote that
she liked the secondary school 'maybe because I forget about my problems for a while'.
Ana pointed out that at school 'I can forget about home'; Elia that 'it takes my mind off
my problems'; Nidia that she wanted to get married as fast as possible 'because I want to
leave home because of the way they treat me'. Similarly, during an informal group
interview in the school playground, students told me:

Bianca: At home I've got a lot of problems, and here there are fewer and
there's a lot of companionship: you can share your opinions with the
others and they give you theirs, but at home I don't feel good

Luz: I feel a lot happier here because at home my parents are always
arguing, and so are my brothers and sisters and it's better here because we
can get things off our chests a bit and forget about the problems at home

Students' perceptions of the school thus appear to be largely shaped by their experiences
outside it, e.g. their home situations, including the degree of control they were subject to
there and whether they had anyone 'to talk to'. In part, also, their perceptions were
coloured by their awareness of the alternatives: the options they would surely face if they
didn't go to school, which did not seem very rosy. They were, of course, also influenced
by their day-to-day experiences in school, especially their relationships with teachers, and
they way their lessons were taught, as I shall discuss later in the chapter. First, however, I
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shall take a look at the determined efforts many students often made to stay in school
despite many difficulties.

'Me puse tercet ' :the will to study against the odds

Given students' circumstances, I found their perseverence with their studies remarkable.
They often made considerable efforts to complete their studies, often returning after long,
involuntary absences caused by one or another family contingency. They were intent
upon keeping up their schooling, despite quite severe setbacks of one sort or another, or
opposition from one or both parents. This suggested to me that their will to attend school
was certainly strong, even though they were sometimes unable to carry it through into
practice. For instance, several informed me that they had returned to school after taking
time out due to economic difficulties, to help out at home after the birth of a new baby
brother or sister, or after a prolonged illness. I have quoted what students wrote in their
questionnaires about this at length because their remarks reveal that despite serious
setbacks they had persisted in returning to school nonetheless:

Girl: (I left school) to take care of my little sister, I looked after her for a
year; (I went back to school) to continue my studies and learn new things.

Girl: (I left school) because my Mum had a baby on the 15th of October and
I had to look after her.

Boy: (I left school) because we couldn't afford it; (I went back) to finish
secondary so that I could get a job.
Girl: (I left school) because I had an operation and I went back at the end of

the year, but they sent me homework all the time via a friend (I went back)
because I got better.
Girl: (I left school) because we didn't have any money but I managed (I

went back) because we got some money and I could go back.
Boy: (I left school) because my Mum got pregnant and took me out of
school and I lost a year (I went back) because I want to finish secondary.
Boy: (I left school) because of an accident (I went back) to study and learn
the things I'd missed.
Girl: (I left school) because in the village it's very difficult to study (I went
back) because my sisters moved to the city because it was easier here and
they brought me with them.
Girl: (I left school) because I had social problems and I didn't want to carry
on (I went back) because I didn't want to stagnate for such a silly reason.
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Many appeared only to have returned because they themselves had made the effort and
had wanted to continue studying - often with little or no encouragement from their
parents - remaining in school solely due to their own tenacity. As I indicated in Chapter
Four, many parents took a laisser faire approach to their children's schooling, leaving it
up to them to see that they attended. In cases where students had been absent from school
for lengthy periods due to illness or circumstances at home, I came across no instances
where parents had urged their children to return to school once the cause of the absence
had disappeared; rather, the students themselves had taken the initiative to return.

Similarly, when it came to the day-to-day grind of getting themselves to school in the
mornings, many students' remarks imply that they were largely responsible themselves
for ensuring that they went to school at all. Students responded in the questionnaire30 that
they sometimes missed school because they simply didn't feel like going, or because they
had overslept31 or had to carry out some domestic duty: 'because it got late; because
sometimes I don't want to go or I get up late; because I didn't feel like it; because I had to
take care of the other kids at home'. One girl had apparently dropped out temporarily just
because her mother 'couldn't find' the necessary pre-school papers {no encontraba unos

papeles del kinder). All this suggests that there was scant parental pressure on students to
attend school - once again, it was up to them to decide to go.

Students indicated in their questionnaires that a number of their friends had dropped out
of school because their parents couldn't afford to support their schooling and/or had put
them to work;32 or because they themselves 'didn't like it'. Such remarks about drop-
outs' presumed dislike of schooling were frequently intertwined with matter-of-fact
explanations about lack of money, students reported in their questionnaire that they knew
companeros who had dropped out: 'for money reasons and because their parents didn't
want them to go any more'; 'some because they were lazy and others because of money
problems'; because 'their parents didn't have money for all the school expenses and
becuase they don't like studying'; or simply 'because their parents put them to work'.
Quita, conflating the two explanations, told me that one of her friends had dropped out
'because she didn't have any money and because she didn't want to hear her Dad
grumbling about it any more'.

30 In response to the question 'Have you ever missed school, and why?'
j I Students who do not arrive at school on time are usually sent home again.
32 Robles-Vazquez and Abler (2000) found that despite increased enrollment levels for primary and
secondary over the past 20 years, the percentage of children between the ages of 12 to 17 has also
increased, indicating that more children are combining school and work than in the past.
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What is most striking about all of this is the lack of parental pressure or even presence in
many students' accounts - unless it is to withdraw their support for their children's
schooling. It is students who take the decision either to leave school or to return at a later
date. This was also evident in my interviews with individual students, who described it as
their responsibility to prove that they really deserved to remain in school by getting good
grades.

Luz's case is illustrative in this respect. She is an example of a student who succeeded in
completing her secondary schooling due to her own tenacity despite hardship and a
difficult home situation where she received very little encouragement from either of her
parents regarding her schooling. She lived in a self-built home in the poorest part of
Zapata.33 Her father, currently employed as a builder, was sporadically unemployed, and
her mother was a housewife. Both her parents were originally from a small village in
Jalisco, and neither had completed primary school. Of her brothers and sisters, Luz is the
only one who has completed her secondary education. Her brother is a mechanic, and her
sisters worked the late shift in a candle factory at the time I met them. The family was
struggling economically, and Luz was having a hard time convincing her mother to allow
her to continue studying preparatoria - her greatest dream - because of the costs
involved. Her secondary schooling had been jeopardised seriously several times partly
because of economic difficulties and her mother's consequent inability to support her
studies or to protect her from her father's outright opposition to her studies.

Luz had been a 'star pupil' at primary school, though at the time I met her she was
described summarily as a hurra by one of her teachers, and by the others as a rather
mediochre, if not poor student. She had taken this change in her school 'status' very hard
I asked her why she thought her school performance had deteriorated so markedly from
primary to secondary school. It turned out that shortly after she had begun her first year at
La Colina, she had contracted an eye illness and was forced to take two months off for an
operation. After her illness, her mother failed to take the necessary steps to re-register
Luz in school, and her original two-month sickness turned into a six-month absence from
school. Luz told me how she eventually realised that it was up to her to take the initiative
to return to school:

My Mum didn't do a thing ... she hadn't even applied for me to go back, it's
not as though she said 'Right, now you're going back to secondary school',
no, and so eventually the penny dropped, I thought 'I'll do it on my own',
and I said 'Right, am I going back or aren't I, what am I going to do?' I

33 The only part of the colonia which was lacking basic services such as paving.
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knew that I had to study, I said to myself 'I'm going to study', but I just
couldn't find the right moment, I said to myself 'the others are all at school,
what's my mother thinking?', so I told my Mum and I got stubborner and
stubborner (mepuse ter cd): 'I am going back, I am going back'.

Eventually, due to her own insistence, she returned to school 6 months after the
beginning of the school year, by which time she had missed out on the crucial first few
months when everybody gets to know one another and learns the ropes of secondary
school - a huge change from primary school and one which many students find
traumatic.34 She became discouraged as a result, and her marks suffered. She also lacked
the uniform, books and school utensils she needed: 'I needed books, a uniform,
notebooks, I needed everything and I didn't have any of it. (I said to my Mum) "how do
you expect me to go back to school, what about all the things I need? It's not enough me
just being there'". Luz couldn't recover her former grades even though the teachers
offered her their help and urged her to improve her marks. She explains this as a result of
the time she missed in her studies, and also because she felt 'out of it' with her
classmates, who'd already got to know each other: 'I could see that they were all more
integrated with each other - they left me out... I felt very lonely'. She failed an exam for
the first time in her life, and as a result, at the beginning of her second year, her mother
refused to let her return to school, claiming that Luz didn't try hard enough: 'I failed a
subject, physics and chemistry, and I had to do an exam and I passed it, and then when I
was about to begin my second year my Mum told me "you're not going back to school...
because you didn't make enough effort'".

When I spoke to Luz's mother, she told me that although she recognised the value of
schooling, she felt that Luz should prove that she really wanted to study by getting good
grades, working to pay for her schooling, being less rebellious with her father, and being
more assiduous about her homework. In return, she would be more prepared to support
her schooling. Luz also had to contend with her father's opposition to her schooling. As
outlined in Chapter Four, Luz's mother also bore the consequences of the family quarrels
over her schooling and did not dare to oppose her father on this matter. He had objected
to Luz's return to school because of her poor grades, and had instructed her mother 'not
to send her because she didn't go to school to study, just to play'.

Luz's parents' indifference and lack of support affected her morale badly. Furthermore,
schooling was rarely encouraged or seen in a positive light by Luz's parents; rather, she
was seen as 'useless' because of it. Luz told me that her mother used the threat of

34 Something which is borne out by the statistics which show that secondary students are more likely to
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withdrawing her from school when she got annoyed with her, telling her 'you're a good-
for-nothing - now I've had enough of you, it's time you left school because I'm really
fed up with you'. Both her grades and her 'moral' compliance at home became conditions
for being allowed to remain in school.35 Luz's case illustrates how the fragile school-
student relationship can hang solely on a student's tenacity.

Elena was another striking example of a student with a very strong will to attend school
despite unusually adverse conditions and lack of support from her parents. She was a
Jehova's witness who had been expelled from several government primary and secondary
schools for failing to salute the flag during the honores a la bandera ritual on account of
her religious beliefs. Economically, her mother was struggling; the family had no home
of their own but lived with some aunts, a situation which often caused friction at home.
Her parents were divorced and she had no contact any longer with her father, who had
rejected her after he remarried and formed a new family. He had refused Elena financial
help to continue studying when it seemed as though she would not be able to continue:
'He said to me 'I don't want you to set foot in this house ever again, and I don't want you
bothering either me or my family because we are very happy together and I don't want
you coming here again'.

Her case was a hot topic of discussion in the school at the time I was there. She told me
how she had been singled out and humiliated on numerous occasions in front of the entire
school for failing to respect the national symbols; and how teachers had locked her in a
room with the national anthem playing at full blast in order to inculcate her with the
appropriate nationalist values. Her La Colina file contained several letters from the
school authorities to her parents urging them to obey the school regulations in this
respect. She was also punished in various ways, such as consistently being given lower
grades than she had earned and being singled out in front of the whole school.
Eventually, her mother called on the Human Rights Commission (Derechos Humanos) to
intervene, and Elena was allowed to remain at La Colina.

I found Elena remarkable, because of her tenacity in insisting on remaining in school
despite lack of parental support and harsh treatment by several different school
authorities. She was caught between the school and her parents in several ways: because
of economic pressures and because the school's secular ethos was at loggerheads with the
dictates of her religion, and still she persisted in studying and completed her secondary
schooling.

drop out in their first year (Blasco 1998: 203).
35 Levinson (1993: 366) also notes how girls 'were far more likely than boys to have family support for
further studies depend strongly on good grades and discipline'.
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Other students also described to me how they went to school despite opposition or
indifference to their schooling from one or both parents. Edgar was a student from one of
the poorest parts of Zapata. His father had not completed primary school, but worked as
an electrician and his mother was a housewife, but had some secondary schooling. Edgar
had a poor academic record and a reputation among the teachers for being a trouble-
maker, having even been threatened with a Carta de Mala Conducta (Certificate of Bad
Conduct).36 He told me how he had begun to work in the tianguis (street market) in the
evenings so that he didn't have to ask his father for money for his schooling any more:

Because I work and that, I hardly ever have to ask my Dad for money or

anything ... before I did, I used to say to him 'go on, lend me some money

for this and that', but I don't any more ... the thing is that if I asked my Dad

for, I don't know, some money for my homework or something, he wouldn't

give it to me.

Not only was Edgar's father completely uninvolved with his schooling, he also disliked
being pestered about it: 'when I'm doing homework, I ask my father [for help] and he
says 'I don't know anything, ask your mother', so I ask my mother and she just says 'Be
careful, don't ask me when your Dad's around', because my father doesn't [like it]'.

Edgar's dream was to become a food chemist, since he had a cousin who earned a good
living that way. To do this he would have had to apply to the local CBTI, a post-
secondary technical college. Although Edgar's mother had encouraged him in his plans to
enter CBTI, his father had known nothing about his plans. And in any case, neither parent
was sufficiently aware of the application requirements or insistent enough to supervise
his application. Edgar told me: 'My Mum does support me, she says 'yes, you go ahead
and apply', but my Dad, most of the time I don't even tell him what I want to do'. His
father's disinterest, coupled with his mother's inability to help him since she was not
herself familiar with the world of further education, meant that here once again, Edgar's
future depended entirely on whether he took an initiative himself. 'I can superarme by
myself, as he wrote in his questionnaire.37 Yet when it came to it, he just 'didn't apply or
anything'. I asked him why not and he told me: T don't know ... I'd like to try and do it
maybe next year, and I say to my Mum "Yeah, next year I'll apply", but that's what
everyone says and then they don't carry on studying. I'll do my best'. The inertia evident

36 A Carta de Mala Conducta spells the end of a student's chances of further study, since a Carta de Buena
Conducta (Certificate of Good Conduct) is a prerequisite for acceptance at any higher education institution.
37 In answer to the question of whether he would have dropped out of school beforehand if he had not been
obliged to attend.
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in Edgar's account is another illustration of how support is often missing at crucial
moments in a student's school career. It cannot be assumed that this support is offered at
home; and the school, for the reasons discussed in Chapter Five, often cannot follow its
students closely enough to make sure they receive it.

Girls encountered particularly rigid opposition to their schooling from their fathers,38

some of whom could not see the point of sending a girl to school since she would only
end up getting married and doing housework afterwards. Other research also suggests
that schooling is sometimes regarded as a wasted investment for girls because it is
thought that they will not use it in their lives; or that if they do, any benefits it may bring
will pass automatically to their husband's family (Martin 1996a; Levinson 1993: 122). In
poor households, education is a drain on precious household resources, and spending on
something which will not bring any obvious, immediate or future returns is unlikely to be
prioritised. As Patricia explained: 'Fathers sometimes say to their daughters: "Why do
you want to study if you're only going to get married anyway and you're going to spend
your time washing clothes and doing housework?'" Other girls also complained to me
that their parents called them huevona (lazy cow) whenever they saw them with a
Schoolbook, and ordered them to do something else, like help around the house. Bianca
explained that she sometimes felt 'very pressured' by her Dad. When doing her
homework, for instance, her father would make her get up and do something else, causing
her to feel 'very stressed' (muy presionadd). He would deliberately try to prevent her
from attending to her schoolwork:

My father, if I say 'I'm going to study', he starts to say 'Why bother
studying, you're never going to do anything anyway!', he always tries to
discourage me ... For example, if I'm doing my homework, he makes me do
something else even if he can see that I'm busy - he forces me to get up and
I feel very stressed ...

Overall, parents' lack of engagement with their schooling gnawed at students and
discouraged them. Luz told me of her disappointment with her mother's apathetic attitude
to her schooling compared with that of other friends' mothers whom, she felt, took a
much livelier interest:

I go to my friend's house every day, and her mother asks her how her day
went, and says to her ' So how are you going to do it then, can I help you
with anything?'. But when I get home and call out 'I'm back' sometimes

38 Levinson (1993: 122) also notes that it is generally fathers who seem to object to girls' schooling, while
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my mum doesn't even answer me, and she's never asked 'Have you done
your homework' or anything - well, sometimes she does, but only when
she's annoyed ... Only once she said to me 'you can study, make a bit
more effort' ... but it's very rare that she says that. She's never said to me
'Let's have a look at your exercise books' or 'how's your best friend and
your other mates?'

Luz's, Bianca's, Elena's and Edgar's experiences show how students' school attendance
can rest on a student's sheer tenacity and willingness to insist in the face of economic
difficulty, lack of school equipment, and often one or both parents' ill-concealed
indifference or opposition. Moreover, as I indicated in Chapter Four, parents' tolerance of
their children's school attendance often appears to rest on their bringing home good
marks. Students are therefore doubly pressured: first, they must convince their parents to
let them attend school in the first place; then, they must earn the right to continue
attending by gaining good grades - something which, as Perrennoud (1990: 61) indicates,
is clearly not possible for all. School attendance is not a sine qua non - it depends on
good grades and facilitating circumstances at home. A parent's opposition or a student's
bad grades may be enough to cut the thread which attendance hangs upon. As one girl
wrote in her questionnaire, concisely linking these two preconditions, her friend had
dropped out 'because her mother had a really bad temper (es muy enojona) and because
she was a real burr a". The exception to this at La Colina was, once again, the better-off
students, e.g. Manuel and Pedro, who despite being expelled from their respective
schools for bad behaviour, and despite their low grades, had never been at risk of being
pulled out of school by their parents (in fact, both their parents had pleaded with the
headmistress at La Colina to take them in, as no other schools would accept them).

In general, students also appeared to be rather alone when it came to their difficulties.
Few appeared to enjoy close relationships with their parents - particularly not their
fathers. They could seldom confide in them. Edgar told me that his father treated him
harshly and was unaffectionate towards him:

he's always telling me off for the smallest thing ... he's weird with me at
times, I don't know, I need some affection but ... (and when I started to
work in the marketplace) I noticed that he acted funny towards me, and I
even asked him 'why are you so weird with me' (and he answered) 'you
know why? Because you're a moron',39 he says loads of things like that ...

mothers, on the contrary, 'pushed hard' for it.
39 The word 'buey' literally means a castrated bull, but in Mexican Spanish it a common slang insult used
mostly among men to denote a man whose wife is sleeping with another man. I have noticed that in Mexico
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telling me off.

Similarly, Pedro complained bitterly that his father treated him roughly, frequently

hitting him and his brothers: 'My father is like a general ... he's really stroppy, if you

don't do this or that he hits you or does something to you, every day he's like that...'.

Other students refrained from confiding in their parents because they did not want to
burden them, and were remarkably responsible and 'adult-like' when it came to dealing
with their problems. German told me how he felt his parents had problems enough of
their own without hearing about his own difficulties. He 'found support in his
schoolfriends' if he had a problem:

My parents ... have got enough on their plate without having me tell them all
my stuff too ... parents, you know, they've got all the stress of always
having to think 'what if the money runs out' or other family problems' ... so
sometimes I really need someone to talk to ...

The above discussion illustrates how students' school attendance is often jeopardised
because of lack of support or difficult circumstances at home, and how it typically ends
up being their responsibility to ensure that they attend. In such a context, their experience
of the school and teachers can be the factor which decides whether they remain in school
or drop out. So what do students seek in the school? I shall attempt to shed some light
upon this question in the following sections.

6.2. El maestro nos comprende': Teachers as second parents?

I found that affectivity played a very important role in students' decisions concerning
schooling. Students placed great importance on teachers' affective manner towards them.
They responded better to teachers who took an interest in them as people, and treated
them as feeling, complete human beings, not just as 'learning receptacles' to be filled
with information as fast as possible.40 In the questionnaire, around a quarter of students

City the word buey is much more commonly and jocularly used than in Guadalajara, where it is considered
a grave offence which can easily lead to blows.
40 As in Freire's 'banking concept' of education (1994: 72). Freire coins this concept to criticise the unequal
power relations between educator and educated, where the students' knowledge is devalued, but the
concept also permits a powerful critique of the narrow focus on 'information transfer' to the exclusion of
other aspects of the student which may affect his or her capacity to learn. In this sense, I find his advocation
of companerismo between teachers and taught, and the need to 'convivir, simpatizar ... comunicarse''
(Freire 1994: 78) entirely apt.
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indicated that the thing they liked best about school was the teachers, praising those that
were comprensivos (understanding), suaves or buena onda (relaxed, nice, a good laugh),
and those who established la comunicaciôn entre maestros y alumnos (the
communication between teachers and students). Over three quarters of all students wrote
in the questionnaire that they liked a particular teacher and his/her class best because s/he
talked or listened to them (platica con nosotros, nos escucha); offered them moral
support (nos apoya); was understanding (es comprensivo, me endende); acted as a friend
towards them (se porta como amigo); or simply that there was good communication
between them (hay buena comunicaciôn). One boy told me that he liked attending La
Colina 'because there are very understanding teachers and they never treat the students
badly ... they help the students a lot'.

Students especially valued teachers who mixed professional competence with a caring
and more personalised approach to them. They particularly enjoyed classes where the
teachers came well prepared, explained things clearly and were engaged with the
students, attempting to make the classes enjoyable and interesting as well as useful,
facilitating learning. In the questionnaire, a third of students reported that they liked their
favourite teacher best because s/he explained the lessons well, or that they learned a lot in
his or her class. Around a tenth asserted that their favourite teacher made lessons 'fun' or
interesting.41

Students also tended to get the best grades in subjects where they liked the teacher best.
In the questionnaire, I asked students to indicate which subject they got the best marks in;
and later on, they were asked to write who was their favourite teacher. Just over half
reported that they got the best grades in classes given by their favourite teacher. Students
seemed to perform far better with and respond more positively to teachers who made an
effort to talk to and understand them, and who personalised their lessons.

Such contact is especially needed in a context where, as described above, many students

41 Examples of responses include: 'the teacher prepares his class well and gives very good classes because
the students are allowed to express themselves more freely ... they know how to prepare their classes
properly and get all the students to participate; they get us to do practical work and the teacher is nice
{buena onda); He explains his class very well and he's nice; She's the one who's most patient with us and
explains things best - she gives interesting classes; he makes jokes all the time while he's giving the class -
his class is a lot of fun but we don't just spend the time having a laugh either; He gives very good classes
and makes them fun; I like the way he gives his classes because I don't get bored; They've got a class that's
a bit different and interesting; They're good teachers, I understand their classes, they're responsible,
understanding, I have good communication with them; He makes the class less boring and is more patient
with us; He knows how to give his classes, and he has his own special way of explaining things, he's buena
onda; I understand his class very well, also because he treats us all very well; Because he explains the
classes well to us and he talks to you at the same time; He chats and laughs with us and I like how he
explains things'.
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face rather tense or difficult home situations. Many students complained to me that they
couldn't pay attention in class because they were worried about things at home. Students
told me that they went to school looking for understanding and support both from
teachers and from fellow students to help them cope with their worries. The school social
worker explained to me that students had a great need for affection (carinö) because they
did not receive much at home. Students with problems often went to visit her claiming
illness, but really hoping to be made a fuss of (apapachados):

Sometimes they want some attention: for instance, a little while ago, a girl
told me she wasn't feeling very well, she felt weak, so I said 'here, have this
medicine, this sweet, it tastes great' - sometimes all it takes is for someone
to make a fuss of them, sometimes their parents - and especially parents
from this environment - who had a very harsh upbringing ... so those are the
problems we face most often, that they lack affection - so when they find
someone who comes and smiles at them, they feel happy.

Students appeared to hope that teachers would act almost as substitute parents: 'in the
teacher we find the love and tenderness that we don't find in our homes'.42 They seemed
to be seeking an affective parental substitute - or at least a complementary parental
figure. Perhaps because students hope that the school will provide an alternative to home
in a number of ways, it seems that their commitment to the school can be jeopardised if
they do not find the understanding they are looking for there, as I explain in the following
section.

'Leave your problems at home! ': excluding affectivity in the name of 'efficiency'

'Leave your problems at home!' was an expression I frequently heard teachers use during
my stay at La Colina. Students told me that teachers used it as a common reprimand if
they couldn't concentrate in class, or if they pleaded family troubles as an excuse for not
doing homework. Luz complained: 'With the teachers, it's "Leave your problems at
home, concentrate on your lessons" ... They don't really listen to what I'm telling them'.
Many teachers expected the students to give their undivided attention to their
schoolwork. They seldom had the time or the energy to provide students with the more
personalised treatment or attention they sought. I found it intriguing that these young
people, who often had very difficult home backgrounds, were expected to just dump their
troubles like so much luggage at the school gate, and cross the threshold with fresh, blank

42 Excerpt from speech by pupils from a neighbouring secondary school to La Colina at an inter-school

289



minds, ready and eager to be filled with facts. Yet that was what many teachers expected

of them.

The effect of all this on students was that they experienced the relationship with teachers
as disappointingly impersonal, and on the whole it failed to provide them with the support
they sought.43 German told me:

I think that in general there's a need for a more personal treatment by
teachers. As it is, they just walk into the classroom, give you instructions
and this and that, when really they should by like student's second parents
... because you spend half your life in school and you always need some
teachers to give you more support...

Likewise, Luz had tried to confide in a couple of the teachers, but had been waived aside
and told to concentrate on her studies: 'I saw that Susana took very little interest in me ...
and Beatriz, she'd just say "you, my girl, have to pass the subject, and that's it"". Luz
felt that the teachers didn't 'really listen' when she approached them about a problem:
'One day I was crying because my Dad hit my Mum, I couldn't help it and just burst out
crying and I didn't want to tell anyone - they (the teachers) hear me but they don't really
listen'. She found it impossible to concentrate on her schoolwork properly while
worrying about the problems at home, where she was also expected to put aside her
worries and focus on her studies:

It's impossible because I've got a lot of problems at home and that's what
I'm telling you, they tell me off, and I'm very sensitive and I get upset really
easily and it's impossible for me to forget the problems at home ... like the
other day I said to my Mum: 'How do you expect me to get a 'ten' with my
head full of problems?' I said 'I can't grasp the things I don't know like
that' ... pure problems ...

Although some recognised the pressures on teachers - as German told me, 'it's to do with
their type of life which is very hectic, they have to do 'x' number of things' - students
resented teachers who didn't take the time to talk to them, didn't 'respect' them, or whom
they saw as treating them unfairly. They were highly sensitive to and hurt by what they

public speaking competition.
43 I should say here that this is not always the case, and I do not wish to do an injustice to the many
dedicated, hard-working and very caring teachers I was privileged to meet. However, the institutional
pressures and teacher performance evaluations which I described in Chapter Five inevitably ate away at
them.
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saw as inconsiderate treatment by teachers, those who 'didn't respect the students'. For
instance, one boy complained that 'A few of the teachers talk to you but the others don't
care ... I've seen teachers who don't respect the students'; another that 'the teacher
doesn't understand us and doesn't pay us any attention ... there are lots of injustices'.
Other students suggested that teachers' attitudes were enough to alienate them from
schooling altogether. Some wrote in their questionnaires and told me that they knew of
companeros who had dropped out because of quarrels with a teacher (por problemas con

un maestro); being told off (reganado); or simply because of 'lack of affection' (falta de

carino). One girl remarked that she had actually stopped going to classes because she felt
that the teachers were indifferent to her: 'In the school where I was before the teachers
didn't pay us any attention, so we didn't listen to them either, I didn't leave that school
but I just never went to classes and that affected me very badly, I failed my second year'.
Similarly, Bianca told me how in her second year at secondary school she had stopped
going to one class because she felt the teacher had mistreated her:

When I began my second year I had a teacher, my God, a real dragon!
Always having a go at us. She whacked me because I had a classmate called
Susana who was terrible, I never used to talk in class but she was 'yap yap
yap' all the time, and suddenly the teacher came up behind me and slap! she
whacked me on my back. I just cried for the rest of the class and after that I
was scared to go back after that, I never went to her classes any more, never

Treatment meted out by a teacher which is perceived as harsh or unfair may suffice to
push a student over the brink towards definitive drop-out, especially if s/he is having a
tough time staying in school in the first place because of parental opposition or financial
difficulty. One girl remarked that she had simply stopped going to classes because she
felt that the teachers were indifferent to her: 'In the school where I was before the
teachers didn't pay us any attention, so we didn't listen to them either, I didn't leave that
school but I just never went to classes and that affected me very badly, I failed my second
year'.

As I explained in the previous chapter, most teachers knew that students sought some
kind of emotional support in the school. But, as I explained in Chapter Five, they simply
could not carry this out in practice due to their own heavy workloads and the demands of
trying to stay afloat in the midst of busy personal and professional lives. Teachers must
get through as much of the curriculum as possible. They cannot afford to give time and
attention to non-academic matters, and the intrusion of personal problems or non-
academic activities is seen as undermining the pressing tasks at hand (see also Schmelkes
1992: 127-8). Teachers urge students to 'leave their problems at home' in the hope that
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this will clear their mental deck, enabling them to learn more efficiently.

Teachers' primary role as the monitors of students' academic performance can also
hinder their understanding of students' personal situations. They may feel obliged to be
'tough' on students whose academic performance is slacking. When I asked Salvador
what he knew about Luz, he told me how he felt this 'teacher role' - coupled with the
sheer number of students he attended to - prevented him from getting to know her better:
'To be honest, I was a bit strict with her because she wasn't doing her schoolwork, and
by doing that I couldn't really get to know much about her life, her family environment: I
repeat, unfortunately I can't get to know 756 students'. Similarly, Susana told me how
her workload had prevented her from paying more attention to Luz, and in general made
her unable to devote more time to personal aspects of her students' lives: 'If we'd taken
her (Luz) under our wing a bit more, perhaps we would have been able to do more for
her. But the truth is that with so many students, we don't allow ourselves to devote the
time we'd like to to them. We need time to devote ourselves to them more'.

By dint of their own roles and work pressures and their exclusively school-based contact
with them, teachers are forced to only relate to students in an academic capacity. They
lack the time, the resources and the energy to engage in greater personal contact with
them, even though they recognise that this is needed. The organisation of teaching at
secondary school does not foment close relations between students and teachers either. At
primary school, students have just one teacher for all subjects studied. Teachers and
pupils thus get to know each other better and this usually means that they have a closer
relationship. Conversely, at secondary level, students can have as many as eight different
teachers each day, all with different teaching methods and rhythms. Classes last fifty
minutes, and very little working time is actually left for teaching, let alone personal
contact with students, by the time the class is settled, as the teachers often complain.
Students described how apprehensive they had been about starting secondary school
while they were still at primary school: 'the exams are really hard', 'there are so many
subjects', 'it's much stricter', and 'it's more serious, you have to be really responsible'.
Bianca told me that adapting to this new, more distant, relationship was hard for her as a
first-year secondary student. I asked her how she had seen the secondary school while she
was still at primary:

Uuuuu, well the only image we all had here was that we were going to
change teachers, we'd have different teachers, yes, we all thought that
would be difficult, we used to say 'Ay, a different teacher every hour!',
here at primary school we only have one and sometimes we can't even
cope with that... and there we'll have a different one every hour! I mean,
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we did have the idea that we'd be learning more but we always used to say
'Oh why do we have to have so many teachers? We won't cope'. And I
even swore that I wouldn't be able to put up with so many teachers ...

The difficulties of the primary-secondary transition are borne out by statistics showing
that drop-out rates are highest in the first, then the second year of secondary school
(Rockwell 1990: 50; Blasco 1998: 203). Leaving the cosier environment of the primary
school can be a shock for students, and those who depend most on a close relationship
with the teacher are most vulnerable. In other contexts, switching from primary to
secondary is a non-controversial fact of life which rarely has far-reaching repercussions.
But in a context where even the smallest malaise or problem can suffice to trigger a drop-
out, it can be a very fragile phase.

However, just as a tenuous or bad relationship with a teacher can prejudice students'
perceptions of the school, teachers can also exert a tremendously positive influence.
Some students told me of teachers who had made an indelible mark on their lives and
inspired them to persist with their studies (see also LeVine 1993).44 I also found that
teachers often unofficially footed the bill for poorer students' books, utensils or uniform
at critical moments - if they were aware that a student was experiencing difficulties. The
story of Daniel and the help he received from Jorge (recounted in the previous chapter),
is but one example. Susana, for instance, told me how she had paid for Luz's books and
uniform after Luz's return to school after her long absence. Her parents couldn't afford to
pay for her secondary school textbooks, so she borrowed books or teachers bought them
for her for the first and second years. In her third year, her working brothers and sisters
had bought them for her.

Other students told me of times when teachers had played an important symbolic role in
their personal lives. Fabiola, one of the most successful girls both academically and
socially at La Colina, explained to me how she had been 'taken in' at the age of four by a
sympathetic teacher during her parents' difficult separation: 'I had teachers at school who
must have felt sorry for me or something and took me to live with them for some time,
around 4 years'. Another teacher at primary school had also had a major influence on
Fabiola's life and view of schooling. She said of her: 'she helped me a lot while I was at
primary school ... rather than a teacher-student relationship we were like friends ... she
would give me advice'. Teachers had helped Fabiola out at difficult moments in her life,

44 The transcendence which a relationship with a teacher can have in a child's life shines through in
LeVine's (1993: 50) description of her work with her Los Robles informants: 'A handful who recalled
doing very well in class admitted that no praise they had received since sounded as sweet as their teachers',
and they deeply regretted not having had the chance to study longer'.
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extending their care far beyond their role as teachers to 'helping and supporting' the
students. In fact, they had acted almost as substitute parental figures for her. Fabiola's
positive attitude towards schooling was clearly coloured by this.

As Luz's and Fabiola's cases show, such teacher interventions can be pivotal in securing
a student's school attendance at critical moments in his or her career. But they depend on
teachers having at least an inkling of what is going on in students' homes, something
which is seldom possible owing to the overcrowded classes they teach and the time
pressures upon them. Inevitably, teachers' stressed work situation and the number of
students they must attend to greatly curtails their knowledge about students' home lives.
My conversations with teachers and the student profile tapes I collected revealed that
only in exceptional cases did teachers have more than a very superficial knowledge of
students' circumstances outside the school. About Luz, several teachers told me that they
only knew that she had problems at home, nothing more detailed, since they had had little
or no communication with her: 'I didn't really know what it was all about; I never really
had any communication with her, I mean ... I wasn't really aware of any problems in her
family'. But what knowledge teachers did have was at any rate greater by the students'
third year, when I carried out the interviews, than it would have been had they been, say,
first or second year students who did not have such a long history in the school, but who
are statistically more likely to drop out.

It was evident from students' responses that some teachers did manage to achieve closer
contact with their students despite the many constraints hindering this. However, such
contact is not facilitated by the institutional pressures teachers work under, and when it
occurs, it is fortuitous rather than planned, and just a drop in the ocean. Teachers'
knowledge of and interest in individual students also seemed to depend on whether or not
they were successful. A student who stands out academically or through participation in
school events and competitions, is more likely to be noticed and have an interest taken in
her by a teacher than one who is mediochre and does not draw attention to herself. It was
clear from the profile tapes that teachers knew next to nothing about poor or mediochre
students - they were far more anonymous than their brighter peers. Luz, for instance, felt
that since she began secondary school less than spectacularly, she had become 'invisible'
- the teachers no longer paid her any attention, and she was disappointed by their
disinterest in her. German, on the contrary, feels overwhelmed by the teachers' interest in
him but resents the fact that this interest is focused on his academic success and does not
reflect interest in him 'as a person':

I think that they see me as a 'thing', not a person any more ... a thing is
something you just push around however you like, and a person has feelings
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... if my grades fall, the teachers put pressure on me ... they don't say 'come
here, I'll explain it to you', they say 'you've got to pull up your grades
somehow, but it's up to you to find out how'.

Students are clearly sensitive to being 'thing-ified', as German expresses it. He objects to
the fact that what he sees as his own, very personal achievement, is appropriated by the
teachers for their purposes, i.e. confirming their own institutional performance. He is
converted into a 'number', and once again, the rationale of efficiency depersonalises the
teacher-student relationship.

In sum, then: when relations with teachers are good, they are a source of encouragement
and a strong positive force in a child's schooling. When they are bad, they may lead to
drop-out, causing apathy, fear or dislike of school.45 The student-teacher relationship is
further depersonalised by institutionalised school practices, such as strict discipline,
which can alienate the students when insensitively applied, as I shall discuss below.

Discipline:despotic or desired?

As described in Chapter Five, teachers use discipline as a means of facilitating their own

tasks and furthering fast, 'efficient' learning, and also as a means of subduing what they
see as the potentially 'dangerous' phase of adolescence. Whereas prior ethnographic
research in Guadalajara has highlighted the lack of discipline in Mexican public primary
school classrooms, speculating that this is due to teachers' reluctance to participate in
child socialisation - traditionally and still considered the province of the family and
Church (Martin 1994: 170; De la Pena 1981: 90), I found, conversely, that at La Colina
the order of the day was rather rigid, and sometimes gratuitously harsh disciplinary
measures, or at least the attempt to enforce them. Levinson (1993: 284-6) also notes that
the secundaria he studied, students frequently complained about 'despotic' (déspota)

behaviour by teachers. La Colina students found this type of discipline alienating. They
were not averse to discipline per se, but appeared to crave a 'reasoned' discipline where
teachers were strict with them, but did not treat them harshly or unfairly. Students
invoked their rights as a way of differentiating between acceptable and unacceptable
disciplinary practices: 'We like discipline, but up to a point, they shouldn't take away our

45 I heard of instances in La Colina and from other schools where students had dropped out because of
quarrels with teachers or 'victimisation'. In one account by a rural primary school teacher, a child dropped
out after a teacher took his belt to him (Martin Ortiz Gonzalez, personal communication). Naik (1982), in
her work on primary education in India, has also noted that children dropped out due to bad experiences
with teachers.
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rights ... like going to the toilet... they don't let us ... one thing is when we don't do what
we're told and another is that they aren't fair towards us, they should tell us off when
they have to but not just for the sake of it'.46 In other words, students sought in the school
a different type of treatment than most of them received at home: consistency and respect
for their rights.

Popular teachers combined firm discipline and a demanding manner with fairness,
sympathy and respect for students. Such teachers are well liked and do not have serious
problems keeping their classes under control. La Colina's English teacher, Saul, was
much appreciated because of his more understanding manner with the students: 'we all
enjoy Saul's class because he's always respected us and he's never rude or disrespectful
towards us, and he can keep discipline ... when he hasn't got much to do he lets us talk
quietly, but it isn't chaos'. Students also responded well to teachers who showed some
understanding of their economic hardship and didn't fuss too much about details. Once
again, they praised Saül for not sanctioning them when they failed to bring the required
items to school, appreciating the way he saw beyond the purely academic transaction and
personalised the teacher-student relationship a little: 'When he asks us to bring something
and he sees that we can't because maybe we can't afford it, he doesn't hassle us, he'll say
"if you can bring it fine, and if not, then get together with someone else'".

Students disliked teachers who couldn't control them, however. One girl told me how she
disliked one teacher's class because it was so unruly: 'it's the class where we behave the
worst'. They also objected to teachers who acted 'despotically' towards them. When they
felt that a teacher didn't respect them, they did not show respect either. In a group
interview, students told me how they disliked a certain teacher who regularly lost her
temper and lashed out at the class but could not control them: 'She gets annoyed and
starts going 'children this and that' but instead of shutting up they just do it louder
because who likes being shouted at? ... If they want us to respect them they have to earn
our respect'. Students objected to and despised teachers who were inconsistent in their
application of the rules and who did not stick to their guns. In the teacher grading
exercise, teachers were criticised for not 'keeping their word' or their promises,
undermining students' trust in them. They liked consistency, firmness and fairness.

Students also bitterly resented disciplinary procedures which they regarded as petty, or
unreasonable such as stringent rules regarding uniform and appearance. La Colina
teachers told me that the school had introduced an informal policy of being lenient with

46 In this connection, Levinson (1993: 285), Mexican 'kids' today are more 'awake', aware of their rights
and determined to defend them.
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students who turned up with bits of their uniforms missing or the wrong colour,47 but this
was very much up to the discretion of the individual teacher. In fact, when I checked the
files I found that students were frequently reprimanded or sent home on this pretext: and
many students had indeed been issued with a reporte as punishment for not wearing the
correct uniform {uniforme incompleto). They criticised teachers who let them get away
with serious infringements of the school's regulations, but who clamped down on what
they saw as insignificant 'trivialities', like wearing a cap or not sitting right.

As I described in Chapter Five, the school's discipline contrasted dramatically with their
immediate setting, where many of their non-schooled peers had turned to vicio: taking
drugs and/or hanging out with local youth gangs (pandillas). Amidst this scenario, the
school seemed to represent an oasis of decency in the colonia. For instance, Fabiola
described herself as someone who 'likes studying more than hanging around on the street
or at discos'. For her, the school, with all its rules and restrictions, was the antithesis to
'the street' {la calle), which has negative moral connotations in Mexico, particularly for
women (see e.g. Varley 1997; Melhuus 1992: 79; Alonso 1995: 86). The school is seen as
responsible for instilling 'good habits' - learning to cumplir - and inculcating the all-
important principle ofrespeto (respect) (see also Martin 1994: 6). As one girl put it: 'I go
to school because there we learn go respect those younger and older than us, dress
normally and not go out too late'. Another student said: 'if you study you don't pick up
bad habits, and you're taught to respect others and not take things that belong to others'.

Thus, although they resented 'despotic' discipline and the rigid implementation of school
rules, La Colina students identified themselves rather proudly as 'different' from the
other kids in the neighbourhood. In this sense, their uniforms served as an immediate
marker of their difference in the colonia: teachers told me, for instance, that a child
wearing a uniform around Villa or Zapata would be unlikely to be dismissed as a good-
for-nothing {vago). In his study, Levinson (1993: 265) documents how a 'schooled
identity' was constructed among Mexican secundaria students in opposition to their non-
schooled age-mates. He describes their attempts to:

contrast themselves with students who had dropped out of school to work,
'loaf around' {entregarse al vicio) or marry ... students missed few
opportunities to denigrate dropouts or the unschooled. They dispensed such

47 The SEP's 'Internal Work Rules for Secondary Schools' (Reglamento Interior de Trabajo de las
Escuelas de Segunda Ensehanzd) state that it is compulsory for students to: 'Equip themselves, before the
beginning of term, with their gym equipment, work clothes or uniform stipulated by the school, as well as
the books, equipment and materials indicated as essential. Students who do not comply with this will not be
allowed to attend classes, and after eight days their enrollment will be annulled'.
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moral judgement in an effort to convince themselves of their own propriety,

and thus buttressed the foundations of a schooled identity.

Although La Colina students certainly perceived themselves as different, unlike Levinson
I did not encounter any attempts to denigrate the non-schooled in the colonia. I think that
this was because at the same time as they saw themselves as 'schooled', students' self-
perception was also very marked by their awareness of their poverty (see Chapter Five).48

I found them reluctant to criticise other young people for not being as fortunate as
themselves in being able to attend school: they took a 'there but for the grace of God go
I' attitude to their non-schooled peers. As I discussed in the dichotomies operating in the
school hinged more upon rich-poor, where rich was spoiled and arrogant, and poor was
jodido but noble and brave.

By their final year of secondary schooling, however, students appear to have internalised
the compulsion to behave in a disciplined fashion. Cumpliendo by behaving well and
doing the tasks they are asked to do appears to be as much a way of 'succeeding' in
school as it is a path to learning. In fact, some students said that an important incentive
for doing schoolwork was the opportunity to show that they were cumplidos and to learn
buenos håbitos . Some even saw this kind of discipline as essential training for further
studies in the future: 'Discipline is useful because if we go on to prepa we'll already be
disciplined, and we'll do our homework just like at secondary school', as one student put
it.

The pressure to cumplir also applies to other spheres of students' lives, however.
Cumpliendo at school can mean something very different from at home, where
expectations of young people are often at odds with the demands made on them by the
school, as I explain below.

Duty versus autonomy, childhood or adulthood: The Catch 22 of secondary schooling

It is quite possible for a culture to exist without a social idea of children. Unlike infancy,
childhood is a social artifact, not a biological category. Our genes contain no clear
instructions about who is and who is not a child, and the laws of survival do not require that
a distinction be made between the world of an adult and the world of a child.49

As indicated in Chapter Four, parents continually remind their children of their duty to
'repay' them for having given them schooling, and ensure that they are well aware of the

Which was not as marked in the area Levinson studied. He notes that students at the secundaria he
studied mostly 'considered themselves "middle class" (1993: 88).
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costs which schooling implies for them. These reminders do not fall upon deaf ears, but
are taken to heart by many students, who often expressed anxiety to me about this. This
anxiety seemed to be channeled into a commitment to use their hard-won education to
better equip them to fulfil their family and social obligations. 'I want to help my family,
and studying is a goal I have to achieve in order to help myself and my folks', as Amalia
put it. Or as Elena said, 'I have to study so that I can be someone, I want to help my
whole family ... I'll study as hard as I can so that I can thank my parents and pay them
back for everything they've done for me'.

Rather than just a route to securing their own individual wellbeing and autonomy, then,
many students expressed their desire for schooling in terms of a stepping-stone which
would better equip them to fulfil their obligations towards others. They claimed it was
their duty to use their schooling as a means of helping out their families in the future
when they could then 'get a job and help out with the household expenses', according to
Roberto. By making themselves someone, they implied, they would be better positioned
to fulfil their filial obligations. German, combining these two ideas, claimed: 'I make an
effort (in school) for myself and for my parents'. Some students also felt that studying
would enable them to be better parents to their own children in the future. Through
schooling, they claimed, they would be better able to educate their children, help them
with their studies, to 'get ahead'. They described it as a means of enhancing their ability
to comply with their social obligations both towards the older and the younger
generation, whilst at the same time achieving a degree of self-fulfillment. With schooling,
as Pati said, 'you'll get the career you wanted in life and with it you'll be able to help
your parents and in the future, your children'.

Yet, as I pointed out above, in the immediate present schooling can be perceived as a
potential threat to these same social obligations, when students see themselves turning
into a drain on resources which they know their parents can ill afford to do without. The
promise of better opportunities and an improved capacity to cumplir in the future may not
be strong enough to resist the daily attrition which schooling implies for many families.
Moreover, cumpliendo in the immediate present as a good son or daughter was all too
often diametrically opposed to cumpliendo as a good pupil and not letting down their
teachers. Pleasing one often unavoidably meant inconveniencing or angering the other.
Almost all the students I interviewed in depth, and many of those I spoke to more
casually had experienced some type of dilemma where they were torn in some way
between their desire to study and their sense of duty towards their families.

49 Postman (1994: xi).
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At a concrete level, the most obvious example of this type of dilemma had to do with
schoolwork, which often interfered with tasks which both male and female students were
expected to carry out at home, like caring for younger siblings, or household chores.50

Marina told me that she sometimes didn't do her homework because 'I have to do other
tasks and sometimes there isn't time'; and Susi's homework suffered because she had to
'help with whatever I can'. Parents may complain that their children are 'lazy' when they
do their homework instead of helping out with something practical, as Luz told me, '(my
mother) sees me with a book and says "Lazy cow, get up and do this or that'". Bianca
also told me how her father tried every trick in the book to prevent her from doing
schoolwork at home:

If I say 'I'm going to study', my father starts to say 'Why bother studying,
you're never going to get anywhere anyway!', he always tried to discourage
me ... for example, if I'm doing my homework, he makes me do something
else even if he can see that I'm busy - he forces me to get up and I feel very
stressed ... if I'm doing some homework he'll say 'go and get me a glass of
water' when he could easily do it himself. And I'll say 'But I'm doing my
homework' and he insists 'Get up' and sometimes he pulls me up and I feel
so worried about my work that I think I won't be able to cope. And
sometimes that's what happens, when he hassles me a lot I throw down my
books and walk out.

Both Luz and Bianca had learned to conceal their 'school' selves when they were in the
presence of a disapproving parent.

Other, subtler tensions caused by home-school contradictions are revealed in a story told
to me by Eleonora, concerning how she had been picked to participate in an inter-school
dance competition, but needed to buy a special costume in order to take part. She was
anxious not to let her teachers down, since the school considered it an honour to be
picked for such an event. Yet at the same time she was worried about asking her parents
for the money to buy the costume, since she knew that they couldn't afford it. Deep
down, she suspected that her parents would far rather she keep a low profile at school and
avoid such extra costs. In this way, her school success was tinged with guilt, yet she
would have felt frustration and disappointment if she had forsaken the chance to dance,
something she dearly wanted to do. It was impossible for her to maintain a positive

50 In his study of masculinities in Mexico City, Guttman (1996: 149-167) notes that men are increasingly
participating in domestic chores, indicating some 'transformations in gender roles in the realm of
housework'(1996: 155).
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identity both at home and at school, since the demands of one inevitably undermined the
other.

Similarly, Luz told me how happy she had been at primary school where she had been the
darling of the teachers, getting the highest grades and being continually in the school
escolta51: 'I felt great ... it's like they think you've got a great future ... being in the
escolta is an honour ... people talk about you all the time, you feel great, the best'. Her
school success mattered enormously to her. Yet being in the escolta also meant having a
newish-looking neat, presentable uniform and a special pair of shoes. Because of this,
Luz had avoided telling her mother that she had been selected for the escolta, since she
felt guilty about the extra costs which her school success would generate at home.
Eventually, her mother discovered that she was an escolta member and helped her buy
the necessary clothing. The crucial point is, however, that Luz could not enjoy her
success fully because she knew that it would further burden her hard-pressed parents.
Once again, pleasure at school success was eroded by guilt.

Pressure from teachers to bring the equipment needed to participate in such events also
creates tension for students, who know their parents cannot afford it. Elena described to
me how annoyed her Art teacher was with her when she couldn't afford the dance
costume required to participate in an inter-school competition, failing her in the subject
for having let down her dancing partner:

I can't even take part in the dancing because I haven't got enough money for
the clothes, and so I let down the guy (her partner) and he felt awful because
he was ready and I couldn't go ... and the teacher got annoyed with me, she
failed me and all because she said I'd stood him up, but I just couldn't take
part.

Such divided loyalties, where the school was seen as being 'in opposition' to the home,
occurred even in cases where both parents in principle encouraged schooling. German
had also experienced guilt in relation to his family because of the costs incurred as a
result of his school success. A highly talented pupil, Antonio was continually called upon
to participate in inter-school competitions, which sometimes required some kind of
special costume or equipment. He described what he called their 'sacrifice' to me:

They've done everything possible for me, sometimes they don't eat so they
can buy me what I need. You know that the school asks us to buy lots of

51 The escolta is a group of students who carry the flag at the morning assembly. It is composed of the
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things, and there are days when the money is running out and I get home
and say 'I need to buy this or that' and they never grumble, they just give
me the money and I buy it, I mean, I've never wanted for anything because
of them.

Moreover, although Antonio's parents supported his schooling and urged him to excel, he
nonetheless felt guilty about the extra-curricular school activities he engaged in which
prevented him from spending more time with his rather elderly parents. Even for this
very able student whose parents exhorted him to study, the school was still a source of
guilt, something which somehow detracted from his relationship with his parents: 'My
family relations have suffered because I spend so much time at school... I'd like to spend
more time with them (my parents) but I don't want to miss classes either'.

Students' dreams and plans for the future were also heavily influenced by pragmatism
and a sense of owing their families assistance. When I met them, the students were at a
crossroads: they were in their final year of secondary school and many were trying to
decide whether to get work or try and pursue some kind of further education. Fabiola,
whose grades were excellent and who would have had no trouble entering prepa,

dreamed of studying medicine. But she also told me that she wanted to find 'an easy
method to stop her mother from working' and was concerned that studying medicine
would be lengthy, expensive and difficult. She might get half-way through and then drop
out - a waste of time and money for all concerned. She had therefore decided to sacrifice
her dream of becoming a doctor and study a shorter course in nursing instead - a decision
her mother also applauded. Her career ambitions were curtailed by pragmatism - she
would study, but not so much that she risked jeopardising her mother's wellbeing: 'I feel
sad when I see my Mum, she works evenings - she's getting on, she's 53 and she's still
working. That's why I'd like to study a short course like nursing, because I like that and
that way she wouldn't have to work any more'. Fabiola's choice was also influenced by
the family precedent of her elder brother. Although he had been a successful businessman
and had made a lot of money, eventually marrying a professional woman, Fabiola was
extremely critical of the way he had behaved after his social ascent, particularly his
marriage. His studies and subsequent career and marriage had effectively catapulted him
into a different 'class' from his family, but according to Fabiola, instead of using his
new-found success to help his family, he had begun to look down upon them instead:

My brother, thank God, has money but he's sometimes humiliated my
Mum ... he's talked to us and told us that it was his wife's influence that

students with the highest grades in each class, and it is considered an honour to be selected for it.
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made him change, because she used to tell him that we were uncultured
(incultos), we didn't have any education ... that's how she always
described us ... now he dressed like a sophisicated person, she's taught him
how to mix with high-class people.

Fabiola took pains to differentiate herself from her brother, pointing out that she would
try never to let success go to her head, never 'humiliating' others, but 'seeing everyone
equally'. The spectre of her 'undutiful' brother seemed to function as a 'brake' on her
ambitions: a warning that success can lead to the betrayal of family loyalties and
obligations.52 Bianca also told me how she wanted to study, but also to help her mother
at home. In turn, her mother encouraged her to study in order that she would be in better
position to help out at home in the future: 'The one who encourages me (to study) is my
Mum, she says 'it's OK, and anyway then you can get a job and earn your money and
then you 11 be the one who can help out' ... and it's true ... So that's what I want to do,
finish my degree and then ... be with my Mum and help her in every way I can'.

Rather than the rebellion against their families often thought to characterise adolescence,
then, many students had a very strong sense of duty to cumplir vis à vis their families,
both in the present and in the future. Students may see schooling as a threat to this
commitment - hence the guilt many students expressed with regard to schooling,
described above. I suggest that the dilemmas which students experience as they navigate
between the home and the school derive in part from the fact that expectations of what
they should be differ considerably in these two often-conflicting spheres. At school,
students are usually described by teachers as adolescents, but to all intents and purposes
treated as children in the sense that they were still very much subject to adult authority,
and enjoyed very little autonomy.53

At home, however, students were regarded more or less as adults, with obligations to
contribute to their families' wellbeing and to shoulder responsibilities from a very early
age (see also LeVine 1993). Around a third of students carried out paid work which they
claimed sometimes prevented them from doing their schoolwork.54 Nearly all students,

52 The distancing effect which schooling can have has also been documented in an African context: Brock-
Utne (2000: 134) observes that the African elites have been through such a long process of schooling in the
West that they have begun to look down upon their own culture.
53 Although, as will be discussed later, teachers also often expected students to be mature beyond their
years when it came to concentrating on their studies despite their problems.
54 Paid work has been shown to undermine children's school progress in several countries, including the
following: Brazil (Levison in Ennew 1995: 82), India (Ghosh 1983-5 in Ennew 1995:85) and Peru (Alarcon
Glasmovitch 1991 in Ennew 1995: 80). The Mexican NGO, 'Social Watch: Mexico', reports that three out
of four children who work drop out of primary school, since they work 46 6o 48 hours per week; and that
those who still attend school work between 24 and 35 hours per week
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both boys and girls, helped out with domestic tasks, and just under half assisted with
childcare of younger siblings. The notion of youth as a carefree period devoid of adult
responsibilities was uncommon among parents. Young people were considered adult in
the sense that they were expected to meet their obligations and take responsibility for
themselves, irrespective of their difficulties. For instance, parents expected their children
to get on with their schoolwork independently, with little help or encouragement from
them (see also Martin 1990a: 120).55 Luz felt that her mother expected her to just keep
concentrating on her schoolwork, and did not make any attempt to understand how hard it
was for her to cope with the problems at home and study at the same time. During a visit
to her house, Luz protested when her mother criticised her for not studying hard enough.
She attributed her distraction to their family troubles:

Luz: The problems at home really affect me. You say I should go to school
and study, but you don't know - the whole time I'm thinking of all the
problems here at home, with my Dad, and everything he says to me and all
that, so I get very distracted at school.

Luz's mother. Well, I don't think you should let yourself get distracted like
that because you go to school to study and you should forget about us
while you're there. You should be worrying about your studies, that's

what you should be worrying about, I don't understand why the rest
bothers you so much - after all, you know what your father is like.
Luz: (ironically) Oh yes, that's right, you can concentrate on one thing at a
time, can't you? Go on then if you can, concentrate on the housework and
nothing else -1 bet you can't, you can't help thinking about all the other
stuff.

Luz resents her mother's expectation the she should put aside her worries, retorting that
not even her mother, an adult, would be able to do this. Her mother explained to me that
it was Luz's duty to make allowances for her father's recalcitrant attitude to her schooling
precisely because she was educated and should know better. She told me: 'she (Luz)
should look at things differently: her father never went to school, but she did, so she has
to understand him'. Instead of the parent making allowances for the child, the roles are
reversed. Luz's mother expects her to be mature and cope in a responsible, independent
manner whatever the circumstances precisely because she has been to school. She should
therefore be able to behave in a more acquiescent fashion towards her father, thereby
'earning' the right to go to school: 'it's not the same when you don't have any education,

(http://www.socwatch.org.uy/1996/mexico.html).
55 As indicated in Chapter Four, this may well be partly because in practice they are unable to help them
since their own level of schooling was normally substantially lower.
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(her father) yells at her and says loads of things, he goes way too far, and she says that

bothers her, but ... she should also calm down a bit (i.e. not provoke him) because then

we wouldn't have so many problems'.

In this way, the responsibility both for attending school and for placating her recalcitrant
father falls to Luz. Schooled young people, by very virtue of their schooling, are assumed
to be able to cope alone. Schooling is seen by parents as conferring independence,
maturity and adulthood by the family, although in the school's eyes, students remain
children. At the same time, a parallel discourse casts students as 'irresponsible' and
therefore childlike, when they devote attention to their schooling, since they are already
at an age when it is considered their duty to contribute in very concrete and immediate
terms to the family economy. It is a common assumption that the prolongation of
compulsory schooling extends the perceived period of 'childhood' among a given
population (see e.g. Valentine et al, 1998: 4).56 My findings suggest that, in fact, youth is
a protean category, changing form and content according to who does the perceiving.
These perceptions do not necessarily evolve in a linear fashion among all sectors of a
society simultaneously, just as 'modernisation' does not reach all sectors concomitantly
or in the same way. Students are clearly differently perceived at home and at school. It
does not automatically follow that just because they are in school their parents will regard
them as 'children' and tolerate their unproductiveness as a result. Martin (1994: 9) points
out that for girls, at least, the 15th birthday celebreation, or quinceanera, is the 'cut-off
point' after which girls are considered women; and many of the third-year La Colina girls
celebrated their quinceaheras while I was there: although still children in the school's
eyes, they were to all intents and purposes women in the eyes of their parents. Parents
may well privately consider their offspring 'too old' to be wasting their time in school -
but at the same time they know that they are obliged by law to send them. The 'residue'
of these dilemmas is parents' ambivalence towards schooling which translates into the
laisser faire attitude I described in Chapter Four, where students are left to decide
whether or not they attend school. One might then speculate that from the family's point
of view, young people pass from puberty to adulthood, but not necessarily via
'adolescence' in the social sense it is understood in e.g. the US and Europe.

Three points are salient here. First, as formal schooling increasingly becomes a
prerequisite for inclusion, participation and employment in Mexican society - a rite of
passage to adulthood and citizenship - it is plausible that especially unschooled parents

Indeed, the very emergence of the 'modern family' has been attributed to this. In his work on the
evolution of the concept of childhood in England, for instance, Postman (1994: 44), drawing on Aries,
indicates that: 'as the form of childhood took shape, the form of the modern family also took shape. The
essential event in creating the modern family ... was the invention and then extension of formal schooling'.

305



may even expect more 'mature' behaviour from their schooled children because they are
schooled. It may therefore seem quite unnecessary to them to put pressure on their
children to attend school. Second, parents' own biographical experiences as adolescents
who did not go to school but who assumed adult responsibilities at an early age seem to
colour their expectations of their own children, so that they privately expect them to take
on similar responsibilities at a similar age. As I indicated in Chapter Four, parents
frequently observed rather tetchily that their own children 'had it easy' compared to them
and evoked their own childhood experiences when talking about their children's
upbringing and schooling. Similarly, as I describe earlier in this chapter, some students
reported that they were reprimanded for being 'lazy' when doing school work at home,
since this was not regarded as 'proper' work - just messing about and distracting them
from really helping out. Third, parents' immediate material need for extra contributions
to the household economy may mean that they cannot afford to regard children as
unproductive dependents for as long as the school expects. In this way, there is a
disjuncture between the way in which students are perceived when they are at school -
not yet adult - and when they are at home - already adults, but adults incongruously still
engaged in the childlike pursuit of schooling.

I suggest that these conflicting expectations of children at home and at school may help
to explain children's guilt about their schooling. As De Vos (1995: 129) says, I think very
appositely, of the young in Latin America: 'even as they have to look ahead, young adults
come from families that had to survive the past. In the end, they have the job of juggling
the demands of a natal family with those of the future'. I believe that this may explain
why young people often drop out of school on pretexts which appear very flimsy but
which in fact belie an underlying fatigue both on their part (and that of their parents).
Faced with the daily attrition caused by poverty coupled with little direct encouragement
at home and a sense of guilt at the burden they represent for their parents, leaving school
can easily appear the most obvious immediate solution. Ultimately, as Bauman (1991:
75) indicates57 'the burden to resolve ambivalence falls ... on the person cast in the
ambivalent condition'.

In his discussion of 'strangerhood' in modern society.
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Concluding remarks

For students, negotiating between the demands of home and school, especially when
these demands are contradictory, can be fraught with anxiety and ambivalence. They can
well end up feeling that they cannot win either way. Students typically saw the school as
in opposition to the home, not complementary to it. They feared that their studies would
cause them to 'be a burden' at home, and thus provoke their parents' disapproval. Many
displayed a powerful, almost guilty sense of filial duty and indebtedness to their parents
for having 'given' them education and felt that they should 'pay them back'
(corresponder). They appeared torn between the desire to help out their families as soon
as possible - an ambition which a long period of schooling could undermine; and the
desire to equip themselves with an education which would enable them to better assist
their families in the future. Immediate pressures and constraints were, thus, weighed
against the perceived future benefits of education. Although schooling was assumed to
enhance their capacity to cumplir vis à vis their families later on in life, it was regarded
as a rather risky gamble and one with heavy immediate costs.

At the same time, however, as I have discussed above, students enjoyed their teachers'
praise and wanted desperately to excel and cumplir at school too. Schooling appeared to
them to offer a route to independence, superaciôn and 'normality' in a context where
poverty - students' situation of origin - is constructed as deviance and backwardness.
Although, of course, in reality 'normality' for the majority of Mexicans is poverty to one
degree or another,58 it is the idea of normality and propriety promoted by the State that
abnormalises the living conditions ofthat majority and their consequences, which often
include the inability to devote time and resources to schooling. Students saw schooling as
a means to independence in various senses. A school certificate represented a
transferrable good which frees its bearer from relations of dependency on single
employers; educational qualifications are universally recognised anywhere and provide a
passport to earning an independent living. This theme of independence via schooling also
emerged in connection with gender relations. As I point out earlier in this chapter, girls
still saw schooling to some extent as a kind of 'fallback' measure in case their husbands

58 Statistics concerning poverty in Mexico can be rather misleading. In August 2000, a Mexican
government communique estimated the percentage of families living in poverty at 38%, and quoted
ECLAC figures placing the number of people living in extreme poverty at 13% (Communique of the
M e x i c a n P r e s i d e n c y , 19 A u g u s t 2 0 0 0 a t
http://www.presidencia.gob.mx/pages/vocero/boletines/com2364.html). However, other reports estimate
that two thirds of the Mexican population are 'poor' today - more than before the 1994 peso crisis (Wall
Street Journal Friday 22 September 2000). Similarly, the NGO 'Social Watch: Mexico' estimates that 76%
of all Mexicans (or 69 million out of a total of 90 million) live below the poverty level, i.e. a daily income
of two times the minimum wate; and over 45% (40 million people) live in absolute poverty, and lack the
means to meet their basic needs (http://www.socwatch.org.uy/1996/mexico.html).
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'turned out badly', and not necessarily as a route to financial independence in terms of a
career. However, having educational qualifications gave them the option of quitting an
unsatisfactory marriage were this to be necessary. Schooling gave them an escape route,
an alternative to financial dependence on a man; it gave them a 'place' on their own
terms - if they should need it. In this sense, one might see schooling as offering a route to
equality for girls in their capacity as Mexican citizens (Levinson 1993: 348) - at least in
principle. Discrimination they may face on the labour market, where qualifications are
not necessarily always the deciding factor in hiring practices is, of course, another matter
(see Mantilla 1999).

The school was also attractive to many students because it offered them a degree of
freedom from collective obligations in the immediate present and, perhaps also, in the
future. Far from rejecting the discipline of the school, students sought it out, precisely
because at its best, it represented an alternative and more pleasant type of disciplining
than they were accustomed to at home. Rockwell (1994: 203) has pointed out in her study
of peasants and schooling in Tlaxcala how at school, 'children encountered new forms of
social control but also found respite from the discipline of the field or factory, where they
worked as apprentices to their fathers or relatives. In the classroom they encountered a
different sort of discipline, which, though rigorous, was often collectively negotiable'. In
this way, La Colina students were liberated at least partially from what would otherwise
be their duty to contribute to the household chores and economy in some way, and buckle
down to their parents' authority full-time.

With unemployment high (Pacheco and Parker 2000) and precious few opportunities for
the non-schooled, the seemingly overly-dramatic dichotomy students draw between being
'someone' in life if one is schooled, and being 'no one' if one isn't becomes a reality. In
their world, the schooled and the non-schooled really are two opposite poles with very
little inbetween, with secondary being the absolute minimum nowadays to avoid
exclusion. As an ILO study recently noted (Gordon 1997: 6), the proliferation of youth
gangs in the big Mexican cities is 'a response to a situation of increasing social
polarisation and dualisation' characterised by the spatial fragmentation of urban life, with
gang sub-cultures proliferating on the urban periphery. In this context, as Palafox et al.
(1994: 296) put it: 'opportunities for mobility are popularly believed to have devolved
exclusively on the education system'. It is not altogether surprising, then, that students
living on that periphery see the school as their way up and out of it all.

In this way, my findings do not support the notion that teenagers reject school in part
because they resent being deprived of time which they would otherwise spend doing
more exciting things, or that they resent the discipline of the school. This type of
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reasoning rests on the assumption that youth is affluent, both in terms of time and money,
and that young people enjoy greater freedom outside school than inside it. As I suggested
in Chapter One, however, this idea of youth as a time free of responsibilities is both a
class- and a culture-bound notion.60 The notion of 'youth-as-fun' and childhood as an
ever-prolonged 'time of innocence and freedom from the responsibilities of adulthood'
(Valentine et al. 1998: 3) transfers uneasily to poorer sectors in Mexico, such as La
Colina students and their families, who simply cannot afford it.

As is evident from the examples of Manuel and Pedro mentioned in this Chapter, among
youth from the wealthier classes there is no question of not attending school. Most will
study at least preparatoria, usually at a private school. They will not be obliged to work
because of economic necessity - although they may well do so if their parents nurture
particular political convictions or are especially keen to inculcate them with a sense of
responsibility.62 At weekends, the glittering shopping malls in Guadalajara are packed
with what we in northern Europe would instantly recognise as adolescents busily engaged
in 'youth culture': teenagers with leisure time, spending money and a large degree of
autonomy. They are highly spatially mobile, often with their own cars or motorbikes, and
subject to much less parental vigilance than their not so well-off peers. Their lives are
worlds away from those of most La Colina students, who enjoyed neither much free time,
money nor autonomy, and who had far fewer opportunities to stray far from their homes.
They did not have the space, time or freedom to create a robust youth culture in the sense
of a world apart from either adulthood or childhood. Although they expressed resentment
at their parents' strict vigilance of them, most La Colina students ultimately seemed to
end up doing more or less what their parents told them to. In fact, it seemed to me that
some La Colina students' determination to attend school against their parents' will was
the most clearly-articulated form of 'rebellion' which they permitted themselves.

59 In contrast to the parallel (and older) notion of 'youth as trouble' which has characterised studies and
perceptions of youth for over 150 years (Valentine etal. 1998: 4).
60 In a s imilar vein, as I pointed out earlier in the chapter , it is only weal th ie r m e n in M e x i c o w h o can fully
live up to the provider role and maintain 'propriety' through not allowing their wives to work. The
'benchmark', or 'agenda' norms concerning what is 'proper' for women and children, thus appear to be
fixed by the economically powerful.
61 This frustration is apparently not confined to Mexico, either. Scheper-Hughes (1987 in Ennew 1995:7),
researching child abuse in the US, suggests that young people's declining productivity at ever-higher ages
in post-industrial societies has led to children being considered an economic liability and burden by their
parents, sometimes with grave consequences: 'The dominant media images of children in the United States
as dependent, frivolous, and voracious consumers may contribute both to parental pride in their children
and their material possessions as a new form of conspicuous consumption, but may also contribute to
parental rage and resentment of their 'worthless', ' lazy' , and 'greedy' children. This, in turn, may be
expressed in the current 'epidemic' of child abuse in North America'.
62 Like the 17-year old daughter of a friend in Guadalajara, a left-wing academic, who urged her to take a
weekend job as a 'formative experience, to learn to be responsible'.
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By saying all this, I don't mean to suggest that the poorer young people at La Colina
never had fun, lived puritanical lives isolated from other young people and abstaining
from all types of conspicuous consumerism. As I indicated in Chapter Four, students paid
a lot of attention to style and to their appearance within the economic limitations they
faced, and in that sense they were not so very different from their more affluent peers.
But a distinct 'youth culture' based on leisure and purchasing power did not really have
the space, time or economic capacity to develop in a context where 'the street' was not
considered a very safe place to be; and where the students were expected either to carry
out paid or domestic work alongside their studies. They enjoyed little independence at
home.63

In fact, the school was La Colina students' main point of contact and site of comparison
with other young people, and it was also there that they encountered most vividly the
'modern' idea of youth as 'adolescence' characterised by a distinct 'culture' through, as I
describe in Chapter Five, teachers' discourse and the subject Orientaciôn Educativa,

among other things. The secondary school has increasingly been a key element in
precipitating the use of the term 'adolescence'64 among poorer youth in Mexico, although
I contend that the way the concept is perceived and enacted by these sectors differs
considerably from the way in which it is typically understood. In fact, the presence of La
Colina in the area triggered the emergence of a schooled youth culture very different in
character from the bold, anti-authoritarian counter-school cultures so vividly described in
other, more affluent contexts. The key schism was between schooled and non-schooled;

between decent uniformed youth and unschooled viciosos (good-for-nothings, literally
'vice-ridden'), not among conflicting school-attending subcultures.65 In fact, as I have
reiterated throughout, I found little evidence of any strong counter-school culture at La
Colina (see also Martin 1990a: 117 for similar findings), except among better-off
students such as Manuel and Pedro, who were only at La Colina because they had been
expelled from private secundarias, and who were infamous as troublemakers. For many
La Colina students, extra-curricular school activities such as dancing or singing practice
seemed to constitute their main leisure pastime. The school offered students a degree of
independence from their parents. It provided them with a legitimate space where they
were out of their parents' reach and permitted to mix with other youngsters. Indeed,
schooling seemed to became the focus of an inter-generational culture clash between

63 Martin (1990a: 126) observed a similar lack of independence among young people in a Guadalajara
suburb. He attributes this to the imperative for them to subordinate their needs to 'the demands the
household may make of them'.
64 Levinson (1999: 152) notes in this connection that 'families with children in secundaria were far more
likely to refer to them as adolescentes ... than were families with youth out of school...'.

E.g. Willis' 'lads' and 'ear'oles'; or 'New Wave Girl:
represent the antithesis of mainstream adolescent femininity.

E.g. Willis' 'lads' and 'ear'oles'; or 'New Wave Girls', as Blackman (1998) describes them, who
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students and their parents, rather than a site of class conflict expressed as a rift in values
and understanding between working-class students (thought to share the same values as
their families) and the school.

By prolonging the period of compulsory schooling, the secondary school in Mexico has
arguably played a key role in producing adolescents very much according to the
'Western' model: as still unformed, questioning, 'who-am-I?' beings reaching for
maturity and trying to find themselves, with conflicts and personal dilemmas to resolve:
in short, embryonic individuals. This understanding of adolescence among students from
poorer sectors is, I suggest, a recent occurrence. It is clear from parents' remarks in
Chapter Four, that they had never themselves lived the kind of adolescence or its
accompanying dilemmas that their children were 'going through'. Their physiological
puberty had not been accompanied by any experience of adolescence as a school-bound
'moratorium' (Maier 1996: 69) where choices had to be made about the future, an ante-
chamber of adulthood without most of its attendant privileges and responsibilities: work,
marriage, active contribution to a family economy, etc.66

Today's Mexican secondary students are continually confronted with their 'adolescence'
at school, framed in terms of 'a more liberal modernist emphasis on an adolescent's
development toward autonomy, individual rights, and freedom of choice in pursuing
career issues' (Levinson 1999: 157). For instance, the curriculum aims for Orientation

Educativa state that the subject is intended to enable students to take control of key areas
of their lives: their sexuality, their health and personal hygiene, their future career.
Students are encouraged to see themselves as individuals with specific characteristics
which must guide their life choices, for instance, concerning their future career. These
life choices are not presented as bound or constrained in any way by family obligations,
but by a duty to themselves and to society in the abstract. The careers guidance section of
La Colina's Orientation textbook was full of questionnaires about students' personal
qualities, likes and dislikes, designed to promote a suitable choice of career for the
particular student in question. They are encouraged to define their 'own criteria' and
'take mature decisions about essential aspects of their development' (SEP 1993b: 187).
Emotional maturity is defined in La Colina's Orientation textbook in terms of individual
autonomy and agency, a state which is reached once:

66 Margaret Mead's study, Coming of Age in Samoa, deals with the absence of 'adolescent angst'
surrounding puberty in Samoa. One of the reasons she offers for this is the comparative absence of choice,
compared to American adolescents who are surrounded by a 'dazzling' array of choices in all areas of life.
She emphasises that the comparatively 'stormy' US 'developing children' are 'faced by a series of groups
advocating different and mutually exclusive standards' (Mead 1928: 157-167).
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an individual is capable of taking decisions, posesses the ability to solve
problems and has learned to control his emotions ... Independence means
being able to think, decide and act by oneself, which is one of the most
important achievements of maturity ... Maturity implies both economic
and emotional independence, knowing how to take responsible decisions,
having clear, long-term goals and the means to obtain them.

Through self-examination and soul-searching, young people are encouraged to shape
their own futures. The desire for independence and the accompanying desire to throw off
the shackles of parental authority is depicted as a 'natural' part of adolescence, as the
Orientation textbook reads: 'The development of affective independence among
adolescents creates conflicts between parents and children ... a result of the inconformity
and critical spirit which begins to emerge whenever adults do something which young
people consider unfair' (Montes de Oca 1993: 80). Students are told that their 'desire for
independence and their cultural and social values may clash with their desire to please
adults (parents and teachers)' (Montes de Oca 1993: 10). Individual freedom, is described
as 'a right which human beings reach through a process of freeing themselves from
unnecessary dependencies ...' (Montes de Oca 1993: 17). All this contributes to students'
self-understanding as individuals with rights and choices. They have the right to self-
fulfillment and education, the right to work, and the right to a future better than their
parents' present.67 In this way, liberal discourses of self-development and individual
rights mesh and merge with discourses of adolescence - with a mutually-reinforcing
effect - in the school's hands.

For La Colina parents, however, the content of the term 'adolescence' appeared rather
different. In fact, I suggest that their first real frontal encounter with adolescence as
described above was, effectively, at La Colina. They seemed to understand 'adolescence'
as a phase between childhood and adulthood, but not one characterised by a well-defined,
autonomous 'youth culture' of its own. My conversations with them suggested that the
key reference points which parents used to define adolescence really were childhood and
adulthood, it was not seen as a distinct phase but as an ill-defined site inbetween these
two familiar poles, with elements of one or the other prevailing at different times
according to the strategy the parent wished to implement. For instance, students could be
berated for being 'lazy' when doing schoolwork, since that was 'childish' compared to
their domestic responsibilities; on the other hand, parents could turn around two minutes

67 The school is not the only agency disseminating these ideas. Agencies such as the DIF (Desarrollo
Integral de la Familia) and the mass media also play a part in this (Martin 1990a: 117). At international
level, conventions such as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child have put children's right to
schooling on the agenda.
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later and demand that children behave in a more adult-like manner because they went to
school and were supposedly more 'educated'. Parent-child conflicts which arose
seemmed not to be so much about an unacceptable youth culture but due to ambiguity
about what these adolescents really were - or should be. I suggest that the term
'adolescence' articulated for parents the incongruity between young people's biological

maturity, which raised certain expectations of them vis a vis household responsibilities;
and their childlike social role - they were still in school and hence still not all that
productive.

The final point I wish to retrieve from the chapter is the school's attraction for students in
terms of affectivity. Although school has rarely been described in the literature as a place
where students go seeking emotional support, my findings suggest that this was high on
the list of La Colina students' priorities. Students seemed to seek a space in the school
where they could 'get things off their chests', as they put it. They appreciated, and
performed well with, teachers who listened to them and treated them as whole people,
rather than just one-dimensional beings whose only raison d'etre was to be filled up with
knowledge as fast as possible. However, the school's 'efficiency imperative', which
translated into large classes and teacher overload, meant that in practice students had little
contact with most of the teachers, and certainly far less than they would have liked. The
application of often rather despotic disciplinary measures aimed at easing these problems
and 'resocialising' the students also helped to distance them from the school, sometimes
definitively. It could, of course, be argued that young people only crave affection because
they are told that they do not receive enough by their teachers, the media or other
'experts'.68 Affection is, arguably, not necessarily a 'natural' part of many environments.
I shall not speculate as to whether or not this is the case for La Colina students, as I think
that would be to miss the point. The fact remains that students articulate an urgent need
for 'parental' type support and affection, and that the fulfilment of this need in some way
by the school seems to be a rather significant factor in their performance.

In the following concluding chapter, I draw together the different perspectives I presented
in Chapters Four, Five and Six, the family, the school and the student, respectively.

68 Erikson (1994: 28) wryly remarks in this connection that: 'Some young people actually seem to read
what we (psychologists) write and use our terms almost colloquially ... often (they) seem to declare 'Who
says we "suffer" from an identity crisis? We are choosing it, having actively, we are playing at making it
happen'.
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Chapter Seven

Secondary schooling, students and families in Mexico

Between childhood and adulthood, then, our children go to school, and school skill
seems to many to be a world all by itself, with its own goals and limitations, its
achievements and disappointments.1

7.1. Becoming Mexicans or marginals: cultural mismatch or schooling as a route
to a better future?

Ambivalence is the term that seems to crop up again and again in the foregoing
chapters when I try to describe how students felt when making decisions about
schooling — and indeed also how their parents and teachers felt about it all. That
everybody is ambivalent seems an unforgivably weak conclusion to reach after
inflicting 300 pages on the reader. Nevertheless, in this chapter, I suggest that
ambivalence as lived by the students who shared their experiences with me, and
which characterised school-home relations more generally, was both a revealing and a
productive tension and, moreover, that it forms a useful conceptual counterpoint to the
dichotomous notions of hegemony and resistance which are increasingly being
challenged in literature on Mexican schooling (see e.g. Joseph and Nugent (eds)
1994).

As I see it, the 'windows of opportunity' for improving students' chances of staying
in school lie precisely in this ambivalence, which often seemed to result from the
tension between the desire to study and the constraints and obligations hindering this.
I suggest that the students' ambivalence may be partly traced to the historically
contradictory role of the post-Independence, and particularly the post-revolutionary
Mexican state - the 'philanthropic ogre'. At the same time as its institutions have
sought to incorporate and control, they have also offered opportunities, both real and
imagined, which have 'run counter to state power' (Giddens 1984: 315; Street 1992:
50), as the seemingly inexorable rise of political pluralism in Mexico illustrates. The
two key functions of formal schooling in Mexico illustrate this: on the one hand
schools have helped create the conditions necessary for capitalist accumulation; but in
order to legitimate this they have had to sustain a liberal, meritocratic, egalitarian,
emancipatory ideology holding out the hope of personal development (see also Apple
1995: 13). Schools have thus bridged 'the tension between the productive and the
destructive aspects of industrialisation' (Martin 1996a: 134). In Mexico, these
tensions have shaped the post-revolutionary schooling system where, as Levinson

'Erikson(1994: 123).

314



(1999: 141) remarks, 'educational developments embodied the contradictions of a
modernising capitalist state trapped by the rhetoric and commitments wrought by
revolution'. These contradictions shine out in the hiatus between popular belief in the
schooling system in Mexico as the path to superaciôn, and the vast inequality of real

educational opportunities, both described in the dissertation.

Along these lines, I have attempted to highlight both the contradictions inherent in
public schooling as an institution; and the ambivalence of popular responses to it. The
different theoretical points that I raise in the dissertation, and to which I shall return in
this Chapter, are framed by a single 'meta-perspective': that educational theories
generated out of specific cultural and temporal contexts cannot unequivocally be used
to shed light upon other, very different empirical realities. The historical origins,
development and popular understanding of public schooling in Mexico have very
particular features that can render the application of exogenously-developed theories
or concepts problematic or misleading. Although schools as institutions might look
the same from the outside, their 'content' and meaning may be very different from
one context to the next. As I point out in Chapter One, this does not mean that
theories developed elsewhere become redundant; rather, they may be fruitfully used
as a backdrop against which to plot difference.

Accordingly, in the dissertation I used Schutz's framework to question some key
theoretical assumptions about the relationship between school performance, family
and poverty that did not 'fit' in the context I studied. His contention that language,
knowledge and meaning are socially rooted (see Chapter One) helped me to explore
the particular meanings and understandings of seemingly universal concepts such as
'school', 'family', 'adolescence' among different groups and individuals in the
context studied. I found Schutz's insistence on subjective understanding crucial, given
that the dissertation is underpinned by the dual premise that a) secondary schooling is
only nominally compulsory, and b) it is the students who make many of the decisions
concerning whether or not to continue studying. Their lifeworlds, concerns,
constraints, past experiences and future aspirations thus had to be taken into account
in order to understand their educational decisions. Schutz's approach to social reality
from the perspective of the lifeworld, and his prioritisation of subjective meaning
were also helpful in understanding the relationships between the main groups of
actors in the study: teachers, students and parents; or rather, the disjunctions between
the perspectives of these three groups that impinged upon schooling. The 'multiple
actor perspective' that resulted has seldom been employed in educational research.

Following Schutz, then, I have sought to conceive of educational actors - teachers,
students and parents - as distinct entities with their own pasts, and present and future
interests and concerns, which do not necessarily converge or work together to
promote students' schooling. This led me to conclude that not only do the home and
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the school make often conflictual long- and short-term demands on students, but the
different actors within the home and at school can emit different messages. As my
data show, when 'rifts' of this kind develop, 'the learner is caught in the middle'
(Sinclair and Ghory 1987: 171). Students' lifeworlds became inherently conflictual,
producing anxiety, ambivalence or guilt, or forcing them to be one thing at home and
another at school.

This brings me to my first theoretical point: that crucially, despite their difficulties,
students displayed a remarkable determination to remain in school. As I outlined in
Chapter One, discussions of school failure often rest on the premise that students'
home 'culture' is incompatible with that of the school, causing them to adapt poorly
or reject schooling altogether. But at La Colina, the opposite seemed to occur:
students desired schooling, both for its symbolic attraction as a path to a better kind of
life in the future; and as a comparatively agreeable alternative to the other, immediate
options open to them. Their positive appraisal of school was, in part, a calculated
response to the other, bleaker options they saw before them.

This ties in with my discussion of the concept of marginality, in Chapter One. In

analysing school failure, the various manifestations of the cultural mismatch school

that arose in Britain, France and the US assume a strong working-class identification

in families that is 'automatically' inherited by the younger generations. Students seek

solace and identity in an inclusive class solidarity that also thoroughly penetrates and

shapes family relations, and provides a cosy alternative to the school. They can 'fall

back' upon a solid class culture that, although structurally disadvantaged in the

scheme of things, is nonetheless a socially 'legitimate' part of the national fabric. This

theoretical perspective, of course, has a great deal of explanatory power in the

particular contexts described,2 where discussions of school failure have naturally

centred on working-class experiences. But it does not shed light upon families'

experiences of marginality and exclusion, or the effects of the latter upon perceptions

of schooling.

Perhaps the above can be more succinctly expressed as follows: in the contexts where
mismatch theories arose, it was in all likelihood at school that students will first have
experienced exclusion and marginality. Conversely, on the Guadalajara periphery
where La Colina was located, students experienced exclusion and marginality first-
hand in their everyday lives outside the school. And it was at school that they caught

2 In fact, for me, reading Paul Willis' Learning to Labour was like returning to my own secondary
school in 1970s-80s Britain, as it so accurately described the type of dynamics at play there.
3 Whose work in psychoanalysis brought the term 'identity crisis' both into modern social science and
popular use (Erikson 1994: 10; Guttman 1996: 18). Beck 1986/1992 (in Reimer 1995: 122) also
indicates that this increasing self-reflection is a feature of rapidly-modernising societies where
'traditional ties with class and family are becoming less important and individuals must take
responsibility for their lives'.
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their first glimpse of a different kind of life - a promise of social inclusion, freedom
from hardship, and the possibility of becoming somebody - a 'legitimate' Mexican
citizen and son or daughter of the nation, instead of remaining an illegitimate,
marginal nobody.

This 'reversed perspective' casts a different light over the idea the the school

transmits a hegemonic ideology that induces students to 'internalise the legitimacy of

their exclusion' (Bourdieu and Passeron 1994: 41) to the point where they believe that

if they fail in school and in life it is down to their own deficiencies, and not the

oppressive power relations which position them unequally in the social structure.

They therefore resign themselves to their lot (as in the 'culture of poverty'

perspective), accepting that 'their place' in society is not negotiable, and rejecting the

school as a path to improving that place. According to this understanding, the

ideology of social mobility based on merit is merely the 'legitimating hypothesis'

underpinning the deceitful myth that the school is 'a liberating force' (Bourdieu and

Passeron 1994: 137 and 167) - the false 'carrot' of super-acion. I found, conversely,

that the self-same carrot drove students to study further, possibly unleashing

unintended emancipatory mechanisms in the process. As Apple (1995: 63) indicates

conceptualising schools as mere reproductive institutions may cause us to 'miss the

dynamic interplay between education and the economy and be in danger of reducing

the complexity of this relationship to a bare parody of what actually exists at the level

of practice'.

At La Colina, I found little sign of méconnaissance (Bourdieu and Passeron 1994: 5).
Students knew what the stakes were. Even final year students who had notched up
almost nine years in the schooling system did not appear by any means to have been
successfully indoctrinated with the notion that that their exclusion was 'legitimate' -
that they should 'know their place'. On the contrary, they clung onto the yearning to
'become someone' - and someone very different from their parents. They did not
reject the school because of any disharmony between its culture and language and that
of their families; in fact, it was precisely the hope of shedding their family culture and
acquiring the school's that spurred them to study further. Students' attempts to remain
in school were a very pragmatic and well-informed strategy within 'the structure of
possibilities in the actual situations they face(d)' (Connell 1983: 150). They looked to
the school to help them up and out, and they reappraised their homes in the light of
what the school represented to them: the route to a better life than their families had.
They knew that dropping schooling would mean failing in their goal to superarse and
forsaking the path to legitimate citizenship: communion with the national community.
As De Villar (1998: 211) indicates, in Mexico, the dominant culture is the nation. In
this sense, one might concur that students had, indeed, internalised to some extent the
legitimacy of their families' inferior position vis à vis 'the nation'. But, crucially, they
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no longer saw their own individual destinies as conditioned by - or even necessarily
bound to - those of their families.

Students' realisation that their home backgrounds are marginal and inadequate comes
exactly at a time when they are beginning to adopt a more reflexive and critical
attitude towards their surroundings. This is not coincidental. School is perhaps the
first key institution of secondary socialisation that children encounter - the first
alternative to home, and one which in Mexico is strongly associated with national
identity - being 'Mexican'. This occurs already at primary level, of course. But the
secundaria is a cross-roads in many ways: first, it is not yet really assimilated by
families as compulsory in practice; and second, in today's Mexico it is arguably the
most influential 'break-point' in shaping young people's futures. Thus, a real
alternative presents itself at secondary level, and it is largely left up to students to
decide whether to grab it or not, as I have tried to show in the foregoing chapters. It
may well be the first time in students' family histories that such an alternative has
presented itself. The intensity with which they deliberated over whether or not to
continue with their studies shows that they are thinking reflexively about these issues
- and thinking about them as though they had some influence on the course of events
and their own futures.

This ability to 'create the space, or the necessary distance, in order to think not only

within culture - but, in a sense, "without it", is a thoroughly modern feature', as

Melhuus (1990a: 152) observes, and adolescence is typically regarded as the period

when this process of intensifies in modern societies (Erikson3 1995: 69). The modern

secundaria in Mexico itself plays a key role in generating this reflexivity. In creating

'a rational subject capable of exercising individual agency' (Usher and Edwards 1994:

25), schooling appears to offer hitherto undreamt of possibilities, generating a 'sense

of possibility', of being able to escape one's 'natural destiny' (Ziehe and Stubenrauch

1996: 35-6). Young people learn at school that they are no longer obliged to emulate

their parents, but have more autonomy in deciding how they want their future to look:

'who do I want to become?'. Their family's past is no longer a sure backdrop for their

future (Ziehe 1989: 14). The data I present in Chapter Four illustrate this generational

'rupture': children's lives, upbringings and educations look very different from those

of their parents. The insecurity generated by this rupture with their past and the

uncertainty of their futures heightened reflexivity4 among the young people I worked

4 Erikson (1994: 128) has dubbed this phenomenon the adolescent 'identity crisis', attributing it to the
'technological advance' which widens the gap between 'early school life and the young person's access
to specialised work'.
5 Without wishing to press the analogy too far, it is hard to avoid seeing the double meaning in
'legitimate' here. Children of poor parents do not qualify as children of the state, they are 'illegitimate
nationals', not citizens proper. Wexler (1988: 303), in his study of a US high school, notes that students
also talked of "becoming somebody". He terms the process through which students actively struggle to
become somebody 'identity work' (1988: 309).
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with. By helping students to decide who they wanted to become, the secondary school
encouraged them to actively shape their futures as individuals with particular
characteristics and needs. Thus, for many young people, the school becomes a way to
superar their family and their inherited disadvantage, transcend their medio and join
the 'legitimate culture'.5 It plays a key role in shaping their projected identities, in
helping them to become a Mexican somebody, instead of remaining a marginal nadie

(nobody). 'Nothingness', as Wexler (1988: 313) puts it, is 'the boundary feared' by
students, and they cling onto the belief that schooling will see them through it. Their
medio speaks volumes to them about the fate of the non-schooled: drugs, street gangs,
early pregnancy and marriage, degrading and badly-paid employment.6 And as a
direct result of making secondary compulsory, the State has fixed the point of
polarisation between schooled and non-schooled, included and excluded, at secondary
level.

These are very modest changes, but they nonetheless reinforce the case that secondary

schooling in Mexico, rather than just disseminating an oppressive, hegemonic

ideology or eliciting a response of resistance in students, also opens up valuable

alternative spaces for young people in various ways, especially where it matters most:

among poorer sectors. One can see similar dynamics at work in the effect of schooling

on gender relations, where girls go to school 'just in case' their husbands 'turn out

bad' - not a particularly emancipatory motivation, one might say. But whilst they are

at the secondary, they come into contact with an egalitarian gender ethos that differs

substantially from the still rather patriarchal gender relations in their families (see also

Levinson 1993: 366). That 'just in case' motivation for attending school - their

educational 'insurance' - puts them in a more advantageous position should their

marital dreams turn sour, opening up alternatives should they desire or need them.7

Students' responses to schooling were, however, not merely calculated according to
the strictly material options open to them; they were also, crucially, mediated by
affective concerns. This is a factor often left out of the equation in explaining school
performance, and which I could only discover through exploring students' subjective
perceptions. Once again, the school presented an alternative to the affective climate
students experienced at home. And accordingly, my findings again differ here from
the 'cultural mismatch' school - concretely Bernstein's proposition, discussed in
Chapter One, that children from working-class families with 'restricted' or arbitrary
disciplinary codes find it difficult to adapt to the more consistent disciplinary codes
that they encounter at school. La Colina students, rather, appeared to crave the
reasoned, affectionate discipline they encountered in some teachers at school and,

6 See e.g. Chapters Two and Six.
7 Moreover, research reports that well-educated urban women do indeed have far greater autonomy vis
a vis their husbands than their less-educated counterparts (Casique 2000: 22).
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conversely, they rejected those who applied precisely the same type of arbitrary,
despotic disciplining that their parents deployed at home.

So, as I hope the above examples illustrate, while it is undoubtedly true that a 'clash'
clearly existed between the cultural values, type of discipline and affective climate
that existed between students' homes and La Colina, the historical and social context
in which they were embedded dramatically altered the effect of this clash upon
students' perceptions of schooling. Rather than leading them to reject the school,
instead they sought it out as a positive alternative to home and to the life symbolised
by that home: a life of marginality, exclusion and hardship. Ultimately, I contend,
their choice was not just about staying in school or dropping out. It was about whether
to be good citizens or good sons or daughters: Mexicans or marginals.

Family, school, nation: 'in loco parentis' or ambivalence borne of a conflict of

loyalties?

Returning to the concept of ambivalence: the students' attraction towards the school

as an alternative, and their concomitantly increasing awareness of their and their

families' exclusion (Jodido-ness) were, however, by no means unproblematic for them

(see especially Chapter Six). Students were very conscious of the difficulties that their

schooling entailed for their families, both at a material and affective level. The

school's negative appraisal of their medio and families and the way it styled itself as

the 'decent' alternative to that medio, added to their sense that commitment to

schooling implied disloyalty towards the family at some level.

Students are confronted with two conflicting paths whereby they can maintain a
positive identity: that promoted by the school of becoming a modern, autonomous
individual whose communitarian mandate is to develop themselves for the good of the
abstract, national collectivity; and a more traditional family-promoted ideal of
sacrifice and reciprocity-solidarity, where collective obligations take precedence over
individual development.8 As Thompson (1997: 316) puts it: 'to the extent that the
home is ruled by love and loyalty to individuals, it acts as a rival to the state,
displacing the individual's sense of obligation to unknown others with loyalty to the
family'. Students clearly experienced a tension between these two 'loyalties', which
manifested itself as ambivalence towards both the school and the home.

If students' families were a true microcosm of the State reflecting comparable values,
as post-Revolutionary governments intended (see Chapter Three), then no obvious
conflicts should arise over schooling. However, 'Mexicanness' is defined by schools

' Neither notion is 'fact', of course, both are ideals which may or may not be lived out in practice.
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and other agencies such as the media as being in opposition to everything that poorer

families stand for - and the school is young people's first and powerful point of

encounter with Mexicanidad as a coherent ideology. As I discuss in Chapters Three

and Five, the poor family in post-revolutionary Mexico has typically been depicted as

deviant, ailing, immoral, irresponsible and unenlightened, a millstone hindering the

State's modernising, rationalising and nationalising mission.9 It has been regarded as

unfit either to educate its own children in any sense of the word, and so the school has

appropriated both the task of information and formation, seeking to 'modernise the

ignorant poor' (Martin 1996a: 133). For this reason, children were no longer seen as

belonging to their parents at all but to the State, which considered it could do the job

of socialisation a lot better. Teachers 'assume(d) the burdens of parenthood, so

wretchedly performed by most parents' (Lasch 1977: 100) - and redefined how

parenting 'should' be carried out.10

How do students define 'success' in this context: is it filial sucess or school success?

And if the family in early childhood provides 'the moral basis of identity', the

'enduring self which serves as our referent throughout life (Erikson 1994: 42; Trueba

and Zou 1998: 21; see also Chapter Two), then for La Colina students, deliberately

choosing a path in life (schooling) which styles itself as the antithesis of that moral

basis was almost inevitably traumatic - although that did not stop them from desiring

it. Their guilt about their schooling is, I consider, a clear indication of this. Moreover,

perhaps not surprisingly in this context, students at La Colina were ambiguous about

what the respective tasks and roles of the home and the school should be, referring to

teachers as 'second parents', and expressing disappointment when they do not supply

'parental' affection. Teachers and parents fuel this 'confusion' : teachers refer to their

task of 'raising' tomorrow's Mexicans; and parents struggle to preserve their own

dignity and relevance by attempting to appropriate the school's role — 'I give you

schooling' {te doy education) - themselves.

I suggest, therefore, that the most significant cultural effect of the secundaria lies not
in efficiently indoctrinating students with any hegemonic ideology, but rather in the
fact that it offers students a choice, albeit one that creates tension in them. To be
schooled, or not to be schooled, to take a chance, or not to do so, to remain dependent

9 Vaughan (1997: 189) indicates that educational policy focused especially on the peasants, who were
seen as 'the runt of the race ... decadent and diseased ... unhinged from modernity ...'.
10 The family became a key site of State intervention, an intervention justified in the name of
modernisation, progress and national development, to be achieved partly through schooling, although,
as I indicated in Chapter Three, historically this 'penetration of private life' (Vaughan 1982: 178) by
the State has not occurred smoothly, but has historically been contested by families. In various counter-
hegemonic manifestations, parents have resisted the State's 'civilising' mission by turning the State's
argument against itself and depicting the school's secular values as immoral (Vaughan 1997: 194;
Pansters 1990). They have protested at the school's financial demands on them, and they have shown
their inconformity by persecuting teachers or by withdrawing their children from school (Vaughan
1982: 177-8; Knight 1991: 28).10

321



on family, employers or husbands or not to do so. Of course, in reality, such choices
are truly frail and shot through with constraints and anxieties, but for a few students
this frailty is buttressed by serendipitous interventions of the type discussed in
Chapters Five and Six, which help them 'choose' the path of schooling. In this
context, the notion of choice that I have borrowed from Schutz must be attenuated. I
prefer to think of the students' capacity for 'choice' as still-frail and incipient, often
buttressed only by serendipity but, crucially there. Their ambivalence is a testimony
to that.

Negotiating loyalties and meanings of youth 'a lo mexicano'1

I should like to turn now to the meanings of adolescence and youth in the context

studied, and the way in which they impinged upon schooling. As outlined above, my

data show that despite their yearning to better themselves through schooling and attain

some degree of individual autonomy, students also experienced a sharp tugging in the

opposite direction: towards the family.11 The desire to comply with family obligations

clearly still constrained young people's educational aspirations to some extent. This

raises questions concerning the definitions of 'youth', 'adolescence' and 'childhood'

that I have explored in the dissertation (see Chapters One, Five and Six, particularly).

Concretely, it seemed that to the students, attaining 'adulthood' was not synonymous

with attaining autonomy in the context studied, but rather with the ability to fulfil

their obligations to the collectivity.

It may be that the students' 'dutifulness' was due in part to the fact that most La

Colina students, unlike youth in say the US or Britain, lacked the material means to be

autonomous, as I discussed in Chapter Six.12 Most could not afford to live

independently, and will almost certainly live at home until marriage, hence they are

subject to their parents' immediate authority and pressure for longer. So, for instance,

although students may consider schooling their right, their parents consider it a

privilege which must be earned through good marks, compliance at home and the

promise of future reciprocity. And as long as students live at home, they are to all

intents and purposes subject to their parents' jurisdiction. Students thus experience

what Martin (1994: 2) calls the 'conversion of economic hardship into moral

1 ' For instance, girls claim that they do not yet wholeheartedly embrace the idea of a career, but that
they want to study 'just in case' marriage or other options do not work out and they should have to
support themselves one day. Boys may see their school certificate as a way to avoid dependency on a
single employer, but at the same time they feel that studying for too long will prevent them from
earning a living as soon as they would like and helping out their families or getting married themselves.
12 Jelin (1991b: 34) quoting Anderson's (1971) study of migrants to Lancashire during the early
English industrial revolution notes that once young people had moved to the cities, they could afford to
be independent from their parents. Jelin calls this process the 'individualisation' of children, and the
'breaching (or gaining early autonomy from) paternal authority'.
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dependence'. They take - and are expected to take - their immediate material and

moral obligations towards their families very seriously.

As I mention above (see also Chapter Six), students considered 'adulthood' more as
the ability to assume responsibilities towards others than as the achievement of
complete individual autonomy. Maturity and interdependence were not mutually
exclusive notions in their minds. At any rate, the notion of collective responsibility
certainly still exercised a powerful ideological hold on them. However, as I mention
in Chapter Five, at school, the portrayal of adolescence as linear progression towards
individual autonomy meshes almost imperceptibly with the individualising
educational discourse of self-development and independence that permeates their
Orientation texts, for instance. There is, consequently, a discrepancy between the
understanding of adolescence based on self-development and autonomy promoted at
the secundaria; and that which exists in students' homes where reaching towards
adulthood meant consolidating a sense of responsibility to the family as a collectivity.

Students come up with various strategies to reconcile these conflicting ideas and
pressures. One thing that they can - and do - do to reconcile these 'tuggings' is to use
the opportunities provided by schooling in rather 'traditional' ways, for instance, to
help their families. Indeed, perhaps the only strategy they could legitimately deploy to
justify staying in school longer was precisely to claim that they did so for the good of
their families, present and future, and not as part of an exclusively self-seeking
enterprise. Others deploy strategic career choices, e.g. the carrera corta which enable
them to satisfy both their own desire to study and superarse without creating too
much of a strain on their families for too long, and also providing an avenue to
relatively fast employment and income. Some choose to drop out of school altogether,
either because their family's 'pull' on them is strongest, or because they are worn
down by the effort of trying to stay afloat with little or no support. Often, these
decisions depend on the respective strength of the pulls from the school and the home
in individual cases. As I have attempted to show in Chapters Four to Six, although
students' structural conditions often appear very similar, dynamics within and outside
the family can vary in subtle, but important ways.13

The key point I wish to make here, however, is that while students are navigating
between their school aspirations and their home obligations, they feel guilt and
anxiety which may undermine their schooling. They worry about increasing the
burden on their families, a worry which is heightened since their parents make no
secret of the fact that schooling costs them many a sacrifice. And they worry about

13 E.g. a mother may be slightly older or more feisty, and more willing to defend her children's
schooling; a father's biographical experiences may cause him to promote, rather than hinder, his
children's schooling, a helpful sibling might intervene at a propitious moment, or a good relationship
may be struck up with a supportive teacher, etc.
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their own desire to persevere at school when they are taught there that their own
families aren't good enough. The guilt that these two aspects produces is, I consider,
an important cause of loss of interest in schooling. A psychologist at a neighbouring
secondary explained how the effects of this guilt might undermine schooling in
practice:

there's family pressure, and serious economic hardship... So the family

begins to nag directly at the youngsters, like saying: 'You, well you go to

school to study and here we are dying of hardship, don't you think it

might be a good idea if you did something to earn a bit of money for the

home?' And what happens? The student loses interest, and instead of

taking more interest and making (his parents') sacrifice worthwhile, his

self-esteem plummets, along with his level of responsibility towards his

schoolwork, and he becomes depressed, anxious, and feels that he is

somehow a burden to his family which they can't manage.

Looking at this from a Schutzian perspective, schooling can thus generate discordance
between young people's immediate, collective obligations and their individual
aspirations for the future. Their interests in key spheres of their lifeworlds were in
conflict. The immediate need to stop being a drain on the family economy may 'feel'
more urgent than the long-term goal of getting an education and positioning
themselves more advantageously - especially when their parents make it clear that
their schooling is a strain. And these pressures come to bear precisely at the moment
when students are making crucial educational decisions. As Martin (1994: 19)
indicates, 'schooling suffers particularly from poverty, because its benefits cannot
help a family here and now which is when the pinch is felt'. As I discuss in Chapter
Six, the prolongation of compulsory schooling, although as yet only affecting just
over half of secondary-age students, has generated an 'interim' period when young
people from poorer sectors are at an age when their families expect them to be
working, but the State says they must still attend school. Their continued presence in
school violates the moral economy of the household (Martin 1994: 2).

The school: usurping parental authority?

Let me turn now to the students' parents. Mismatch theories of school performance
have tended to assume that family members share homogeneous class dispositions
and aspirations. This does not explain that mothers supported schooling much more
enthusiastically than fathers, or that they appeared to nurture far more ambitious
aspirations to social mobility than their husbands, a fact that caused rifts within the
family over the issue of the children's schooling. Here, Schutz's biographical
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perspective enabled me to conceptualise fathers and mothers not as a unit, but as
separate influences on their children's schooling, often with conflicting views.
Cultural context intervenes here too: as I mentioned in Chapter Four, parents' own
childhood family experiences seemed to weigh more heavily in how they sought to
bring up their children than any concerted post-marriage husband-wife strategy. This
extremely strong connection and adherence to one's 'original' family and its values is
something that has been noted by other empirical studies in Mexico (see Chapter
Four). So, where theories on school performance have often conceptualised parents as
a consensual unit with respect to their children's schooling, in the context studied this
was not so. Thus, this is another area where it is hazardous to unquestioningly
'transfer' concepts such as 'nuclear family' that on the surface appear much the same,
as they may conceal very different dynamics and relationships in different contexts.

Although parents professed to support schooling in principle, they responded with

indignation to the school's 'indictment' of them. They resented the school's moral

self-righteousness: they objected to being singled out as 'failing' in front of all the

other parents at school meetings, and they complained about the school's heavy

economic demands on them and lack of tolerance of their situations. Their indignation

was also aroused by the way in which formal schooling has increasingly conflated

instruction with buenos hâbitos: schooling with decency. Their resistence to the

school's attitude and demands sometimes even led to the withdrawal of a child from

school.

I suggest that parents' ambivalence towards the school has several sources. One of the
most important is the loss of authority which schooling brings about in different ways
in the home through the way it inserts itself in gendered and generational family
hierarchies. First, fathers' authority as providers is threatened by schooling, which is a
major drain on resources in low-income homes.14 Since, as I discuss in Chapter Four,
the provider role is the basis of fathers' authority in the home, it should come as no
surprise that it appears to be mostly fathers who react angrily to school-related
demands. Every time a child asks for money connected with schooling and he cannot
provide it, his credibility as a provider takes another dive and the scene is set for
conflict. He loses authority in the eyes of his children - and his wife if she is obliged
to go out to work in order to pay for their schooling. This is one example of the way
in which family dynamics which do not appear to have much to do with schooling in
themselves, are indirectly upset by it. Fathers' encounter with the school and its
demands precipitates their inadequacy as providers into existence, dragging it into the

14 As I describe in Chapter Four, children in low-income families are an important resource, and
schooling not only makes them unavailable to help out, it also turns them into more 'greedy'
consumers of resources than other household members. Prolonging schooling until secondary level
means drawing out a particularly hard-pressed time in the family cycle: the period when most children
are in school as opposed to contributing to the family economy.
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open when it might otherwise have remained more covert through the absence of
comparison and contact with a different set of values. Mothers may ally themselves
with the school here, as in the case of Bianca's mother, deliberately flouting their
husbands' will by encouraging their children's schooling. It is possible that they may
resent having had any aspirations to better their social position in life curtailed by
what they see as inadequate husbands, and seek to ensure that, through schooling,
their own children do not end up in the same position of dependence on another for
their wellbeing.15

Second, fathers may resent that the school endows their children with more

'legitimate' knowledge than they themselves possess. This may help to explain their

annoyance at overt 'manifestations' of the school, such as homework, in the home.

The fact that their children know things that they do not may be seen as undermining

their moral authority.16 Fathers may react by forbidding their children from going to

school, or by undermining any manifestation of schooling in the home, e.g.

homework, thus indirectly trying to deter their children from attending. They may see

schooling as competing with their authority in the home. In this sense, the interests of

father and the school do not converge; rather, schooling highlights their inadequacy.

This is, once again, a manifestation of the discrepancy between the State-promoted

paternal ideal, and a reality where this is impossible to live up to.17 Fathers may feel

themselves usurped by the school: there arises a distinct antagonism between the

interests and authority of real fathers and those of the abstract 'paternity' of the State,

represented by the school. Sennett's (1993: 57) observation in this connection is apt:

'Paternalism attempted to accomplish by a new means what patrimonialism had

accomplished: a legitimation of power outside the family by appeal to the roles within

the family'.

These roles are, of course, gendered. Mothers are less likely to suffer such a direct
loss of patrimonial authority as a result of schooling since they usually do not have it

15 In this connection, Vaughan notes that in 1930s Mexico, during the height of the Cardenist epoch.the
State's deliberate policy of rationalising domesticity led to alliances being forged between wives and
female teachers or nurses, thus undercutting 'the dominion of male headsof household' through contact
with such 'messengers of potentially subversive information about women's rights and options ...
Policy suggested weakening thepowerof the elders in favour of youth, theconjugal couple, thenuclear
family, and,ironically, the femalheadof household, and promotingthe direct interaction of theseentities
with the educative state and marketplace'(Vaughan 2000: 202).
16 In this connection, I was interested to note that an article on school failure in the Guadalajara
newspaper, Siglo 21 (6.10.95), observed that: 'There are kids who from their earliest years are scared
of learning because they fear overtaking their parents in knowledge acquisition, because they recognise
the conscious and unconscious difficulties their parents experience in accepting and acknowledging
that their children can and will be better than them in everything, or almost everything that they do in
life. They are afraid of angering their parents and terrified imagining the revenge their parents might
exact if they dare to be better than them at school, as this will mean losing their love'.
17 In this connection, Varley (2000: 239) notes that education in the post-Independence nation-building
process wasn't meant to undermine male authority, since the father was supposed to be the State's
representative in the home ...'. The interests of State and fathers were presumed to be one and the same.
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in the first place; and the expectation that they provide materially for their children's
needs is not so pressing as for fathers. It is, rather, their affective bond with their
children - or the idea of what it should be - that is at stake. My data strongly suggest
that hardship can undermine mothers' ability to meet their children's expectations of
affection and active support for schooling, due to stress, anxiety and lack of time,
leading children to search for a substitute in the school (e.g. in the case of Luz and her
mother). So, to make a crude division: although fathers may derive their authority
mainly from material sources, and mothers from their affective bonds with their
children, the authority of both becomes shaky and susceptible to being usurped by the
school in a context of hardship. Or, parents fear that it will diminish, which is to all
intents and purposes the same thing, since it leads them to take steps to counter those
fears.

Although these dynamics are arguably not exclusive to Mexico, some of their specific
implications are. As in many other parts of the world (Morgan 1988: 38), the school
in Mexico has increasingly appropriated functions vis à vis children that previously
belonged to the the family. In modern societies, the need for specialised skills is such
that the school must take over what were previously parental functions: instruction
and, to a greater or lesser degree, socialisation (Goody 1982: 2 and 6; Gellner 1983:
37-38). Gellner links this usurping of the parental role in socialisation to the
nationalist imperative to produce citizens tailored to the needs of national
development:

Exo-socialisation, the production and reproduction of men outside the
local intimate unit, is now the norm, and must be so. The imperative of
exosocialisation is the main clue to why state and culture must now be
linked, whereas in the past their connection was thin, fortuitous, varied,
loose and often minimal. Now it is unavoidable.

In the past, parents, by sole virtue of their age and experience, conferred knowledge
which was valid to their children and unobtainable in any way other than simply
living long enough. It is now, of course, received wisdom in modern societies that
parents' experiences and knowledge are increasingly losing relevance for their
children (Ziehe 1989: 41). Today, young Mexicans know very well that they can get
what they need to progress in modern society from the school, not from their parents,
most of whom today have far less schooling than their children in low income sectors.
As Rockwell (1990: 7) puts it, school text books 'offer the opportunity for children to
exercise their right to knowledge vis à vis any adult'. This widening gap in
educational and social savoir faire between children and their parents in low-income
families heightens parents' sense of loss of authority over their children.
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Analysts studying other national context, such as the UK, have argued that it is
unhelpful to conceptualise the transfer of family functions to the school as a 'loss'.18

Rather, it is argued, the family should be seen as increasingly specialised, focusing
more on childrearing and affective aspects, and not as a mutilated institution trying in
vain to hold onto all the functions it carried out in the past (Morgan 1988: 39-40).
This approach does not see the fluidity of institutional functions as problematic in
itself. But this only takes into account one side of the equation and it ignores context.
Parental functions, or roles, are not only about duties, but also about rights (Goody
1982: 7). La Colina parents felt acutely that simple generational status alone would
not give them authority over their children any longer. As one mother said to me
talking of the beatings her parents had administered her as a child: 'you can't do that
any more' (see also Martin 1994: 13).

In addition, as I have already mentioned, their children now have - and know they
have - rights (see also Levinson 1993: 285). Children know that they can now, in
principle, turn to outward sources of authority to invoke their rights against
domination by other members or hierarchies, e.g. parents, elder members, males,
siblings, etc. (Maier 1996: 86). 'Relations of status' in families are being replaced by
'relations of contract' which are guaranteed by law (Dolgin 1990a in Strathern 1996:
42), replacing patriarchal authority in the family with the State's authority - or indeed
competing with it in certain contexts, as we have seen. It is the particularly intense
struggles which this competition entails in Mexico that create many of the tensions
around schooling in the family. The crucial principle of respeto which governs
'expected behaviour' among family members (Martin 1994: 6), is no longer writ in
stone. I suggest that schooling, in the ways described above, has been one of the main
catalysts of these changes in inter-generational relations in low-income areas in
Mexico, since it is now a very important part of the parent-child contract, a child's
right that must be enforced by parents. When the contract is broken, parental rights to
respeto from their children are also foregone.

This can have dramatic material consequences for parents. According to Lomnitz

(1987: 146-7 and 1991: 123),19 Mexican families more or less across the board are

organised in a way that offers their members an effective safety-net of support. This

system relies heavily on reciprocity, and is characterised by 'the priority of family

over individual, group interest over personal freedom, and solidarity over

development of self (Lomnitz 1987: 7; see also Levinson 1999: 159-60). The price

paid for safety is individual freedom, and the more support offered, 'the heavier the

18 De Vos (1995: 32) indicates that a key idea about families in an industrialisation process is that '...
the large traditional family loses many of its functions in an urban/industrial society ... Protection
becomes a matter for the police, social security becomes a matter for the state, and schools take over
manyof the socialization functions that had been performed in the home ...'.
19 Lomnitz contends that 'the 'basic cell' of Mexican society is the three-generation grand-family.
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restrictions on a member's personal freedom'. However, people's sense of family
obligation may weaken owing to increasing occupational and social mobility, partly
fomented by education; and partly due to the transfer of other kin functions to State
institutions. State agencies may have to 'take over' welfare functions previously the
province of the family (Lomnitz 1993: 214). This is what has happened in older
industrial societies, where the loss of family support and protection is substituted by
laws and institutions: pensions, care for the elderly, health care, etc. In Mexico,
however, social security provision is still inadequate to fully compensate for the
weakening of family reciprocity occasioned by social changes such as education and
greater spatial mobility (Lomnitz 1993: 214; Varley and Blasco 1999).20 Most La
Colina parents, who worked either in the informal economy or on short-term
contracts, had no social security coverage. Hence, among low-income sectors in
Mexico, traditional parental functions are, as in other parts of the world, being
transferred elsewhere but other institutions are failing to compensate adequately for
the concomitant loss of parental 'rights' which this entails.

So, while institutions like the school offer children opportunities for independence
from kin, there are no effective alternative institutions which might compensate for
any resulting negative effects on their family's welfare. Who will 'fill in' for absent
children who have 'become someone in life' and forgotten their debt to their parents
in the process? I do not think that parents' anxiety about this is exaggerated. There is
evidence from Mexico that the obligation to display interpersonal solidarity may even
be regarded by ambitious individuals as a hindrance to their progress once their
material wellbeing improves to the point where survival is no longer their key concern
(Lomnitz 1993: 216). Whereas in the past, if people broke away from their families
they would lose their rights (to e.g. land, employment and kin protection),
opportunities to progress are now available elsewhere, not least through schooling.
Young people may no longer feel that they 'owe' their training and eventual success
to their kin, particularly when, as at La Colina, their home environment is
systematically denigrated by the school and parents often cannot support their
schooling due to economic hardship.

In a context like this, fewer 'constraints' bind schooled children to their parents
(Goody 1982: 274): they are both less indebted and less dependent. Moreover, as I
describe in Chapter Four, distance can arise between family members who no longer
share a common culture.21 The schooled person can become 'homeless' in a very real

20 As a recent ILO (2000) report on Mexico warns, family-based safety-nets appear to be fraying: 'In
most developing countries ... support in times of adversity is provided either through family transfers or
through informal mechanisms developed by the community or through the group with whom the
worker is employed ... The former is declining in significance as a reaction to cultural and social
changes, and the latter is, at least for the present, limited in scope and impact'.
21 This distancing through education is not a new phenomenon in Mexico. Already in the Porfirian era,
Vaughan (1982: 36) suggests that: 'The student who struggled to conform might feel contempt for and
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sense.22 The story of Fabiola's brother, in Chapter Six, illustrates the very real

repercussions of the gap which can arise between the educated and the uneducated -

cultos and incultos. There is evidence to support the contention that intergenerational

patterns of solidarity are changing, if not weakening in Mexico. Parents' efforts on

their children's behalf are increasingly being 'repaid downwards' towards their

grandchildren rather than back up to them (LeVine 1993: 179). Children feel less

obliged to look after their elderly parents.23 According to some analysts, a genuine

commitment to the older generation risks being replaced by '"strategic affection'",

thinly-veiled self-interest' (Otero Lenero 1968 in Varley and Blasco 1999: 172).

Other studies support this contention that modernisation and greater independence

among youth in Mexico has brought about more individualistic behaviour of children

vis a vis their parents (Lopez Barajas and Conde 1994: 23).24

What can parents do to 'check' these forces? If the school is to all intents and
purposes becoming a surrogate parent, what claims can parents still exert over their
children? With parental obligations taken over by the school, what becomes of the
rights that previously accompanied parents' obligations: the right to deference and
care in old age? If the modern child judges his parents 'according to the goods and
services they provide' (Lasch 1977: 36), then putting it rather brutally: what do low-
income Mexican children actually owe their parents nowadays, when it appears that
children are even seeking affectivity - the last bastion of parenthood - in the school?
La Colina parents feared the erosion of their control over their children, and they
suspected that schooling had something to do with this. At the same time, parents also
knew that their children have the constitutional right to secondary schooling, and that
they stood little chance of getting a job without it. Parents find themselves in a
difficult position: they may feel humiliated by the teachers and have difficulty
meeting school expenses, but at the same time they are responsible for enforcing their
children's right to schooling, and their own future is also at stake over this issue. As
Martin (1996b: 197) aptly puts it: '...the scantiness of state welfare provision gives
households no choice but to provide their own social support and to regulate

alienation from others within his community or social class who fell short of the school's model'.
22 Talking of the rift which education can create, Anderson (1991: 55) observes 'The last thing the
functionary wants is to return home; for he has no home with any intrinsic value'.
23 I should add here that this may not be only because they don ' t want to but because economic
difficulty prevents them from taking in an extra mouth to feed. Similarly, with more women entering
the labour market, the traditional caretakers of the elderly are no longer at home to do so. Urban living
conditions, moreover, are often very cramped, making it unfeasible to house an ageing relative. See
Varley and Blasco (1999).
24 Al though others have argued that col lect ive family cohesion manifest in the pers is tence of
'traditional' institutions such as the extended family - albeit no longer necessarily co-resident - retains
an important presence in the region (Jelin 1991a: 3) . I consider that the mere continued presence of
such institutions does not necessarily tell us much about their content, i.e. what is going on beneath
their apparently ' traditional' surface. To give but one example, elderly parents in need may be taken in
by adult children, but expected to 'earn their keep ' ; exploited in childcare; or outright neglected. That
still constitutes an 'extended family' (see Varley and Blasco 1999 for a discussion).
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themselves as best they can. The material consequences of failures of self-regulation
lead not to state intervention, but to the collapse of the family economy and possible
destitution'. Sacrificing a child's schooling may be the only way to avoid a worse
scenario.

Whereas better-off parents may be able to wield the 'carrot' of an inheritance

conditional upon their children's good behaviour, this is not an option for poorer

sectors like La Colina parents. In his work on the US family in the 1920s and 30s,

Lasch (1977: 36) cogently observes that parents without property to leave to their

children 'could exact obedience only by appealing to a sense of duty, deference, or

filiopiety, in other words to hierarchical principles having little place in a society

based on rational self-interest.' Without any real form of patrimony which might act

as an incentive to secure children's loyalty towards them in later life, and without

social security benefits to see them through old age, La Colina parents have to employ

other strategies to ensure that loyalty. And this is exactly what they do. Parents'

concern that their inability to 'leave' anything to their children will erode the bonds of

affection and loyalty suggests a belief that their children's future loyalty to them

depends mainly on the prospect of personal gain. I shall not speculate here as to

whether this is 'really' the case or not.25 It is enough that parents' fear that they risk

losing their right to their children's loyalty and support in the future if they do not

comply with their responsibilities towards them for them to struggle to implement

strategies to deflect this danger.

As I discussed in Chapter Four, mothers and fathers deploy rather different strategies
to secure their children's loyalty.26 Both the laisser-faire and te doy education

strategies are examples of parents' adaptability and resourcefulness in a context of
changes which are beyond their control. They are also ingenious ways of
renegotiating the contract which the State has imposed on them as parents, and
clawing back some power and control for themselves, both vis a vis the State and their
children. I concur here with Martin (1990a: 117), who urges us to see all responses to
schooling as an 'active appropriation'. However, students experience these strategies
as yet more pressure on them in an already strained situation. Some seek relief and
encouragement at school, something which they occasionally find, but all too rarely;
others give in to that pressure and drop out of school.

25 Several analysts have investigated family relationships and the complex interplay between material
interest, affection, moral obligations and altruism. See e.g. Fortes (1969), and Finch and Mason (1993)
and Finch (1989).
26 I do not intend to imply that these strategies are rigidly gender-determined, but the patterns I describe
have also been observed elsewhere in Guadalajara and in Mexico more generally (see Chapter Four) .
Moreover , given the widely-documented tendency in Mexico for mothers to engage more closely with
their chi ldren ' s welfare and schooling than fathers, as well as mothe r s ' usually closer affective bonds
with their children, I think I can fairly safely speculate that the patterns I have depicted are likely to be
present a m o n g famil ies exper iencing hardship in other parts of Mex ico and also, perhaps , of Latin
America .
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Parents and students clearly have very little room for manoevure. From the school's
side, however, I consider that the ambivalence that the school generates in parents and
students can offer a window of opportunity to improve performance since in practice
it leaves much to the students' own discretion. If change can be wrought anywhere, it
is the school that can do it, by changing the way students experience it, buttressing
their a priori enthusiasm for schooling. But there are currently still many obstacles
preventing this, as I shall discuss below.

Neoliberalism, the Mexican state and schooling: inefficient or insufficient hegemony?

Mortal souls, behold a new cycle of mortal life. Your genius will not choose you, but
you will choose your genius; and let him who draws the first lot choose a life, which
shall be his destiny ... The chooser is answerable - God is justified.27

My data suggest that the secundaria itself is undergoing something of an 'identity

crisis' provoked by the tension between its post-revolutionary ideals and the new

neoliberal imperatives of efficiency and 'social participation', i.e. the official

devolution of responsibility for schooling onto families under the 1993 Act. Levinson

(1999: 146) notes that the Mexican public secundaria, born of the immediate post-

revolutionary period, was originally intended to curtail 'selfish individualism and

create a sense of social solidarity', whilst at the same time ensuring that the

curriculum offered more specialised options than the primary school (1999: 146).

From being 'parents of the community' overseeing this solidarious, national

resocialisation process, however, teachers are now basically bureaucrats, and badly

paid, low-status ones at that. Before, the school's attempts to secure hegemony

centred around effectively mimicking parental attitudes and functions, with teachers

attempting to extend their influence far into communities and homes,28 and bringing

their idea of what the home should be into the school in their insistence on assuming

'upbringing' functions, educaciôn as well as instruccion: morals, discipline and

modern notions of mental and physical hygiene. However, in the current climate

promoting efficiency and rationality in public administration (Mantilla 1999: 3); and,

it may also be said, 'social participation', this pastoral-paternal role has been wrested

from teachers.

Like the human capital approach, the neoliberal model treats schooling as a
manufacturing process which must be deployed as cost-effectively as possible. The
model is characterised by an apparent technocratic neutrality - and it appears to make
perfect sense in the current context of scarce resources (Apple 1995: xv). What is

27 Plato in Bourdieu (1977: 177).
28 Although, as Vaughan (1997) has brilliantly and meticulously shown, this was not always a
straightforward process, but encountered various kinds of resistance.
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forgotten, however, is that the raw materials handled in schools are human beings

with their own projects and motivations. In the search for efficiency, planners

overlook the possibility that the loss of personal contact between teachers and

students as a result of 'efficiency' measures can remove a very imporant incentive for

students to attend school. In Chapter Five, I discussed the constraints faced by La

Colina teachers when they tried to 'soften' the school's demands in order to cater for

what they saw as the needs of the students' medio. Although some were successful,

other attempts to 'beat the system' by introducing e.g. the more forgiving continuous

assessment instead of exams and the aula-taller system, were assailed by the ever-

mounting pressure to produce results and avoid wasting time.

In this light, I see the orientador's gabinete as perhaps the last official vestige of the

school's - and the State's - formerly pastoral role and intentions. Significantly,

orientaciån was first introduced during the presidency of Lâzaro Cardenas in the

1930s (Levinson 1999: 148), the apotheosis of the teacher-as-parent-of-the-

community ethos, when it was a powerful symbol of the State's paternalistic

intentions vis à vis the populace. Now, however, the school's 'caring function' is

increasingly being siphoned off exclusively into orientaciôn - a delineated space and

time - it is 'taken care of, just like the students' problems. In this way, also, the

potentially problematic, emotional and affective side of students which might

undermine the school's efficiency rationale is 'dealt with: orientadores' complaints

(see Chapter Five) that teachers expected them to wave a magic wand and

miraculously sort out 'problem' students overnight are telling here. Thus, far from

representing a vanguard humanistic 'space' in the school, orientaciôn is, in fact, but

the feeble remnant of what was previously a more universally pastoralist attitude

imbued in the very fabric of the teaching profession and firmly anchored in teachers'

self-understanding. And my data suggest that it is becomingly increasingly

beleaguered, since its mission is now rather incongruous in the school's overridingly

'rational', efficiency-oriented climate.

Small wonder then that, as one orientador remarked to me, other teachers accuse the
orientadores of just sitting on their backsides and doing nothing all day except
'talking' to students. At the round table meeting I had with teachers at the end of my
stay at La Colina to discuss my findings and hear their opinions, I think it is highly
significant that the other teachers took advantage of the fact that Araceli, the
orientadora, was initially absent to blame her largely for students' problems: she was
not understanding, she was too judgemental, she was not caring enough. I think that
teachers' resentment of the orientador, and their fierce criticisms that s/he 'does
nothing', or does not care enough are, perhaps, a sign that they feel their own caring,
missionary function has been amputated and usurped. One might speculate that this
small-scale transformation in the role of orientaciôn reflects the larger move away
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from a paternalistic, universal welfarist State ethos towards a more limited, targeted
approach in social policy and, in turn, an attempt to transform State-civil society
relations from an emphasis on dependency towards one of autonomy and 'self-help'.

My data suggest, however, that the dwindling of the school's pastoral project -

particularly its manifestation in teachers' 'caring' role - is undermining students'

willingness to attend school in contexts such as the one described here. As emerges

from the empirical data presented in Chatper Six especially, students actively seek an

alternative kind of 'parental' affection in their teachers which is very different to that

they are used to at home; and when, instead, they encounter teachers who don't have

time for them, or who apply the same 'despotic' disciplinary measures that they go to

school to escape from, they rapidly become disillusioned.29 Although teachers can and

do realise the need for greater contact with students, they are subject to the above-

mentioned institutional pressures which usually prevent this. My data show that it

requires incredible luck and/or an extraordinary degree of empathy for teachers,

themselves under strain, to even realise that a particular student needs their support,

let alone have the space, time and energy to provide it (see Chapter Five). When they

do, it is usually more by chance than design. The efficiency imperative can, thus, snap

the tenuous thread linking students to the school which is often sustained by personal

relations with teachers. When students attend school in the hope of 'getting things off

their chests' but are ordered to 'leave their problems at home', all parties lose out.

Grades and terminal efficiency figures fall, excluding many young people from the

education system, and the school becomes supremely inefficient - not to mention

inequitable.

The view that schools will function better if they resemble 'surrogate homes' has been

criticised for merely proposing a 'kinder, gentler' and more effective way of

perpetuating State hegemony. 'Far from offering an alternative to exploitative public

sphere practices, schools that serve as surrogate homes would help to perpetuate the

status quo', as Thompson (1997: 338-9) puts it.30 Bourdieu, as might be expected,

echoes this idea. The '"soft approach'", he says, is but the most effective way of

exercising symbolic violence. 'To overwhelm one's pupil's with affection ... is to gain

possession of that subtle instrument of repression, the withdrawl of affection, a

pedagogic technique which is no less arbitrary ... than corporal punishment or

disgrace' (1977: 17). Schools operating like this would, arguably, perfect their

hegemony by masking it all the more efficiently as care. By mimicking as far as

29 This yearning among students for a more sympathetic relationship with their teachers also clearly
comes across in their descriptions of the primary-secondary transition, where one of their major
difficulties is adapting to ' so many teachers ' , unlike the single, familiar, parent-like form teacher they
have for all subjects at primary.
30 Thompson delivers a critique o f ' c a r e theory ' pioneered by, among others, Nell Nodding . See her
(1997) article 'Surrogate family values: the refeminisation of teaching ' .
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possible the affective climate and strategies of primary socialisation - particularly the
maternal style of care in the home - the school can carry out its malevolent
indoctrination all the more efficiently, and what is worse, it can do this purporting to
promote 'the good of the student'.

I would argue, rather, that for the school to function 'efficiently' and further equity, it

must, in fact, strengthen its attraction for students, reinforcing the hegemonic idea that

it is the path to superaciôn, and working to preserve its pastoral role vis à vis students,

encouraging them to see the school in a positive light. Students aspire to schooling in

principle - but at present the school responds only half-heartedly to their interest and

articulated needs. The efficiency imperative is, in fact, what undermines 'successful'

hegemony in the case I have described, and which I understand to mean keeping as

many students as possible in school until they complete their basic education.31

Here, of course, it is relevant to speculate that the Mexican state's post-revolutionary

national hegemonic project in education is currently refracted and constrained by the

global hegemony of the neoliberal model, with the latter's efficiency imperative being

of especial relevance to my case. It is necessary to question the notion of hegemony as

'something' located in and exercised by nation states, which can no longer be

conceptualised as 'autonomous': their 'room for manouevre' has narrowed

considerably (Martinussen 1999: 21). It is surely significant that the package of

neoliberal reforms I describe in Chapter Three have been implemented in 'nearly

every country in Latin America' (Gershberg 1999: 63). Mexico pursued these policies

under intense international pressure in the wake of the debt crisis (Gershberg 1999:

67). The idea that nation states are 'in charge' of determining educational policies and

systems has been increasingly questioned in the light of privatisation and

globalisation - the impact of the latter particularly noticeable in the increasing

homogeneity and convergence of educational systems, policies and ideologies applied

worldwide (Watson 1999: 240; Filgueira 1983: 57; Meyer et al. 1977). Specifically,

the 1993 Education Act discussed in this dissertation was drafted with a view to

facilitating Mexico's entry into the North American Free Trade Agreement, due to

come into effect the following year.

This dissertation thus also raises broader questions about the dangers, especially for
low-income families, of the global, neoliberal turn in social policy which promotes
'social responsibility'. A key aim has been to use empirically-grounded material to
highlight the potentially damaging effects and highly inequitable nature of the
seemingly inexorable privatisation of social provision in Latin America. There is
evidence that in the attempts to cut costs and increase 'efficiency', the family (in the

31 Here, it should be reiterated once again (see Chapter One) that before one can begin to worry about
what kind of indoctrination is going on in Mexican schools, the more pressing question is how to keep
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guise of 'social participation') is increasingly portrayed as the obvious site to
compensate for functions reneged upon by the State, for instance, funding schooling
(or e.g. care of the elderly: see Varley and Blasco 1999). My findings suggest that this
is a perilous road to go down. Poorer families often cannot assume such
responsibilities, and the consequences of being forced to shoulder extra 'duties' may
intervene harmfully in kin-based survival strategies. In terms of schooling, this
'offloading' of social responsibility is also disastrous for equity, since it most directly
harms the poorest families who are least able to school their children and, moreover,
who rely most on them for support. The ethos of autonomy behind the neoliberal
model overlooks the fact that dependence, not independence is still the lynchpin of
material survival among low-income sectors (see also Selby 1994: 98). Dependence,
however, is seen as the antithesis of rational, modern society, a hindrance to economic
efficiency and development. The meritocratic nature of modern industrial society
renders dependence shameful, as Sennett (1993: 46-7; see also Filgueira 1983: 63)
explains:

In aristocratic or other traditional societies, weakness was not per se a
shameful fact. One inherited one's weakness in society; it was not of
one's own making ... it is not under these conditions humiliating to be
dependent. In industrial society it became so ... people began to feel
personally responsible for their place in the world; they viewed their
success or failure in struggling for existence as a matter of personal
strength or weakness ... (Sennett 1993: 46-7).

The denigration of dependency, and the blaming of poverty on those who suffer it

overlook the 'structural reasons for the increasing impoverishment of families'

(Moore 1994: 13). With respect to schooling in Mexico, this is especially true. The

poor have typically had poorer access to poorer schools, higher opportunity costs, and

overall a substantially lower capacity to school their children.

Linked to this, a further perilous aspect of the new model is the ethos of shared

responsibility for education between parents and the State and the current emphasis on
'active citizenship' and social responsibility. In itself, of course, this appears
innocuous enough. It might well be argued that in the current climate of austerity
there is no alternative to shared responsibility and shifting the onus for schooling back
onto parents, and that it is at any rate better than a resource-weak public schooling
system trying to manage single-handedly. As I see it, however, the most detrimental
change is not so much the proposed sharing of the financial burden for education with
parents, since they have effectively been paying for schooling indirectly for decades

children in basic education for long enough to be taught anything at all.
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anyway.32 Having their financial contribution confirmed officially does not change

much for parents - although of course it doesn't help much either. As I outlined in

Chapter Four, a key danger here is the burgeoning discourse of 'responsibility' and

active citizenship, where people must earn the 'right to rights'. Education is a rather

special case in this respect because it is parents who, according to the State, must

guarantee their children's rights to schooling. If parents 'fail' to do this, they risk

being reproached for curtailing their children's opportunities for self-development.

This has, I suggest, quite serious implications for parent-child relations of reciprocity.

Parents who cannot afford to send their children to school become irresponsible vis a

vis their children and society. In this way, the new ethos of earning the 'right to rights'

penetrates the 'material and meaningful framework' (Schild 1998: 95) of subordinate

groups. Whereas before parents could claim that they were doing their children a

favour by 'giving' them secondary education, now they have lost even that tenuous

hold on their children's loyalties. The reverse is in fact true: they become bad parents

if they don't support their children's schooling. The blame for children's failure - and

thus also holding society back - is lain at their parents door. What we seem to be

witnessing is, therefore, the withdrawal of the State from welfare before it ever

managed to really play an effective role in this sphere; and the concomitant official

endorsement of the shifting of the welfare burden onto families.

Despite the above-mentioned obstacles, however, finding ways to strengthen
secondary school completion must remain a priority for all those working towards
greater equity in Mexican society. Although not directly addressing structural
inequalities, focusing on the school's capacity to improve attendance and performance
can help to break the cycle whereby poorer families are less able to school their
children. There is a glimmer of hope that this can be done at individual school level,
albeit on a very modest scale and in the face of severe constraints, as my findings at
La Colina indicate. That experiments such as those at La Colina can be purposefully
fostered and reinforced so that they become more than mere serendipity is unlikely
unless the new PAN federal government prioritises secondary schooling and social
welfare in a radically different way from its PRI-decessors. Levinson (1999: 161)
warns in this connection that if more is not done to invest in the secundaria so that
families can realistically send their children, 'its future role may be to even more
emphatically sort the privileged professionals from those who come to a desperate
adulthood through the home, the workplace, or the streets'. If avoiding this scenario
means reinforcing the school's attraction to and hold over students through whatever
means, even buttressing its ideological hegemony by acting in loco parentis, then so
be it.

32 Although, as I discuss in detail in Chapter Four, schooling is a massive strain on low-income
household economies.
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7.2. Some Final Reflections

A PhD dissertation is not the place for recommendations. Rather, I would like to offer
some perspectives drawn from my findings which might be taken into account or
further explored in future research on poverty, family and schooling. In writing up the
dissertation, I have been conscious of the need to try and strike a balance between
highlighting the difficulties I discerned, whilst at the same time trying to avoid
painting too dark a picture of the educational scenario, as 'doomsday conclusions'
have an unpleasant way of discouraging efforts to experiment with modest, school-
based measures in the quest for improving attendance and performance. Below, I
present some reflections which sprang from my observation of the relationships which
impinge on secondary schooling in a context of hardship, and which I have attempted
to describe in this dissertation.

Before I do that, however, I wish to stress once again that the school-home dynamics I
have described in this dissertation, and discussed above are not applicable to the
school population as a whole. The situation I describe, particularly parental
ambivalence towards schooling, is not reflected in studies of secondary schooling
carried out in slightly better-off sectors, say lower-middle class, where household
income is more stable and families enjoy better social security arrangements (see e.g.
Levinson 1993). As I emphasise in Chapter One, the context in which a school is
located and the characteristics of its student intake and their families are extremely
important in understanding the dynamics impinging on school performance. I
consider the dynamics I describe specific to secondary level for the reasons outlined.
They are probably also peculiar to families experiencing economic insecurity or
hardship according to Martin's (1998: 145) definition (see also Chapter One), since
irregular incomes mean parental irritation over regular school expenses. Parental
worries about the effect of schooling on filial reciprocity are, similarly, likely to be a
more particular concern of sectors with no social security arrangements who only
have their children to rely on in old age. Parents' struggle to scrape by economically
in this type of context may also mean that they have less time to devote to their
children, possibly making the latter feel that they 'don't care'. However, I do propose
that the school-home dynamics I encountered around La Colina may well be present
among families with similar characteristics in other urban areas not only in Mexico
(as Martin's work shows), but in other Latin American countries, and perhaps also
elsewhere.33 Although I have taken pains to signal the differences in individual family
dynamics within the apparently fairly homogeneous barrios of Villa and Zapata,

33 Studies from Argentina (e.g. Otero 2000; Sautu et al. 1999) show similar school-family dynamics in
sectors with irregular incomes, including, notably, parent-teacher tensions; and students' seeking of
affective support at school (Duschatsky 1999 and Jacinto 1999 in Azucena 2000). Research from the
UK has found that children from 'deprived' areas in London also look to the school for affective
support - and that their performance improves remarkably when they receive it (Place To Be 1998; see

338



common elements do exist which produce similar educational relationships. The
findings of this study may, then, arguably be of some comparative use for sectors
sharing similar characteristics elsewhere in Latin America, although of course the
peculiar historical development of the education system and its link with the family in
each context must be taken very seriously into account. The following points
summarise these findings.

My first point is that at secondary level the school is a valuable space to promote

attendance and performance among low-income Mexican students, for two key
reasons. First, in the interests of equity, it makes sense to keep research attention on
the school as the key focus of attempts to improve performance, since parents' and
students' hardship leaves them very little room for manoeuvre. Keeping the
searchlight on the school might also help to avoid the 'mismatch theory' tendency to
indirectly attribute poor school performance to the cultural and/or linguistic
'deficiencies' of the child and his or her background, while failing to question the
school's contribution (Walker 1987). Focusing on what might be done in schools does
not mean leaving the family out of the analysis, however, as has been a tendency
within school effectiveness research. On the contrary, I cannot emphasise strongly
enough the importance of investigating the family-school link in particular contexts.
This is particularly crucial among sectors where school attendance is not a sine qua

non but is, to all intents and purposes, optional, and family can play a more
transcendental role in a child's career. As I reiterate above, my data show that
students evidently want to attend school and do their utmost to do so. The fact that
they often do not succeed is not usually down to apathy or dislike of the school, but
due to other difficulties over which, I contend, the school can have some influence.
There is a promising foundation here to build upon. In order to be able to intervene
effectively, however, schools must know what they represent to their students and
their families; they must know where the school-home relationship is most vulnerable
and could be strengthened. Currently, however, as I have outlined throughout the
dissertation, there are a number of constraints which prevent this, and hinder the
school's potential from being fully exploited.

My second point concerns teachers' attitudes towards students' parents and medio.

Though I argue above that to encourage school performance, a reinforcement of
teachers' 'parental' role may be necessary, I nonetheless hold that this must not go
hand in hand with a negative appraisal of students' homes, as this is confusing and
damaging to students. In its current manifestation, although extremely well-
intentioned, the teachers' frustrated 'missionary ethos' a priori assumes that students
need to be rescued from 'something'. That something is the inadequacy of their
parents: as providers, as socialisers, as parents and as citizens. It is not only the

also Guardian Education 23.3.99).
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students who can sense this. As I describe in Chapter Four, some parents reacted
angrily to teacher high-handedness, while others felt shame at being humiliated e.g. at
parent-teacher meetings. The negative feelings which all this foments towards the
school can be the final straw which snaps an already strained relationship. Teacher
trainees and other professionals who join the teaching profession may be unaware of
the fragility of the home-school relationship, and the need to treat parents with
thorough respect. They may not know that a slight by a teacher is enough to threaten a
child's schooling. Or that if parents feel humiliated by teachers or blamed for their
children's failure they may react by withdrawing their children. The new emphasis on
participation, and the consejos where parents now apparently have a say in
pedagogical matters (see Chapter Three) are an initiative in the right direction, but
they will not automatically create democratic practices in the historically highly
hierarchical Mexican schooling system (see e.g. Morales-Gomez and Torres 1990: 95;
Tatto 1999: 251). Ornelas (1995: 37) observes in connection with Mexican primary
education that 'the chief mission of the Mexican primary school is to produce
solidarious citizens prepared for democratic life, but it reproduces marked
authoritarian traits', observing that 'it will be difficult for the school to help spread
democracy if it is antidemocratically run as well as hierarchical and authoritarian'.
Greater awareness of parents' hardship and a more egalitarian approach towards them
on the part of teachers might go a long way towards relieving some of the pressures
on parents and thereby also on students.

By criticising the school's negative appraisals of the family I do not mean to suggest
that there are no problems in families, or that the trouble lies exclusively with the
school. Clearly, families do have difficulties which can undermine schooling, as my
data show. But what is dangerous is the notion that the poor family itself is the
problem, since this can cause parents' indignation and any repercussions that may
engender. It can cause young people to feel disloyal towards their families because
they seek advancement through an institution which disparages their own parents; and
it can also undermine family reciprocity mechanisms through children blaming their
parents for not doing their duty by them. The school clearly portrays the medio and
the students' family as to blame for failing to send their children to school or to
socialise them adequately. This can have extremely damaging implications. School
effectiveness research has shown just how important positive teacher reinforcement is
in promoting good school performance; and, conversely, how negative labelling can
demoralise students (Martin 2000: 9). Martin (1990a: 117) points out that this fixation
with the 'problem family' is extremely unhelpful: rather, it is 'the accommodation of
different kinds of families to schooling (that) may be problematic, not the families
themselves'. The problem family approach only serves to shift the blame from the
structural causes of poverty onto those who are, in fact, its most vulnerable victims.

340



Third, the consequences of different types of disciplinary practices in schools could
be fruitfully studied. My findings strongly suggest that a more consistent, tolerant and
caring discipline may be more instrumental in promoting school performance. Martin
(1994) observed in his study of discipline practices in Mexican homes and primary
schools, that 'the confidence to learn is lacking in those who have learned to obey
without question'. 'Despotic' disciplinary practices intimidate students, encouraging
them to reject the school. Where classes are huge, workloads and curricular pressures
weighty, such heavy-handed disciplinary practices may seem inevitable (see also
Woodhead and McGrath 1988: 10). But the evidence that it can be done was there at
La Colina, though it was restricted to one or two teachers (such as Salvador, for
instance) who were acutely conscious of the difference it made to their students.
School inflexibility concerning e.g. uniforms, school fees does not appear to serve
much purpose other than to arouse parents' indignation. It would be interesting to
explore the effects of relaxing some of the institutional demands which exacerbate
students' and their parents' economic hardship and turn poverty into a more serious
obstacle to schooling than it need be: the strict uniform requirement, monetary
contributions for this and that, and the requirement that fees (cuotas) be paid in a
lump sum rather than spread over the year with monthly or bimonthly instalments.
Removing the 'moral' obligation to pay, and thus parents' shame at not being able to,
may be one way in which to lighten the burden which school poses for them.

Fourth, when teachers are able to create space for more informal contact with their
students, they can better discern when students need help. Such a space may also, in
itself, be enough to encourage students to persevere with their schooling. However,
many teachers may not even realise that their affective manner towards students - a
kind word or enquiry here or there - might be enough to keep them in school.
Moreover, as I describe in Chapter Five, institutional pressures on teachers often
curtail any attempt to establish a more friendly relationship with students. In this
connection, I consider that attention may fruitfully be paid to potential ruptures in
school attendance - the danger points where students are likely to drop out. These
include: a) the transition from primary to secondary school, where the high cost of
new materials, uniform etc., trepidation on the part of the student deriving from the
overwhelming contact with a new environment and multitude of teachers; as well as
the fact that the child is older, may deter families from enrolling their children; b)
failed exams, which can provoke a crisis in a family since parents may feel their
children no longer 'deserve' to be in school, and students may thus be discouraged
from persevering; c) 'family crises', either emotional or material or a mixture of both,
e.g. the birth of a new baby brother or sister which can cause extra expense and work
at home, perhaps causing the temporary withdrawal from school of an older child to
help out; or any other incident which creates additional tension in the family which
can 'spill over' onto schooling d) 'temporary' periods of absence which can
imperceptibly turn into definitive drop-out.
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Finally, students seek a space in the school where they can 'get things off their

chests', as they put it. The only space currently available in the school for this is the

orientador's gabinete which, as I indicate above and in Chapter Five, does not always

serve this purpose. In principle, however, it is potentially a very valuable space in

providing the outlet which students are looking for, and its functioning could be very

fruitfully explored further. As I mention above, the idea that children's affective needs

might be met by a non-family institution, the school, has been criticised for being

merely an extremely subtle and insidious form of hegemony (see e.g. Stigler 1991:

200-204). I have myself explored in the dissertation some of the implications of the

school's appropriation of 'family' functions in a context of hardship and economic

insecurity. But is the school to hang on for dear life to its 'academic-only' mandate

even when, as at La Colina, the school's inattention to students' affective needs can

undermine school performance? What is at stake here is equity, since low-income

students may experience greater pressures at home - and they may have fewer

opportunities to 'get things off their chests' in other arenas (e.g. with friends) due to

the rather rigid control many are subject to at home. I suggest that, instead, it is

necessary to look very closely at the reasons why students are performing badly in

school and adapt a flexible approach to the school's functions in this light. Or the

drive for efficiency may become even more counterproductive than it already is.

Lastly, and without wanting to undermine my own contention that it is paramount to
focus on what can be done in schools to assist performance, it is important to engage
with theorists concerned that the current disenchantment on the left with possibilities
for radical social change may lead to a refocusing on the school as the cause of poor
school performance. Recent work within the school effectiveness approach may, for
instance, be interpreted by some as a manifestation of this. This is the reverse of what
occurred in the 1970s when radical theorists, convinced that a socialist alternative to
capitalism was possible, shifted attention onto in society as the root of social
inequality. For them, trying to change the school was ineffectual, a panacea measure
that diverted energy away from the 'real' source of inequality. There is a dilemma in
arguing either way. A focus on the school runs the risk that technical solutions may be
applied to what are essentially broader political problems. Schools and teachers can so
easily be blamed for problems not of their making. As Levin (in Apple 1990: 41)
trenchantly observes:

Educational policies that are aimed at resolving social dilemmas that
arise out of the basic malfunctioning of the economic, social and political
institutions of the society are not amenable to solution through
educational policy and reform ... And, there is a deleterious result in our
efforts if educational attempts to change society tend to direct attention
away from the focus of the problem by creating and legitimating the
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ideology that schools can be used to solve problems which did not
originate in the educational sector.

I think that this point is both valid and well-intentioned. But there is no need for an
'either-school-or-society' approach. Neglecting the school would, in my opinion, only
serve to perpetuate existing inequalities all the more. The school is part of society, it
is not disconnected from it. Studying the ways in which the school and the family
connect and situating that connection in its broader social, economic and political
setting may be the first step towards reconciling these approaches. At the same time,
however, continued pressure is needed for concomitant social changes which would
indirectly also promote schooling. For instance, given that one of the main threats to
schooling is the insecurity of household incomes, which sets in motion a number of
dynamics in the home which can undermine schooling, better social security coverage
for informal sector or irregular workers would go a long way towards relieving some
of the pressure on families and thus help lighten the burden of educating their
children. It would also lower the stakes for parents of risking 'losing' their children as
a result of the new-found opportunities for independence which schooling gives them.
Unfortunately, given the present climate of austerity and the State's withdrawal from
social provision, this is a remote possibility. Programmes like PROGRESA (see
Chapter Three) may go some way towards promoting schooling through stabilising
household income to some extent and targeting grants at mothers, thereby showing
sensitivity to intra-household dynamics. But the danger of that is that welfare
resources are being channeled away from the millions of rural and urban poor, like the
people of La Colina, who cannot educate their children either, but who do not qualify
for help from PROGRESA-type compensatory programmes.

One has to start somewhere. Although schooling may be seen by some educational

analysts observing from afar as the malevolent 'reproducer' of skewed class relations,

to La Colina students, staying in school was their only hope of perhaps having a

chance in life. As with most other things, it is a question of perspectives. Perhaps the

final word should go to those whose future is at stake: the students:

My dreams for the future are to become a kindergarten teacher, that
would be my greatest success in life, to get my degree and be able to
help my parents (Bianca, La Colina).
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Annex

Descriptions of the eight students

Elena1

A rather shy, unassuming 14-year old, Elena lived in a rented house in Madero with
her mother, sister, two aunts, an uncle and her grandmother. Although she lived in
Madero, and some teachers assumed that she must therefore be better off than many
other students, in fact she and her mother lived arrimadas, i.e. they shared a house
with relatives, but themselves had very little money to spare - she had always been to
public schools and even that had proved to be a struggle. Elena was born in
Guadalajara, and has herself never lived in a rural area, although her mother was
originally from in a small village in Jalisco. She did not know where her father was
born. Both her parents are literate: her father was an employee at Pemex, the Mexican
state petroleum company, but Elena didn't know what level of schooling he had
attained; and her mother had completed primary school, and was working as a
domestic in another house. Elena and her mother also helped her aunts with a home-
based sewing workshop, in addition to her other household tasks, such as cooking,
washing clothes and general cleaning. According to her, her family circumstances and
home affective background were troubled. Her parents were separated, and her father
lived in Villa with his new partner and family. He had been an alcoholic, who had
beaten both her and her mother. She received no economic support from him, and
when she had asked him for help to pay for her schooling, he had hurled abuse at her
and told her never to bother him again. She worried a lot about this, feeling unwanted,
and claiming that she wished something would happen to her so that she would end
up in hospital and people would love her again.

Elena was nonetheless notorious at Sec.Z for belonging to 'another religion', as the
teachers put it. Because of this, her school career had been far from smooth. Her
mother was a strict Jehova's Witness, and Elena also followed this religion. This had
been the cause of a great disturbance in the school, since following her religion
obliged her to abstain from paying homage to any other instance except her god,
Jehova; consequently, Elena would avoid saluting the Mexican flag during the school
ceremony, honores a la bandera. Once the headmistress noticed that Elena was
refusing to salute, she was singled out in front of the morning assembly and
questioned. Her mother was called to the school and, having reached a stalemate with

1 Elena was the only students whose parent/s I didn't manage to interview. During the latter half of my
fieldwork when I was carrying out interviews with parents, Elena left home and circumstances became
too tricky to carry out the interview. Given that her relationship with her father was so strained, I also
felt it would be unadvisable to pursue the matter with him.
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the headmistress, eventually appealed to Derechos Humanos, a human rights body,
which decreed that she should not be obliged to salute if this went against her beliefs.
According to Sec.Z's History teacher, Elena thenceforth 'conscientiously awarded
herself a grade of 7 for the subject History of Mexico (the grading of which was
partly assessed according to how well students performed in honores), in recognition
of the fact that she was not performing the same as the others. This was nothing new
for her - she had been expelled from several primary and secondary schools for the
same reason, and was used to having points docked off her grades for not saluting.

Although teachers claimed she was 'restless' and 'not a good student academically'
(despite having left primary with a fairly good average of 8.1), Elena enjoyed school
and valued it as a means to achieve her objectives in life, though she wasn't yet
exactly sure what she wanted to do: perhaps to become a nurse, nursery school
teacher, or accountant. She also thought a career would 'enable her to help her parents
and later on her own children'. The individual subjects were also useful, she thought,
for instance maths because 'it helps to be able to have a small business and keep the
accounts properly'. Likewise, English is important 'for when we go to the US'. She
appreciated teachers most who 'listen to everything the students tell them ... and help
them to solve problems'. She had become particularly attached to the Art teacher,
Bere, participating in her extracurricular activities and spending as much time as
possible talking to her.

Teachers commenting on the incident afterwards told me that they had tried to
'convince' Elena that 'at school neither her mother nor grandmother could see what
she did', and that she might as well salute. Some teachers said they 'suspected' that
she didn't believe quite so fervently in her religion as her mother did, but was scared
to oppose her: 'she knows that she's under their authority, and so she does what they
tell her'. But Elena had refused to bow to the school's demands. The school and the
home were, thus, in direct conflict with one another, and the 'territory' they were
fighting over was Elena - it was a struggle over her loyalties that was at stake.
Despite this pressure from both sides, she was determined to remain in school, even
though this meant having to tolerate 'being different from the others', as one teacher
put it. 'I begged the deputy head, I said "please, sir, give me the opportunity, I
decided to come to this school because there is no other one, it's the best', I tried
everything to get them to let me study, and look what a mess it ended up in!' The
flag-saluting incident brought out very strong feelings among the teachers concerning
the interference of religious beliefs in loyalty to the nation.

Elena left Sec.Z still unsure of what she wanted to do in the future. Her home life was
in disarray at that time too: she had had many conflicts with her mother and aunts,
who were rather strict with her, over the amount of freedom she was entitled to. She
fought with them over the length of her skirts, and because they invariably summoned
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her inside the house whenever her friends called on her. Towards the end of the year,

she told me that she had left home, and was staying with a girlfriend, and for this

reason, I did not interview her mother or aunts.

Bianca

Bianca was slightly older than the other students at Sec.Z, 16 at the time of my
fieldwork. The youngest of 6 children, she lived with both her parents in a house in
Zapata that the family had built themselves over a number of years. Her father was
'unemployed' according to her, but he occasionally worked as a driver for the bread
products company, Bimbo. Her mother worked as a domestic helper in another
house. Both Blanca's parents were originally from small villages in another state,
Guanajuato, and they had migrated to Guadalajara thirty years earlier because
Blanca's mother became ill and needed more specialised treatment. Bianca was born
and had lived all her life in Guadalajara.

Her parents had a rather troubled relationship; a separation had been imminent a year
or two before my fieldwork but ultimately her parents stayed together. It was clear
from my conversations with Bianca and her mother that although in the past her father
had ruled rather tyranically over the family, the balance of power had now shifted
more in favour of the women. Blanca's father, now periodically unemployed, older
and more frail, was no longer feared by the rest of the family as he had been in the
past. Nonetheless, like a dozing bear, they treated him with a wary respect for fear he
lash out. He had vehemently opposed the idea of his daughters' studying, and he still
effectively managed to prevent Bianca from carrying out school-related tasks at home.
Blanca's mother did not dare to tell him that she worked outside the home to pay for
her daughters' schooling.

Bianca had always been to public, mixed schools. She enjoyed school, and was
described by teachers as a reasonably good student who tried very hard (her primary
leaving grade was a healthy 8.9). Her father was illiterate, and had never been to
school, and neither had her mother since her father had opposed it because he did not
want her to come into contact with male teachers in the village. She was also barely
literate, but had taught herself to write her own name and some other basic things. She
saw her own lack of schooling as the reason why her life had been so hard, and vowed
to make sure her daughters studied.

Bianca dreamt of becoming a nursery school teacher. She would have liked to go to
university, but 'couldn't afford it'. Her secondary schooling had been feasible as long
as she didn't have to ask her father for money; but she felt guilty that her mother had
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struggled so hard to put her through school, and wanted to repay her by helping out

financially so that she no longer had to work.

Luz

Luz was a likeable and popular girl in her class, though a little more reserved than
some of her classmates. She belonged to one of the poorer families in the school, and
this was common knowledge among fellow-students and teachers alike. She lived in a
very rudimentary self-built house in Villa, which was rather overcrowded; Luz shared
a room with two of her sisters. Her mother was a housewife and didn't have a paid
job; and her father worked periodically as a builder, interspersed with frequent spells
of unemployment. He had spent some years as a migrant in the U.S. Both Luz's
parents were originally from a village in the state of Jalisco. Her mother studied until
4th grade primary school; and her father until 2nd grade. Of her brothers and sisters,
Luz is the only one who's finished her secondary schooling. Her brother is a
mechanic, and only studied first year of secondary; and her sisters only completed
primary. All her sisters work the late shift in a candle factory.

Luz was strikingly intelligent, thoughtful and perceptive. At 14, she was highly
articulate and expressive - strikingly so in comparison with many of her classmates.
This impression was confirmed by several of her teachers, one of whom confessed to
me that she had read Luz's beautifully-written private diary. Luz's primary school
leaving average was 9.4. out of 10. Yet despite this, she left secondary with an
average of 7.4, not really enough to secure her a place in preparatory, where a
minimum of 8 is required. I heard teachers refer to her as media burr a ('a bit of a
donkey' - a term usually used to refer to not so bright students), and a little
'distracted' in class, and that it was because she was poor. This struck me as strange,
as she had also been poor in primary school, and yet she had got very good grades. I
discovered that Luz had had numerous problems which had complicated her
secondary school career. First of all, her parents couldn't afford to pay for her
secondary school textbooks so she had borrowed books or teachers bought them for
her for the first and second years. Her brothers and sisters who were working bought
them for her in the third year. Then, she had been ill at the start of her first year and
missed a few months, leading to her failing some subjects at the end of year exams.
Her father took this as a sign that she should no longer waste time at school. Only
through the efforts of the school social worker, who visited her home to convince her
father to relent, did Luz enroll for her second year.

Her dream was to be a prison warder, and when I met her again the following year,
she had enrolled in a nearby private preparatoria., which she paid for partly through
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her new part-time job selling jewellery , and partly with financial help from a teacher

and from her working brother and sisters.

Fabiola

It was impossible to spend much time at Secondary 91 without noticing Fabiola. At
14, she was one of the most popular girls in the school: tall, pretty and much admired
by the boys. She was also one of the most successful girls academically, and always
featured in the honores a la bandera for the best students. She participated regularly
and enthusiastically in school events such as competitions and dancing. Her best
friend, Amalia, was also one of the "elite" girls in the school whom everybody looked
up to, and the two appeared inseparable.

I found Fabiola's case interesting because she succeeded in being an outstanding
student academically - she had left primary with a grade of 9.7 and had never had
lower than 9 at secondary - whilst remaining popular with other students: not an easy
achievement. She was from the same area as the other children, but she seemed to
very serene and sure of herself, despite the fact that she came from a twice-broken
home and had suffered from a variety of family problems.

Fabiola lives in Las Huertas with her mother and two brothers, in a five-room house
which looks rather better and more private than the other houses in her street: large,
and surrounded by a high wall. Her mother and father separated when she was 4 - her
father left for Tijuana, never to return. Fabiola's father was her mother's second
husband, and she has half-brothers from her mother's first marriage.

Fabiola's mother is from a town in Sinaloa originally, but moved to Guadalajara with
her father while still a child so that he could pursue his business as a trader. Her
mother is also a salewsoman. Fabiola's father and mother had both completed primary
school, but to me her mother appeared far more self-assured and educated than the
other mothers I interviewed. Schooling, however, clearly played an important role in
her upbringing: teachers took her in to live with them for 4 years.

Fabiola obviously set a lot of store by her studies. She contrasted schooling with
"hanging around on the streets", something she considered very negative. This had
echoes of remarks made by her mother (whose own father wouldn't let his daughters
out of the house) to the effect that good girls stay at home. Clearly, Fabiola's
upbringing had been morally rather strict, but she appeared to assimilate this without
much opposition. Her mother attributed their rather strict moral values to the fact that
the family had converted to Baptism after a Catholic priest sexually harrassed a famliy
member. Much of the family life revolved around the church, Bible reading etc.
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Fabiola's ambition was to study a carrera corta so she could help her mother
financiallyand enable her to stop working. Fabiola's brother, however, wanted his
sister to study medicine instead, but she thought it would be too expensive and might
just end up being a wasted investment - lots of years studying with no immediate
return. Her brothers' influence was clearly important to her - and she was the only
student I encountered at Sec.Z (apart from the well-off Manuel) with a sibling who
had been to university.

Pedro

Pedro, at 13 slightly younger than most of the other students in his class, was known
as something of a disruptive element. If mischief was afoot, teachers invariably
looked to him first. One described him as 'basically a good kid, but hyperactive'.
Pedro had ended up at Sec.Z after being expelled from a nearby private school - it
was the only school that would take him with his bad behaviour record. He lived in
Madero, in a five-room house which his family owned, and he was economically
better off than his Villa and Zapata peers. His mother was from Celaya, a town in the
state of Guanajuato, and his father was from Guadalajara, where Pedro was born. He
lived with his parents and two brothers, one younger and one older than himself. His
father worked in PEMEX, the Mexican petroleum company; and his mother ran a
small groceries store attached to the house, which Pedro frequently helped out with.
Both his parents were quite well educated compared to the other students'. His father
had completed preparatoria, and his mother had finished secondary. Though she had
wanted to study further, her rather machista husband had stopped her - she saw
marriage as having truncated her educational aspirations. Her husband also only
grudgingly agreed to his sons going to school - Pedro's mother told me that as far as
he was concerned, 'men are made in the street' - not in school. She had fought with
him over this issue.

Pedro was a rather poor student academically. He had left primary school with an
average of 7.3, and had never really picked up at secondary. He had had a brother at
Sec.Z who was notorious among the teachers for his rebellious behaviour, and who
was now involved in drugs. Pedro was also threatened with receiving a Certificate of
Bad Conduct when he left Sec.Z, which would have barred him from applying to any
further education institution (a Certificate of Good Conduct is essential to be
accepted). An agreement was reached with the school, however, that if his parents
paid for some construction materials, the certificate would be waived. Despite his
rather dubious school record, however, Pedro claimed to enjoy school, and wanted to
go on to university to study computing or law although he was as yet quite unsure. He
had enjoyed Sec.Z because the teachers were 'understanding'. He had experienced a
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number of conflicts with his parents over getting into trouble at school, and although
he enjoyed a close relationship with his mother, he told me was scared of his father,
who was known locally as 'The Jackal' because of his aggressive and surly nature,
and whom he complained was very harsh with him, something his mother confirmed.

Manuel

Manuel had also been expelled from the local private secondary because of bad
behaviour. He was perhaps the wealthiest student at Sec.Z, enjoying a completely
different lifestyle from the others, with ample time and money to spend and freedom
to roam around the city more or less at will. Unlike the other students, who seldom
strayted far from Villa or Zapata, I sometimes encountered him in the plaza in Santa
Clara, with friends or his girlfriend. He would often spend time hanging around with
friends and his girlfriend in the expensive shopping malls on the other side of
Guadalajara, something the other kids could never dream of doing. Unlike many of
his classmates, Manuel helped very little with domestic tasks: he had a room to
himself that he was responsible for tidying,and that was about it.The youngest of four
children , he had two brothers much older than him, and a sister three years older. He
lived with them and with his parents in a large and extremely comfortable house in
Madero. Both his parents were originally from Guadalajara, where he himself had
also been born, and the family had always lived there. Manuel's father worked as an
accountant for an airport taxi company, though rumour had it that he was involved in
drug trafficking - indeed, the family's extravagant lifestyle certainly did not seem
commensurate with an accountant's lifestyle. His mother did not work outside the
home. He told me he had an excellent relationship with both his parents, and felt well-
loved.

His mother had completed primary school, her father having prevented her from
studying further because 'women were only for getting married'; but Manuel's father
had completed preparatoria.. It was assumed that Manuel would continue to study
and go on to university, regardless of his grades. He wanted to study law.

Manuel was a fairly good student academically, having left primary school with an
average grade of 9, and maintaining a fair standard throughout secondary. However,
he also created a stir from time to time, once notoriously cutting the school electricity
cables and on another occasion climbing over the school railings and escaping. He
was looked up to by the other kids as a 'leader', but also resented because he appeared
in school with trendy outfits, sporting brand names such as Nike. He claimed that he
didn't fit in with the other students, they were too 'rough' and poor and he felt like an
outsider.
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Antonio

Antonio is also a student from the state school, from the same class as Luz. He was
one of the first students I came into contact with, as he has a very friendly manner and
was keen to get to know me. He is fairly tall, and slightly plump. He stood out to me
immediately: not so much because of his academic performance, which had been
good ever since primary school (his primary exit grade was 9.5), but because of his
participation in most extra-curricular events and competitions. While I was at the
school, he took part in public speaking, poetry and subject knowledge competitions,
and was in the school dance team. His relationship with the teachers appeared to be
very good - they all knew him well and relied on him to help them out with organising
the other students for special events etc. I noticed that the other students (the boys)
often laughed at him, but he wasn't unpopular as such - in fact, he seemed to be on
good terms with most of the other students, especially the girls.

His family lived in the neighbouring colonia to Zapata, but had a slightly higher
socioeconomic level, though not much. The houses there were narrow duplex terraces,
with each flat rather small and cramped, and many were defaced by vandalism or
neglect. Antonio's father was retired from PEMEX, the Mexican Petroleum
Company, and his mother was a housewife, who didn't work outside the home. Due
to his father's pension, the family enjoyed some degree of economic stability, though
household income was meagre. Both his parents were originally from Ciudad Madero,
in the state of Tampico. The family moved to Guadalajara two years before I
interviewed them, to take care of a sick sister and to get a better education for
Antonio. Antonio and his parents had lived in a rural area before. Antonio's father
reached first year secondary school; and his mother was literate, but Antonio didn't
know exactly how much schooling she had received. His parents were old compared
to the other children's parents in the school: his father was over sixty and his mother
was forty-eight.

Antonio has also felt somewhat apart from the other students because of a heart
condition which obliged him to miss several months of school when he was younger,
and occasioned several moves to different cities to attend hospitals. This continual
moving around had also made it hard for him to make good friends. In addition, he is
very ambivalent towards his role as "star pupil" at Sec.Z. He feels the teachers 'use
him and pressurise him a lot, and that this sets him apart from the other students.
Although he enjoys the recognition his success brings him, he nonetheless also resents
the pressure teachers put on him to keep up his high standards, and their expectation
that he can manage without their help just because they know he's a good student.
Although generally popular with most of the other students, he is quite badly teased
by some of the 'rougher' elements, who call him joto ('queer'), as he doesn't
participate in sports. He mixes mostly with the girls, whom he considers 'gentler'. As
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an only child, he told me he often felt quite lonely, with no one to talk to when he felt

bad.

Antonio feels that he owes it to his parents to do well, since they have given up so
much for him, and it is thanks to them that he's reached third year secondary. His
parents also bemoaned the cost of schooling in their interview with me. He did
everything not to 'trouble' them. It transpired that both his parents had had an alcohol
problem earlier, and had experienced a lot of problems in their marriage as a result, so
he never told them of his own worries, as he thought they had enough of their own.
His upbringing was also evidently quite harsh: he told me that his parents had
sometimes hit him, and that he was scared of what they might do if he misbehaved.
His father used to hit his mother until he was born and he's scared he might do it
again if they argue. He felt he had little communication with his parents, and
difficulties with his father, in particular, who ridiculed him for attending dancing
classes - 'women's stuff. He complained to me that when students sought solace in
the teachers, they didn't have time for them due to their heavy workloads. He felt the
teachers should be 'second parents'.

Antonio's dream was to become a doctor, but his father seemed to have other ideas.
He remarked that he wanted to send Antonio to study an engineering course, or
something similar which wouldn't be too long or too expensive. Yet when I met him
the following year, Antonio had been accepted in preparatoria and had ambitions to
study medicine.

Edgar

Edgar was the most reticent of the eight students I interviewed, and I found it more
difficult to get to know him well. The son of an electrician and a housewife mother,
he lived in Zapata in a rather rudimentary self-built house with his parents and
younger brother of six and an older sister of 17. His father was originally from a
village in Jalisco; and his mother was born in Guadalajara, as was Edgar. He had lived
in the city all his life. His mother had completed secondary school and then received
some training in first aid, basic nursing; and his father had completed primary school.

Although he got along well with his classmates, his academic performance was not
strong (it seemed to have deteriorated considerably since primary school, when his
exit average grade was 8.4). Edgar was forever getting into trouble at school. Like
Pedro, he had been threatened with a Certificate of Bad Conduct, and he was one of
the students who had most reportes of bad behaviour. He claimed to dislike being
'cooped up' in the classroom, and told me he had enjoyed school more when Sec.Z
was still based on the hillside in the open air; on the other hand, he liked the more
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sheltered and 'orderly' environment of the new school building. He told me, however,
that he was 'a different person outside school, really calm and quiet'. Edgar worked
part-time in the local market, and he contrasted this experience favourably with
school. His goal was to earn money as soon as possible. Yet from seeing the
experiences of others in his family, notably a cousin who had studied food chemistry,
he had decided to try his luck at studying, since he had seen that his cousin 'earned
good money' that way, and he 'felt better working'. As he told me, 'studying is
important, but you also have to earn good money'.

At home, however, circumstances were not particularly favourable towards his
studies. His mother supported his schooling, but his father did not, and became
irritated when Edgar asked for help with his schoolwork or economic support. Edgar
had begun work in the nearby marketplace precisely to avoid having to rely on his
father for money. He was quite deeply affected and perplexed by his father's harsh
attitude towards him. Economically, the famliy was struggling, and Edgar's mother
told me how difficult it was for her to meet the school's demands, such as the
uniform, and the lump sum fees periodically required. Towards the end of the school
year, Edgar told me that he had decided to 'rest' for a year before taking up his studies
again, a plan his mother did not approve of since she considered that he would not
bother to continue studying after that.
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The dissertation analyses the relationship between students, secondary schooling and families in a
low-income area of Guadalajara, Mexico's second city. Secondary schooling was made compulsory
in 1993 under the General Education Act passed during President Salinas' term in office, but as yet
less than half of all students complete it. Among those, low-income students have the highest rates
of drop-out and repetition. Secondary schooling has, however, become a minimum qualification for
most jobs in Mexico, and it is thus a crucial step on the path to inclusion both in the labour market,
and to social inclusion more generally. The currently low secondary completion rates are a cause for
concern both in terms of equity and national development, and in terms of the life prospects of
millions of young Mexicans.

The key questions that guide the dissertation are, thus: What are the difficulties that prevent young

people from completing their secondary schooling; and How can they be encouraged to stay in

school for long enough to do so?

At a broader level, the dissertation raises questions about the implications for educational equity
and family relations of the neoliberal-inspired policy paradigms recently introduced in Mexico, and
in other countries elsewhere in Latin America and in the developing world. These reforms seek to
pare down the State's role in, inter alia, social provision, by enrolling families and other private
actors in paying for services such as schooling that the State previously claimed to provide. In
practice, however, families have always heavily subsidised schooling, despite the State's
constitutional commitment to offer free basic schooling for all. However, while it is true that little
appears to have changed as a result of the reforms in terms of the burden that schooling represents
for families, the analysis suggests that the new constitutional emphasis on parental co-responsibility
for schooling may have negative consequences for families since it places the moral burden for
assuring children's right to schooling upon their parents. Although many parents find it very
difficult to finance their children's secondary studies, at the same time they are reluctant to deny
them this new right and thereby potentially be held responsible for truncating their opportunities.
This dilemma gives rise to tensions, between families and the school and within families that are a
key focus throughout the dissertation.

In the following, I summarise the contents of each chapter.



Chapter One reviews some key ways in which the relationship between poverty and school
performance has been tackled theoretically. In Mexico, the link between poverty and school failure
appears unequivocal. Students from low-income families and poorer regions perform far worse than
richer students in terms of crucial educational indicators such as literacy, drop-out, and repetition;
they usually have poorer access to schools, and the schools available to them are of poorer quality.
Analysts of Mexican schooling have tended to confirm this vicious circle, but a criticism in the
dissertation is that they have largely employed theories of schooling and poverty/class developed in
other cultural contexts. The structuralist and cultural reproductionist theories typically used attempt
to shed light upon the linkage between poverty and schooling by focusing largely on different types
of mismatch between the home and the school, - chiefly cultural and lingustic discrepancies
derived from students' 'disadvantaged' class position. Students' 'amount' of linguistic or cultural
capital, as well as the disciplinary styles of their families, are judged inadequate to cope with the
school milieu and requirements. The third approach commonly employed is school effectiveness
research, which marks a departure from the mismatch model, as it seeks an explanation largely in
school-side factors. Common to all these approaches, however, is that they focus principally on
factors rather than relationships in analysing school performance; and that they exclude affective
aspects from the analysis in favour of cognitive or other more easily 'measurable' factors. They
portray students as alienated from the school, but they do not take into account the possibility that
students may see the school as a desirable alternative to their homes. Linked to this, a further
problem of the mismatch school highlighted in the study is its tendency to assume an automatic
transference of parents' 'class' values and aspirations onto their children, leaving no conceptual
space for the possibility that students may appraise their family culture as deficient - 'marginal' -
and seek to escape it via the school.

A further key theoretical point raised in the chapter is that whereas many theorists of school
performance take their point of departure in contexts where most children attend school
automatically, secondary school attendance in Mexico is far from automatic for many young
Mexicans, whose link with the school is often precarious. Although now officially part of the free,
compulsory basic education cycle (consisting of primary and secondary school), secondary
schooling is regarded as a luxury by parents and students. Linked to this, a further key point of
departure is that, unlike at primary level, at secondary level in the context studied it was the
students themselves who were often responsible for making educational decisions. When parents
intervened actively, it was often to withdraw their children from school rather than to urge them to
continue. The students' say in schooling was far more decisive in their school careers than in other
contexts where students have to attend subject to legal sanctions against their parents if they do not
(in Mexico no legal measures are taken if students fail to attend school). But, given that the decision
to continue studying or not is often down to the students themselves, the subsequent analysis
focuses on how the students saw the school, and what factors they took into account in making their
decisions about remaining in school or not.



Chapter Two

The chapter begins with a presentation of the setting in which the school and catchment area are
located; and an explanation of the case and sample selection. Third year students (i.e. final year in
the Mexican secondary system) were selected owing to the difficulty of locating drop-outs, and
because many third year students could give accounts of times when their own school attendance
had been ruptured or under threat - and equally importantly also about why they had persevered
with their studies or returned to school after time out. The research design applied employed
principally qualitative methods aimed at exploring the relationships between the student, his family
and the school. In this framework, the home and the school are conceptualised as the key spheres
impinging on schooling, and the student as moving and negotiating between these spheres. Students
were rather restricted to these two spheres, due to moral and security considerations, as well as
financial limitations which made them less mobile than their more affluent peers. The following
diagram depicts the key spheres seen as impinging upon school performance.

Non-resident kin

mother

HOME

In order to understand how students negotiate between home and school, the study introduces
various concepts drawn from the interpretive sociology of Alfred Schutz. Schutz's interpretive
sociology seeks to understand the subjective meaning of social action. In this approach, actors'
assumptions about their worlds form the basis of investigation. A key concept is the lifeworld,
defined by Schutz and Luckmann as 'that province of reality which the wide-awake and normal



adult simply takes for granted in the attitude of common sense'. These 'natural' assumptions that

people make about reality offer insight into where they see the constraints and opportunities in their

life situations. Actors use the - albeit incomplete - knowledge they have in order to make choices.

These choices are affected by their calculations about the future, which are based on their past

experiences and present situation.

According to Schutz, social actors in the modern world must engage with different domains, or
multiple realities in everyday life (such as the home and the school) which are often conflicting.
This can cause people to experience disjunctions and tensions. In seeking to understand how actors
make decisions, Schutz focuses on the way they prioritise their interests in different spheres. His
focus is thus the conditions that give rise to action, rather than the consequences of actions. This
framework made it possible to conceptualise how in making educational choices, students weighed
up their interests and obligations at home and at school, as well as their present situations and
dreams for the future, and acted accordingly. They clearly wanted to attend school, but at the same
time, they worried that their schooling was a burden to their families. In discovering how they
perceived and prioritised their interests in different spheres, I sought to gain insight into why they
made particular decisions concerning their schooling.

However, Schutz's framework does not offer a way to account for the guilt and feelings of betrayal
that students displayed in negotiating between the home and the school. Here, his framework is
supplemented with Berger and Luckmann's conceptualisation of the socialisation process. They
distinguish between primary socialisation, which takes place in early childhood; and secondary
socialisation, which occurs when children come into contact with institutions outside the family,
such as the school. Berger and Luckmann claim that children feel a strong affective bond with their
primary socialisers - usually their parents. Theorists of education have tended to assume that
children also automatically identify with the class dispositions and values of their primary
socialisers, and that these dispositions are irreversible, once acquired. In the case studied, this did
not seem to be the case. The La Colina students questioned the values and lifestyles of their families
from the vantage point of the school, where their parents were often depicted by teachers as
deficient or deviant in terms of the 'legitimate culture' of Mexican society. They did not identify
themselves as part of a well-defined, coherent working 'class culture'; rather, they identified
themselves as marginals, or nobodies, and expressed a strong desire to escape that marginality.This
gave rise to tensions: they were attracted by the school, but felt guilty about that fact when the
school clearly both devalued their families' culture and caused them to be a burden at home.

The remainder of the chapter presents details of the fieldwork procedure and methods used to
approach the study questions. The methods used included in-depth life story interviews, group
interviews, participant observation in class hours and school events, collection of school documents
and interviews with teachers and parents. A survey was also applied to 84 students. The chapter



ends with a discussion of the representativity and validity of the study, reflections on the way in

which the data was approached, and on my own position in the research field.

Chapter Three: Educating tomorrow's Mexicans: a tug of war between parents and the
State?

Chapter Three is divided into two parts. The chapter as a whole explores public education in
Mexico since Independence in order to provide some explanatory background to the evident
tensions in family-school relations detected in the research. A persistent theme is that the school has
historically not been regarded as a wholly benevolent institution in Mexico, with struggles arising
between families and the state over the school's encroachment on socialisation. Families have been
suspicious of the school's modern, secular rationality and has feared its attempts to inculcate these
values in its children. At the same time, the school has represented the only legitimate way out of
poverty for many families. The notion of the hogar inviolable (inviolable home) has been a central
theme in these tensions. The first part of the chapter traces the evolution of public education during
the post-Independence and post-Revolutionary periods. It explores how the Mexican State has
historically used education in the nation-building process in an attempt to modernise and racially
and socially 'homogenise' Mexico's very diverse population; and it shows how schooling has, from
early on, been strongly associated with nationalism and inclusion. The section also explores the
issue of compulsory schooling and the contradictions this generated with respect to early post-
Independence liberalism. The first part of the chapter thus highlights a number of struggles between
Church and state and family over the scope, content and compulsory nature of public education that
are still manifest in different ways today.

The second part of the chapter explores more current developments in Mexican educational and
social policy more generally, taking a point of departure in the 1993 Education Act implemented by
President Salinas. An account is given of the climate of austerity that led to the state reforms of
which the 1993 Act was a part. Overall, these reforms are underpinned by a rationale of increasing
efficiency in public administration through decentralisation, and greater accountability and social
participation. With respect to schooling, the 1993 Act introduced compulsory secondary schooling,
rendered parents 'co-responsible' for ensuring that children exercised their constitutional right to
basic education; and introduced a number of curricular and evaluation changes designed to increase
teacher accountability and increase the density of material learned by children. However, the
section raises questions concerning the viability of the new model in a context where poorer sectors
are ill equipped to shoulder either the moral or the financial burden for services such as schooling. It
is further argued that making parents 'co-responsible' for assuring their children's right to education
is a potentially perilous move, since it may mean that children come to blame their parents for
curtailing their life opportunities if they cannot afford to send them to school. This risks



jeopardising family relations which are often the only source of welfare provision for the elderly in

Mexico.

Chapter Four: the view from the family

Chapter Four contains an analysis of empirical data from interviews and conversations with parents,
as well as from students' questionnaire responses concerning their parents' attitudes to schooling. It
explores parents' highly contradictory attitudes to schooling: they profess to want their children to
attend; but in practice they often fail to support their education. The chapter investigates how
parents negotiate the fact that secondary schooling is compulsory - and ostensibly free - with the
need to stay afloat economically. In this connection, the chapter documents in detail the very high
costs of 'free' secondary schooling for families in practice, and the difficulty of meeting regular
school expenses in a context of economic hardship and irregular incomes.

On the basis of the empirical data collected, the chapter explores family decision-making
concerning schooling and challenges the application to educational research of the neoclassical
position that households are 'rational' units wherein individual decisions are aimed at maximising
the chances of survival of the unit as a whole. It was found that there was in fact very little
consensual decision-making over schooling, and that intra-household power hierarchies and
conflicts often militated against schooling. Using Schutz's approach, parents were not only
conceptualised as parts of a collectivity, but also as separate entities with their own past histories,
and present and future motivations and projects. This approach generated data that brought into
question a number of issues. First, it cast doubt on the notion that parents with little education are
less supportive of their children's schooling. It was found that the effect of little schooling on
parents varied, and that particularly poorly-educated mothers were all the more determined to
school their children precisely because, as they saw it, their own lives had been hampered due to
their lack of studies. The school was seen as a route out of a life that they did not wish their children
to inherit, a means for them to better themselves (superarse); and it was seen as the source of
ontological security and full personhood as opposed to the insecurity and vulnerability of their own
lives. Second, the data generated also indicate that in the context studied, it is incorrect to assume,
as is often the case in analyses of schooling, that parents act as a consensual entities deploying
collective strategies when it comes to decisions over children's upbringing and schooling. Parents'
own biographical experiences and upbringings were found to be the main influence on the way
they brought up their children, rather than any jointly worked out parental strategy. Mothers and
fathers were found to have significantly different attitudes to schooling, with mothers usually taking
almost complete responsibility for it. Fathers typically were barely involved in their children's
schooling, and when they were it was often as a negative or discouraging influence. The chapter
also looks at parents' attitudes towards girls' and boys' schooling. It was found that girls and boys
both faced obstacles in terms of their parents' attitudes, but that whereas for girls the main objection



was that their schooling was a waste of time given that they were destined to get married and would
not use it; for boys, schooling was considered a long, costly and unreliable path to employment -
the ultimate aim in a context where the provider role is still of key importance for men,
underpinning, among other things, their 'marriageability'.

Parents experiencing hardship coped with the obligation to ensure that their children attended
secondary by adopting two key strategies.The first, laisser faire, consisted of a distinct absence of
parental intervention in schooling, and here students were very much left to make their own
decisions about pursuing their studies or not. There are two main reasons for this lack of
intervention. First, parents' own schooling experiences caused them to see secondary schooling as a
luxury and not a right. Second, whilst recognising that secondary is now compulsory, but at the
same time experiencing difficulties supporting it, parents fear being blamed for not providing their
children with schooling and thus better life opportunities. Leaving the decision to their children is
one way of circumventing this problem. The second strategy, which is termed 'I give you
schooling', consisted of parents continually reiterating to their children that they owed their
education to them. In this way, parents reappropriate the function of schooling from the State. I
suggest that they do this because schooling, at the same time that it may bring dividends to families
when children acquire greater earning power, it is also a threat since it may both socially and
geographically distance them from their families. Parents cannot guarantee that their children will
repay their 'debt' to them in later life, when they are likely to need their children's support, but they
do everything possible to stress the sacrifices that schooling entails for them. It was found that
mothers usually deployed the 'I give you schooling' strategy and that in practice it was often they
who went out of their way to support it. Fathers, conversely, more often resorted to laisser faire,

perhaps in recognition of the fact that they could not credibly claim to have given their children
much support for their schooling and, it is also suggested, because they felt their authority to be
threatened by the school. Both these mechanisms have several effects. One is that parents require
their children to get good marks in order to justify remaining in school - they have to earn the right
to be there. The second is that students reported feeling guilty about their schooling being a burden,
and also highly indebted to their parents for 'giving' them schooling.

Chapter Five: The view from the school

The chapter contains an analysis of empirical data from interviews with teachers and other school-
based actors (social workers and counsellors, school inspectors); as well as observations from
participant observation at La Colina school. The analysis explores teachers' perceptions of the
students and their families, and their impact on the school-home relationship. It was found that
teachers perceived the students' families as dysfunctional and largely responsible for undermining
the school's work in various ways. They saw their own role as 'missionaries' with a mandate to
'rescue' the students from their family environments. The situations and constraints faced by



teachers are also explored, particularly the way in which the current emphasis on accountability and
efficiency, which has translated into a much weightier workload in the form of a greater
administrative burden and larger classes, prevented them from engaging in a more personalised
relationship with their students. I also explore teachers' perceptions of their professional role and
how this has changed: from being central, almost parental figures in communities, where they have
historically been at the forefront of state-directed modernisation initiatives, teachers are now
effectively mere bureaucrats. The chapter examines how this shift in or loss of professional identity,
coupled with their increasingly stressed working conditions, has contributed to an ever-increasing
frustration with students and their families, whom they end up blaming for poor school
performance. The chapter also explores a number of measures taken by the teachers at La Colina
school, designed to tailor the school's organisation and teaching methods to what they saw as the
special needs of the students' context, or medio. These measures, however, had run into institutional
constraints stemming from the pressure on teachers to cover a very dense curriculum, to prioritise
the academic side of things, and the fact that they were now accountable for their students'
performance. It was found that these pressures had also had the further consequence that some
teachers resorted to rather harsh disciplinary measures in an attempt to increase learning and
efficiency. Paradoxically, as the data presented in Chapter Six show, this proved ultimately
counterproductive, as students found harsh discipline unconducive to learning. The chapter also
shows how teachers' perceptions of adolescence as a dangerous, uncontrollable phase heightened
their perceived need for heavy-handed discipline in their handling of the students. However, despite
the considerable constraints on teachers, in a number of cases they were found to have been the
decisive factor in encouraging students to remain in school. However, the chapter concludes that
such interventions depend on teachers knowing enough about students to realise that they are in
difficulties, a more personalised contact that is hindered by the increasing pressure on teachers
which has worsened since the 1993 reform.

Chapter Six: The students' view

The chapter contains an analysis of empirical data from interviews, conversations and participant
observation with students. It discusses the students' considerable enthusiasm for school, and I
investigate why they made such concerted attempts to stay in school, often in the absence of
material or moral support from their parents. At the same time, however, they were very conscious
of the difficulties that schooling posed for their parents; they felt guilty about being a burden, and
torn between their obligations to their families and their desire to continue studying. The chapter
highlights cases where students' school careers were ruptured or jeopardised in an attempt to shed
light upon how their link with the school might be strengthened. I suggest that students' a priori
enthusiasm for schooling and the lack of any well-articulated counter-school culture must be seen in
the light of the rather unattractive alternatives to further study available to them - essentially low-
paid factory work, informal sector employment or early marriage; and in terms of their wish to



avoid 'inheriting' their parents' hardship and exclusion. It must also be seen in terms of young
people's home situations, which in many cases they reported as being both constricting and harsh in
affective terms. The school thus becamse an escape for them, and provided a valuable ;free' space
to meet with peers, not least of the opposite sex. It became their main point of contact with other
young people and with an alternative to their home culture. At the same time, it was found that
students' link with the school suffered and became vulnerable when their relationship with the
teachers became depersonalised. A despotic disciplinary style, such as that employed by several
teachers, was experienced as alienating, and was reported to have triggered drop-out among fellow
students. Students reported experiencing their relationship with teachers as disappointingly distant;
conversely, teachers with a more understanding and sympathetic manner and who devoted even a
little time to make more personal enquiries into students' lives, got better academic results and were
a key factor in helping students to see the school in a positive light.

The chapter also looks into the different meanings of schooling for girls and to boys, and the
tendency for both to 'compromise' with respect to schooling, for different reasons. Girls saw
schooling as a route to social mobility and expressed a desire to study even though some had no
intention of seeking a career subsequently; their aim was, rather, to meet a better marriage partner.
At the same time, they feared that too much education would make them unattractive marriage
partners. For them, schooling represented a kind of 'insurance' in case their marriage plans turned
sour. Boys, who experience more pressure than girls to become economically independent, saw the
school as a means to becoming a better provider. At the same time, however, they saw further study
as a rather long-winded and uncertain way to achieving that end. The 'compromise' solution
mentioned in many cases was a short course of post-secondary study, or carrera corta. Both boys
and girls, however, reported that they looked to the school to provide a space where they could
temporarily relax from the pressures they experienced at home.

Ultimately, students expressed the need to reconcile their obligations and debts to their families
with their aspirations for individual advancement. It was found that there was a disjuncture between
the way children were perceived at home, as responsible adults capable of making their own life
decisions whose foremost obligation was to the domestic unit; and at school, as adolescents midway
between childhood and adulthood, with the right to pursue their studies. Indeed, the very fact that
most students had 'overtaken' their parents with respect to schooling, caused the latter to assume
that they were more 'mature'. This disjuncture caused students to experience confusion and tension
as to their roles and obligations at home and at school.

Chapter Seven

This is the concluding chapter, which brings together the analyses from the foregoing chapters and
reflects upon the theoretical and practical implications of the findings. The overarching theoretical



point made in the chapter is that educational theories generated out of specific cultural and temporal
contexts cannot unequivocally be used to shed light upon other, very different empirical realities.
Rather, such theories can be profitably used as a backdrop against which to contrast different
realities and understandings. In this connection, it was found that concepts such as 'school',
'family', and 'adolescence' had very different meanings for teachers, parents and students, and that
the disjunctions in these meanings gave rise to many of the difficulties that impinged upon
schooling.

A key theoretical point arising from this perspective is that the cultural mismatch approach
commonly applied to school failure is inappropriate in the context studied, where students displayed
an unequivocal liking for and attraction to schooling, both symbolically inasmuch as it represented
an alternative to a life of exclusion - being a 'nobody' as they put it; and because in the immediate
present the school offered a respite from the bleaker options open to them: low-paid, vulnerable
employment, possibly an early and low-status marriage for the girls, continual submission to their
parents' authority. The school represented decency and the chance of a future in a context where
students were all too aware of the fate of the non-schooled. This attraction for the school ties in with
the discussion of marginality in Chapter One. Where mismatch theories typically assume a strong
working-class identification in families that is 'automatically' inherited by the younger generations,
causing them to reject the school, in this study no such identification was found. Rather, students
sought to escape their families' marginal position, and they saw the school as a way to do that. In
the contexts where the mismatch approach arose, students will first have experienced exclusion and
marginality at school. Conversely, on the Guadalajaran periphery where La Colina was located,
students experienced marginality first-hand in their everyday lives outside the school, and it was at
school that they first came close to a promise of social inclusion and being somebody. A further
related theoretical point concerns theories of cultural reproduction, which posit that the school
reproduces inequality by confirming to students that they 'deserve' their place in life while
masquerading as an emancipatory force. La Colina students certainly realised that their families
were considered marginal, but they considered their own position in life to be negotiable through
schooling, and they no longer saw their own individual destinies as conditioned by or bound to
those of their families. Students' ability to appraise their families objectively in this way and seek a
different future was in itself partly generated by the way in which the secondary school itself
portrayed 'adolescents' - as beings 'in formation' who could exercise individual agency and pick
and choose a career and a destiny. It is argued that the secondary thus opens up valuable spaces for
young people, especially among poorer sectors, simply through offering an alternative. Despite the
positive significance of the school in students' lives, however, students felt disloyalty towards their
parents when they try and pursue their studies. It is argued that this stems both from the school's
openly negative appraisal of their families and from the students' guilt at being an economic burden
to their families at an age when parents make it clear to them that they are already old enough to be
helping out at home.
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A further key finding is that in a situation where students are largely responsible for deciding
whether to persevere with their studies or not, and where there is a lack of encouragement or
outright opposition to school from one or both parents, the link between students and the school
becomes very fragile, and even apparently small pretexts can suffice to break it. The students' view
of the school thus becomes paramount. It was found that many students were motivated to go to
school because they sought a place to escape from the difficulties they experienced at home, and
more sympathetic treatment than they received from their parents. However, it is argued that in the
current policy context, increased pressure on teachers is eroding the possibility of closer relations
with students. The call for greater efficiency and accountability has increased pressure on teachers
to get through curricula and ever-heavier administrative tasks, and many resort to stricter discipline
and scare tactics in the classroom in order to achieve these ends. It is argued that in the long run,
this is counterproductive since students may simply choose to drop out, disillusioned at the way
they are treated in school. The dissertation concludes more broadly that it is essential to keep the
research focus on the school as a key site to improve attendance and performance, but that the
school's functions must be reexamined and students' affective needs given far more attention in
contexts such as that studied where the decision to remain in school or not often hangs upon them.
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