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Abstract: Latinas are the fastest growing non-white group entering the teaching occupation, far outnumbering
African American and Asian American women in California. I use a comparative study design to examine dramatic
contrasts between the experiences of Latina teachers in Rosemead, a predominantly working-class Latino and
Chinese community in the west San Gabriel Valley, and those of Latina teachers in Compton, a formerly African
American community that is now predominantly Latino. I draw upon 50 in-depth interviews with teachers of
various racial/ethnic backgrounds, over 450 hours of copious ethnographic and participant observations, focus
groups with parents, and analysis of discussions at district school meetings to demonstrate how differing regional
racial/ethnic hierarchies influence workplace culture and how bureaucratic rules regarding high stakes testing
drastically hamper and undermine the efforts of Latina teachers to improve learning and life outcomes among
Latino children. Latina teachers socially distance themselves from poor Black students and parents in Compton,
associating them with the “urban underclass” as a strategy for keeping Latino students afloat academically. Latina
teachers in Rosemead, on the other hand, associate in various ways with Asian American teachers and students
because they see community resources provided by the larger Asian American immigrant community as also
providing opportunities for themselves and Latino students. Ultimately, state and local school district policies
compel Latina teachers to exhibit anti-black sentiments, seek proximity to Asians, and to focus much of their
teaching efforts to reaching the children of immigrant Latinos whom they perceive to need more aid due to their
precarious and stigmatizing status in the racial hierarchy.
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