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The concept of cultural voice can be further explored in 
the works of O’Connor (1989), Mills (2009), and Dunn and 
Jones (1994).  However, it is Gloria Anzaldúa, the lead-
ing scholar in Chicano cultural theory/border theory, who 
passionately explores linguistic terrorism of the “authentic 
wild tongue,” the internalized beliefs of illegitimacy, and 
the feelings of duality that Chicanos/as face:

Nosotros los Chicanos straddle the borderlands. On 
one side of us, we are constantly exposed to the Span-
ish of the Mexicans, on the other side we hear the 
Anglos’ incessant clamoring so that we forget our 
language.  Among ourselves we don’t say nosotros los 
americanos, o nosotros los españoles, o nosotros los hispanos. 
We say nosotros los mexicanos (by mexicanos we do not 
mean citizens of Mexico; we do not mean national 
identity but a racial one).  We distiguish between mex-
icanos del otro lado and mexicanos de este lado.  Deep in 
our hearts we believe that being Mexican has nothing 
to do with which country one lives in.  Being Mexi-
can is a state of the soul–not one of mind, not one of 
citizenship.  Neither eagle nor serpent, but both. And 
like the ocean, neither animal respects borders. (84) 

As a Chicana voice trainer who has lived a life where I 
have crossed both physical and psychological borders, I am 
heavily invested both emotionally and professionally in the 
ethics and pedagogy of the voice profession.  In an attempt 
to understand my own experience with identity and Euro-
centric theatre practices, I have invested much of my career 
in researching and exploring educational models that will 
alleviate the emotional pain Latino/a theatre students too 
often experience.  To further explore the contrast between 
the perceptions of a largely Anglo voice profession and 
Latino/a students, I will reference border theory and the 
first-hand experiences of Chicano/a students reflecting on 
the personal cost of taming their authentic “wild tongue.” 
Finally, I will explore one teaching model that embraces 
and builds on the concept of cultural voice in real and last-
ing ways. 

The key questions I will investigate are: How do we de-
velop and embrace a border-sensitive pedagogy?  How do 
we incorporate teaching savvy and cultural sensitivity in 
our practice to support students’ efforts as they navigate 
the complex changes we ask of them?  How does one enter 
a community, join that community, be a part of that com-
munity, help develop the future voices in that community 
without requiring, conveying, or exemplifying a Euro-
centric voice?

I will use my own history as a Latina theatre artist—a 
history of transitioning into a predominantly Anglo-dom-
inated Euro-centric society, of leaving and returning to a 
Latino world, and of entering but not being at home in an 
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Introduction

At the intersection of Border Theory and contemporary 
voice training we find highly skilled voice trainers who 
embrace the concept of cultural voice and their Latino/
a1 students who often feel that their trainers would rather 
tame them than free their “wild tongues.”2  It is my hope 
that, if acknowledged and examined, this intersection can 
aid in effective intercultural communication and effective 
self-determination for individuals who struggle to maintain 
their cultural voices in an environment that unintention-
ally and at times intentionally denies, ignores, transforms, 
or confuses the identities associated with the cultural 
voice.  Throughout this article, cultural voice is described 
as the self-constructed, emotionally bound, non-dominant 
performer’s identity and identification with the social-
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Anglo world and belonging and not belonging in the Latino 
world—to illuminate the experience of students and teach-
ers who encounter this simultaneously porous and binding 
border.  I will use my own border narrative as well as border 
theory to describe the struggle of which I speak. 

Border Theory

Political and cultural subordination characterized Arizona 
and much of the Greater Southwest long before current 
borders were established.3  The political, legal, social, and 
cultural landscape that is created when two cultures collide 
is magnified on the border.  The current battle over Arizona 
Senate Bill 1070, coupled with the official state policy to 
terminate English teachers with heavy accents and elimi-
nate ethnic studies programs within public schools, under-
scores the importance of border theory and border studies. 
In this political context, it is vital that border students’ 
voices be heard and acknowledged.

Border theory is the examination of multi-cultural/bi-
cultural identity when the non-dominant culture bumps4, 
collides, and grinds against the dominant culture.  Over the 
last twenty years as border issues have become more visible 
and volatile, border theory, an interdisciplinary paradigm 
with its roots in sociology, education, politics, literature, 
history, geography, and economics, has blossomed and 
flourished.  Students, artists, or scholars who examine bor-
ders, borderlands, and their complex and unique issues are 
adding to this growing field.  At Arizona State University, 
for example, we offer a PhD program in Theatre Perfor-
mance in the Americas and a Performance in the Border-
lands initiative that promotes the cultures and traditions 
of the Borderlands.  Foundational texts for the study of 
border theory include but are not limited to literary writers 
Américo Paredes and Gloria Anzaldùa, cultural theorists 
Sonia Saldivar Hull and José Davis Saldivar, anthropolo-
gists Renalto Rosaldo and Carlos Vélez-Ibáñez, and scholars 
Alfred Arteaga and Ruth Behar.  The arts are no stranger 
to this paradigm; Latino artists such as Culture Clash, 
Guillermo Gómez-Peña, and Teatro Campesino are rich 
examples of artists who use border identity politics to frame 
their stories.5 

In her book, Qué Onda, which examines border identity and 
urban youth culture, Cynthia Bejarano widens the defini-
tion of border identity:

Border theory does not reside and was not created 
within one rigid strict academic discourse, but grew 
from people’s border narratives and from the streets 
and geopolitical spaces that describe the daily experi-
ences of people on the borderlands.  It is an organic 
theory that originated from the local and subaltern 
communities.  As such, it is a theory linked with 

praxis, which transcends the boundaries of academic 
thought and disciplinary locations. (25) 

She further identifies why border theory is the ideal frame-
work for analysis of Latino/a issues: 

Border theory helps explain how Latina/o youths are 
impacted by structural inequality, cultural hybridity, 
social hierarchies, and the legacy of colonialism that 
overshadows life on the border.  It draws upon, inte-
grates, and sharpens numerous theories that can be 
carefully packaged into what border theory offers. 

Border theory helps interpret my experience and that 
of the other Mexicanas/os and Chicanas/os on the bor-
derlands as one of getting lost and finding ourselves 
in a labyrinth.  It is a labyrinth filled with languages 
and competing cultures, of ethnicity and the differen-
tiation in hues of “brown,” of forbidden, exotic “Lat-
in” accents and choppy, foreign “anglicized” ones. It 
involves a search in the thick acequias (canals) where 
muddied rivers of our “brownness” merge to create 
border people negotiating multiple marginalities. (28) 

I employ Bejarono’s concept of border narratives to give 
voice to acting students from “historically ignored popula-
tions.”6  I use the paradigm of border theory to describe 
and interpret the non-dominant performer’s voice, herein 
referred to as the “cultural voice,” and the objectification 
and deprivation of those voices in the classroom.  I propose 
that the cultural and class divisions between students and 
teacher comprises a borderland, and the training in per-
formance constitutes a fragile territory where linguistic ex-
perimentation, class divisions, commerce, industry, cultural 
emergence and cultural conflict meet. 

Being Mexican or of Mexican origins in the United States 
requires responding to the negative identity, whether that 
be cultural, linguistic and/or class associations imposed by 
the dominant Anglo culture.  Latino performance artist 
Guillermo Gómez-Peña, in his 1988 essay Documented/
Undocumented, validates this assertion with his description, 
corroborated in findings by Morris, Masud-Piloto (1995), 
Jorge J. E. Gracia (2000), Bejerano (2005), Vélez-Ibáñez 
(1996) and Omi and Winant (1994):

In general, we are perceived through the folkloric 
prism of Hollywood, fad literature and publicity; or 
through the ideological filters of mass media.  For the 
average Anglo, we are nothing but “images,” “sym-
bols,” “metaphors.”  We lack ontological existence and 
anthropological concreteness.  We are perceived in-
distinctly as magic creatures with shamanistic powers, 
happy bohemians with pre-technological sensibilities, 
or as romantic revolutionaries born in a Cuban poster 
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to happen?” So I signed with this other agency who 
promised me, “Oh no, we don’t think of you like that 
at all.”  Liars.  So, they send me out for nothing but 
housekeepers, which I played about fifteen of them, 
and it was when I was pretty successful as a televi-
sion actress that I was shopping in Beverly Hills one 
day and feeling like a lot of myself and I walked by 
this window.  I was just dreamily window shopping, I 
stopped, I was thinking about something else; it end-
ed up that I was standing in front of the Beverly Hills 
Uniform Store.  And then I became very conscious, I 
looked at all of the uniforms and I realized I had worn 
every one: the gray dress, the black dress—those are 
the dress uniforms for the party scenes, or the high-
rent houses—and then I had worn the blue and the 
pink, the little bric-a-brac one, and every Mexican 
actress I know in L.A…. they know those uniforms. 

This actress’s career and her frustration with the television 
industry and writers who rarely thought beyond stereotypes 
echo similar experiences among the numerous Latino/a 
students who I interviewed during my research for this ar-
ticle.  Latino/a students enter conservatory programs with 
dreams of expanding identities but instead they confront 
the same subtle and overt one-dimensional representations. 
The reality of this gross stereotyping within the industry 
may be difficult to change but one would expect a broader 
and more nuanced narrative within educational settings. 
Stephen Bender dissects Latino stereotype, Hollywood, the 
media, and the law in Greasers and Gringos:

Related to the public’s view of Latinas/os as unwilling 
or unable to assimilate is the widespread perception 
of Latinas/os as foreigners.  This perception en-
compasses even those Latinas/os born in the United 
States to immigrant parents, as well as Latinas/os 
of later generations.  Speaking Spanish, whether by 
monolingual or bilingual speakers, is assumed to 
signify recent immigration.  Speaking English with 
an accent similarly triggers the assumption of for-
eignness.  So pervasive is this view of Latinas/os as 
foreigners that physical appearance alone may be used 
to signal national origin.  Many later generation La-
tinas/os have fielded the question “where were your 
parents born?” implying they are a mere generation 
removed from foreignness. (84) 

Bender challenges his reader to re-invent American educa-
tion and life.  He is one of many scholars8 who outline the 
effects of how media, film, and television continue to create 
and perpetuate the damaging views of Latinos.  More im-
portantly he demonstrates how internalized negative social 
images create psychological inferiority to the dominant An-
glo culture.  Imagine the distress of the actress mentioned 
above when she realized that even though she was making 
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from the 70’s. All this without mentioning the more 
ordinary myths, which link us with drugs, super-sex-
uality, gratuitous violence, and terrorism, myths that 
serve to justify racism and disguise the fear of cultural 
otherness. (132) 

The cultural otherness that Gómez-Peña describes also 
includes suspect patriotism, low socioeconomic status, re-
sistance to speaking or learning English and laziness.  The 
investment in these associations is integral to the border 
identity and evident in the over-representation of Mexican 
poverty, crime, illness, drugs, and war in film, television, 
and theatre.  The Mexican voice fares even worse: signaling 
a lack of education and language such as the Taco Bell ad-
vertisements featuring a Chihuahua. Anthropologist Carlos 
Vélez-Ibáñez describes this phenomenon as the “distribu-
tion of sadness”:

For Mexicans, our participation in each of the catego-
ries of sadness is over-represented….Nevertheless, 
this population has always faced the difficulties of 
economic inequality, commoditization, discrimina-
tion, miseducation, and all their attendant ills with 
ideas and behaviors adaptive to becoming human 
and humane.  However, even these have to be but-
tressed by educational institutions and opportunities 
that support them.  Unless these appear in significant 
numbers, there is no doubt that more of us will fall 
by the wayside to become the next casualties of all the 
“ills” present in Northern Greater Southwest.  In so 
doing we all become casualties. (206)  

At the 2009 Association for Theatre in Higher Educa-
tion Conference in New York City, I experienced this 
“distribution of sadness” phenomenon.  I attended three 
presentations related to Latinos and theatre with a fo-
cus on gangbanging criminals, homeless youth, and gang 
violence. Thus, even within the academy, the prevailing 
critical discourse rarely includes the complex and varied 
history and culture of Latinos in the United States.  The 
predominance of these stereotypes forces Latino/a actors to 
choose between working within the “categories of sadness” 
or unemployment.

As one of the actresses in the Broadway production of In 
the Heights7, reports,

The agent I had sent me out on lots of interviews, but 
they had all been for either housekeepers or people 
who were trying to get across the border, and swim-
ming the Rio Grande, and I had grown up in Los 
Angeles, I grew up with my mom, I spoke like I speak, 
and I was having to say, “Señor, please don’t hurt me, 
I am just here for my family.”  And I was like, “Fine, 
fine, I’m actress, but is this it? Is this what’s going 
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a living she could only do so by adding to the derogatory 
stereotype, thus adding to the “distribution of sadness” for 
her culture. 

Of my research, I have been asked the question, “How is 
the Latino student experience distinct from other stu-
dents’?” The answer is that, to succeed, Latinos and Mexi-
can students have to negotiate an identity with the psycho-
logical and physical realities they have been given.  Both 
students and teachers often find themselves working with 
unexamined and opposing sets of external and internal-
ized beliefs. These include beliefs about the acculturation 
process, Mexican-American identity formation, and privi-
lege as it pertains to being part of the dominant culture.  
For Latino/a students those beliefs and how they experi-
ence those beliefs might differ dramatically from their 
Anglo instructors.  When the place students come from is 
stigmatized and when their ethnicity and their language 
are considered foreign or substandard in both worlds, then 
it is not surprising that they carry internalized beliefs that 
they are somehow illegitimate, outsiders, a mish-mash of 
cultures and identities.

Anzaldúa’s words reflects this border identity in her land-
mark book, Borderlands/La Frontera:

I am a border woman. I grew up between two cul-
tures, the Mexican (with a heavy Indian influence) and 
the Anglo (as a member of a colonized people in our 
own territory).  I have been straddling that tejas-Mex-
ican border, and others, all my life.  It’s not a comfort-
able territory to live in, this place of contradictions. 
Hatred, anger, and exploitation are the prominent 
features of this landscape.  However, there have been 
compensations for this mestiza, and certain joys.  Liv-
ing on borders and in margins, keeping intact one’s 
shifting and multiple identity and integrity, is like try-
ing to swim in a new element, an “alien” element. (18)

Understanding the transitional state that Anzaldúa refers to 
is a critical first step for students and teachers, who need to 
recognize and become adept at border crossing and to-
gether create a new border pedagogy.  In order for teacher 
and student to become healthy border crossers, I believe a 
cultural shift is called for, one which includes a pedagogy 
that is sensitive and cognizant of border identities.  If we do 
not embrace this shift, we risk the possibility that the train-
ing we provide and its history become not only a border, 
but also a fence that keeps some students physically and 
culturally out.

My Narrative

The use of personal narrative is regularly employed by 
border theory scholars9 to construct and view history and 

experiences. I draw upon my own experiences to inspire 
others to share their stories.

I was born on the border.  We were living in Mexico and 
my mother—an Anglo married to a Mexican national—
crossed the border to give birth to me.  From the moment 
of my birth, I have been a border crosser.  As someone 
whose ethnicity is not easily identifiable (my phenotype is 
European), physically crossing ethnic borders was relatively 
easy for me until I entered the world of theatre.  There 
cultural and monetary capital was acquired by entering the 
dominant culture.  To gain entrance, I abandoned my voice. 

The goal had been assimilation, a severing from my cultur-
al voice.  I was twenty-four and studying in London at Pat-
sy Rodenburg’s10 professional voice instructor’s intensive. 
During that intensive, David Carey, acclaimed vocal coach, 
teacher, and educator, conducted a workshop discuss-
ing aesthetics of voice with the multicultural participants 
representing numerous countries.  I had never discussed 
the aesthetics of voice.  I had adopted my Anglo teacher’s 
aesthetic.  The voice teachers all agreed on the benefits of 
a clear tone and a healthy instrument.  But one of the voice 
teachers, a non-native English speaker, liked a voice with a 
little dirt in it. A voice that sounded like it had life.  Maybe 
that life was hard?  Maybe that voice had imperfections? 
If I were really truthful, so did I.  I do believe that a voice 
should be free of those pesky glottal attacks and/or have the 
ability to sustain throughout a run of a show, but it was at 
that moment that I became aware of the cultural voice.  A 
voice that has endured the dirt and struggle of constantly 
crossing borders might not be as aesthetically pleasing to 
some, but it was a lot more interesting to me.

It was then that I began to develop my own voice as it 
pertained to my culture, politics, and values.  And now that 
I have returned to the borderlands as a voice professor en-
countering faces and voices that look and sound like mine, 
I am aware that it is this history, this training, this tradition 
that I have struggled to overcome.  As a student I was often 
told, “You don’t look Mexican and so you shouldn’t sound 
Mexican.”  It is only now in the current hostile political cli-
mate in Arizona that I have become conscious of the racism 
inherent in these kinds of remarks.

I also experienced some wonderful mentors and teachers 
who showed me the power of teaching voice and how, if 
done right, it can empower students regardless of their eth-
nic, linguistic, or class background.  For example, Catherine 
Fitzmaurice11, my primary influence, taught me about heal-
ing and encouraged me to teach “from my wound.”  At the 
2009 Voice and Speech Trainers Association conference di-
versity panel, Catherine said, “Much can be done to honor 
and move on from difference, especially any difference that 
is inherently unequal, by working with breathing in its 
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views, which took place between September and December 
of 2009.  The two student respondents are both of Mexican 
heritage and attending the same well-regarded theatre 
conservatory.  At the time of the interviews both Victoria 
and Barbara, pseudonyms, were academically successful 
students in their early twenties.  Their voice and speech 
teachers reported that both young women were excellent 
students and were unaware of their emotional distress.15

Victoria:

English and Spanish are the languages that I grew 
up with.  There wasn’t a first language. So, what I’m 
noticing now, and I’m aware of now, is the reason why 
I’m having so much difficulty, was because, first of 
all, my dad was the one who taught me how to speak, 
which wasn’t very good English, or Spanish.  It was 
slang. So, I grew up speaking slang.  I think that’s one 
of the reasons I’m having so much difficulty.  Teach-
ers said, oh, well maybe you just learned Spanish… 
Spanish was your first language.  I told them that 
doesn’t have anything to do with it. 

Victoria is not an immigrant: she was born in the United 
States; her father is Mexican; her mother an American who 
grew up in a border community.  She identifies herself as 
an American, but in the predominantly white environment 
of her conservatory training, her nationality is assigned and 
her linguistic confidence is severely injured in the process:

My peers focused a lot on the differences of oth-
ers, my differences…. So I felt like this isolation and 
hostility between my peers, and the more and more 
I tried to relate and understand them and tried to 
communicate, I felt more rejected.  I would try to 
hang out, and they would push me away, so that kind 
of made me really, really angry and that was start-
ing to hinder my work in class, and I was starting to 
notice that my evaluations came back, “Oh, you need 
to become more vulnerable.”  You’re closing off a lot; 
be more open.  And I think the reason why I was be-
ing closed off was because I was feeling very angry of 
the way I was being treated.  I was the only Latina in 
my year and I didn’t have any support.  I wasn’t in the 
dorms, I was about thirty minutes away from school 
so that even made it more hard, because the first year 
we’re supposed to mingle and get to know every-
body and create friendships, and I wasn’t doing that 
because I lived so far away.  Well, how am I supposed 
to be open when I feel rejected by all these people? 
How am I supposed to trust them, when, when I feel 
like…I felt like this big neon sign above my head, 
like, “Mexican Mexican.” At times, I felt really stupid 
because I was the only one in my class constantly ask-
ing questions, my reading comprehension was lower 
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physical and spiritual dimensions.  Let’s celebrate where we 
have come from, and let’s also ask where we are we going.” 
Studying with nuanced teachers like Catherine Fitzmaurice 
and Patsy Rodenburg gave impulse to my curiosity and 
inspired me to embark on a journey of re-discovering my 
own voice. 

Good Work

In addition to Fitzmaurice Voicework, the work of Dudley 
Knight and Phil Thompson12 took many in the profession 
from prescriptive voice and accent training to descriptive 
voice and accent training.  Knight’s scholarship on Standard 
American speech and the Knight/Thompson13 practical 
workshops have done a tremendous service to the voice 
and speech profession, ensuring that new teachers forego 
the historical white colonizing speech practices and instead 
approach students with a much more nuanced approach to 
speech training. 

As a voice profession, we have taken multiple steps to 
engage in the diversity discussion.  As an organization, the 
Voice and Speech Trainers Association has created both a 
diversity statement14 and a diversity committee, and holds 
annual diversity panels.  In fact, the work of the Voice and 
Speech Trainers Association has contributed significantly to 
addressing the problems of diversity within our ranks and 
in the classroom.  And yet, through my discussion, research, 
and practice, I find that the same struggles with identity, 
belonging, and training of our non-dominant culturally di-
verse students persists and that our well intended practices 
continue to alienate. 

My research, personal and professional experience, and my 
origins in and understanding of the Borderlands, lead me 
to conclude that the bumping into and the border crossing 
with Chicano/Latino/a students and their predominantly 
Anglo, Eurocentric teachers and directors will continue 
unless a clearer understanding of cultural and political ex-
perience— one that includes artificially created challenges 
to identities—is achieved.

Below are reports of two theatre conservatory students 
documenting their struggles within an overwhelmingly 
Eurocentric environment, their “other” status, and the lack 
of understanding from their teachers, peers, and the institu-
tion itself.

The Student Experience: Taming the Wild Tongue 

This research evolved from a 2009 Association for The-
atre in Higher Education (ATHE) panel that examined 
the practices of a small successful theatre company in the 
Borderlands.  Panel presentation and discussion were then 
amplified by a series of subsequent semi-structured inter-
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than everybody else’s.  I felt inferior to everybody else 
because of my vocabulary and my accent. 

Victoria’s comments clearly demonstrate the stark contrast 
 between her experience of college life and of being part of 
the school’s theatre community and that of her Anglo peers. 
Her experience was one where she felt alienated from her 
culture and an alien to the dominant culture.  Near the end 
of her comments, one can see that Victoria directs her feel-
ings inward towards her sense of self and her vocal identity. 

Michelle Halls Kells, professor of writing and ethno-lin-
guistic identity, clarifies: 

Speakers of stigmatized language varieties internal-
ize the social norms and linguistic value judgments 
of the dominant group.  Grammatical forms that are 
reflective of low socioeconomic status or low-prestige, 
working class speech are judged inherently bad or 
wrong.  Linguistic insecurity or ambivalence among 
members of subordinate social groups is reflected 
in negative self-perceptions and language attitudes; 
members of these social groups display a high regard 
for the language varieties that signal the elite class 
and concomitant low regard for their own linguistic 
varieties. (11) 

Anzaldúa further clarifies this phenomenon of sadness:

Chicanas who grew up speaking Chicano Span-
ish have internalized the belief that we speak poor 
Spanish.  It is illegitimate, a bastard language…Peña. 
Shame.  Low estimation of self. In childhood we are 
told that our language is wrong.  Repeated attacks on 
our native tongue diminish our sense of self.  The at-
tacks continue throughout our lives. (58) 

Over the course of my interviews and discussions, Victoria’s 
attitude toward her voice and her identity became more 
positive.  Anzaldúa refers to this growth as a “new con-
sciousness,” a new mestiza consciousness:16 

The new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for 
contradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity.  She learns 
to be an Indian in Mexican culture, to be Mexican 
from an Anglo point of view.  She learns to juggle 
cultures.  She is a plural personality, she operates in a 
pluralistic mode–nothing is thrust out, the good, the 
bad and the ugly, nothing rejected, nothing aban-
doned.  Not only does she sustain contradictions, she 
turns the ambivalence into something else. (101)

Victoria continues:
I’ve been so appreciative of the way I speak, in a way, 
because it’s so unique.  And I don’t ever want to move 

back, but also I don’t want to leave it.  I want to live in 
other voices with my whole being.  So, I acknowledge 
that this is my voice and this makes me who I am, or 
this is who I am right now, but I can also explore and 
expand myself even more, and that’s what I want.

Victoria’s expansion of self in relation to her training is 
the common goal for actor training.  In modern training, 
vocal trainers hope that the physical, mental and emotional 
aspects of self are well functioning and integrated.  For 
cultural voice students this new consciousness does not 
come easily. 

The ambivalence from the clash of voices results in 
mental and emotional states of  perplexity.  Internal 
strife results in insecurity and indecisiveness.  The 
mestiza’s dual or multiple personality is plagued by 
psychic restlessness. (Anzaldúa, 100). 

Victoria began to embrace her cultural voice, her mestiza, 
and her ability to cross and straddle the borders of her 
worlds.  A second student, Barbara, is a native Mexican and 
an immigrant to the United States.  She struggles as she 
balances the different sociolinguistic messages she is receiv-
ing from the dominant culture:

I completely understand how you can be changed 
(modify accent), but when it’s thrown at you all the 
time, especially in an environment where there aren’t 
that many Latinos, you hold onto your language be-
cause it’s a part of your identity, your character.  You 
can’t lose it because then you’ll lose yourself.

I was constantly being told in every single critique 
from all my teachers, that I was not being understood. 
I never quite understood what they meant.  At first I 
thought, I’m not articulating right.  Then, I realized 
I’m not pronouncing the word in English how it’s 
supposed to be.  Then, I thought, it’s in my language. 
Is it because I have an accent?  Then it was brought 
up that maybe I should try an American accent be-
cause that will open up my possibilities, expand my 
range.  In my second year, I auditioned for a play with 
a “large equity theatre in United States.”  I got cast in 
it, and it was an incredible experience and, and all of 
the reviewers never mentioned that I couldn’t be un-
derstood.  I had a small role, but yet I was mentioned 
in every review, and in good light. I was completely 
shocked that I was understood. 

Repeatedly, at university auditions, directors told Barbara 
that they couldn’t cast her because they were afraid she 
would not be understood.  The roles she was given had very 
little text thus limiting her ability to exercise her skills in 
the same way as her classmates.  Ironically, when 
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a place where she was continually treated as “other.”  Her 
training was a place where, to succeed, she needed to strive 
to become whiter.  To get roles, to be able to transform, 
to be successful in the dominant culture, she needed to 
take on “whiteness.” This is an example of the oppressive 
attitudes that increase tension and self-hatred for cultural 
voice and acting students across the nation. 

Frustración

It is not only students who experience frustration; teachers 
also report frustration in negotiating across borders.  From 
the many diversity conversations, committees, papers, and 
panels in which I have been a participant, I have learned 
that we could all use more skills when it comes to cross 
race/cross cultural conversations.  For example, at the 2009 
Association for Theatre in Higher Education (ATHE), an 
audience member attending the Working Classroom Panel 
reported:

I am a white chick and I teach at a small school where 
there’s 12% people of color with much fewer faculty 
and so I’m known on campus as one of the teachers 
who students of color can come to and it will be a 
good environment for them, which I’m honored.  But 
I’m constantly feeling like I’m not doing a good job, 
because I’m sort of this outsider looking into things 
and thinking what this student would want from me, 
this person who doesn’t truly understand them except 
that I’m a human being, and whatever I might under-
stand about that condition is what I might understand 
about them.  I teach acting, voice, movement, and 
gender in theatre classes.  In my acting and voice 
classes, I try to, when I see students who are Latino or 
African American or Asian and I say, “Would you like 
to work on a play that deals with your ethnic story?”  
And some of them, they look at me (and this is where 
I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing), they look 
at me like I’ve just slapped them, and I’ve asked some 
of my students, “What did I… I’m sorry, did I say 
something wrong?” And they’re like, “No, but it’s 
just that nobody’s ever asked me that. Are there plays 
about me?”  How do I understand and help a student 
who might not have an African American faculty or a 
Latino faculty to go to?  How can I be a better teach-
er to a student that I might not fully understand?  I 
don’t even understand the white Jewish kids, because 
they’re eighteen and I am not anymore.  So I’m doing 
the best I can with all my students.

The teacher above returns us to our original question.  
How do we teach when there are borders, and how do we 
bring cultural sensitivity to students in transition?  How do 
we recognize our colonized Eurocentric thinking?  As edu-
cators, we have a tremendous amount on our plate and with 
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she worked professionally her voice was embraced as part 
of her talent.  This was frustrating and confusing for the 
student, “I don’t get to explore because I’m the only one. 
Will I not be able to explore what it’s like to be a sister, a 
mother?”

She asks these questions of her academic setting because 
Barbara came from a high quality, multicultural theatre 
community.  She knows what is possible.  She was also 
aware that her classmates, who themselves spoke regional 
dialects, were given the opportunity to expand while her 
Mexican accent, her foreignness, her cultural voice was 
treated as an insurmountable wall. 

A visiting casting director echoed the sentiments of Barba-
ra’s academic directors, telling her she would need to elimi-
nate her accent if she was going to work in the industry. 
When academics bring well-meaning industry profession-
als who are insensitive to issues of class, race, and culture 
into conservatories, then consciously or unconsciously we 
demoralize and marginalize the Latino student.  When we 
unconsciously continue to cast that one Latino student as 
a spirit, or “other,” we again propagate Eurocentric domi-
nance and the student’s social marginalization.

In my research of the Latino students’ experience while 
studying theatre, inequality of opportunity to learn was a 
major complaint.  In The New York Times video segment 
celebrating the revival of Fences starring Denzel Washing-
ton and Viola Davis, Ms. Davis eloquently adds to a fiery 
discussion on being an actor without white privilege, “You 
get to be humanized with August.  Usually I’m a function, 
I service, I’m a facilitator, and I’m there to illuminate the 
Caucasian character.  With August, you get to have a voice. 
You get to go on a journey.”

Often, well-meaning directors in good programs make de-
cisions about cultural students without realizing the effects.  
For example, a director once asked me to record the one 
African-American student I was working with at the begin-
ning of the semester, and he expected that by the end of the 
semester this student would speak in a Standard American 
dialect.  When I rejected his advice, the director felt that I 
was not teaching this student the skills he needed.  He had 
no knowledge of the emotional carnage that following his 
advice would have inflicted.

I highlight this because I hope that we can examine our 
own departments and see how we are treating our cultural 
voice students.  Taking advantage of their “other” status in 
casting, giving them parts that only allow them to experi-
ence playing “other,” and inadvertently imposing coloniz-
ing voice attitudes are some of the ways that we continue 
to create borders between cultures.  Barbara graduated in 
spring 2010.  Sadly, she remembers parts of her training as 
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tightening budgets and diminished resources, our roles, 
subjects, and jobs continue to expand.  We are counselors, 
academic advisors, diversity officers, scholars, and voice, 
speech, and acting coaches all rolled into one. 

Patsy Rodenburg, Director of Voice at the Guildhall School 
of Music and Drama and author of The Right to Speak, offers 
the following advice to teachers.  Although she is referring 
to the borders between Received Pronunciation (the accent 
of Standard British in England) and other regional English 
dialects, there is a clear correlation to the teaching of Stan-
dard American:17 

What I believe is that if you teach an accent that has 
painful historic resonances you must teach that accent 
with grace and sensitivity.  You must also understand 
that the student has a right not to master or even 
speak that accent without the fear of failing a course. 
Of course, not speaking certain accents will affect an 
actor’s potential casting—Received Pronunciation is 
still very important for British actors’ careers—and 
that fact has to be very clearly communicated to the 
student.  Most of my students, who have emotional 
problems with Received Pronunciation, when given 
the above option and having their pain honored, do 
learn and own Received Pronunciation. (Personal 
Communication) 

Rodenburg acknowledges that some students come to the 
classroom experiencing pain.  I believe she is describing 
the “distribution of sadness” phenomenon.  When cultural 
voice students studying in the United States learn Standard 
American, the clear historic resonances must be honored 
and respected.  I contend that as teachers we must become 
familiar with this phenomenon, examine it, and observe its 
subtleties and implications. 

When Borders are Embraced

In 2008 I was a guest voice and speech instructor for Work-
ing Classroom, a street conservatory and intergenerational 
theatre company based in Albuquerque, New Mexico, 
founded by Nan Elsasser and Moisés Kaufmann.18  Their 
community is primarily Chicano, which provided me the 
opportunity to develop classes in both Spanish and Eng-
lish.  I had absolutely no idea of the impact this experience 
would have on me.  Not only was I developing curriculum, 
but also along the way I began to investigate my own fears. 
The practices of Working Classroom are examples of the 
commitment, activism, and cultural sensitivity required to 
empower students of “historically ignored communities,” 
and a working model of what happens when borders are 
embraced.

According to Nan Elsasser, the founder and community 
activist artist of Working Classroom:

We prepare young actors and artists for the future by 
offering long term, tuition-free professional training. 
During the 4-6 years students participate in Work-
ing Classroom, they work with artists who share their 
cultural and ethnic backgrounds, those who don’t, 
and many from other countries.  Our students grow 
up connected to a multicultural network of people 
with careers in theatre and the arts.  We supplement 
artistic training with academic tutoring.  We have a 
college scholarship program, and we offer students 
counseling if they need it, legal representation if they 
need it, a place to stay if they need it, whatever they 
need to be able to focus on their art and to forge a 
career.  We are not a recreational program, a program 
to save the children or keep them off the streets.  Our 
mission is not drop-out prevention, pregnancy pre-
vention, gang prevention or drug abuse prevention. 
(Interview) 

The Working Classroom company looks like America.  The 
students are Hispanic, Mexican, Native American, Anglo 
and African American; they are middle and high school 
students, young and older adults.  Elsasser attracts and hires 
teachers of extremely high caliber, thus blurring the lines 
between professional and non-professional theatre.  They 
work in a modest, funky, storefront building. The students 
and program are multifaceted.

Since 2008, I’ve returned to Albuquerque six times to teach 
voice/speech/acting workshops for Working Classroom. 
Typically, I work with a class of twelve students ranging in 
age from eleven to sixty-five.  I had never worked with a 
company that was so complex and devoted to its members 
regardless of age.  I jumped in, and in the short intensives 
we covered speech, vocal production, vocal health, and text. 
I offered the students the exact same materials, principles 
and ideas that I teach my MFA actors at Arizona State 
University.  We easily moved from English to Spanish.  My 
Spanish is conversational, my Spanglish is good, but we 
faced our fears of working in different languages together. 
We tasted vowels, consonants, and ideas in our own unique 
way.  I provided materials in both languages.  The results 
were amazing: actors who froze under the pressure of de-
veloping their voices in a second language would unfreeze 
when being invited to explore in Spanish first; when asked 
to repeat the exercise in English most performed much 
more successfully. 

I’ve incorporated this practice in all of my classes at Ari-
zona State University.  I also introduce tongue twisters in 
Spanish and challenge the non-Spanish speakers to explore 
them. “Switching tongues” is a valuable exercise for the 
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founder Nan Elsasser is that art alone does not provide 
students from economically, ethnically, culturally or racially 
oppressed communities the support they need to overcome 
the challenges they confront.  Working Classroom sets 
extremely high expectations and then provides students 
with intensive mentoring and a range of support services to 
support their ambitions. 

The Working Classroom model made me realize that 
recruiting and accepting culturally diverse students into 
a program without this kind of strong support and com-
mitment to their success is misguided.  Experiencing the 
Working Classroom community propelled me to examine 
my own practices, my university’s policies, and the steps 
that I have taken to be an advocate for Latino/a students.

Working Classroom exemplifies what students and teach-
ers can achieve when borders are erased.  By removing the 
barriers of age, culture, language, and class and blurring the 
lines between professional and non-professional, the distri-
bution of sadness lifts.  Working Classroom students enter 
highly regarded arts programs and build successful careers. 
They return to the community, therefore creating a healthy 
cycle.  Over time, Working Classroom alumni are creating/
participating in a vibrant multicultural arts community.

Practical Solutions

Below, I outline practical solutions inspired by my teaching 
at Working Classroom:

1. Work in the native tongue first.
For example, when working on dialects, if the students’
primary language is Spanish and they have an understand-
ing of International Phonetic Alphabet, allow them to work
on multiple Spanish dialects before attempting English lan-
guage dialects.  They will gain a sense of accomplishment
and experience less stress when they attempt the English
dialects.

2. Honor the wild tongue.
Allow Spanish-speaking students to explore Spanglish.
Honoring Spanglish allows students to violate linguis-
tic borders and is especially effective in addressing code
switching.

3. Become knowledgeable about culture on campus and
within the industry.
A knowledge of and relationship with Latino organiza-
tions and professors on campus can help the Latino/a voice
student find support in a predominantly white institution.
For performance students, this practical step is often over-
looked.  The demands of training for theatre or film make
it very difficult to be involved in anything else; however,
that is not always healthy for those students who could
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identity development of my cultural voice students who, for 
once, enjoy the position of power.  The English-speaking 
students also benefit from experiencing the linguistic 
rustrations that cultural voice students negotiate on a daily 
basis.

Another typical voice and speech exercise I employ, which 
when introduced at Working Classroom had surprising 
results, is the metaphorical exploration of voice.  I have 
always begun my voice classes by distributing crayons and 
paper and asking students to draw their voices.  There were 
dramatically different images from those at the Midwest 
University where I had previously taught. Instead of pic-
tures of notes and flowers and stress anxiety, these border 
students depicted voices that at times feel stuck or trapped, 
images of boxes and parallel universes. 

The Working Classroom classes were a riveting and mov-
ing experience—¬my own language acquisition, assimila-
tion challenges, and fears were reflected in my students. 
One of the students, a very talented thirteen-year-old 
immigrant, eloquently described how his voice lived in a 
nowhere land.  He drew his voice as a desert, and of course 
there was a fence. He didn’t belong in Mexico and he 
didn’t belong in the US.  This physical and metaphorical 
description of the actor’s voice and his identity awareness 
resonated with me and inspired me to begin this research. 
Anzaldúa explains:

For people who are neither Spanish nor live in a 
country in which Spanish is the first language: for a 
people who live in a country in which English is the 
reigning tongue but who are not Anglo: for a people 
who cannot entirely identify with either standard 
(formal Castilian) Spanish or standard English, 
what recourse is left to them but to create their own 
language?  A language which they can connect their 
identity to, one capable of communicating the reali-
ties and values true to themselves–a language with 
terms that are neither español ni inglés, but both. 
We speak patois, a forked tongue, a variation of two 
languages. (77) 

Anzaldúa’s description reflects the liminal identity of the 
immigrant student above.  Because of the importance for 
students of working with instructors and mentors who have 
a shared or similar experience and/or language, Working 
Classroom bylaws require that the majority of their board, 
their staff, and their guest artists be from “historically 
ignored communities.” Successful role models from similar 
ethnic and class backgrounds have the cultural capital to 
say, “You can do it. I did it.  Mira, this is how it felt.  Here’s 
what you might experience.” 

Another fundamental principle for Working Classroom 
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benefit from having a community and support system that 
reflects their cultural heritage. 

4. Become knowledgeable of culture-specific playwrights,
theatres, and professional organizations.  Be prepared to
direct students to opportunities outside the Eurocentric
mainstream theatre.  As teachers, we may need to seek
resources to improve our knowledge in this area.

5. Avail yourself of the latest discourse and theory that
explores race, class, gender and teaching.  Become familiar
with current academic discourse and theory that explores
race, class, gender and teaching.  I have attended multiple
NCORE (National Conference on Race and Ethnicity)
conferences and have always been grateful for the knowl-
edge and range of perspectives attained.  I highly recom-
mend this conference for those who are interested in
improving inter-cultural relations within the classroom.

6. Help students navigate cultural expectations.  Respect
the multiple responsibilities students have to la familia19 and
work.  The culture of college for Latinos is one that also
includes complex responsibilities and obligations to home,
including contributing financially.

Conclusion

It is our job as voice and speech educators to empower stu-
dents’ voices within their communities.  Our goal should be 
to create artists who could return to their communities to 
tell their stories.  Our goal should be to create artists who 
tell their stories on a global stage.  The culture of racism 
and prejudice toward Latinos/Latinas and Latino/Latina 
voices is endemic in the United States of America; there-
fore, voice and speech trainers should take responsibility for 
cultural voice students’ emotional health as they navigate 
these complexities.  Voice and speech trainers are in an ex-
cellent position to contextualize the prejudices that students 
will experience within the profession.  We must begin to 
challenge the ethnically and racially limited mindset of cast-
ing directors, film and theatre directors, and the industry.  
bell hooks, expert on race, class, gender, and culture, writes:

Dominator Culture has tried to keep us all afraid, to 
make us choose safety instead of risk, sameness instead 
of diversity.  Moving through that fear, finding out 
what connects us, reveling in our differences; this is 
the process that brings us closer, that gives us a world 
of shared values, of meaningful community. (197) 

The shared values and diverse community that hooks envi-
sions is attainable, but first we must embrace the cultural 
voice and stop trying to tame “the wild tongue.”  While the 
inequalities I speak of may not be endemic in every pro-
gram, without close and honest examination of our practic-

es we may be perpetuating the inequalities and reinforcing 
the hidden artistic and cultural borders. 

Notes

1. Throughout this paper I will use the term Chicanos/as for Mexi-
cans and/or Mexican-Americans who identify with border culture
and politics.  I will use Latino as an umbrella term, to identify the so-
cially constructed, market-driven identity that encompasses numer-
ous national and cultural identities.

2. In her book Borderlands: La Frontera, Gloria Anzaldúa titles
Chapter Five, “How to Tame a Wild Tongue.”  I borrow the concept
to best describe Latinos/as and their relationship to identity and
language.

3. In 1848, Mexico lost half of its territory to the United States—
when the countries signed the Treatry of Gualdeloupe Hidalgo.  A full
account of what Chicano historians call an “act of imperial agression”
can be found in Occupied America. A History of Chicanos by Rudolfo
Acuña.

4. From Border Visions by Carlos Vélez-Ibáñez. Vélez-Ibáñez traces
the intense “bumping” from before the border was created to the
present.

5. The list of writers, scholars, and artists that use border theory is
not exhaustive but is meant merely to provide a reference for those
new to the subject and to show the range of lenses that border theory
encompasses.

6   “Historically ignored communities” is a term coined and used by 
Albuquerque-based art and theatre organization, Working Class-
room.

7. In the Heights was created by Lin Manuel Miranda and Quiara
Alegría Hudes, winner of four 2008 Tony awards.  The show features
salsa, hip-hop, and merengue music and tells the classic story of
chasing the American dream in the primarily Latino neighnorhood—
Washington Heights.

8. The 2001 study by Rocio Rivadeneyra, The Influence of Television
on Stereotype Threat Among Adolescents of Mexican Descent (Univer-
sity of Michigan, 2001), shows how watching Spanish language televi-
sion led to better school motivation while watching English language
television led to lower school motivation.  Also see Charles Ramírez
Berg, Latino Images in Film: Stereotypes, Subversion, Resistance (Aus-
tin: University of Texas Press, 2002) and Clara E. Rodriguez, Latin
Looks: Images of Latinos and Latinas in the U.S. Media (Boulder, CO:
Westview press, 1998).

9. See for example Vila (2000), Bejarono (2005), and Salivar (2006).
Salivar’s description for novelist Américo Paredes’ border narratives
summarizes my decision to use this device: “The epistomological cri-
sis of the borderlands subject can be most meaningfully resolved only
allegorically, in narrative as a problem of social aesthetics.” (164)
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