
Introduction:
I am a Latina. I love anything to do with my multiple Latino cultures. I love
my tanned-skinned, suit-wearing Ricky Ricardo father and my all-American
Lucy mom. I know El Rey and Volver Volver (Mexican country music) by
heart and I can gritar (to scream with joy) with the best of them. I once got
in trouble with an old wall-street type boyfriend for dancing the way my
mama-nina (grandmother) taught me. I remember a childhood where Santa
Claus wore Bermuda shorts and had ebony skin (I lived in the Dominican
Republic until I was eight) and where tortillas or tostones were a staple with
every meal. I remember coming to the States and being told that Santa Claus
was white and that I had to sit in the corner for speaking “that” language
(there was an English only movement in Texas). I always felt a little different
but in a good way. I’ve lived in many places and have eight brothers and sis-
ters (one named Cha Cha to boot). I have been exposed to multiple lan-
guages and I look like both my parents. So when people would inevitably ask
me, “What are you?” I would say,“Tex-Mex, Cherokee, and Irish.” I was a
drink with multiple flavors. I was a triple threat, guest starring on television
shows and touring in a new play. I wanted to really understand my craft—my
training was not complete. I was then accepted to a prestigious graduate
school. It was during my speech classes there that my different-ness became a
problem. I had strong ‘r’s and an i/e substitution. I sounded just like my sis-
ter Cha Cha. I wanted to fit in. I wanted an “A,” and I wanted to win a
Tony, an Oscar, and an Emmy. So I worked to remove any traces of where I
came from. “You can not put it on. You have to be it.” I was “unblended”—
they unblended me. I sounded like a Connecticut Yankee and I changed my
name to Micah West (everyone could pronounce that). Had I really been
unblended or was I struggling to figure out who I was? Why did I feel hostili-
ty toward my teacher? Why did I feel that I had to change my name? It was
not until I embraced my Latina roots again that I began to feel empowered. I
am now Espinosa and when I look at myself in the mirror, I do not see the
“split.” I knew that I was not alone in my experience and that possibly all
graduate students in theatre programs feel a bit confused after the experience,
but this was different. Their identities did not change nor had they been
questioned. I wanted to find a better way. I wanted to make sure that my 
students never felt the way I did. So I continued to study different approach-
es, studying with different teachers so that I might understand my feelings.

Rationale:
My purpose in this study is to give voice to the insights our Latino students
have as non-dominant group members in theatre. My path and my past led
me to this study. I wanted to see if Latino students had similar experiences to
mine and I also wanted to see which pedagogical approach nurtured or hin-
dered the student’s growth. I wondered if I might take some of the burden
away from my multi-cultural students by recognizing their fears and facing
mine. Initially, it was my hypothesis that one of the various methodologies of
voice/speech training specifically benefited Latino students. I realized that
there was a gap in existing literature. I found no studies that examined the
experiences of Latinos in theatre. 

Phenomenological inquiry was the logical way to bridge the gap in research.
How race and ethnicity pertains to our linguistic identity is a multi-dimen-
sional, dynamic, and constantly evolving issue that could only be examined
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by this humanistic methodology. This study investigated two
general research questions: () How do Latino theatre students
describe their experiences during speech/voice training, and
() What pedagogical approaches nurture or hinder the 
cultural and physical changes the Latino student is going
through? The information was gathered and analyzed as to the
ways in which it applies to, extends, and/or critiques existing
concepts associated with standards and diversity in
voice/speech training.

Literature Review:
Max Van Manen, author and Professor of Education at the
University of Alberta states in his book, Researching Lived
Experiences, “Phenomenological research is a search for what it
means to be human.”() Phenomenological methods have
been successfully used in the fields of education (Stanage,
: van Manen, ) and communication (Orbe, ) as a
way to gain understanding in an open forum. These studies
are implemented by a three-step process: () Gathering
descriptions of experiences, () Reviewing descriptions in
order to reveal themes, and () Interpreting and analyzing
these themes. 

My own life experience was a starting point for me. Professor
Van Manen describes this as the ego-logical point for phenom-
enological research (Manen, ). Phenomenologists begin and
ground their work in the lived experience of the researcher
implementing the study. A self-assessment is a crucial first step
to understanding one’s own biases and ideas about the subject.
By examining my own experience, as I did in the introduc-
tion, I am then able to reflect and understand the feelings of
others. This heightened consciousness of self continues and
intensifies  during the process (Orbe, ). The personal 
introduction also served as a way to contextualize my history
and identity.

In this study I will use George Kich’s developmental stages for
bi-cultural identity formation as a way to categorize the sub-
ject’s comments.  Many of our students are in the process of
what G.K. Kich describes as “redefinition” (Jefferies, ). The
stages, as they apply to the field of voice and speech in theatre,
are as follows:

Initial Awareness: In this first stage subjects feel an initial
awareness of different-ness and dissonance between self per-
ception and other’s perceptions of them. Dissonance is an
uncomfortable negative experience of conflict or an experience
of de-evaluation. The first stage begins initially between  and
 years of age but can be experienced later in life and then
repeated. Painful experiences might happen for
students/actors, when general American speech is being
taught, when students/actors realize they have an accent, or

when the student’s/actor’s cultural voice is markedly different
from the way others perceive them. Different-ness, the feeling
of not belonging (for example, not being cast in the play
because one looks too ethnic), leads to self-negation and rejec-
tion. Hispanic Magazine lists five barriers to success in higher
education: lack of financial resources, family responsibilities,
feeling different from other students, lack of academic prepa-
ration, and a negative attitude about school.

Struggle for Acceptance: In this second stage many of the
subjects find themselves emotionally unstable. The subjects
fluctuated between an understanding of their feelings in the
context of their social and political world and the possibility
that a comment or situation could bring back those unhealthy
feelings. Healthy experiences and explorations of self can be
aided by a teacher’s understanding of the students’ struggles. 

Self-Acceptance and Assertion: The last stage of development
brings stability. The bi-cultural person can be expressive rather
than defensive. The subjects actively seek out involvement in
their development of their cultural identity. They realize that
the process is ongoing and that their cultural stories are of
value. 

How are Latino students any different from Anglo students?
They are different because, if those students were in Bolivia
they would be Bolivians, if those students were from Puerto
Rico they would be Puerto Ricans, but since they are in the
United States of America they are Latinos or Hispanics. The
way they are perceived, treated, cast, spoken to, and bunched
together cannot be ignored. The Emmy award winning jour-
nalist Jorge Ramos wrote in The Latino Wave,

Latinos are different. Latinos are distinct. They are rapidly 
integrating themselves into society but will not completely 
and fully assimilate themselves culturally. Latinos are 
creating their own space in this country, and their 
particular cultural differences will continue to influence
the rest of society. These uniquely Hispanic cultural 
characteristics are forever changing the face of the United 
States. Latinos are shattering the proverbial melting pot.

What is a Latino? Or should I say Hispanic? Would you prefer
Chicana? Here’s the least you need to know. Latino is a shared
culture not a race although many Latinos are multi-racial. The
idea of being Latino is confusing because of the various
nationalities (Cuban, Columbian, Puerto Rican, Dominican,
etc.) We are not sure what to call ourselves. Hispanic tends to
have a more conservative tone—a republican in Tucson, might
call himself Hispanic. It is an English word derived from
“Hispania.” Latino is a Spanish word. It is short for Latino-
Americano. Latino is the melting pot of “flavors” that make
up the culture: Spanish, Native Indian, African, and Asian
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flavors. A poet or an educator might call herself a Latina or
Tex-Mex. Latino tends to have a more liberal tone 
(Figueredo, ).

So, what do all these flavors have in common? Culture. What
is culture? Culture is a spectrum of beliefs, values, and behav-
iors. It is in constant motion and it is fluid. Culture can
change and it can be seen as a unified field or as diverse ele-
ments (Rosett). Latino cultures sometimes but not always
share language but region, religion, and race vary. Ed Morales
in his fascinating Living in Spanglish wrote, 

Vast regional differences create nuances and wide 
variations from country to country in Latin America, 
which inhibits the creation of a monolithic Latino identity.
Latinos cannot consider themselves an intact ‘European’ 
culture; we cannot resort to being a convenient, add-on 
hyphenated identity, a couple of hand gestures or a 
reference to an ethnic cuisine. We are so close to our point 
of origin, so under the influence of our American 
hemisphere, that an amalgam, ‘Hispanic’ or ‘Latino’ must 
be used to describe our passage to the North. Latino or 
Hispanic is a state that one must choose and actively 
cultivate to achieve. It is the process of North 
Americanization (Morales, ).

In this article I will use both Latino and Hispanic interchange-
ably. While researching in the West, I spoke to faculty who
clearly did not understand what it was to be a Latino. In one
instance, a teacher exclaimed as I was explaining my research,
“Well, it’s all the same with immigrant cultures.” The process
is not the same. In many areas of the West, the Latino popula-
tions are indigenous not immigrant. And unlike the
European-hyphenated identities of the past, Latinos are always
having their culture reflected back at them, even if they are
second-generation immigrants, because there is a new wave of
immigrants and the language is not being lost. In the ,
Italians never had three broadcast stations in their language
and a dozen more on cable (Ramos, ). The  census data
estimates that in less than  years there will be  million
Latinos speaking Spanish in the United States. Simply put the
United States is becoming one of the largest Latin American
Nations in the world. Yet, there are no Hispanics in the Senate
or in the Supreme Court and there is only one Hispanic 
governor (Ramos, ).

The fields of psychology, sociology, and communication were
the most useful to my understanding of ethnic identity
(Jeffries, ); (Stephan, ); (Martin, ); (Velez-Ibanez
& Sampaio, ); (Morales, ); (Miller, ). Julie Smart
wrote in her article on acculturative stress, 

Hispanics and Hispanic immigrants are in danger of 
erosion when newcomers succumb to role 

entrapment. This phenomenon occurs when members of 
the dominant culture categorize according to widely held 
stereotypes. For Latinos in the United States these stressors 
are likely to be pervasive, intense, and lifelong (Smart, ).

Mono-racial/mono-cultural identity formation can be affected
by stereotyping. This phenomenon can affect everyone but
multi-racial/multi-cultural identity formation is particularly
vulnerable. Carla Bradshaw in her article Beauty and the Beast;
Racial Ambiguity explains why, 

This is because with the mono-racial individual racial
self-identification is most likely congruent with her or his 
phenotype (physical appearance). Self-identity of the 
bi-racial or bi-cultural person is seldom apparent from 
physical characteristics alone. The assumption by other 
people that physical features are predictive of race identity 
is also presumption, because an individual’s sense of self is 
emotionally mediated rather than defined merely by 
identification with his or her physical attributes. To the 
intent of such affirmations as, ‘You are unique’ by parents, 
teachers, and society is to instill a sense of individuality. To 
the minority or bi-racial peoples of the United States, this 
statement is less affirming: The privilege of power and 
individuality is not self-evident. ‘Unique’ may be 
experienced as a euphemism for ‘misfit’ (Bradshaw, ).

Latinos are in the process of developing their identities in rela-
tion to their community, their families, and their voices.
Clinical psychologist and Associate Professor at California
Institute of Integral Studies, G.K. Kich describes the social
and psychological adjustment for bi-cultural people,

The major developmental tasks for bi-racial/bi-cultural is 
to differentiate critically among other’s interpretations of 
them. Differentiation involves both the ability to 
discriminate among the images others have of one’s 
identity and an ability to evaluate the differences between 
self-perception and other’s perceptions. Differentiation and 
subsequent self-acceptance necessitate a resolution of the 
experience of dissonance. 

Another factor for Latino stress is the lack of mentors.
“Without role-models, the hopes and aspirations for social and
career success take on an artificial quality” (Smart, ).
Educational Testing Services predict within the next few years
college enrollment of the total  population will increase by 
million students. In The Voice of Hispanic Education, June
, Stephen Joel Trachtenberg, president of George
Washington University, remarked at the Hispanic Association
of Colleges and University’s Summit for Diversity, 

of these  million students % will come from racial and 
language minority groups. Finding new ways to respond to 
students who may represent the first generation in their 
family to go to college, helping students for whom English 
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is not their native language, and supporting young people 
who may feel displaced when they first come to campus, 
must be a priority in the future of higher education in 
America (Haines, ).

Thirty-five percent of the Latino population in the United
States is under the age of . This means that there will be
large numbers of Latinos entering into our Universities
(Ramos).1 The  Higher Education Art Data Summary stat-
ed that Hispanics make up .% of , professors in theatre.
The same study showed that Hispanic students make up .%
of , theatre students ().

Methodology:
The project included interviews with approximately  actors.
Some of the actors had graduated from  programs or were
working professionals.2 Others had only taken a couple of
undergraduate voice/speech classes. I wanted to include stu-
dents/actors in varying stages of their careers. My inquiry
would have been incomplete had I only spoken to actors cur-
rently in training programs. It is often after the experience that
we are able to relive it with any kind of clarity. 

In this article the terms “voice” and “speech” are used inter-
changeably by the students/actors. As stated earlier, some of
the students I interviewed had attended prestigious programs
where there was time and resources for two voice professionals
(. theatre programs and conservatories generally have a
speech teacher and a voice teacher). The students I inter-
viewed had varied educational experiences. Most  or 
programs in theatre in the United States only offer one or two
voice/speech classes or if the program is a  that course is
sometimes entitled “voice and movement.” Many voice profes-
sionals must change hats regularly to fit the demands of the
tightening budgets all across our country. That is one of the
reasons why the students generally did not differentiate. Also,
speech work needs breath and voice behind it and is not done
in isolation from the voice. So, the students might be studying
with a speech teacher but it was in their voice class that they
were able to have a breakthrough or find the changes in their
speech. The terms do become blurred, and so for purposes of
this study, I will refer to their training courses as voice/speech
classes.

The interviews were conducted in focus group discussions at
several colleges and universities, in theatres, by phone, or
sometimes at a friend’s home. Actors were either attending or
had attended major universities and theatre training programs
in California ( participants), Arizona ( participants), Texas
( participants), New York ( participants), Illinois ( partici-
pants), Connecticut ( participant), and Florida ( partici-
pants). Many of the actors were working professionals who
had not only attended prestigious schools but were continuing

on with successful careers in both theater and film. All
research was conducted between January and May, , and
the interviews lasted  to  minutes. The interviews and
focus group discussions facilitated through this project were
conducted using a general conversational interviewing tech-
nique (Nelson).3 In order to facilitate discussion, the following 
general questions were utilized:
• Do you feel your speech and behavior changed

significantly during training and if so in what ways?
• What are some specific things that made speech

training easy?
• What are some specific things that made speech

training difficult?
• What would you tell other Latino/as about speech

training?

Because I did not want an open-ended, unstructured inter-
view, I chose to start with this series of questions. This gave us
a starting point. I would then add, “How did that make you
feel?” or “Can you give me an example?” or “When did you
become aware?”

Findings/Discussion:
At this point, I found that my original assumption was incor-
rect. It was not that one of the various methodologies of voice
and speech might benefit or hinder Latino student’s progress.
It was their entire theatre experience from casting, to their first
jobs, or finding the right monologue and I was giving voice to
it. The isolation of the voice/speech class from their entire
experience was not possible. “Lived experiences are related to
each other like motifs in the andante of a symphony,” said
Dithley (, p.).

I also found that during the discussions students spoke elo-
quently about their experiences and were grateful for the train-
ing, self-exploration, and an opportunity to discuss these
issues. By asking fundamental questions about their training
experience, the students were exploring issues that they might
take for granted. It is possible that due to the way the students
were recruited, those who were most interested in the subject
were most likely to respond. All of the actor/students who
received training in the International Phonetic Alphabet
agreed that it was the most valuable learning tool, even if they
had difficulty learning it. The students/actors also agreed that
approaching their voice/speech training kinesthetically made
learning fun and more effective.

Many of the students felt they had an advantage over the non-
Latino students. As stated earlier, my own deeply felt experi-
ences led me to believe that there would be certain outcomes
and in some ways the outcomes were different than my expec-
tations. I found the student/actor experience to be similar and
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simultaneously different from my own. The students/actors
had both positive and negative experiences when studying
voice/speech but all of their experiences had to do with their
ongoing identity development as a bi-cultural individual
searching for a sense of wholeness. They all sought ongoing
integration with their theatre community, heritage, history,
and social and political communities. The following excerpts
from the interviews will reveal the negative and positive issues
that face a student who self-identifies as a Latino or who oth-
ers address as Latino. These issues included theatre standard of
speech for Latinos and, what became the prevailing theme,
multi-ethnic or bi-racial identity development. In order to
illustrate the prevalence of these themes, I sought to give voice
to as many students/actors as possible therefore there is mini-
mal repetition of voices. “One of the most powerful ways to
gain an understanding of another person’s culture is to hear or
read their stories in their own words” (Jeffries, ).

Initial Awareness:
Stages of career:
The initial awareness of different-ness usually happens
between the ages of three and ten according to Kich’s bi-cul-
tural/ bi-racial identity development process. All the levels of
development are repeated throughout one’s life regardless of
age. During transitions, periods of high stress, and moments
of complexity the feelings surface or are rekindled (Kich, ).
In this first segment the students’/actors’ comments illustrate
clearly the feeling of dissonance and how this can occur in
different stages of their careers in the performing arts.

• Latino student actor in the Southwest:
I remembered last semester I auditioned for a play and the
director actually came up to me. She said, ‘Oh, you did really
well on your audition but the only problem was.’ Then she
pulled down my hair. ‘I can’t use this.’ Like cause my hair was
so dark or that that gave away my ethnicity. I could put make-
up on or a wig; I could have manipulated it but she couldn’t
see past that. It’s really frustrating  that people aren’t more
open-minded.

• Latina student actress in the Southwest:
I didn’t even know there were Latino playwrights because I had
tried looking for stuff, but like I said, I was finding Luis Valdez,
but since none of my professors were ever of Latino back-
ground, and I remember having one of my professors one time
say to me, because I said, ‘I think I want to find a monologue
where I get to look like the person that I’d actually be playing.’
And I remember she’s saying ‘Well, I don’t think of you as eth-
nic, dear.’ And I was like, ‘That hurt my feelings, you know?’ But
the fact of the matter is that I’m not going to whine about it or
complain about it, because when I was in school, because they
didn’t think of me as ethnic, I got to play roles that I’d never get
to play now.

• Latina actress in the Midwest:
I think there was a big cultural change. But I think for me there
was a certain kind of pride that I took in being able to handle
the texts as well as any of my fellow classmates who were not
of Latino background, especially in graduate school when I was
asked was I deserving of being there? And I knew that the impli-
cation was that you are just an affirmative action person. I
remember my first week of school going to a party and some-
one asking me point blank, saying, ‘Do you deserve to be here?
And I turned to him and I said, ‘I do. Do you?’ And he was kind
of taken aback that I turned the question around. But the
extreme joy I had at handling the text better than he did,
because he was from South-Side Chicago, not a Latino guy, and
he couldn’t handle any of the stage standard dialects; couldn’t
handle classical language. And I had an extreme sense of it. It
almost became like, well, and I’m a competitive person, so it
became like a game. Like, if I’m going to be questioned about
whether or not I deserve to be here, then I will just be better at
this than you will.

• Latino actor in the Midwest:
The thing that was really wild for me was in college doing all
that stuff, getting out of college, and one of my first auditions
was at xxxxxx. I got my first big show at xxxxxx and I was a
bellhop with no lines. That, to me, was one of the most devas-
tating things I had ever done. It made me feel like a piece of
shit, because it made me feel like I couldn’t do what these peo-
ple were. I couldn’t do what I was trained to do and other peo-
ple were doing it, and they were getting a chance, and they
were getting better at it. The more they kept doing it, the better
they got, and the less opportunity I had, the less I cared.

Each one of these actors remembered a moment in their
careers where they felt initial different-ness and then an
accompanying dissonance. How they looked, having a foreign
sounding name, being from another country, how they were
perceived compared to how others perceived them were all
contributing factors. Internalization of these experiences is a
possible danger in this stage of identity development depend-
ing on the person’s self-esteem and self-concept.

Struggle for Acceptance:
Accents: 
Gloria Anzaldúa writes, “Ethnic identity is twin skin to lin-
guistic identity—I am my language. Until I can take pride in
my language, I cannot take pride in myself ” (Borderlands, ).
The second stage, struggle for acceptance, is the stage in which
Voice and Speech trainers find many of their Latino students.
The student has possibly felt the sting of not being cast
because of his/her physical appearance or because of his/her
accent. They are immersing themselves into a primarily euro-
centric environment and as with my own experience, the sense
of self is rattled and questions begin to surface. Where do I
belong? Am I being disingenuous? Some of these actors per-
ceive this as an opportunity for growth while others struggle



with themselves and the authority figure that is trying to teach
them this new way to speak.

• Latina student actress in the West:
They did it in a nice way. They gave me a plus and then they
gave me a minus. They told me, ‘Hey, you know, you did a really
good monologue, but your accent is coming out a lot in
Shakespeare and monologues. And if you, if you want to contin-
ue you have to fix that, that sound for Shakespeare.’

• Latina student actress in the Midwest:
I feel kind of fake when I’d go to my teachers and I have to be a
Standard American and I have to have proper speech. And then
I’d go hang out with my friends and it’s really relaxed and we’re
doing Spanglish and la, la, la. And then it was brought to my
attention that I was code switching. And I think that I can take
that and use it as an actress tool because we do that anyway.

• Latina student actress in the West:
I felt pressured but I definitely understood that in order to be
successful, you kind of, you kind of have to get rid of your
accent a little bit. People see it as a weakness. People see it
as… they view you as being ignorant a little bit. And I’ve had
conversations with people about this. So I’ve worked really
hard. I remember at that point in my life to kind of modify the
way I spoke.

• Latino actor in the West:
I felt very defensive when I was told that I had to learn Standard
or General American. I had an accent. I felt very defensive and I
didn’t want to believe that I did. I was told that I was too Latino
and I spoke too Latino and I needed to speak more white. When
I was told that, I felt very defensive because there are hardly any
Latinos in this department. So there’s rarely any Latino any-
thing.

•Latina student actress in the West:
In my undergrad, for lack of a better term, it was very Nazi-like. I
learned IPA when I was in under grad, and I did anatomy and
things of that sort, but it wasn’t as strict as it was here. Here
I’ve been learning. In my undergrad it was, ‘No this way. No this
way. You make this sound this way.’ At first my ear wasn’t
trained, and so I was saying it the same way the professor
would. He/She would constantly be correcting me and it wasn’t
very good. I didn’t learn a lot.

Teachers have an opportunity to aid the students in their
development of self and their development as actors when it
comes to accent modification. The pedagogical approach
(whether the students were trained in the Skinner method4 or
the Detail Model5) did not have as much impact as 
anticipated. The teacher’s ability to be sensitive and engage in
dialogue with the students was far more important to their
development. Many of the students responded to the idea of a
general American accent or neutral accent with resistance. The
phenomena that exist around the idea of general American
sound served as a continual reminder that they were different
and that led to either acceptance of their minority status in
the situation or more struggle. 

Struggle with Identity:
The students/actors struggled with multi-ethnic and multi-
cultural identity issues and politics. Students/actors enter the
program coming from a place where they were part of the
dominant culture but then are suddenly thrust into the world
of casting, type, and marketability. They suddenly realize how
they are viewed and heard in society. How do they fit into the
world of theatre? How do they navigate the experienced anxi-
ety of transformation and how can voice and speech profes-
sionals aid them in this moment? There might be a jarring
juxtaposition between the student’s/actor’s cultural voice and
how society views them. They may feel that they belong to the
dominant culture but then at the same time are not accepted
by the dominant culture.  Below are excerpts from interviews
with eleven students/actors: 

• Latina student actress in the West:
It’s tough because it’s hard to be a minority. But it can work for
you in so many ways as well, not having a lot of people in the
same boat as you. I’ll see a role that will call for a Latina but I’ve
found that being light complexioned has hindered me for those
roles. So it’s really a fine line being a Latina and being Latina
enough for this role…

• Latina student actress in the West:
You go to Mexico and you’re not Mexican enough. I’m from a
border town so whenever I’d cross over, I was never Mexican
enough. I was a foreigner. When I would come up here I wasn’t
American enough. I was just a Mexican, a Latina. I’ve always
had experiences that made me feel like, well, where do I fit?

• Latina student actress in the West:
I don’t ever want to be ashamed of who I am, or where I’ve
been, or where I come from. But it’s like circumstances and
other people kind of make you feel like you should be, like you
should hide it. Like, ‘Oh you’re Mexican. Oh.’ Like they feel sorry
for you or something. It’s just really funny. I’m never Mexican
enough. I’m never white enough and it sucks. And it sucks real-
ly bad. You’re always having… It’s just a feeling of always hav-
ing to prove yourself to somebody, to everybody.

• Latina student actress in the West:
In undergrad it was a little different because there was a larger
Latino pool and we had Latino plays going on. So there I felt
like I wasn’t Latina enough. I had to kind of go switch to that
side and really play it up, whereas here, I have to kind of
obliterate it.

• Latino actor in the West:
Right from the beginning there was like a militant feeling of
‘You’re not gonna take that away from me cause this is me. This
is my brand.’ And so after maybe like two quarters, my teacher
was like, ‘Look, you’re not gonna get work if you don’t stop, if
you keep sounding like you’re urban. So you gotta make
a choice. I remember saying, ‘I don’t want to sound white. Why

should I? This is my way of speaking. I’m not as good as….’ It
was almost defensive. I had to change that way of thinking. And
I did and I think I’m better for it.
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• Latino student actor in the Southwest:
I didn’t know where exactly I fit in. And because I didn’t have an
accent, and all this other stuff, I felt more like a chameleon than
anything else. I didn’t know where exactly I was on things. No
one knows what I am. I’ve had a number of friends, people that
I’ve met that have asked me, ‘So exactly what ethnicity are
you?’ I don’t have an accent that obviously gives it away. I don’t
really act a certain way or anything like that. I was never really a
part of the culture. I feel slightly deprived, like there’s a part of
me that I don’t even really know about.

• Latino student actor in the Southwest:
You’re put in that middle ground. You’re not Latino enough but
you’re not a white person. A lot of people want to put you in
these places, ‘Well, okay, you’re Latino, so you can play this.’
But I don’t speak Spanish. I can try my best, cause I’m going to
work, that’s where the research and things come in, which they
don’t expect you to have to do since you are already from that
culture. I do have to do research. I do have to learn more to try
to get everything right. You’re put in this middle ground, ‘Well, if
you can’t do that then we really don’t have anywhere else for
you to go because I don’t know where you’d fit.’ I look the part

of your traditional Hispanic person, so I’m in the middle. I’m,
quote unquote ‘middle-American White,’ except that I don’t look
that way. Casting me because of the way I look and the way I
sound are two different things.

• Latino student actor in the Southwest:
I feel like I’m not Hispanic enough when I meet other people
that are obviously very excited about their Hispanic culture and
very aware of diversity issues. They’re just very aware of that
world and want to be a part of it and want to explore Hispanic
art, and they want to do Hispanic plays, and they want every-
thing to be about, about enriching themselves in this culture
that I don’t know.

• Latina actress in the East:
Yeah, I did change my name for a while and then I changed it
back. I felt uncomfortable with it because it’s too hard to
explain. And I didn’t want to seem like I was trying to be a wasp
either. So I did it for a while because I was frustrated with the
fact. My skin is very white, so I couldn’t get the roles that I was
auditioning for. If I had looked a little bit different, I would have
an easier time booking jobs. It’s just really tough when you look
white, even though you have a kind of ethnic look about you as
well. I look a little too white and a little too exotic for the
average American.

• Latina student actress in the Southwest:
I would say that if there is anything that has been a challenge, it
has been possibly an assumption placed on me, projected on
me, by certain individuals, that because I’m Mexican I shouldn’t
need to study the Mexican dialect, for example, the Mexican
speech patterns. Um, and I mean, being Hispanic and being in
an academic environment is a political issue. Identity politics do
come up, period. It’s bizarre to me. In a lot of ways, I have a
naïveté about it, an ideal perspective about it, but I’m like,
what’s the deal, you know what I’m saying? I’m like, and, … but
for certain people it’s an issue. ‘You’re Hispanic. Why should

you need,’ you know, ‘Why do you need to go in and study
these Hispanic people?’ We were working on a unit that dealt
with, … what was the term she used…? We were researching,
doing studies of different dialects, and cultures and peoples and
things like that. And we were talking about our own personal
experiences and how that played into our interactions with the
other cultures. And I made a comment (there was another
Hispanic guy in my class) and I made a comment that, … And
there has continual conflict with this person that was just
bizarre to me because he thinks I’m not the kind of Mexican I
should be or something, because I talk about being half Russian
Jew and half Mexican and he thinks I should just shut up and be
Mexican. It’s bizarre. So, anyway, and I said, ‘Well, you know,
growing up in an upper middle class family, …’ And he goes,
‘Ha!’ you know, makes this just huge guffaw as I’m trying to
relate my experience! And then, apparently, there’s been an
ongoing debate amongst my peers as to whether I’m Hispanic
or I’m white.

• Latino student in Southwest responding to the student
above: 
I know being Latino everybody kind of comes up to me and
assumes that I speak Spanish. Well, I don’t. My family does.
Almost everybody in my family does. But my mother and my
father were divorced when I was younger and my mother spoke 
predominantly English even though her family also speaks

Spanish. For some reason, we just didn’t pick up on that. And
when we moved around, cause I’ve been around, I’ve moved
plenty of times. And my brother and I and my mother, we spoke
English. We never really spoke Spanish. I mean, I have that cul-
tural influence from my family ‘cause I did visit and I would pick
up little things here and there. I knew what I was doing, knew
how to go about it. But I never really had a fluency in it. And so
when I go around, and people they throw that pressure onto
you, ‘Well, do you? Oh, that’s okay He could do that part. He
already speaks Spanish.’ But I don’t and it’s pressure because
then it gets to that point: you’re not Hispanic enough.

In this second stage the students slowly understand who they
are in the context of the political and social performing arts
community. Now that there are more bi-lingual theatres,
Latino festivals, and Latino troupes, are they Latino enough?
There is a whole new generation of Latinos that don’t speak
Spanish but will have limited opportunities because of their
physical appearance. There are also actors who self-identify as
Latinos, but because of their phenotype, for example blue
eyes, they struggle with identity issues since others do not see
them as Latinos. It is important to remember that Latinos
look like you and me. They are white like Ricky Martin; tan
like J-Lo, and black like Celia Cruz. 

Struggle with Family:
Family life is crucial to most Latinos and might be quite
different from American life. The families are extended.
Cousins, aunts, uncles, grandparents, and in-laws have specific
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roles to play in the Latino family. For example, in my family
the youngest daughter’s duty is to take care of the mother.
Culturally this duty comes first. Many Latinos stay together
and there is tremendous pressure to keep the Latino values
intact. Even with the lure of the American lifestyle and eco-
nomic influence, the family’s wants and wishes often come
before their individual family and career choices (Figueredo,
). Promising Latino actors might feel pressure to leave the
profession due to family concerns.

• Latina student actor in the West:
For me, it was when I came to the university. I was just in shock.
It was just a culture shock for me. I am from Calexico and 99.9%
of the people there are Mexican. And they are very closed-mind-
ed, as in, I mean, they are in their own little world. And I didn’t
realize it till I came over here and just being over here has just
opened my eyes. I didn’t really get into the theatre major till this
semester, or this past semester, and I am amazed just how
everything was so different as opposed to when I first came into
the university. I see things so different. I am more opened-mind-
ed. And I really want to pursue this. And coming here and hav-
ing to tell my family that I wanted to do this is very difficult for
them because I am pretty much supporting myself since my
mom passed away. They wanted me to pursue something that
would give me a stable life in the future because acting is a
roller coaster. You never really know, right? My brother,... I
guess I am kind of compared to my brother a lot. He is a busi-
ness major and he already has a job. He has a house already
and he is only twenty-three. And so my family wanted me to go
through that path that he went through. But I didn’t want to. I
am the one who is going to live my life.

• Latina actress from East:
When I went home first year after my first year of training, my
family, my cousins have Cuban accents and they’re not from
Cuba. They’re from Hialeah. And one day when I was eating
lunch with them, they just stared at me. And I was like, ‘What?’
They’re like, ‘You lost your accent. You sound like a white girl.’
And I was like, ‘I sound like a white girl?’ And they’re like,
‘You’re no longer Latina. What happened to the accent?’ And I
realized that I did lose some of my Latina-ness while I was here
my first year of training. And then I met xxxx and realized, ‘Oh,
she’s another Latina woman.’ And I got to realize that xxxx was
Latino too and we all speak Spanish. We speak Spanish in the
hallways and I realize that I can’t lose that. I never want to
sound like a white girl so bad. I wanna still have that, that
Cuban-ness, to be able to know that I can tap back into that.
And I feel like I’ve been kind of stripped away from that.

• Latino student actor in the Southwest:
I took voice and diction classes at the xxxxxxx and it was
Skinner all the way. And when I got there I had a huge Latin
accent and a Texas regionalism that I didn’t think I had till I
actually started drilling and realized I was so impaired. I came
back that Thanksgiving and having drilled an hour a day on
every sound I made. And when I came home my parents were
like, ‘Why are you talking in this vague British accent all of the
time.’ All of my cousins were really pissed, thinking I was trying
to be white. I was doing my homework. You try to explain to
them that we have these Texas regionalism and a Latin accent

inherent in our vowels. They just did not understand or want to
understand. So I had a lot of the flack when I came back that
Thanksgiving. It bothered me, obviously, that my family mem-
bers were thinking that I was less Hispanic or trying to be some-
thing that I am not. I felt annoyed, mad, and frustrated when I
tried to explain the situation. They just refused to see it and
made that quick judgment. And that was it. It was set in stone.

Voice and Speech teachers should understand that sometimes
the cultural values of the Latino students’ families have
tremendous effect on how well the students are performing.
There is pressure to keep the family intact and when students
come home from training they might struggle with acceptance
from their families. Many Latino students begin to mirror the
dominant culture. When they return home, the lengths to
which the student/actor will go to be perceived as dominant
group members shock their families. Latino students who are
learning American values often find themselves navigating the
values that best suit their individual needs and their family’s
needs.

Struggle /Positive:
I was pleasantly surprised by the significant amount of positive
aspects the interviewees revealed in being a Latino
student/actor. Cookie Stephan in her article Mixed Heritage
Individuals defines some of the benefits of bi-cultural 
socialization,

It may expose children to a broader range of values, roles, 
norms, and behaviors than does single-heritage 
socialization. Bilingual children have been shown to be 
more cognitively flexible and less dogmatic than 
monolinguals. Children of mixed heritage may learn to 
interact effectively with people from diverse cultures. 
Minority group members who become bi-cultural through 
their exposure to majority group culture have been found 
to be better adjusted than minority group members who 
become completely assimilated or who remain 
mono-cultural (Stephan, ).

These findings support the experience of many Latino
actor/students entering the world of performing arts. It is
especially important to note that students who embrace both
aspects of their identity are better adjusted than the students
who reject their histories. I found this to be true with the 
students/actors in my study as well.

• Latina student actress from the East:
When I went to college, I thought I was white. That is how I was
raised. And my Latino side of the family was removed. And I
was with my mom who is white and I thought I was white. And
what’s funny is that my voice teacher, although you know I was
doing the exercises and everything, she said, ‘Something’s not
right here. You need to start speaking in the language. Where
do your people come from?’ I was from Santo Domingo, so she
forced me to do a lot of the vocal work in Spanish, which
wasn’t my first language. It was a second language. And I met a
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part of myself that I don’t think that I would have found had I
not been challenged in that way, if it had been just about a tech-
nique and finding the voice and finding your range and all that.
But she allowed, invited me to go deeper and that experience
was transforming.

• Latina student actress in the West:
I feel I was very, very lucky. I’m Mexican and it’s apparent. You
know, I’ve never had that problem of like, ‘You’re not Mexican
enough’ or anything. But sometimes like, I can see sort of what
she just said right now because I’m indigenous. And that’s
where it becomes hard as well. My parents were like, ‘As  soon
as you walk in the house and the door’s shut, you’re speaking
Spanish.’ So the TV, they only had Spanish channels. My dad,
he would always make us  read Spanish encyclopedias. And he
wanted us to keep the accent because he was like, ‘It’s going to
help you in the long run if you know Spanish really well and
English really well.’

• Latino actor in the West:
I'm not a native speaker of Spanish. All of my Spanish was
learned in school. In undergrad I have gone through quite a
journey with how I relate to being Hispanic. Like when I was in
High School, I was very adamant about being Chicano and like
being militant about my beliefs with, you know, being Mexican
and being Mexican American and what that means to me. And I
evolved and have grown finding out who I am. And in under-
grad, I did still have a bit of stronger grasp on, not a stronger
grasp, but a stronger belief in my Mexican heritage.

Struggle/Negative:
Socialization in a bicultural environment gives the
student/actor many choices as to which values, norms, and
behaviors are going to be part of her identity development.
Inconsistent feelings, “I am an American, but I also feel
Latino,” could breed insecurity and stress. The students/actors
may feel psychological stress and alienation (Stephan, ).

• Latino student actor in Midwest:
For me, it’s weird. Me ‘n’ you, uh, are similar situations, differ-
ent stories. But for me, it’s opposite. You are trying to get out of
the Latino mode and I’m trying to get into the Latino mode.
Nobody thinks I’m Latino and that’s rough because I am. You
know? My mom’s right off the boat. You know? My, my grand-
mother doesn’t speak English very well. I won’t eat rice without
black beans. I’m Latino. I’m… I really am Latino. It’s hard for me
to get into that boat.

• Latino actor in the West:
I was more street. There’s a different rhythm, a different length,
a way to deal on the streets and I was more accustomed to that.
So, knowing that I have to pronounce words a certain way, feel-
ing that I had to do things a certain way to get and convey what
I wanted. It did change for me. It’s almost as if I sold out. For
me, it’s something I needed to do to continue to survive as an
artist. So I was able to accept it on that level.

• Latina actress from Northeast:
I remember my second year of my voice and speech training,
the teacher said, ‘You can’t do Shakespeare with that Texican
accent.’ He said, ‘Texican.’ I had never heard that word before.
And he said my ‘R’s were, oh, it was a cross between a Mexican
accent with a Texan accent. And so, he had me book about one
hour each week. And it was really embarrassing for me, like
when we were creating poems in class chorally and stuff. And I
was aware and they were like, ‘Watch those things.’ And I was
the only one, cause I'm an immigrant. I came when I was 12. So
12 and this is when you were 18. That’s only like six years since
you have been here. So I had a lot of those. And where I grew
up, it’s allowed. Any kind of accent is allowed there, I mean
mostly Mexicans. But I got there. And I was so hyper aware. I
remember sophomore year crying because of my ‘R’s. Like, I
had to say some poem, you know, for like the final with a lot of
‘arms’ and ‘farms.’ And he did it on purpose and I couldn’t do it.
And then I also said my ‘Z’s. I couldn’t say the ‘Z's. I’d say like,
‘s’ because we don’t have Z’s in Spanish, you know. And it, …
and he’s trying to get it outta me. But it was sophomore year.
You were singled out. You were in the northeast. You were
scared and it was really traumatic. And I had a big accent when
I got there, big accent. I think, when I got out of school, I got rid
of it. And then I was so hyper aware and then I was really hard
on people. ‘That’s not how you say farm.’ You know what I
mean? ‘Farmzzzzzzzaa, zzzaaaa.’ You know? And I was hyper-
aware, my body when I would go home. I would correct my sis-
ters. It did make me, really make me think, ‘I'm an immigrant.
I’m an immigrant, just by messing up the language.’ You know?
I'm counting. I've only been here six, seven years, so it did
affect me.

• Latina student actress in the West:
Ideally you’d want to be picked because you can perform, but to
have to be able to portray the Latina,too. It’s just weird. I don’t
know. I know that people are going to be judging me by the
way I look not by the way I act? Like it’s not by my performance
they’ll be judging. I think a lot about those things.

• Latina student actress in the Southwest:
As an actress you want to be very real about what you’re going
to be cast as. I wouldn’t want to shoot myself in the foot and
say, ‘Oh, well nobody would ever want me to be British.’ It’s
possible, but it’s just very unlikely. If I could have learned a
Cuban accent or Puerto Rican or Mexican, or something where I
look more the part. Not to say that we didn’t explore other
aspects, but the main focus was on British. So I felt everyone
else in the room was going to benefit more from that than I
was.

There is the possibility for both positive and negative reactions
in the second stage of bi-cultural identity formation. The stu-
dent/actor might feel confused and fluctuate between feelings
even on the same topic. These internal conflicts are highly
stressful and emotionally exhausting. It is clear that these stu-
dents/actors were thinking and preparing (sometimes exten-
sively) just to be able to communicate with or feel part of the
dominant group.



Shakespeare Around the Globe

The Voice & Speech Review



Struggle with stereotypes:
The Journal of Communication and Language article,
“Reactions to Anglo and Hispanic-American Accented
Speakers” states, 

A ubiquitous finding, worldwide, has been prestige 
accented speakers are upgraded on the traits of 
socioeconomic success (intelligence, ambition) relative to 
their nonstandard-speaking counterparts. Given that 
ethnic minority dialects and accents can often be classified
socio-linguistically as nonstandard. They suffer the same 
fate in being downgraded on competence-related 
dimensions’ (Giles, Williams, Mackie, Roselli, ).

The students/actors were sensitive to being stereo-typed by the
industry, their teachers, and departments and with good rea-
son. Discrimination is a reality not an abstract for Latinos in
the United States. Florida Governor Jeb Bush’s son George P.
Bush, who is Mexican–American, was asked about discrimina-
tion at the  Republican Convention. He stated that he
had been called a “tar baby” or “wetback” because of the color
of his skin (Ramos, ).  Xenophobic majority perceptions
lead to stereotypes. The students/actors below all felt the sting
of discrimination on some level.

• Latina student actress in the West:
I recently had a screen test. I was supposed to play this Latina.
And they wanted me to dye my hair blond and they wanted me
to have a very heavy accent. I have been around accents my
whole life but I couldn’t get myself to have that heavy accent. I
have an accent in the back of my voice, and you can hear it, but
I couldn’t do it. They wanted me to keep working on it. So I had
two screen tests and I just felt like it was very stereotyped. I
look Latina. Why would you want me to dye my hair blond? I
notice they want to have stereotypical things about Latinas por-
trayed throughout the characters. And if that keeps happening,
well, we are just going to get stuck with that role. There isn’t
going to be very many options for us.

• Latino student actor in West:
Sometimes they don’t know how to approach a Latino student
or, you know, a person from a different race or culture. Teachers
are usually (some of them were very) stereotypical. For me,
being Latino, you know, like if I couldn’t cry for instance in an
exercise that was meant for crying then it was because you’re
macho. I’m macho. You know? Or I would get that kind of stuff.
I’m not getting macho, I just… The exercise didn’t work for me.
My images, or whatever it is, just didn’t work. But it was little
things like… I’ve never once. I’ve always bit my tongue. I always
kept my mouth shut when a teacher would say stuff like that. I
never felt the courage to be confrontational about it because I
didn’t want to create problems. I always bit my tongue about it.

• Latino student actor in West:
I made the mistake of going to a professor and talking about it.
Saying that I thought that some of the comments he made were
a little racist. And they come from an attitude of not wanting to
better me as a student but wanting to better me from my

culture. I made the mistake of talking to him about it and now
we’re just at odds. 

• Latina student actress in the West:
This specific teacher even told me that, ‘You know theatre is
color blind’ and that, ‘Theatre is more than just stereotypes. We
try to step outside of the stock characters here.’ He told me this
and I just thought that it was kind of ironic that he gave me this
list of stereotypical roles that I should play because I’m Latina.
I’m like, ‘Everything you say…’ It just made me feel like, ‘You’re
full of shit.’ It made me feel like that was the sentiment in the
department. What’s funny is that he’s actually, he’s actually very
culturally aware. And he’s a very smart person. He just doesn’t,
he just didn’t realize that he was insulting me.

• Latina student actress in the West:
I went to xxxxxx for an undergraduate degree. And there we
had someone to go to, someone who put on the Latino shows
like Real Women Have Curves or Roosters. So we’ve had that
person. And here there is no mentor. It doesn’t exist here. And I
had the same experience where they would say, ‘Well, I think
that maybe we need to class you up a little.’ And I took it as a
cultural attack. It has nothing to do with my speech because I
don’t think I even have an accent. I don’t think it even comes
out. Some people don’t even know I’m Mexican. But just
because he had that, you know, that knowledge he already
attacked me on that level and I got very defensive.

The students/actors face many challenges when it comes to
being stereotyped. Voice and speech teachers can aid the stu-
dents in this process by acknowledging the students’ feelings
and by carefully examining their own misconceptions about
their Latino student’s culture. Dudley Knight, Professor of
Theatre at University of California-Irvine, writes, “Paradigms
are being questioned and long-held assumptions are being
challenged. Speech teachers are now asking the fundamental
questions about the entire process of speech training, its goals
and its methods” (Standards, ). The questions that Professor
Knight challenges us to face do not have simple answers. By
acknowledging the process of bi-cultural development, voice
and speech teachers can empower our students and aid them
in their personal goal of feeling whole. 

Self Acceptance:
The final stage of Kich’s developmental process for assertion of
bi-cultural identity is self-acceptance. Possibly never fully
achieved by some, the student/actor who defines himself,
rather than letting a stereotype or another’s definition define
him, is heading in the right direction. The student/actor who
displays healthy signs () defines himself positively, () explores
and values history, culture, community, and ritual, and () has
an assertive evaluation of self (Kich, ).

• Latino student actor in West:
Our generation, our like twenty-something generation, we’re
straddling the fence because we can’t. We’re too different to
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meld into American culture but then we’re also too American to
the Mexican people. So we really are kind of our own culture.

• Latina student actress in the West:
I’m hoping that it won’t hold me back. But in a way it’s like I feel
that it doesn’t matter. ‘Go ahead. Try to hold me back.’ That’s
why I wouldn’t change my name even though people (some
people I’ve been talking to) say there’s nothing really identifi-
ably Latino about me, whatever that means. I think about it in
terms of casting. I am a little worried that they wouldn’t think I
am Latino but you know what, I don’t care. I mean, I may be stu-
pid and naïve and maybe there is a harsh reality that I haven’t
faced yet. My philosophy in life is that you make the world you
want to live in. And in my world I don’t have to change my
name or do anything that the world tells me I have to do to get
to this place. I’m not interested. It might be a lot of struggle or
obstacles but that’s not important to me. I don’t feel like I
should have to change my name.

• Latina student actress in the West:
I think there’s a lot of opportunity outside. I spent so much time
trying to speak proper English. I got some Spanish CDs. I start-
ed reading, looking at Latino magazines. I just started trying to
practice reading the Spanish again because it’s so important. If
you have it, you have an advantage speaking Spanish, going out
being Latino, into the market. There’s such a huge advantage.
Even though I’m American-trained, I could do that stuff. Now, I
got to go backtrack and relearn, get reunited with my culture
and my language.

• Latino actor in West:
Writers are, are on another level. They are. They just are.
They’re in a stratus where they have maids. They have garden-
ers and they have these Latinos to work for them. That’s their
view of Latinos. So when they’re writing, they write what they
know. One of my biggest cracks about this whole business is,
you know, you get four pages of dialogue and you’re going, ‘Oh,
this is great. This is nice.’ Then you get to it and they go, ‘Oh,
yeah, we want it translated into Spanish.’ And it’s like, ‘Yeah.
Yeah.’ Or, or they ask their maid, you know, ‘Phonetically, how
to say this in Spanish?’ And you go, ‘Who wrote this shit?’ This
is reality and it’s really starting to get me more and more angry
because they’re making so much money. What does it cost to
hire a playwright or a writer, another writer who hasn’t maybe
gotten a gig in awhile to write it in Spanish for them? I mean, it
doesn’t take that much. In terms of that, in terms of that white
lens, I think that’s how they view us. I always tell them to hire
me. I say, ‘You need a translator. I can translate. Pay me and I’ll
do it.’

• Latino student actor in West:
My upbringing was pretty cool because half my family is pretty
Mexican, like hardcore, really dark. They’re all dark and then
half of them is white. Every other child is really dark and the
next one is white. One is really dark and the next one is white.
I’m one of the white ones so it’s really cool speaking Spanish.
But yet we have got my Irish grandfather and I am learning all
this stuff. I am like twice as cool.

• Latino student in the Midwest:
I think that the fact that, that we’re somewhat bilingual gives us
a little bit of, I don’t want to say an advantage, but a different
way to approach language and text and approaching characters
and that character’s sensibilities. Because a few times we’ve
had some projects here where we were allowed to—where we
could bring in and incorporate Spanish into the text, or an
accent, or whatever. Being able to pull from more than just one
language and one sensibility and one culture, I think it made
voice and speech a little easier for us. Because in the same way
that we approach voice and speech where there’s a kind of for-
mality to it and this is how you can be understood clearly. I
think in approaching English as a second language or Spanish
as a second language or whichever order it is for us, I think we
have to approach it that way as individuals. It feels like an
advantage.

• Latino actor in the West:
I got here from Cuba when I was seven. But all of the sudden I
was listening to somebody elongate a sound or knowing that
the [I] and the [i] like ‘seems’ and the ‘it’ sound. You can’t hold a
[I] but you can hold an [i]. You can hold an [A] or an [ou] when
you say [ou], ‘for a muse of fire.’ It’s not just ‘Oh, for a muse of
fire.’ It’s ‘O, for a muse of fire!’ And I don’t know. I’ll tell you
what it did. I come from a humble working class background
and after two years of training I was no longer ‘the other side'
of it. I almost became a little arrogant. I was arrogant. I was cor-
recting my mom and my brother. Then what happened was, no
one can hold me. My grandmother used to say, ‘How they see
you, how you dress is how they treat you. You look like a bum;
they treat you like a bum.’ But how you sound—see, I can look
like a bum, but I can sound more articulate than any Harvard,
Yale, Princeton graduate, non-theatre. You know what I mean?
So I can go into any law firm and sound more attorney-ish than
any attorney. I can go to any medical and we can talk medical.
And because of the placement of the resonance, so I’m not talk-
ing like this [nasal resonance]. It’s not like somebody’s going,
‘Your honor. Your honor.’ So the sound, the sound puts you in a
class, a social class, and the diction and the gift of gab, which I
didn’t have because I had to speak Spanish my whole time… So
Shakespeare allowed me a vocabulary. I was bereft of words
before he came along. So now I have the words to express
myself. What it does is, it makes you feel better internally as a
human being because, you know that no one can put you down
because of how you sound, not only how you sound. Because
people say, ‘God you have a great voice.’ And I just go, ‘Thank
you.’ But they don’t know it was years of lying on the floor
going, ‘Ma’m. M’am. Ma’m.’ You know what I mean? I think it
does help you as a person because you feel like you can play in
any ball field now. What it is, it’s the Eliza Doolittle complex.
You belie your roots. I belie my roots. I can go anywhere and
belie my roots anywhere, with anybody.

• Latino student actor in Southwest:
This is reminding me of something that doesn’t really have to
do with theatre but in a way I think it does. My Dad, I remember
when I was in middle school and coming into high school, I
noticed that he would, on the phone with certain people, he
would get this Texas accent. And he spoke with a pretty, heavy
Hispanic accent or Mexican American accent around the house
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to the family. I just remember him,‘Howdy.’ and like putting on
this Texas accent. And it so bothered me. I was just like, ‘Why
are you doing that?’ You know like he’s selling out. It struck me,
‘Why are you changing yourself that way?’ Years later, now, I
feel totally different about it. I mean, I just see that he had a,
almost a skill, like an acting skill. You can put it on to manipu-
late people in a certain way and take it off when you don’t. And
I think for that day and age (it was the mid-80s), and it was just
to his advantage to be able to communicate with some of the
people he had to work with. 

All of these students/actors are in the final stage of self-accept-
ance. They have accepted the challenges of being a Latino in
the United States. They have accepted a profession whose
dominant culture might be different from their own. They
have accepted their own challenges and are taking steps to
address them. These students/actors are all part of the future
of American theatre. The demographic of our students is
changing and thus their needs are changing. Educators in all
fields are addressing these issues. University of Michigan
Provost Paul Corvant at the Hispanic Association of Colleges
and Universities Summit on Diversity states, 

The smart investment…is the development of people who 
can operate in a multi–cultural world. To create an 
effective citizenry in a globalized world, it is essential that 
we have students who are trained and experienced in 
crossing the ethnic, racial, and cultural divides that 
separate us. The next generation needs to have a 
cross-cultural agility that does not come naturally to 
many of us (The Voice, ).

Conclusion:
In order to facilitate a greater understanding of Latino student
experiences in theatre voice/speech studies, I have looked at
the ways multi-ethnic identity issues might surface during
voice/speech training. My hopes are that this research will
paint a clearer picture of the student experience and will facili-
tate an understanding about voice/speech trainer’s own
assumptions and perceptions about their Latino students. I
also hope that this article will generate healthy debate amongst
voice/speech professionals. This article is not about solutions
but about the lived experiences of others. It is my desire that
the students’ comments will allow the reader to reflect upon
his/ her teaching and experiences, possibly creating awareness
to the circumstances of their non-dominant group
students/actors.

I acknowledge that this study has limitations. It is possible
that a larger sample might have yielded a greater complexity of
insights from a wider scope of Latino nationalities. I was not
able to interview subjects from all areas of the Southwest and I
did not interview actors trained in the South. 

What is clear is that more research is needed. The study is a
first step toward understanding a complex issue. Practical

methodologies that empower all our students, including this
growing student population must be developed but these com-
plex issues demand research. This student-centered research
has inspired me to create and implement an extensive investi-
gation into teacher’s strategies and perspectives. 

At this time there are no academic programs that offer train-
ing to actors who would thrive in a bi-lingual/bi-cultural expe-
rience. There has only been one  for actors of Latino back-
ground and this was a highly successful, yet under-funded
program at the University of California San Diego. Due to the
monetary strains it put on the existing  program, it only
lasted three years. There is certainly room for programs and
workshops that encourage bi-lingual/bi-cultural theatre.

Linguistic identity cannot be divorced from cultural identity
therefore students studying voice and speech are vulnerable to
stress. Latinos have a limited ability to change their cultural
identity. They may be able to “belie their roots” vocally and
linguistically, but voice and speech teachers cannot deny the
impact of society, politics, and economics. Engaging in dia-
logue with our students, we can lessen their feelings of dis-
crimination and cultural confusion. By understanding G.K.
Kich’s multi-ethnic developmental process and the three stages
of “redefinition,” voice and speech teachers can help expand
their student’s cultural perspective and aid in self-acceptance.
There is great opportunity for growth and great opportunity
for dislocation whether they are first, second, or third genera-
tion Latinos. There is a fascinating paradox when it comes to
defining our cultural identity. We constantly feel pressure to
define ourselves as a single culture, when in fact this is impos-
sible. We need to understand our own misconceptions about
culture and our students’ misconceptions and understand the
stresses our students face when they come into contact with
new cultural elements, for example moving into college, the
industry, or a theatre department. Understanding the resources
available to us on our campuses to aid our students and iden-
tifying that they are indeed in stress, is invaluable.

I hope that this final section entitled Advice to the Players from
the Players can be shared with your students. Sharing these
comments with your Latino students/actors is a great first step
toward empowerment. The sum of the lived experiences of the
subjects below offers fresh insights as to how students/actors
can take pride in their culture and have fun on the journey.
The comments below can be divided into three categories: ()
Get training, () Dive in, you have nothing to lose, and ()
Take pride in your culture and don’t be afraid to learn about
it. These players are all Latino actors or Latino student-actors
in the United States but their struggles and stories are 
universal. 
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Advice to the Players from the Players:
Get training:
• I would encourage them to keep on training. I, you know, I am
a firm believer in doing the work and in being ready for what
you’re going to go into. If you want to play in the big leagues,
you don’t play like you’re playing in the little leagues. Right?
And I think you should encourage everybody, and all the Latino
actors to try to play in the big leagues. That’s the only way to
go. And to play in the big leagues, you got to train, train, train,
and be ready. They tell you, ‘You put on an accent.’ Who cares?
Right now I’m going to the xxxxxxx Theater to do a new play.
So that requires for you to know standard, classical English, and
Spanish. We’re doing it in Spanglish. So it serves all your hard
work. You’re not a star? It doesn’t matter as long as you honor
what you’re doing. You make a living in what you’re doing.
You’re happy doing what you’re doing and you know that what
you’re doing is up to the par with any other actor of the English
language that was born here. Because you know what you’re
doing in your craft. You’re well-trained. I would encourage them
to just keep on trucking, man.

• I think it’s vital to just get that training, get those tools,have
the versatility, be able to handle any medium and any challenge
that’s thrown your way, even in an audition, to be that comfort-
able with just being, you know, having several things in your
pocket: technique and training and confidence in that you know.
It’s vital. But you have to know who you are and you have to
start from a place of a self-knowing. I think that that was a gift
that I was given. I was to ready be challenged. I would say to
these Latino actors, ‘Yes, acquire the skills to maybe be able to
do the Shakespeare or Tennessee Williams or whatever else and
come out of the ethnic box.’ And also immerse themselves in it.
Be able to talk to your grandmother and find your family stories
and know the stories and the history of where people come
from and have that foundation. So yes, if you want to make a
choice to enter another, you can because you’ve got a strong
center, because you know where you come from.

• You’re working out your speech. You’re working out your body.
You will continue to do that as an actor. I think if you’re serious
about this profession it’s something that you have to learn and
that you have to continue doing. If you’re a gymnast, you have
to continue stretching. It’s the same thing for an actor. It’s not
fun. Warming up your vocal cords is not fun. Stretching, all the
stuff, that’s not necessarily the fun part of your job, but it’s nec-
essary.

• Make yourself as marketable as possible. If you can handle, if
you can do stage standard, if you can get rid of your regional-
ism, whatever it is, the street sound, if you can do that, if you
can pop out of it to do something else, learn how to do it, but
don’t lose it. Because when I went back to having to, I had to
learn how to do Latino dialects. Those were the hardest in the
world for me because I had spent a lifetime of filtering them
out. I was overwhelmed. I didn’t know it was going to be hard. I
didn’t. And I think it was a psychological barrier more than a
physical one because once I let go of it, then it was easy. But it
was a psychological barrier and it made me sad that I had spent
a lifetime trying not to do that.

Dive in; you have nothing to lose and everything to gain:
• I would have to say that for Latino actors and actresses going
into voice and speech, you have to lose a sense of pride that
you have for the culture. Simply because by gaining what you
gained through voice and speech, IPA, you’re not assimilating,
you’re just expanding your ability. Simply. And if you stop your-
self and you don’t dive in, and you don’t give it all you got, you
let the ego stand in front of you. You’re not gonna be able break
through the wall and go outside of the box you have been in for
the past twenty some-odd years of your life.

• You want to transcend the stereotypes, destroy them in order
to be more than, you know, a face, just a Puerto Rican or just a
Cuban or just a Mexican. You are an artist and that means you
are well rounded and you encompass so many things, the
height of which could be your culture. But it has to be more
than that.

• Don’t be afraid to lose it. You can always go back to it.

• I think losing yourself doesn’t mean really losing yourself. You
forget about you and work on telling the story. I think voice and
speech is the biggest tool you have to communicate the story.

Take pride in your culture and don’t be afraid to learn 
about it:
• Don’t let anyone tell you bad stuff because we already have
had the color going sometimes against us. I feel strongly that
you should probably get a good handle on speech and dialects.
But don’t let them tell you that in your every day speech you
have to change how you speak if it’s an Urban, West, Chicago,
or an East LA, or a Costa Rican accent, whatever it is, as long as
you can. You recognize, ‘This is what I need to do on stage for
this particular project. And I can put it on and I can understand
it and I can recognize it.’ We were encouraged to take any kind
of regionalism away from our normal everyday speech. And that
is not right because then you become aware that where you
come from is wrong. Who I am is not right, so I have to make
myself into this person, which you don’t. You have to make your
character into that person. That’s taking away a little bit of us. It
felt like that, ‘Oh, we’re going to get rid of that accent.’ They
didn’t say, ‘We’re going to teach you how to get rid of it on
stage.’ They were like, ‘No, you, no, don’t talk like that.’

• Whatever degree to which you have integrated in American
culture or not or whatever your mix, don’t question your foun-
dation. I reflect back on my family, and there was a tremendous
amount of pressure on my family, my family history, to integrate
and to be white, in order to be esteemed and in order to suc-
ceed. I mean it was a matter of survival. And I’m really grateful
that Hispanic-ness is running through our blood so strong that
it’s not gone. I think, in some ways, we hang onto it and run
back to it with even greater vigor. I would say, ‘Value it. Feel
free to identify yourself the way you want to. Value your founda-
tion, cherish it.’ And you know Mexico has been influenced by
all different kinds of cultures.

• There are rules with the industry, but I always say, ‘You make
your own.’
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• Find pieces that really speak to you, that you can really relate
to that piece, or that really grab you and speak to you, that you
feel like you can, you know, that there’s something there. For
like, my first two or three years in school, I found really good
stuff, and I felt like I found really… I really loved the pieces that I
found, but it wasn’t until I took Latino Theatre Course that I
found stuff that I really, really could sink my teeth into and I
really felt that were a part of me because even the rhythm of the
pieces in and of themselves were something completely differ-
ent. I would do stuff from classic and contemporary writers,
Anglo writers because that’s all I knew, that’s all I was exposed
to, and it wasn’t until I took this class that I was exposed to
Latino writers. And then all of a sudden it’s like, ‘Oh! Okay!’
And what was great about it, I mean, there was like this whole
new world that was opened up to me.

• I think we have so much to be proud of. I love that I’m Latino
and I love everything, everything, all the cultures, all our history,
all our, you know, whether we know Spanish or not doesn’t mat-
ter.

• Eduard Glissant said, ‘To declare one’s identity is to write the
world into existence.’ That changed my life.

�

Endnotes:
. A quick look at facts about Hispanics:
Population Facts:
The Hispanic population makes up . million, or .% of the . total
(. million) as of July , . The  census showed a .% increase
in Hispanic population over that recorded in the  census (Ramos).
It used to be primarily in New York and California but Latinos are in every
state.   Census findings for distribution of Latinos across the .:

Northeast: .%
Midwest: .%
South: .%
West: .%

There are more Spanish speakers in the  than in Cuba (,,), The
Dominican Republic (,,), Nicaragua (,,), Paraguay (,,),
and Puerto Rico (,,). A combined total (,,).
There are more Latinos living in the  than Canadians in Canada
(,,)
There are as many Latinos in the  as African Americans. Latinos outnumber
African Americans in Houston, Los Angeles, New York, Phoenix, San
Antonio, and San Diego.
Mexican-Americans and Mexicans in Mexico call Los Angeles, “Mexico’s sec-
ond largest city.”
Latinos from Central America consider Miami their capital. 
Latinos are not only centralized in cities are but also in interesting communi-
ties all over America. For example, Rogers, Arkansas has over  Latinos. It
is not a metropolitan area.
Latinos moving to Iowa actually reversed the population decline in certain
Iowa counties.  (Figueredo)
The Industry Facts:
In , Latino performers realized a net increase of  roles driven primarily
by episodic television. Their share of total  and theatrical roles rose to
.%, an increase from .% in , marking their greatest share since 

began tracking employment.
Latino performers also achieved about the same share in theatrical films
(.%) as they did in television roles (.%). Although their share of total
roles is at a historically high .%, it is still far less than the approximately

% Latino/Hispanic share of the population. ()
Actor’s Equity does not track diversity.
William Morris has opened a Latino-only Division in Miami, FL.
Salma Hayek became the first Mexican actress to be nominated for an
Academy Award for her portrayal of Frida Kahlo.
 ran a campaign called “Habla,” which showcased fresh voices from the
Hispanic community. The spots dealt with issues of what it’s like to speak
with an accent, cross-cultural dating, Spanglish, stereotypes, catcalls, and body
images ( Newswire).
Nilo Cruz won the Pulitzer for “Anna in the Tropics” which is sweeping
regional theatres across the country.
In February, Los Angeles-based “Si”  was launched with more than  mil-
lion in capital. The English-language Latino-themed network is in more than
 million homes and targets second and third generation  Latinos (Hispanic
Business, ).
There are numerous magazines for English speaking Hispanics including
Latina, Catalina, Hispanic, and Hispanic Business. There are a ton more for
Spanish readers. 
Facts In Higher Education:
Half of Latino college students are enrolled in community college due to
financial concerns and the need to be closer to home.
% are part-time students.
% graduate in  years rather than  years.
Latinos concentrate their studies in business, social science, and education
(Los padres do not encourage the arts).
There are more Latinas (about %) than Latinos.
Latinos represent % of the  million students attending college.

. Participants did not receive any concrete benefits, other than the opportu-
nity to discuss life experiences with others. There was no known risk to partic-
ipants involved in this project. Students were only asked to commit -

minutes for a one-on-one interview or a focus-group discussion. Because their
comments were anonymous, there was little risk of possible negative effects in
terms of what they shared. I was the principal investigator and I completed
training in Human Research Subjects Protections at Western Michigan
University on November , . Participants involved in this project were
protected in a number of ways. First, their identities remain anonymous.
Second, participants were given the option of not responding or ending the
session at any time. Finally, the audiotapes and written transcripts of inter-
views/focus groups were only handled by the transcriber and me. Specific
quotes and references to information in this article and subsequent publica-
tions will only be associated with generic labels (e.g., Latino/a theatre student
at a small private college in the Midwest shared that...).
The Latino theatre students involved in this project were recruited through a
number of contact people who work at the respective colleges, universities,
and theatres. Specific individuals with whom I have established relationships
(faculty and staff members) were contacted, given an explanation of the proj-
ect, and subsequently asked to recruit. The interviews lasted approximately
- minutes and included the following: 
() Explanation of research project, 
() Presentation/explanation of Informed Consent Form,
() Opportunity for questions, 
() Conversational dialogue focusing on several questions,
() Closing/Opportunity for questions and feedback.

. See, for example, Jenny Nelson’s work entitled, “Phenomenology as
Feminist Methodology: Explicating Interviews,” in Doing Research on Women’s
Communication: Perspectives on Theory and Research edited by K. Carter and
C. Spitzack (, Ablex Publishers).

. See, for example, David Hammonds’s work entitled, “Another opinion:
Reflections of Skinner in the classroom and rehearsal, “ in Standard Speech
and other contemporary issues in professional voice and speech training presented

Ethics, Standards and Practices

Insight into the Challenges Latino Students Face while Training in Theatre by Micha Espinosa (continued)



by the Voice and Speech Trainers Association edited by Rocco Dal Vera (,
Applause Theatre Books).

. See, for example, Dudley Knights’s work entitled, “ Standard Speech: The
ongoing Debate,” in The Vocal Vision: Views on Voice by 24 Leading Teachers,
Coaches, and Directors edited by Marian Hampton and Barbara Acker (,
Applause Theatre Books).
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