
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.
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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. 

Ethics, Standards and Practices

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



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.’



Shakespeare Around the Globe

The Voice & Speech Review



• 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
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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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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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“Those of us who want to make connections, who want to 
cross boundaries, do.” bell hooks

“Cuando vives en la frontera, people walk through you, the 
wind steals your voice.” Gloria Anzaldúa

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-
historical values and principles of one or more cultures. 

Micha Espinosa, Professor of Voice and Acting for the 
School of Theatre and Film at Arizona State University, 
holds a BFA from Stephens College and an MFA from the 
University of California, San Diego.  She has taught voice, 
speech and movement workshops nationally and inter-
nationally including: Japan, Canada, Mexico and Chile. 
She is a member of AFTRA and SAG and has performed in 
film, television, commercials and regional theatre.  She 
is also a certified yoga instructor with extensive Felden-
krais training.  She is an associate teacher of Fitzmaurice 
Voicework and a trainer for the Fitzmaurice Voicework 
Teacher Certification Program.
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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 



82

Ethics, Standards and Practices
A Call to Action: Embracing the Cultural Voice or Taming the Wild Tongue by Micha Espinosa

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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Teaching in Cuba: a voice teacher’s awakening to the effects of
commodification on the learning process

Micha Espinosa*

Herberger Institute for Design and the Arts, School of Film, Dance, and Theatre, Arizona State
University, Tempe, Arizona, USA

No cell phones interrupting, no instant look up on my iPhone app, no I know better than
you knowledge, no consumer attitude to feeling, sensing, listening. The world of consumer-
ism isn’t part of the conversation or learning. After a tough year of tap-dancing my way
around the “prove it/I’m paying for answers” attitude, I’m reveling in this tropical utopia
where privilege does not bar the body from accepting. (Personal Journal Entry)

Over the course of my lifetime, Cuba has meant many things to me. It has been part
of my liberationist, revolutionist identity and I have romanticized its culture and politics.
Now, my experience in Cuba has cast into sharp relief the shifting paradigm in my
teaching environment and the shifting relationship to my students. As I write in the
criticism that follows, my experience as a visiting instructor teaching voice in Cuba has
also allowed me to understand and consider more fully my teaching environment at
Arizona State University. I had a series of realizations about how the commodification
of learning in the United States has affected my classroom.

It is my hope that the use of storytelling will illustrate more clearly my experience; I
will also draw upon selected findings from the fields of psychology, economic sociology,
and somatic education. I hope to raise critical questions about how the language of the
marketplace affects my ability to teach voice to my students at Arizona State University.
I aim to speak to other voice teachers and bring their attention to the trend in academic
capitalism, the commodification of our classrooms, and the effects on our students as
they try to find their voices and bodies under this pressure and in this paradigm.

I begin with a narrative of my teaching experience in Cuba.

Teaching in Cuba

In May 2012, I spent five days as one of the featured artists teaching at Trespasos En-
scenicos, Taller de Investigacion y Creacion Teatral (Changing Landscapes—Confer-
ence of Research and Theatre Making) during the Havana Biannual Art Exhibit. I
taught Fitzmaurice Voicework® at the Instituto Superior de Arte (ISA) in Havana, Cuba.
I was the only artist from the United States and worked with guest faculty/colleagues
from Brazil, Argentina, Columbia, Cuba, and Nicaragua. Two research assistants from
Arizona State University—both of whom spoke fluent Spanish—accompanied me.

The ISA is the leading art academy in Cuba and students travel from all over the
island to attend. Established in the former Havana Country Club, the campus is a cluster
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of buildings—some unfinished, some half-restored. Under the faded stucco and chipped
paint that now characterizes Cuba one can imagine the opulence and economic prosper-
ity of the pre-Castro Cuba. At the Instituto, about 800 students study art, dance, theater,
and design. Students wanting to attend the theater/acting program have stiff competition.
Seven hundred students auditioned for 12 places and the entrance examinations are
comprehensive, including aptitude testing on rhythm, balance, and coordination. Accord-
ing to an email I received from ISA student Carlos Alberto Méndez in December 2012,
all education is free.

ISA is where I spent the majority of my time during my trip to Cuba. I experienced
film, theater, performance, and visual art that offered critical perspectives on Cuban life
and its history. I went to a well-attended Catholic Mass. Life was and is clearly shifting for
Cubans, as evidenced by the rise in tourism, the influx of dollars, some limited access to
Internet and social media, and the new and much more lenient travel regulations, all of
which reflect a transition away from state socialism to a more robust and mixed economy.

I was aware, before and after I arrived in Cuba, of my situated position as an
American and of the hegemonic practices of the United States. I knew there would be
economic disparities but I was not sure how they would affect my teaching or my expe-
rience. Friends had advised me to expect social and economic disparities with regard to
telecommunications, social networking, modern bathrooms, goods, and building materi-
als. What follows is an account of how these inequalities affected my classroom and my
consciousness.

Disparities

Before arriving in Cuba, I requested mats or pillows in the classroom/studio and asked
about the type of floor I would be working on. The first day of teaching, after using the
ladies’ room at the school to freshen up and prepare before class, I felt fairly silly for
asking about the props. Except for in my western-style hotel, I did not encounter a
working bathroom while in Cuba. Toilets are flooded, do not have working handles,
and/or are missing hoses or have no seats.

That same day I asked Ruben, the ISA facility coordinator, for some crayons, paper,
and an orange. This seemed a reasonable request, but the look on his face told a differ-
ent story. Beads of sweat trickled down his forehead as he began thinking where we
might be able to purchase crayons. We took his car to the Centro Commercial, a local
store selling electronic and household goods. The shopping experience was extraordi-
nary; it was clearly a shop for Cubans, not tourists.

Before entering, we had to check our bags. Inside, items were neatly displayed, and
prices were posted in pesos, not convertible pesos (CUC), the currency for tourism. We
found four 12-crayon packs. Ruben made it very clear that finding them was a huge
stroke of luck, and the relief on Ruben’s face was apparent.

He had the paper but finding an orange would require another adventure and present
another challenge. Sensing his discomfort, I suggested we go back to my hotel where
we had had fresh orange juice for breakfast. I speculated that I could get an orange from
the kitchen. In addition to the orange, I borrowed pillows and blankets, much to the
dismay of my hotel, and we did just fine. I was ready to teach.

This experience provided a personal lesson in the material deprivations caused by
the United States embargo and the poor Cuban economy.

I was not sure what to expect when I entered the classroom but was pleasantly sur-
prised to find the room had a bank of windows and the students registered for my class
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varied in age from 18 to their mid-40s: students from the Instituto, professionals from
the community, and a panel of speech language pathologists. I taught from the
Fitzmaurice Voicework® method—Destructuring.1

Fitzmaurice Voicework® frees the breath primarily using adaptations from yoga, shi-
atsu, bioenergetics, and classical voice training. There are two phases to the Fitzmaurice
Voicework. In the Destructuring phase, the actor is led through a series of exercises
informed by yoga asanas and integrating bioenergetic tremors. The tremor, a surrendered
and vibratory flow, is created when the actor seeks a slight hyperextension of the extrem-
ities leaving the torso free of tension. The tremor moving through the body serves as a
diagnostic tool. The body’s freedom directly correlates to laryngeal freedom, increased
emotional availability, and resonance. The second phase, Restructuring, is where the
actor harmonizes and synthesizes his discoveries while Destructuring with his or her
intent to communicate. The Destructuring work, which includes the tremor, but also
touch, and the being seen and seeing each other while breathing—expands the image of
self. I begin all of my introductory workshops teaching the Destructuring positions.

As a Fitzmaurice voice teacher, I have had the privilege to study how the body
responds to the challenge of Destructuring and I know the spirit of exploration required
of the work. I have witnessed the subtle behavior of the breath and its healing properties.
The physical and mental challenge of finding the Destructuring positions and then find-
ing a release through the vibratory tremor was relatively easy for these students. It was
clear to me that there appeared to be fewer patterns of bracing than I was used to seeing.
These students were able to embody the vibratory freedom that we were exploring.

Same dirty floors as in my classroom but heard no complaining from the students. A hot
room thick with air, inside and out we could feel, smell the heat enveloping our bodies as
we breathed. No need for socks and sweatshirts inside—it was a hot day outside. No
chilled artificial environment here—we were one with the elements. Today, I had students
of varying ages, sizes, and experience but they all had something in common. They were
willing to play. I was also amazed at how quickly they were able to release to the floor.
This group is really opening to their emotions. I can teach with a light touch. (Personal
Journal Entry)

In contrast, it generally takes my American university students up to a month to
begin to even feel comfortable exploring their bodies, integrating their breathing impulse
with the impulse to make sound, and allowing their overcharged nervous systems to
discharge. Consequently, we went through material much faster and on a much deeper
level that I had ever expected.

I started with the breath (Destructuring), alignment, spatial relationships, kinesthetic
sensation, touch, and the pleasure of sounding. We eventually began speaking text, and
extended speech into singing. The method brought the group to a state of awareness.
Students gained knowledge about their individual voices and thus their bodies, and they
ended the workshop with wanting to learn more about Destructuring.

When the week was over, I was left with a deep curiosity about a fundamental
difference between the learning environment I was used to and the Cuban learning
environment. I could surmise that the workshop was an enrichment opportunity without
the pressure of grades and that would be the main contributor to the student’s respon-
siveness to the work but there was clearly something more. I have taught many work-
shops in the US with similar non-graded environments and I did not have these results.
I could not help but wonder—were the learning environments so different that they
were physically manifested in the bodies of the workshop participants?
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Leaving Cuba

Before leaving Cuba, I spent time with Lilli, an assistant professor at ISA. She is a pub-
lished playwright and was clearly one of the academic stars of the conference. During
the conference, Lilli had been our liaison, making sure we had everything we needed
for our teaching and presentations.

I felt a kinship with Lilli—she was my counterpart. We had practically the same
jobs and titles but she made $20 a month and lived in a dorm. My romanticized vision
of the tropical utopia without social networks, large universities, and enterprises quickly
faded, replaced by a very different image of Cuba. I recognized the binary relationship
to my counterpart and the immense social inequities.

Shifting awareness

I did not intend to write an article on my workshop experiences, but what occurred in
the sessions and my feelings at that time prompted me to reflect on my classroom.
Introducing and embodying release, tremor, and sound take much longer at Arizona
State University. I would even go so far as to say that there could be an attitude of bla-
tant mistrust of the work. I find myself continuously reframing my lessons to continue
to prove the validity of the work.

While reading my student’s journal entries, I became aware of the relationship my
students have with their education. The pressure of financial stress experienced by many
American university students has much to do with hindering the learning process; many
students work from 40 to 60 hours a week and view each lesson from a cost/value
perspective. In a recent journal entry a student wrote, “This class is extremely short,
and I wish I could explore breathing and all that jazz more, because I did not get my
monies (sic) worth.”

What is revealing about this student’s entry is that s/he is relating her/his experience
to how much the course costs. Therefore, the questions I want to pose are these: How
do we teach bodies that are in a learning environment that is commodified? How do we
teach bodies that are immersed in a materialistic value system?

Materialism and psychophysical distress

There are a wealth of studies, primarily in the field of psychology (Tim Kasser, Allen
Kanner, Marcia Richins, Scott Dawsons and Russell Belk), on the subject of material-
ism and physiological distress in American children. Schor, a qualitative investigator of
consumer society and culture, explores the relationship between materialism and stress:

American children are deeply enmeshed in the culture of getting and spending, and are
getting more so. We find that the more enmeshed they are, the more they suffer for it. The
more they buy into the commercial and materialist messages, the worse they feel about
themselves, the more depressed they are, and the more they are beset by anxiety, head-
aches, stomachaches, and boredom. The bottom line on the culture they’re being raised in
is that it’s a lot more pernicious than most adults have been willing to admit. (2004, 173)

She further unpacks the effects of materialism on the body:

People who value money and conventional success are less likely to experience positive
emotions, such as happiness and joy, and they are more likely to experience negative ones,
such as anger and unhappiness. Materialism is related to elevated levels of physical symp-
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toms, such as headaches, stomachaches, backaches, sore muscles, and sore throats. These
results have been found in samples of men and women, teens and adults, across income
groups, and for students and nonstudents. (2004, 174)

Schor’s survey on Children, Media, and Consumer Culture had a large sample size and
the children studied were between 8 and 13. The findings of her research revealed that
materialistic values undermine well-being, increase risky behaviors, and lead to depres-
sion. What these studies reveal to me about my voice classroom is that the outside
world affects our inside world via the attitudes and values we take on, often uncon-
sciously, that then impact our physiology. The somatically based Fitzmaurice Voice-
work® that I share with my students reveals the awareness of the body’s internal state.
My teaching experience in Cuba gave me a greater understanding of my Arizona State
University students who, like many American students, live with continual financial
stress in a consumer culture. I am by no means saying that Cubans live without finan-
cial stress; on the contrary, they are under huge financial limitations and since the global
economic crisis of 2007 have been hit severely by austerity measures (Perez 2009, 116).
Also, I was in Cuba for a very short amount of time and would not presume to under-
stand the stresses of everyday life there. But as Cuba shifts to a postindustrial economy
and we continue to shift into a digital age, I am aware of what we have possibly lost
and what they, possibly, have to lose—an instrument that is psychophysically respon-
sive. Lowen, a physician, psychotherapist, and creator of bioenergetics analysis, wrote
in his landmark book, The Betrayal of the Body:

It has been said that a little knowledge is a dangerous thing, but all knowledge is “little”
when it deals with life or personal relationships. The knowledge of the ego must be tem-
pered with the wisdom of the body if behavior is to retain a human quality. I would rather
see an ignorant woman raise a child with feeling than an educated woman raise it without
feeling. Of the two ingredients in behavior, feeling is more important than knowledge. But
our whole educational system is geared to knowledge and the denial of feeling.

The educational system should recognize that spontaneity and pleasure are as important
as productivity and achievement (1967, 292).

The Betrayal of the Body was written in 1967. What would Dr. Lowen think of the
current culture of accountability and commodification in education? As a culture we
have yet to see the impact of academe as commodity. Alonso, Dean at Columbia
University, articulates the narrative of universal commodification in his article “Paradise
Lost: The Academy becomes a Commodity”:

The current crisis of the university is a crisis of social legitimation, meaning that the
conventional arguments and strategies that were used by the institution to justify its exis-
tence and social currency have collapsed. Since no social construct can exist without a
legitimizing narrative, the university is trying at present to articulate a narrative that will
work successfully in the current culture of universal commodification. The problem is, of
course, that our former narrative of social legitimation for the university is written in a
language that is untranslatable to the current circumstance. (2010, 2)

Arizona State University, where I have taught for the last five years, has embraced the
challenge of conceptualizing a new way of working.
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The new American university

With 73,000 students on four campuses, Arizona State University is a great university
and a fascinating place to work. Forty-five percent of our undergraduate students qualify
for Pell Grants (Blumenstyk 2012). According to the US Department of Education-
College Scoreboard, our average tuition of $10,599 per year ranks in the low category.
Arizona residents with gift aid pay as little as $2231 per semester (“Tuition,” Office of
the President 2011). Almost all of our students work and commute. As far as quality
goes, ASU Fulbright Scholars number on a par with Yale and Berkeley (Blumenstyk
2012). Our published mission is that “we measure ourselves not by who we exclude,
but rather by who we include and how they succeed” (Vision Statement, Arizona State
University Marketing Department 2012). The School of Film, Dance and Theatre enrolls
928 students and our stated goal is to build the “artists of the future”. Our undergradu-
ate students receive foundational training in theater and film with numerous concentra-
tion offerings, and our graduate students receive unique multi-disciplinary opportunities.
My studio classes, on the main campus in Tempe, are capped at 18 and meet for 45
clock hours over the course of the semester.

About 40,000 students, teachers, and staff commute to this campus daily; for
students, the simple act of driving and parking on campus can be extremely stressful.
The cost of parking, meal cards, library fees, and class dues is a frequent topic of con-
versation among students. Housing is also an issue; large corporate entities sell a life-
style to ASU students that costs far more than tuition; this lifestyle includes high-rise
apartments, upscale shopping and dining. So though tuition is relatively low compared
to some universities, debt continues to accumulate and—of equal importance—affect the
mindset of students. Maisano, in “The Soul of Student Debt,” offers:

Student debt subjects the borrower to a distinctly capitalist pedagogy, transforming higher
education into an increasingly expensive commodity that is bought and sold on the market.
But as the legions of student loan debtors can attest, investment in a college education is
no longer a guarantee of remunerative employment or personal financial security. It is an
increasingly risky investment that can bring the student debtor into severe financial distress,
and in the worst cases, to the door of the bankruptcy court to seek relief. (2012, 3)

I am proud to work at a university so strongly committed to inclusiveness. However,
with college education costs soaring, I was shocked to read Troop’s exposé on how
many students across the nation have resorted to “body commodification” on a scale as
never before:

Students sell plasma, take requests to perform custom erotic acts on Web cameras, or offer
themselves as guinea pigs in paid drug trials. A master’s student in Penfield, N.Y., says she
was kicked out of her social-work program last June for snuggling with strangers—no sex
allowed—for $60 an hour. A handful of Web sites, like SeekingArrangement.com, promise
introductions to young and attractive men and women—often students—for “mutually
beneficial relationships.” An advertisement in campus newspapers at three elite colleges
offers $35,000 for the eggs of a young woman with an SAT score above 1400. And though
no one in the United States is openly selling kidneys from live donors, Santa Clara Univer-
sity’s Markkula Center for Applied Ethics started receiving inquiries from financially des-
perate people after it posted an article on its Web site in 1998 exploring the ethical issues
that would surround such a market. When the economy tanked, staff members saw a surge
in letters like this one:
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I just read your information about how many people need a kidney. I would like more
information about it and how I could sell one of my kidneys to your university because I
really need money. I want to go to college, but it’s really expensive. (2013, 2)

These are dramatic examples and not the norm, but the rising costs of higher education
are a reality and felt at every university across this country. In response to this changing
landscape, Arizona State University has embraced a business model on a grand scale,
and President Michael Crow is our “CEO” (Theil 2008). Administration advertises and
proselytizes that our students are our product, our research is intellectual capital, and
our success depends on our enterprise, innovation, and technology. I share these facts to
highlight the consumer mentality within the learning environment at my institution.

Academic capitalism

According to Da Silva in “Commodification in Higher Education and its Effect on
Staff–Student Interaction Beyond the Classroom,”

The most fundamental change to higher education in recent times is ‘commodification’
(White 2007, 594). The process began with policy changes in the late 1980s, such as the
introduction of fees and the expectation of increased economic accountability. Commodifi-
cation was initially a change in management strategy but has also come to be reflected in
societal attitude—education is commonly regarded as something to be bought and sold.
The process of change reflects a movement towards ‘academic capitalism’, a term coined
by Slaughter and Leslie (1997, 8). While the policy change was swift, the consequences
have been slow to emerge.

Commodification can affect anyone involved in higher education. Staff members are sus-
ceptible to increased pressure in their research, administrative and teaching roles, not to
mention the general stress of ‘doing more with less’. Students might not appear to be
affected, but their attitude towards education, and whether they are willing to actively par-
take in it, may change with the addition of fees. The exact nature of the above changes will
determine whether, and to what extent, staff-student interaction might be affected. (2009, 2)

I learned from emails received in December 2012 from the Chair of the School of
Theatre and Film, Jacob Pinholster, that the performing arts training at Arizona State
University has been equally affected by commodification and the economic downturn.
Specifically, our class sizes have increased, our support staff has been decreased, and
our administration has seen more students needing emergency support because of severe
economic need. Over the last two or three years, I have mentored more students
displaying stress and anxiety about being performance majors than ever before. Many
of them lack parental support because of having chosen a major that does not provide
economic security. Students enter the university under tremendous pressure of needing
employment-based curriculum and vocational skills.2

Camilleri, Senior Lecturer on Actor Training at Kent University, articulates this
shift:

The paradigm shift in performer training at the twenty-first century coincides with a shift in
funding cultures. A combination of sheer necessity and funding opportunities from the
1990s onwards has increasingly pushed laboratories towards ideological perspectives.
(2009, 31)
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He further describes the “packaging” of this training:

The ideological ‘packaging’ of training takes various forms. The packaging process actually
begins with the nomenclature of the practitioners themselves, e.g. the term ‘biomechanics’
and the individual etude of, say, ‘Throwing the Stone,’ imply a body of training and a spe-
cific technique that as such refers to a content. It is this ‘content’ that then lends itself as
knowledge that can be curriculumized and modularized in academia, and which is then sub-
jected to the various regulatory entities (including health and safety, assessment criteria
etc.) that came with conservatories, performing arts schools and universities. The whole
package is then further processed as a promise by marketing strategies aimed at attracting
paying customers. (2009, 29)

And therein lies the shift to “students as customer” that I have experienced as our class-
rooms and pedagogy continue to be commodified. The branding of our university as the
“New American University” and of our performance training program as “The Theatre
of the Future” are prime examples of marketing strategies aimed at attracting customers.

In their chapter, “Knowledge in the Marketplace: The Global Commodification of
Teaching and Learning in Higher Education,” scholars Naidoo and Jamieson extend their
definition of commodification to include the process’s impact on the student–teacher
relationship:

Commodification in higher education can therefore be defined as the transforming of the
educational process into a form that has an “exchange” value, rather than an intrinsic “use”
value.

So, it is not merely knowledge that is packaged for sale but the educational relationship
itself is transformed into a relationship that is dependent on the market transaction of the
commodity; the lecturer becomes the commodity producer and the student becomes the
commodity “consumer.” (2005, 39)

The agency required of the consumer is scant. S/he is paying for the product—pedagogy.
In fact, the student–consumer attitude towards the product/pedagogy is that they are
paying for a service and it is about their satisfaction. Students who view themselves as
clients have much more successful learning experiences than those who think of them-
selves as consumers; the client relationship is one that is familiar to the voice profession
and certainly for private practice. Clients understand that they are required to participate
and therefore it is up to them to achieve a final result. The consumer–producer relationship
in a voice class is fraught with problems because of the lack of agency from the student,
the “exchange” rather than the “use” value, and the lasting effect on the body of end-
gaining or seeking a result. The teachings of Alexander and Moise Feldenkrais, the fathers
of somatic education, provide ample examples of the body’s ability and or inability to gain
voluntary control over response through self-discipline and discovery. I assert that students
who are in a commodified learning environment have further difficulty with self-discipline
and discovery because they are buying the product and want the result. They are not
interested in the “means whereby”. They want proof that what they put in will provide
dividends.

Cultural bodies

What I witnessed while teaching voice in Cuba was a pyscho-physical cultural body
free of consumer attitude and behavior. I witnessed bodies used to learning and gaining
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information somatically. This may be in part because they are physically more active as
a society, spending far fewer hours connected to a digital world, and because their edu-
cation has not yet been commodified. I acknowledge that I had limited time with this
group and that I was working with a limited number of students. However, over the
decades of teaching voice in United States of America, I have observed a cultural body
straddled with financial responsibility and bombarded with a huge infiltration of media,
thus resulting in physical armoring. Many of my American students are sensorially full
and hungry for results, and I believe this leads to a fixed musculature. Many students’
only experience with their bodies and breathing is their workout or going to the gym.
They view their bodies with images and pressures of advertising. According to Farhi,
breathing and yoga expert:

We live in a time when there is an extreme obsession with looking trim, fit, and most
important young. This obsession is artificially created by industries that stand to gain from
our cultivated insecurities. We are bombarded with the propaganda of the body beautiful,
believing that what we see is normal, and that we, in comparison, fall horribly short of
these standards. There are a plethora of statistics that tell us how we feel as a result. Under-
lying these figures, however, is the undeniable truth that we are willing to feel bad in order
to look good. (1996, 38)

I read many students’ journal entries about becoming aware of their semi-asphyxiation
with clothes, zippers, and held musculature. They also realize that breathing and allow-
ing the full relaxation and tonus phase of the abdominal muscle during breathing brings
many benefits. Excerpts from student journals, Arizona State University, Intro to Voice
Class:

Today was great. Loved the breathing exercises we did today. I forgot about all the stupid
stuff going on in my life and just felt myself breathe. I felt every part of my body for prob-
ably the first time. I need to do this on my own.

Today I went to the gym and really focused on my breathing like we do in class when I
was lifting. I swear I lifted twice as much.

This work is really different for me. All my life I’ve spent a lot of time at a desk or work-
ing on my computer. I’m realizing I’m not very flexible.

I’m used to holding my belly in … I feel fat when Micha asks us to breathe with our
whole body. I think I’m beginning to understand. Partnering up and feeling each other’s
ribs really helped.

My American students have internalized market values on a psycho-physical level so
much that it has affected their ability to breathe. Rickford, professor of History at
Dartmouth, criticizes the corporatization of lives in his op-ed for The Chronicle of
Higher Education:

I wish to suggest that we—students, professors, all of us within and outside academe—have
so internalized market values that we are no longer aware of their control over our psyches,
our personalities, our day-to-day existences. We have so utterly absorbed the ethic of indi-
vidualism, competition, materialism, and private accumulation that we now regard the dog-
ged pursuit of those qualities as inevitable and essential—like breathing. Our collective
consciousness has itself been privatized to such an extent that we now struggle to find mean-
ing in human activity whose commercial purpose is not immediately apparent. (2010, 1)
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In my classroom, I have found that embodiment is both a concept and an actualization
that take time. Framing this “use” is not always apparent to the student at first.

Time to embody

This student being newly introduced to somatic education is discovering its rewards, as
s/he reports in his/her journal from my Introduction to Voice class:

In class we have been using things like zafus and yoga mats, and exercise balls to help our
breathing. Again, I am becoming more and more aware of my body. Also, I noted I left
class much less anxious and more relaxed.

This particular semester my class took place at 9:00 am. I clearly observed that many of
my students began their day in a state of anxiety. This anxiety manifests itself through
tightening of the jaw, stomach, and neck muscles, while the tongue sits on the roof of
the mouth and palms grip the floor. I do not feel that I am overstating that many stu-
dents in beginning voice are in “startle mode”3 and it takes weeks of unwinding to
bring awareness to the body.

The stressed voice is strident, lacks resonance and nuance, and its direction is
inward. I spend a good amount of time (almost half my semester) allowing my students
to sense, feel, and vocalize because otherwise I am merely relaying information that will
not be embodied. Offering exercise like the Fitzmaurice Destructuring/Restructuring
deepens the mind–body connection and develops the ability to allow release in order to
increase self-perception and functionality which is primary to all voice work.

There are many students who immediately understand the benefit, but as stated
earlier more and more I find I need to justify every single exercise, assignment, and
reading for its cost/value. As producer, I am constantly aware of how I package and
assemble each class, looking for the best yield from our time. This close analysis is not
without its benefits in the streamlining of my course but there is little room for psycho-
physical play and experimentation because the students are judging their process and
mine as it takes us much longer to move forward with embodiment.

Trends and conclusions

Arizona State University’s new model signifies a further shift towards consumerism in
higher education. In our changing world with local and global economic pressures, it is
clear to me that the stress of commodification on the learning process has affected both
teacher and learner. Teachers are faced with the challenge of students who expect a product
and learners in this paradigm leave little room for failure and experimentation. The
commodification process affects each institution in our capitalist society differently. I am
grateful for the prosperity that our American economy provides, but I question the trend to
let economic rationality become a lens through which to view our classrooms, our produc-
tions, our students, and our selves. My travels and my reflection allowed me to realize the
penetration of commodification into all aspects of society and most alarmingly the physical
body. I have realized through this experience some very valuable lessons.

I have discovered that I need to give my American university students the appropri-
ate amount of time to discover new ways of relating to and valuing their bodies and
voices. I have set into motion the re-designation of my course from lecture/studio to a
studio course. This will give me six more hours of classroom time. Although this is not
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a tremendous gain, it does, however, mark an effort toward giving them more time to
discover the value of the training.

I will need to assess and re-evaluate my training methods to better prepare myself
for the attitudes and expectations of students and administration and their consumer-dri-
ven attitudes toward learning. I have made a commitment to not let the capitalist values
and economic pressure usurp the body and mind and the relationship between teacher
and student. To that end, I must introduce language and concepts that train artists not
consumers, so that students find “use” value for themselves, one that includes social
and personal responsibility. Perhaps if students can be empowered and challenged to
view themselves as producers then they will find that accountability lies within.

I humbly conclude with the assertion that the commodified body and the commodi-
fied learning space require a lengthened learning process in order to find options in self-
discovery. I also assert that the commodified value system that is embedded in the enter-
prise model deeply affects a student’s ability to learn and instructor’s ability to teach as
both are burdened with creating a marketable product and in this model there is little
room for failure, little room for play, little time to breathe. I believe that it was the rela-
tionship to my Cuban workshop attendees, which was student–teacher, not consumer–
producer, that allowed me to recognize, by contrast, what I had been experiencing, but
had no name for yet, in the teaching environment at ASU.

I view teaching voice more now than ever as an act of liberation and as the practice
of freedom from tyranny. Perhaps the verses of Cuban poet and champion of freedom,
José Martí may inspire us. Although he is speaking of country his words also speak to
our voices, our bodies, and our human condition: “Knowing is what counts. To know
one’s country and govern it with that knowledge is the only way to free it from
tyranny” (Martí, Onís, and de Onís 1953, 88).

Notes
1. For a more comprehensive discussion of Destructuring, see Morgan’s (2012) Constructing the

Holistic Actor: Fitzmaurice Voicework (CreateSpace Independent Publishing).
2. For an excellent discussion and overview of American Actor Training and the effects of the

commercial demands on training, see Lissa Tyler Renaud’s chapter, “Training Artists or Con-
sumers? Commentary on American Actor Training in The Politics of American Actor Train-
ing” in Margolis and Renaud’s (2010) The Politics of American Actor Training (Routledge ).

3. Startle Response—the alarm reaction is a completely natural, involuntary reaction to a stimu-
lus such as a flash of light, a sudden threatening movement or loud noise (Alexander Tech-
nique Glossary Definition—www.hilaryking.net).
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!
!
“Identity”!is!the!word!of!the!year!according!to!NPR!and!Dictionary.com.!
The!NY!Times!says!“!Border”!is!this!season’s!breakout!word.!My!favorite!
book!in!2015!is!Jeff!Chang’s!“!Who!We!Be”!which!reminds!us!through!
the!power!of!art!that!the!“fourKletter!word”!in!the!United!States!of!
America!is!RACE.!Both!of!these!words!and!Chang’s!writing!make!us!look!
into!the!mirror!and!situate!ourselves!within!our!history!and!culture.!!
Could!it!be!that!we!are!becoming!consciously!aware!that!the!greatest!
challenge!we!face!globally!is!our!ability/inability!to!be!with!each!other?!
!
There!is!concreteness!to!our!global!lived!experience!that!cannot!be!
denied:!
!!
San!Bernadino!
Umpqua!Community!College!!
Roanoke!!
Charleston!
Fort!Hood!
Sandy!Hook!
Aurora!
Oakland!
Tucson!
!
355!mass!shootings!in!America!in!2015.!!
!
1!mass!terrorist!attack!somewhere!in!the!world!is!happening!as!you!
read!this,!it!is!at!least!one!a!day.!!
!
I!was!performing!with!La#Pocha#Nostra!in!Phoenix,!AZ!on!the!day!of!the!
Paris!attacks.!As!a!voice!teacher!and!performance!artist!who!has!spent!
the!last!twenty!years!critiquing!and!interrogating!discrimination!and!
oppression!and!searching!for!opportunities!to!transform!these!abuses!
into!liberties,!I!was!at!a!loss!for!how!to!respond,!except!through!creation.!!
During!that!very!show!–!Monstros#en#La#Frontera!(Monsters!on!the!
Border)!working!with!Art/Media!Engineers!we!created!a!piece!of!work!
called!–!The!Wall.!It’s!an!extended!voice!operatic!corrido#(story!song)!in!
response!to!the!real!possibility!of!presidential!hopeful!Trump’s!
supersize!me!wall!of!xenophobia!and!fear.!During!one!moment!of!the!



performance,!the!audience!was!invited!to!use!inflatable!toy!bats!to!
combat!“the!other.”!A!playful!battle!against!“the!other”!began:!man!vs.!
woman,!black!vs.!white,!cholo!vs.!chino,!left!vs.!right,!west!vs.!east,!etc.,!
etc.!My!colleague!the!notorious,!Guillermo!GomezKPeña,!began!
reciting/chanting!a!poem!about!the!Charlie!Hebdo!incident.!The!
audience!without!being!prompted!ceremoniously!lay!their!bats!down!as!
an!act!of!solidarity!with!Paris.!The!audience!joined!the!chant!of!“!Je#suis,”!
then!there!was!silence.!This!surprise!breath/moment!moved!me.!The!
audience!was!listening,!they!were!seeing!each!other,!and!they!stopped!
their!reactive!involvement,!and!allowed!themselves!to!be.!At!the!end!of!
the!performance!the!audience!and!performers!were!hugging!and!
dancing.!
!
If!we!could!only!find!it!this!easy!to!dispel!differences!between!opposing!
forces!and!belief!systems.!!
!
My!hope!renewed,!I!wondered!at!the!mystery!and!power!of!play.!What!
times!we!are!living!in!!
!!
Around!the!world!one!can!see!change!and!hope.!What!an!incredible!year!
for!transgender!rights,!gay!marriage,!and!yet,!we!see!a!terrifying!rise!in!
bigotry,!racism,!sexism,!homophobia!and!its!something!we!need!to!
confront.!The!rise!in!fear!and!malignant!thinking!is!not!something!that!
one!can!hide!behind!or!ignore!–!we!need!to!take!it!into!the!heart!of!our!
training,!thinking,!and!imagining.!
!
I’m!so!proud!of!the!Fitzmaurice!Voicework!Institute,!I!bravo!our!
leadership!for!taking!the!lead!in!voice!training!by!making!diversity!and!
inclusion!a!pillar!of!our!organizational!restructuring.!I’m!honored!to!
serve!as!Director!of!Diversity!and!Inclusion.!!
!
As!an!institute,!inclusion!must!be!our!number!one!priority.!!We!must!be!
inclusive!not!exclusive.!Our!classrooms,!studios!and!thinking!must!
reflect!these!values.!Our!organization!will!have!limited!success!unless!it!
represents!the!demographics!of!our!communities.!We!must!embrace!
border!thinking,!theories,!and!knowledge.!!We!must!understand!that!we!
share!the!same!ecologies.!!The!binary!of!“us!and!them”!even!within!our!
own!world!of!voice!training!is!unacceptable.!We!must!reject!thinking!



and!teachings!that!leads!to!believing!that!linguistic!similarity,!cultural!
assimilation!and!cultural!misappropriations!are!tolerable.!
!
Redesign!is!inadequateK!we!need!radical!thinking,!radical!concepts,!
radical!listening,!radical!empathyK!in!order!to!bring!consciousness!and!
imaginative!variation!to!our!work.!Can!you!tell!I’m!into!radical!things!
these!days!!
!
I’m!extremely!hopeful,!because!through!our!training!we!have!been!
cultivating!a!deep!curiosity!that!will!make!our!investigations!rich,!our!
practice!existential,!our!understanding!of!humanity!through!the!voice!
and!body!experiential!and!full!of!possibility,!and!the!ability!to!help!
others!through!liberation!practices!the!norm.!Might!we!be!able!to!reveal!
to!others!something!more!about!what!it!means!to!raise!their!voices,!to!
be!in!solidarity!about!an!issue,!to!discover!something!more!about!
themselves,!and!to!expand!their!sense!of!self?!
!
Who!are!we?!!
!
We!are!voice!practitioners,!communication!facilitators,!
healers/curanderos,!teachers,!scholars,!coaches,!writers,!clinicians,!
performers,!directors,!artists,!and!gente#poderosa#(strong!people)!from!
six!different!continents.!
!
We!are!a!wisdom!community!where!everyone’s!voice!is!heard!and!
honored.!
!
(Allow/yourself/a/moment,/and/in/your/language,/accent,/idiolect/to/
speak/sing//whisper//shout:/what/ever/feels/authentic/to/you/in/
this/moment,/your/name/and/what/you/do.)//
!
I!invite!you!to!be!curious.!I!invite!you!to!imagine!our!future.!I!invite!you!
to!create.!I!invite!you!to!be!ambassadors!of!curiosity.!I!invite!you!to!
construct!from!new!and!old!identities.!I!invite!you!to!cross!borders!and!
border!cross!(it!is!deeply!fun).!I!invite!you!to!honor!differences.!
!
I!look!forward!to!your!thoughts,!feedback!and!input!during!this!listening!
phase.!!I!hope!that!you!will!join!me.!!The!Fitzmaurice!Institute!needs!
your!thinking!and!creativity.!!



!
We!are!miracleKminded!folks.!Let’s!share!what!we!know.!
!
In!service,!
!
Micha#Espinosa#
#
Micha!Espinosa!
Arizona!State!University!
School!of!Film,!Dance,!and!Theatre!
Associate!Professor!
Barret!Honors!Faculty!
Fitzmaurice!Institute!K!Director!of!Diversity!and!Inclusion!
micha.espinosa@asu.edu#
!
!
!
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                    C H A P T E R  E L E V E N

Microaggressive Impact 
on Education and Teaching: 
Facilitating Diffi cult 
Dialogues on Race 
in the Classroom              

 I was teaching a sophomore class in urban education and lecturing on the 

 “ achievement gap ”  between Black and White students. Our topic for discus-

sion dealt with analyzing a collection of brief biographical sketches of Black 

Americans who described how race impacted their lives and the special hard-

ships they encountered in education. Usually students in my class are very 

talkative, but today the responses were tepid and brief. It felt like pulling 

teeth to get any type of response. I kept asking questions and making com-

ments in an attempt to generate interest and to fi ll the long silences. Finally, 

one of the White female students stated that  “ I ’ m not sure this is a race issue, 

because as a woman, I ’ ve experienced low expectations from my teachers as 

well. ”  Another White male student chimed in by asking  “ Isn ’ t it a social class 

issue? ”  Another White female student immediately agreed, and went into a 

long monologue concerning how class issues are always neglected in discus-

sions of social justice. She concluded by asking  “ Why is everything always 

about race? ”  
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232 microaggressive impact on education and teaching

 I could sense the energy in the classroom rise and felt eager to discuss these 

important issues when one of the few Black female students angrily confronted 

the White female with these words:  “ You have no idea what it ’ s like to be Black! 

I don ’ t care if you are poor or not, but you have White skin. Do you know what 

that means? Don ’ t tell me that being Black isn ’ t different from being White. ”  A 

Latina student also added to the rejoinder by stating  “ You will never understand. 

Whites don ’ t have to understand. Why are White people so scared to talk about 

race? Why do you always have to push it aside? ”  The two White female students 

seemed baffl ed and became obviously defensive. After an attempt to clarify their 

points, both White female students seemed to only infl ame the dialogue. One 

of the female students began to cry, and the second student indignantly got up, 

stated she was not going to be insulted, and left the classroom. 

 As a White male professor, I felt paralyzed. This was truly  “ the classroom from 

hell. ”  What had just happened? I was concerned about losing control of the 

classroom dynamics and immediately tried to calm the students down. I told 

them to respect one another, and to address these issues in a rational, calm, and 

objective manner. We could not let our emotions get the better of us. Because of 

the volatility of the situation, I suggested that we table the discussion and go on 

to another topic. 

 While I continued to lecture as if nothing had happened, I experienced a deep 

sense of failure and was concerned with the impact of this situation in our class. 

It was later substantiated when the student who broke out in tears dropped the 

course, and the one who left the room bitterly complained to the Dean, blaming 

me for handling the situation poorly. I was haunted by this classroom experi-

ence, did not understand what had happened, and felt at a loss of what to do. 

Nothing in my education had prepared me for handling this explosive diffi cult 

dialogue on race.   

 The above example is one that is reenacted frequently in classrooms through-

out the United States, especially when topics revolve around those of race and 

racism. Studies reveal that many diffi cult dialogues on race are triggered by 

racial microaggressions not only in classroom settings, but in many public 

and private forums (Sue, Lin, Torino, Capodilupo,  &  Rivera, 2009; Sue, Rivera, 

Capodilupo, Lin ,  &  Torino, 2009; Sue, Torino, Capodilupo, Rivera,  &  Lin, 2009; 

Young, 2004). Diffi cult racial dialogues are perceived quite differently between 

people of color and Whites. For students of color, race is an intimate part of their 

identities and avoiding topics related to it, dismissing it, negating it, or having 

it assailed create emotional reactions that may be brewed over in silence, or 

result in lashing out toward offenders (Young, 2004). For many White students, 
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however, race is invisible — they seldom think about or investigate it, and they 

become defensive about their own privilege. Ultimately, this can lead to denial 

or minimization of race as an important aspect of life (Bolgatz, 2005). Let us 

briefl y identify the issues illustrated in the example. 

 First, it is apparent that all three well - intentioned White students did not 

realize that they were delivering racial microaggressions toward students of 

color. In addressing how race infl uenced Blacks, the White students seemed 

to dilute its importance by refocusing the topic on gender and class issues. 

They did not realize that they were (1) assailing the racial identities of Black 

students, and (2) denying or invalidating their racial experiences and reali-

ties (Sue, Lin, et al., 2009) through their microaggressive comments. As you 

recall, both of these communications have been identifi ed as forms of racial 

microaggressions. Further, by equating racial bias with gender/class biases, 

the legitimacy of racism and its detrimental impact on the lives of people of 

color is diminished, pushed aside, and considered unimportant. Again, as 

with all microaggressions, there is a difference between the legitimacy of the 

topics (importance of gender and class factors), and the hidden demeaning 

and invalidating messages that are sent. The White students were unaware 

that they might be delivering microaggressions. 

 Second, the invisibility of these interactional dynamics — what triggered 

the intense reaction of students of color (racial microaggressions) — is often 

outside the level of conscious awareness of the White students, and even the 

professor. When critical consciousness is missing and when the interpersonal 

dynamics are unclear, puzzlement and confusion reign supreme. The White 

students and professor are at a loss to understand what just happened, and 

what was responsible for the emotive reactions and statements of students 

of color. Thus, they are not in a position to respond in a helpful or enlightened 

manner. The White students are left with the feeling of being personally 

attacked and only vaguely sense that something they did or said offended 

students of color. But other than their own defensiveness, anxiety, and feel-

ing hurt from the exchange, they have little understanding of their own roles 

in the diffi cult dialogue (Sue, Rivera, et al., 2009). The professor also realizes 

something is amiss (tentativeness in discussing racial topics, anxiety, heated 

exchanges, crying and leaving the room), but is at a loss to determine its mean-

ing and how to respond appropriately (Sue, Torino, et al., 2009). 

 Third, diffi cult dialogues on race are seldom completed or resolved in such 

a way as to be a meaningful learning experience. Indeed, classroom interac-

tions on topics of race, gender, and sexual orientation often deteriorate into 
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monologues rather than develop into true dialogues (Sue  &  Constantine, 

2007). There is no attempt to reach out to others, to hear their points of view, 

and to digest the meanings; instead, defensiveness, anger, and an attacking 

shouting match occur between participants (Young, 2003). Students seem 

more motivated to press their views (stating and restating their positions, and 

talking over each other) rather than attempting to listen to another ’ s point 

of view. If suffi cient emotional intensity is reached, students may leave the 

classroom, break down in tears (Accapadi, 2007), and not participate further 

in racial dialogues; the professor, on the other hand, may admonish students 

to respect one another, to control their emotions, or to  “ table the discussion. ”  

These avoidance maneuvers are intended to end the dialogue or  to place 
extreme restrictions on how to talk about race.  

 Fourth, the unsuccessful outcome of diffi cult dialogues on race represents 

a major setback and failure in understanding and improving race relations. It 

can actually lead to a hardening of racially biased views on the part of White 

students (people of color are oversensitive and can ’ t control their emotions), 

and it leaves the students of color pained, hurt, and invalidated, reinforcing 

beliefs that Whites cannot understand or be trusted. Further, by leaving the 

topic untouched and unresolved it will continue to represent the  “ elephant 

in the room ”  and negatively affect the learning environment by teaching stu-

dents to avoid race topics. As a result, many students of color fi nd the class-

room situation oppressive and intolerable, refl ecting the power and privilege of 

White students and professors to control the dialogue. While White students 

can avoid issues of race by leaving the situation or avoiding it, students of 

color have no such privilege. They must deal with race on a day - to - day basis; 

escape and leaving the situation are not options open to them. 

 Last, the White professor refl ected upon how his training had never pre-

pared him to facilitate these emotional interactions among students, or even 

between himself and his students. It is clear that the professor was baffl ed by 

the interaction and was unaware and unable to recognize racial microaggres-

sions. While educators are often prepared to teach in classrooms by stressing 

knowledge acquisition and cognitive analysis, topics of race and racism are 

more than intellectual exercises because they involves taboos, and nested feelings 

of anxiety, fear, guilt, and anger. As we shall shortly see, facilitating diffi cult dia-

logues on race requires professors to (a) be aware of their own values, biases, 

and assumptions about human behavior, (b) understand the worldview of the 

culturally diverse students, and (c) possess a repertoire of teaching or facilitation 

strategies to aid students in self - refl ection and learning.  
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  MICROAGGRESSIONS IN EDUCATION 

 It is becoming increasingly clear that many inequities in education are 

due to lower expectations, stereotypes, and a hostile invalidating climate for 

people of color, women, and LGBTs (Bell, 2002; Cadinu, Maass, Rosabianca, 

 &  Kiesner, 2005; Sue, Rivera, et al., 2009). In the last chapter we analyzed 

how microaggressions operate systemically in worksites and their effects can 

be found in the hiring, retention, and promotion of employees. This is also true 

with respect to pre - K – 12 schools, institutions of higher education, and pro-

fessional graduate programs. The underrepresentation of women in science 

and engineering in elementary levels, secondary schools, and in professorial 

positions in colleges/universities may speak to possible discrimination. The 

low representation of minority faculty can also be the insidious operation of 

aversive forms of racism. Not only may such forces operate in an educational 

institution, affecting which teachers, staff, and administrators are hired, but a 

similar framework can be applied to students as well. 

 Microaggressions can affect the student body composition through recruit-

ment (which students are selected), retention (which students drop out), and 

promotion (graduation rates) of students of color. If racial, gender, and sexual- 

orientation microaggressions present a hostile and invalidating learning 

climate, these groups are likely to suffer in any number of ways. Women, for 

example, have been found to experience stereotype threat because of gender 

microaggressions, may underperform in math and sciences despite having high 

abilities, and/or may become segregated in their career paths or vocational 

selections by well - intentioned educators (Bell, 2003; Gore, 2000; Morrison  &  

Von Glinow, 1990). Such factors speak to educational inequities that are present 

systemically and may inundate the classroom environment. 

  Educational Disparities among Marginalized Groups 

 Despite parents of color encouraging their sons and daughters to develop 

educational and career goals, racism and poverty continue to create disparities, 

especially among African American, Latina/o, and American Indian students. 

The high school graduation rates for African Americans are signifi cantly 

below those of Whites and even worse for those going to college (14.3% vs. 

24.3%) (U.S. Census Bureau, 2005b); Latinas/os have fared poorly as approxi-

mately two of fi ve aged 25 or older have not completed high school, and more 

than 25% have less than a ninth - grade education (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003); 

and Native Americans show an astounding pattern of dropping out beginning 
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in the fourth grade, resulting in low rates of completing elementary and 

secondary schools and college (U.S. Census Bureau, 2006). Although Asian 

Americans are often perceived as a  “ successful minority ”  with higher educa-

tional levels, the statistics mask a bimodal distribution of this group; a large 

number of Asian subgroups have a large undereducated mass (U.S. Census 

Bureau, 2005a). Only 40% of Hmongs have completed high school and fewer 

than 14% of Tongans, Cambodians, Laotians, and Hmongs 25 years and older 

have a bachelor ’ s degree. 

 Looking beyond these gross measures of academic achievement, it is unde-

niable that a large discrepancy exists between the academic performance of 

students of color and their White counterparts. American Indian children 

do well during the fi rst four years of school, but by the end of fourth grade 

they begin to  “ drop out ”  and by the seventh grade signifi cant decreases in 

academic performance are evident (Juntunen et al., 2001). Black students 

during middle and high school years evidence a separation of self - esteem 

from academic performance that results in loss of interest in schoolwork and 

resulting poor acquisition of knowledge and skills. Behavioral problems in 

schools, higher pregnancy rates among African American and Latina girls, 

and increasing alienation from school curriculum all contribute to poorer 

academic performance. Students of color are also many times more likely 

to be suspended from school and to receive harsher consequences than their 

White peers (Monroe, 2005). 

 For years, educators have attempted to understand the causes of  “ the achieve-

ment gap ”  in an attempt to close it. They have recognized that the in-ability to 

complete an education perpetuates the cycle of poverty, lack of job opportuni-

ties in the larger society, and detrimental psychological consequences associated 

with low self - esteem and subjective well - being (Sue  &  Sue, 2008). Appropriate 

intervention strategies can only arise, however, when the causes for school 

failure are identifi ed. The causes of high drop - out rates and lower academic 

achievement among students of color are probably multidimensional and may 

vary from group to group. Explanations for the poorer academic performance 

of students of color, however, seem to fall into two camps: (1) causation resides 

internally, within the individual, group, or culture, and (2) causation resides 

externally in the system or the academic/classroom and societal environment. 

  Internal Causation — Individual Focus 
 We have already identifi ed two major forms of microaggressions that seem 

to form a worldview with hidden assumptions and messages: (1) the myth 
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of meritocracy and (2) pathologizing cultural/communication styles of 

marginalized groups. Both take a person -  or group - focused approach 

to explaining the poor academic performance of marginalized groups. The 

explanations can range from genetic speculations that biology determines 

intelligence and abilities (math/science capabilities are defi cient in women) 

to factors associated with incompatible group characteristics and values. 

Educators and especially teachers often hold both conscious and unconscious 

stereotypes or preconceived notions that students of color are less capable 

and motivated, that parents are uninvolved in the educational welfare of 

their children, and/or that their cultural values are at odds with educational 

values (Sue  &  Sue, 2008). 

 School personnel, for example, often attribute the poor performance 

of African Americans to internal attributes or to their parents. One teacher 

stated:  “ The parents are the problem! They [African American children] have 

absolutely no social skills, such as not knowing how to walk, sit in a chair  . . . 

it ’ s cultural ”  (Harry, Klinger,  &  Hart, 2005, p. 105). With respect to Native 

American students, some have argued that Indian cultural values and beliefs 

are incompatible with those of the educational system, and that this is the cul-

prit for their achievement gap. Likewise, many educators believe that much 

of the educational diffi culties of Latinos are due primarily to their language, 

Spanish, which prevents them from acquiring the ability to speak  “ good 

standard English ”  (Hayes, 2006). 

 Although these explanations may contain some grain of truth, they all 

assume internal causation and have the unintended consequence of blaming 

the victim; the problem resides in the genes of the group, in their culture, or 

in their language. The genetic defi ciency and inferiority models have been used 

to explain why African Americans, Mexican Americans, and Spanish Indian 

families perform poorly on intellectual tasks (Samuda, 1998). The culturally 

defi cient model described marginalized groups in our society as defi cient, dis-

advantaged, or deprived (Sue  &  Sue, 2008; Thomas  &  Sillen, 1972). Logically, 

the terms  deprived  or  defi cient  suggest that people of color lack the advantages 

of middle - class culture (education, formal language, books, values, and tradi-

tions) to perform well in classes. While the cultural deprivation theories were 

proposed by well - intentioned White educators as a means of combating racist 

and sexist biological explanations, they only worsened our understanding by 

shifting the blame from genetics to a more acceptable one, culture. 

 At fi rst glance, the phrase  “ culturally impoverished ”  appears more benign 

and less harmful. But explanations of cultural deprivation suffer from several 
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problems. First, we can ask the question, how can any individual or group 

be culturally deprived or  “ lack a culture”?   Such a phrase is contradictory 

because everyone inherits a culture and no one was born  “ culturally naked. ”  

Second, it causes conceptual and theoretical confusions that may adversely 

affect educational policy and practice. If African American family values and 

behaviors are at the root of the problem, then it opens the fl oodgates for 

us to infuse White Eurocentric notions into the family values of the Black 

community. Third, a hidden microaggressive assumption is that cultural dep-

rivation is used synonymously with deviations from and superiority of White 

middle - class values. In essence, these models and explanations send the same 

message: People of color and many other marginalized groups lack the right 

culture! White Eurocentric norms, masculine norms, and heterosexist norms 

become the worldview that refl ects racial, gender, and sexual-orientation 

microaggressions in the educational setting. 

 A society based upon the concept of  “ individualism ”  — that one ’ s lot in life 

is based upon individual effort, abilities, and skills — is said to be oriented 

toward explaining behavior from a person - focused perspective. Three philo-

sophical outlooks derive from an internal explanation of behavior or outcome: 

(1) stress is placed upon understanding individual motives, values, feelings, 

and goals; (2) causal attribution of success or failure is determined by the skills 

or inadequacies of the person; and (3) there is a strong belief in the relationship 

between abilities, effort, and success in education. Educational performance, 

educational attainment, and educational outcome of students of color, women, 

and LGBTs, for example, are the result of their own internal attributes. Success 

is explained as outstanding attributes, and failure is attributed to personal or 

group defi ciencies.  

  External Causation — System Focus 
 While individual responsibility for achievement in school is an important 

factor in explaining academic performance, ignoring external forces (preju-

dice, discrimination, poverty, etc.) to explain academic disparities in educa-

tion may result in blaming the victim. Many microaggressions originate from 

a myth of meritocracy ( “ any one can succeed in life if they work hard enough ”  

and  “ the playing fi eld is level ” ), and the failure to consider powerful exter-

nal forces that affect outcome. Native American students report that educa-

tional curriculum, teaching and learning styles, and the classroom climate 

are unwelcoming, and ignore their cultural and social differences. They feel 

 “ pushed out ”  and mistrusted by teachers and liken the educational experience 
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to forced compliance or being  “ civilized ”  (Deyhle  &  Swisher, 1999). Latina/o 

students, especially immigrants, must deal not only with racism, but accultura-

tive stress, poverty, high unemployment, and culture - confl icts (Hovey, 2000). 

It is reported that this confl uence of external factors not only saps the energies 

of Latina/o students for learning in the classroom, but predisposes them to 

higher rates of mental disorders such as depression and attempted suicide 

(Tortolero  &  Roberts, 2001). Dealing with family distress, discrimination in 

the school and community, and social isolation may result in increased gang 

activities as well (Baca  &  Koss - Chioino, 1997). 

 Likewise, gay and lesbian youths, especially those out of the closet, face 

discrimination and harassment in the schools at a high rate. They are more 

likely to have been involved in a fi ght that required medical attention (Russell, 

Franz,  &  Driscoll, 2001). Their tendency to be exposed to violence in schools is 

frighteningly high: a Massachusetts high school study revealed that LGB stu-

dents are more likely to be confronted with a weapon in school (32.7 vs. 7.1%), 

and to avoid going to school because of safety concerns (25.1 vs. 5.1%). 

Furthermore, they were more likely to attempt suicide not because of their 

sexual orientation, but because their school, home, and social environments 

have proven hostile and invalidating (Russell  &  Joyner, 2001). 

 Given these brief examples, it is clear that systems forces can be powerful 

and infl uential in determining the academic outcome of students. A singular 

belief that people are  “ masters of their own fate ”  unfairly blames marginalized 

populations for their inability to achieve more in school or society. It fails to 

consider the operations of racism, sexism, and heterosexism in determining 

the outcome of school performance and achievement in other areas of life. 

Whether educators view the locus of responsibility as residing in the person 

or the system has major impact upon how they defi ne a problem (achievement 

gap), the attributions made, and the strategies chosen to solve it. Poor academic 

performance of African Americans, for example, may be attributed to the 

group ’ s inadequacies or shortcomings (person - focused), thus changing them 

(assimilation or acculturation) is seen as the solution. If, however, a system 

analysis is employed, racial discrimination and the lack of opportunities are 

identifi ed as the culprits, and systemic intervention is recommended (Jones, 

1997). Neither approach taken to the extreme tells the whole story. However, 

the values of individualism and autonomy undergird our beliefs in individual 

responsibility and self - reliance, making it diffi cult for many educators to see 

how their assumptions of equal access and opportunity may not apply to 

many devalued groups in our society. Systemic barriers to minority achievement 
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can be found in the following culture - bound and culturally biased forces 

operating in schools at all levels. 

 How microaggressions make their appearance in the larger educational 

setting can be analyzed from a broader systemic level, as we have seen in 

Chapter  10 . Racial, gender, and sexual-orientation microaggressions can be 

manifested in many areas: 

  Faculty, administrators, staff, and students on an interactional level may 

unwittingly invalidate, insult, or assail the identities of people of color, 

women, and LGBTs.  

  Microaggressions can make their appearance in the curriculum (cultur-

ally biased or culture-bound textbooks, lectures, teaching materials, etc.) 

that ignore or portray marginalized groups in unfl attering ways.  

  Low numerical minority representation among teachers and administrators 

may act as a symbolic cue signaling a threat to a group ’ s social identity.  

  The campus climate may be unwelcoming, not only through the actions 

of individuals (harassment, racist/sexist/heterosexist jokes, etc.), but 

also environmentally (foods served in cafeterias, music played at school 

events, what and how events are celebrated, how classrooms or buildings 

are decorated, etc.).  

  Teaching and learning styles may clash with one another because of 

differences in how groups learn.  

  The types of support services offered by the school may come from a 

primarily White European perspective that may be antagonistic to the 

life values and experiences of certain groups (student personnel services, 

counseling and guidance services, etc.).  

  The programs, policies, and practices may be oppressive and unfair to 

many marginalized groups and serve to oppress rather than liberate.       

  MICROAGGRESSIONS AND DIFFICULT DIALOGUES

ON RACE IN THE CLASSROOM 

 One of the most important educational forums in understanding how micro-

aggressions affect learning is in the classroom, where students spend a large 

portion of their time. Some have made a distinction between schooling and 

education (Cokley, 2006; Shujaa, 2003), in which the former is the process 

and activities of going to and being in school while the latter is the by - product 

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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of the experience. To people of color, it is believed that schooling can either 

serve the interests of the group or betray it. These scholars have observed that 

the educational curriculum has become racialized (Sue, 2003) and that school-

ing can often be used as a tool to perpetuate and maintain the prevailing 

power arrangements and structures, whereas education is a means of trans-

mitting eurocentric values, beliefs, customs, traditions, language, and arts/

crafts of the dominant society (Ford, Moore,  &  Whiting, 2006; Shujaa, 2003). 

The ultimate result is the (mis)education of students of color, in which edu-

cation becomes a form of  “ domestication ”  (Cokley, 2006). These statements 

have considerable support when one realizes the many inaccuracies taught 

in our curriculum and imposed upon students of color as well as their White 

classmates: Columbus discovered America, the internment of Japanese 

Americans was necessary for national security, and the enslavement of Black 

people was justifi ed because  “ living under unnatural conditions of freedom ”  

made them prone to anxiety. 

 Earlier, we indicated that power is in a group ’ s ability to defi ne reality 

and that schooling/education is a major socialization portal (Sue, 2003). 

Through omission, fabrication, distortion, or selective emphasis, the history 

and contributions of White Western civilizations are reinforced and elevated 

to superior status and imposed upon all students. The result is perpetua-

tion of myths and inaccuracies about persons of color. Microaggressions are 

refl ections of a worldview of superiority - inferiority, normality - abnormality, 

and desirable - undesirable ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving. If we 

address the issue of race and racism, schooling and education may uninten-

tionally refl ect racial biases and oppress students of color while elevating 

the status of their White classmates and White teachers. When left unchal-

lenged, they reinforce the attitudes, beliefs, and Eurocentric knowledge of 

Whites, while denigrating, demeaning, and invalidating those of students 

of color. When challenged, however, they can lead to diffi cult dialogues on 

race and represent a clash of racial realities. Many educators believe that class-

room dialogues on race may represent a major tool in combating racism and 

helping to make racial microaggressions visible (Blum, 1998; Bolgatz, 2005; 

Sue  &  Constantine, 2007; Watt, 2007; Willow, 2008; Young, 2004; Young  &  

Davis - Russell, 2002). We turn our attention now to analyzing the meaning 

and signifi cance of diffi cult dialogues on race, but it is important to note that 

dialogues on gender and sexual orientation may share very similar manifes-

tations and dynamics.  
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  RACIAL DIALOGUES IN THE CLASSROOM 

 The increasing diversity in the United States is perhaps refl ected most in our 

classrooms, where students of all colors represent a microcosm of race rela-

tions in our society. The increased interracial interactions often means greater 

opportunities for microaggressions to occur between students of color and 

their White classmates, between professors and their students, and in exposure 

to biased curricular topics and orientations. In a revealing study (Sue, Lin, et al., 

2009), researchers found that these interactions often polarized students and 

teachers rather than contribute to mutual respect and understanding about 

race and race relations. 

 Many educators believe that effectively facilitating diffi cult dialogues on 

race in the classroom represents a golden opportunity to reduce and dispel 

prejudice and stereotypes, bridge ethnic divides, decrease mistrust and 

misunderstandings, increase empathy and compassion for others, and promote 

goodwill and understanding (President ’ s Initiative on Race, 1998; Willow, 2008; 

Young, 2004). Unfortunately, racial dialogues in classrooms have frequently 

produced directly the opposite effect. They have resulted in disastrous conse-

quences such as hardening of biases and prejudices; evoking strong feelings 

of anger, hostility, and rage; increasing misunderstanding; and blocking learn-

ing opportunities (Sue, Lin, et al., 2009; Sue, Rivera, et al., 2009). Yet, skillfully 

handled by enlightened teachers, diffi cult dialogues on race can prove to be an 

opportunity for growth, improved communication, and learning (Young, 2003; 

Sanchez - Hucles,  &  Jones, 2005). 

 Given the potential educational importance of being able to effectively 

facilitate diffi cult dialogues on race, the following questions may be imperative 

for educators to address: (1) What triggers (causes) a diffi cult dialogue on 

race? (2) Why is it so diffi cult for us to honestly dialogue about race, gender, 

and sexual orientation? (3) What makes a dialogue on race diffi cult? (4) Why 

do students and teachers alike become so guarded and uncomfortable when 

racial topics are raised in and outside of the classroom? (5) How can educators 

learn to become comfortable when addressing race issues, and what effective 

strategies can be used to facilitate a diffi cult dialogue? 

  Microaggressive Triggers to Diffi cult Racial Dialogues 

 Studies seem to suggest strongly that many diffi cult dialogues on race are 

caused by racial microaggressions that make their appearance in the classroom 
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(Solorzano et al., 2000; Sue, Lin, et al., 2009). In many cases they are delivered 

by White students and professors, either through a comment, tone of voice, 

nonverbals, insinuations, or the content of the course (curriculum). The 

microaggressions are found offensive by students of color, who may directly 

or indirectly confront perpetrators who attempt to avoid the topic and/or 

react defensively because they feel falsely accused of racism. While diffi cult 

racial dialogues can be triggered by other causes, it seems that racial microag-

gressions are the most common and prevalent instigator. Some of the most 

common racial microaggressions identifi ed in the classroom are consistent 

with the thematic ones found in other formulations and studies in general 

(Sue, Capodilupo, et al., 2007; Sue, Capodilupo, Nadal,  &  Torino, 2008; Sue, 

Bucceri, Lin, Nadal,  &  Torino, 2007). Examples in classroom situations for 

four of them —  “ ascription of intelligence, ”     “ alien in one ’ s own land, ”     “ denial 

of racial reality, ”  and  “ assumption of criminality ”  — are given below. The 

following student quotes are taken from Sue, Lin, et al. (2009). 

 1.  Ascription of intelligence  — The following was reported by a Black 

student about a classroom incident where a fellow classmate asked her a 

question. She relates the following:   

  “ I started to explain, and the White girl said,  ‘ Well, what she means is ’  — and she 

tried to talk for me. That I don ’ t know what I ’ m talking about. I can ’ t even articu-

late my own, my own idea. And I had to tell her, I can speak for myself, I can 

articulate my idea better than you can, you know? And only — I could not believe 

that she tried to speak for me. ”  (p. 186).   

 The Black student was outraged and insulted because the White student 

assumed she was incapable of expressing her own ideas and wanted to do it 

for her. 

 2.  Alien in one ’ s own land  — Although he did not show it, one Asian 

American male expressed controlled rage at another White female student 

because she assumed he could not speak or understand English well (per-

petual foreigner association).     

  “ But she looked at me and spoke extra slow, like to explain what the professor 

had just said. And I was kind of like, okay. So when I spoke and I spoke in regu-

lar speech, she was kind of shocked  . . .  um, like wondering if I actually speak 

English. ”    

 3.  Denial of racial reality  — The following classroom incidents were 

reported to happen continually and would often trigger a diffi cult dialogue. 
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As in our opening case example, the student of color ’ s racial reality is negated 

or invalidated:   

  “  . . .  [They] keep rejecting whatever you say in class, it doesn ’ t matter what you 

say, [they ’ d] disagree. They ’ ll say [racial related matter] it ’ s either irrelevant, it ’ s 

not clear enough, um, I don ’ t understand what you ’ re saying, stuff like that  . . .  ”    

 Many students reported how when bringing up topics of race or culture, 

they would be met with responses from White classmates like   “ not everything 
is racial, you know ”   or nonverbals (rolling of the eyeballs) that   “ scream at you, 
here we go again. ”   Another informant states,   “ When I share personal experiences 
of discrimination in class, they always want to fi nd another reason for the behavior ”   
(p. 186). 

 4.  Assumption of criminality  — This was a common experience for African 

Americans students who witnessed White classmates not sitting next to 

them, or becoming extra vigilant with their personal belongings when they 

approached. They felt that White students communicated a fear of them, or 

that they might steal:   “ They don ’ t trust us, we ’ re criminals, dope pushers and 
thieves ”   (p. 186). Another Black student reported becoming angry at com-

ments from White classmates after watching a counseling session with a 

Black client.     

  “ Some of the students started to comment automatically on  . . .  like, well, what if 

he gets violent? Like, it just was kind of like entertained by the professor, like, oh, 

well, you need to make sure where you sit is close to an exit, and you gotta do 

this and you gotta do that. But I thought to a larger picture as to like this man, he 

was older and he just was resistant, but he wasn ’ t violent. ”  (p. 186)    

  Impediments to Honest Racial Dialogues 

 If racial dialogues are often caused by microaggressions, it becomes important 

to understand why it is so diffi cult to clarify communications between the 

participants. As we indicated earlier, students of color fi nd such communica-

tions offensive. Yet, it would be benefi cial to understand how White students 

perceive, interpret, and react when diffi cult dialogues on race present them-

selves. Why do many White students fi nd it so diffi cult to honestly dialogue on 

racial topics? What are the barriers that get in their way? What are they afraid 

of? Likewise, these questions can also be addressed to White teachers as well. 

Understanding the dynamics of racial dialogues can have many educational 

benefi ts: (1) it will aid educators to recognize and anticipate their appearance 
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in classrooms and other settings; (2) recognition of the intense emotions of 

White students may allow educators a deeper understanding of affective 

resistances; and (3) knowledge and understanding of diffi cult dialogues on race 

may lead to the development of intervention strategies that prove successful 

and unsuccessful in overcoming resistances, thus making such experiences a 

learning opportunity for all students (Sue, Torino, et al., 2009). 

 In a series of studies exploring the perspective of both White students and 

White educators on why diffi cult dialogues on race are diffi cult, it was found 

that both students and teachers shared similar fears (Sue, Rivera, et al., 2009; 

Sue, Torino, et al., 2009). We fi rst discuss diffi cult racial dialogues from the 

perspective of White students and then from that of White teachers.  

  White Students ’  Perspectives 

 It has been hypothesized that many Whites fi nd dialogues on race diffi cult 

for four primary reasons: (1) fear of being perceived as racist, (2) fear of realiz-

ing one ’ s racism, (3) fear of confronting White privilege, and (4) fear of taking 

actions to end racism (Sue  &  Constantine, 2007; Watt, 2007; Willow, 2008). 

While they may unintentionally deliver a microaggression during an interra-

cial encounter, the challenge from the target group evokes anxiety and dread 

in Whites who attempt to deny the implications for their actions. Unwittingly, 

the form of the denial may result in additional microaggressions (denial 

of individual racism or denial of the racial reality of targets). In one study 

designed to investigate these conclusions, it was found that White students 

identifi ed several reasons about why racial dialogues were diffi cult for them 

(Sue  &  Constantine, 2007; Sue, Rivera, et al., 2009). 

  Fear of Appearing Racist 
 One of the most dominant fears expressed by White students was that what-

ever they said or did in a racial dialogue might give people the mistaken 

impression that they were racist. The fear was quite overwhelming and 

hindered their abilities to participate in an honest and authentic manner, made 

them tentative in their responses, and more often than not they either remained 

silent or took a very passive approach to the topic. In classroom interactions 

they would refuse to participate or make only superfi cial observations. Some 

quotes from students illustrate their concerns and feelings:   “  . . .  if I talk about 
race, I ’ m going to reveal my racism, ”     “  . . .  fear of revealing my own biases, ”   and   “  . . . 
if I express any confusion or if I have any questions, they ’ re sometimes construed 
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as close - mindedness or an ignorance on my part. ”      . . .     “  I wanted to say something, 
but I also felt very nervous. When I did fi nally speak, my thoughts weren ’ t clear and 
I am sure diffi cult to follow ”   (Sue, Rivera, et al., 2009). Ironically, rather than 

making themselves appear less biased, their behaviors were read by students 

of color as indicating attempts to conceal racist attitudes and beliefs. It has 

been conjectured that the fear of appearing racist is only a superfi cial level 

of defense by Whites because it really masks a deeper fear—fear of actually 

being racist (Sue  &  Constantine, 2007). This conclusion seems supported by 

another dominant concern of White students.  

  Denial of Whiteness and White Privilege 
 White students expressed resentment toward being blamed for racism and 

the association of Whiteness with privilege, power, and advantage. They 

appeared to react defensively to being called  “ White ”  and seemed aware of 

the negative associations with light skin color. Some even disavowed being 

White by claiming to identify with only an ethnic group:  “ I ’ m not White, 

I ’ m German. ”     “ I ’ m not White, I ’ m Irish Catholic. ”  One White female student 

expressed her strong objections to such associations:   “ White people this and 
White people that, because honestly, I don ’ t really identify with — I defi nitely feel like 
I need to almost justify myself when those things come up  . . .   s ocietal problems are 
out of my hands. ”   Defensiveness seemed central to their reactions. 

 White students had considerable diffi culty entertaining the notion that 

their light skin color automatically advantaged them in this society and 

that darker skin color disadvantaged others. They would often ward off such 

suggestions with statements like,  “ Don ’ t blame me, my parents didn ’ t own 

slaves. ”     “ Don ’ t blame me; I didn ’ t take land from Native Americans. ”  It was 

diffi cult for many White students to realize that despite not being the primary 

culprits in perpetrating these wrongs, they still benefi ted from the historical 

injustices and structural arrangements of their ancestors. The anger, resent-

ment, denial, and guilt expressed by White students made them want to avoid 

conversations on race. Again, a deeper exploration of these resistances revealed 

an additional level of discomfort many had diffi culty facing: If indeed they 

benefi tted from White privilege, then two challenges confront them. First, 

they must now question the myth of meritocracy and the likelihood that their 

lot in life was attained not just through their own efforts, but by a biased 

system that favored them. Second, if one accepts the notion of  “ unfair advan-

tage ”  due to White privilege, what implications does it have for one ’ s life and 

what will Whites do about it?  
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  Color Blindness 
 As we have indicated earlier, the issue of color blindness is a double - edged 

sword (Purdie - Vaughns, Davis, Steele,  &  Ditlmann, 2008; Thomas  &  Plant, 

2008). In an attempt to appear unbiased, many Whites have adopted the 

stance that the color of one ’ s skin is unimportant in American society. To see 

and acknowledge race or color is to potentially appear prejudiced and 

bigoted. Yet, many people of color fi nd such a philosophy not only disingenu-

ous, but an indicator of bias on the part of the person making such a claim. 

In classroom situations, White students may fi nd topics on race diffi cult and 

uncomfortable because it may run counter to their beliefs that  “ we are all 

God ’ s children, ”     “ we are all the same under the skin, ”  and  “ we are all human 

beings or Americans. ”  Professing color   blindness has several perceived 

advantages for White students. First, it allows them not to acknowledge race 

and racial differences in classroom dialogues. Second, they can maintain the 

illusion that they are unbiased and do not discriminate against others. Third, 

if race is unimportant, then everyone has equal access and opportunity.  

  No Right to Dialogue on Race 
 Many students felt they had not experienced racism as students of color did, 

and thus had no right or credibility to talk about race matters. When asked 

about their reluctance to engage in racial conversations, many indicated that 

speaking to racism requires having been a victim. Others indicated they had 

limited contact with people of color, their knowledge was limited, and they 

felt uncomfortable speaking on such a topic. They indicated they did not 

possess a  “ valid voice ”  on the topic and were reluctant to participate:   “  . . .  if you 
haven ’ t experienced racism, you know, as a victim, then you don ’ t necessarily have 
a right to talk about race. ”   Again, this rationale seemed to be protective rather 

than real. It allows students to avoid exploring their own thoughts and reac-

tions related to race issues, and to deceive themselves into believing that they 

play no role in the creation and maintenance of racism. 

 These four barriers to diffi cult dialogues on race were often accompanied 

by intense and extreme debilitating emotions that interfered with students ’  

ability to attend, participate, and be open about their thoughts and feelings. 

An overwhelming number reported feeling  anxious and intimidated  about 

classroom conversations on race. They described fear and dread when racial 

topics were raised:   “ I tried hard to say something thoughtful and it ’ s hard for me 
to say, and my heart was pounding when I said it. ”   Another reaction was that 

of  helplessness.  This feeling very much related to an inability to understand 
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or cope with feelings evoked from a classroom dialogue. A White student 

describes her reaction:   “ And then it sort of turned into, you know, a lot of the 
Students of Color kind of venting their frustrations, which is, you know, completely 
understandable, but at the same time, I felt so helpless, like, I really don ’ t know what 
to do right now. ”   These students were likely to acknowledge the existence of 

racial injustice, but felt at a loss of how to speak to it. Consistent with the 

fear of appearing racist, some students felt  misunderstood  when they made 

comments. When addressing the topic of  “ antisocial behavior and violence, ”  

one White student recalls listing risk factors and mentioned the Black com-

munity. She reports being confronted by Black students and unfairly accused 

of stereotyping. The incident was so upsetting that she failed to participate 

during the rest of the class.   

  White Teachers ’  Perspectives 

 Teachers and educators are in a unique position to help students understand 

racial issues, especially when such interactions arise in the classroom (Young, 

2004). When diffi cult racial dialogues occur in the classroom, they are no 

longer purely abstract intellectual constructs, but their appearances are con-

crete and real for students and teachers alike (Bell, 2003). They represent a 

microcosm of race relation diffi culties in our society. In the hands of a skilled 

facilitator, diffi cult dialogues on race can represent a potential learning oppor-

tunity for personal growth and understanding, improved communication, 

and racial harmony (Young  &  Davis - Russell, 2002). Because the majority of 

teachers in the United States are predominantly White, their roles are crucial 

in facilitating successful racial dialogues in the classroom. Unfortunately, 

studies seem to suggest that White educators are often (1) ill - prepared to 

recognize and understand the dynamics of racial microaggressions as causes 

to diffi cult dialogues, (2) confused as to what constitutes a diffi cult dialogue, 

and (3) at a loss of how to intervene when they occur (Sue, Torino, et al., 

2009; Sue, Rivera, et al., 2009). 

  Teacher Fears 
 One of the greatest fears and concerns for teachers around race dialogues is 

loss of classroom control and the emotionally charged nature of the interactions. 

The loss of control is often related to the feeling of helplessness, inability to 

determine the nature of the confl ict, and the lack of knowledge of how best 

to properly intervene (Sue, Torino, et al., 2009). These three are compounded 
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by an acknowledgment by teachers about their own personal limitations 

and intense anxieties, similar to those expressed by White students (fear of 

appearing racist, fear of realizing their biases, and resistance to recognizing 

their own prejudices). In addition, they noted the following concerns. 

 1.  Inability to recognize racial microaggressions and uncertainty and confusion 
about the characteristics of a diffi cult dialogue.  When a diffi cult racial dialogue 

is occurring, many White teachers admit to being mystifi ed and uncertain 

about the interactional dynamics. They know something is amiss, that tension 

has increased in the classroom, and that students of color and White students 

have taken a confrontational stance. They are at a loss to explain the dynamics 

and often misdiagnose the problem. 

 2.  Trouble understanding and dealing with intense student emotions and their 
own.  In many respects, White teachers overidentify with the feelings of White 

students because many of the emotions expressed are similar to the ones they 

experience. Fear, anxiety, anger, defensiveness, guilt, and helplessness can 

occur quickly and in a  “ garbled fashion ”  that interferes with understanding 

and teaching. The teacher may become overwhelmed and fl ooded with feel-

ings that constrict their perceptions and ability to respond appropriately. The 

teacher may try to dilute, diminish, or  “ cut off the dialogue ”  for fear that it 

will turn into a physical fi ght among students. 

 3.  Fear of losing classroom control.  Teachers are expected to manage classroom 

interactions, to maintain a conducive learning environment, and to make sure 

proper respect exists among all students. Diffi cult dialogues on race can 

produce intense confrontations between students and result in intense hostility. 

Several teachers spoke about being paralyzed when students became so upset 

that they leave the room, or burst into tears. 

 4.  Deep sense of personal failure and inadequacies.  Avoidance by teachers of 

race topics is often motivated by past experiences of failure and personal 

questioning about one ’ s teaching competencies. The sense of disappointment 

in themselves occurred because of their unsuccessful attempts to facilitate 

racial dialogues. 

 5.  Feelings of incompetence and lack of knowledge and skills to effectively intervene.  
A very common admission from teachers was that of not possessing the expe-

rience, knowledge, or teaching strategies to facilitate a diffi cult dialogue on 

race. In coping with race topics, they admitted to ignoring it in class, making 

sure it was discussed only on a cognitive level, or playing a passive role in 

class and  “ letting students take over. ”  
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 Disturbingly, these overall fi ndings indicate that White educators are no 

more immune to having diffi culties with racial dialogues than their White 

students. In one study, it was found that even the most experienced teachers 

were ill - prepared to productively and successfully facilitate racial discussions 

and interactions (Sue, Torino, et al., 2009). It is important to note that both 

students of color and White students were unanimous in attributing a success-

ful or failed facilitation to the cultural awareness, knowledge, and skills of the 

teacher (Sue, Lin, et al., 2009; Sue, Rivera, et al., 2009).                    

The Way Forward 

  What Must Educators Do to Become Effective 
Facilitators of Diffi cult Dialogues on Race?: 

Overcoming Microaggressions     

 If the above conclusions are correct, then it bodes ill for race education 
in the United States unless educators seriously explore their own biases 
and prejudices, confront their own fears and apprehensions, and actively 
develop the awareness, knowledge, and skills to successfully facilitate 
diffi cult racial dialogues. A number of personal/professional developmental 
issues and strategies have been identifi ed as potentially helpful (Bell, 2003; 
Bolgatz, 2005; Sue, Lin, et al., 2009; Sue, Rivera, et al., 2009; Sue, Torino, et al., 
2009; Watt, 2007; Willow, 2008; Winter, 1977; Young, 2004).  

  1.  Possess a Working Defi nition and Understanding of Racial 
Microaggressions and Diffi cult Dialogues 

 When critical consciousness and awareness of race issues, racial micro-
aggressions, and racial dialogues are absent, it leads to disorientation, 
confusion, and baffl ement that prevent problem defi nition and interven-
tion. Thus it is imperative that educators possess a working defi nition and 
enlightened understanding of the cases, manifestation, and dynamics of 
racial microaggressions and diffi cult dialogues on race. As we have already 
spent considerable time on the former, I briefl y supply one on the latter. 
Note, however, that the following defi nition of diffi cult dialogues is complex 
and must be understood in terms of lived reality to have true meaning.     

 Broadly defi ned, diffi cult dialogues on race represent potentially threatening 
conversations or interactions between members of different racial or ethnic 

(Continued)
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groups when they (a) involve an unequal status relationship of power and 
privilege, (b) highlight major differences in worldviews, personalities, and per-
spectives, (c) are challenged publicly, (d) are found to be offensive to others, (e) 
may reveal biases and prejudices, and (f) trigger intense emotional responses 
(Sue  &  Constantine, 2007; Young, 2003). Any individual or group engaged in a 
diffi cult dialogue may feel at risk for potentially disclosing intimate thoughts, 
beliefs or feelings related to the topic of race. (Sue, Lin, et al., 2009, p. 184)    

  2.  Understanding Self as a Racial/Cultural Being by Making the 
 “I nvisible, Visible ”  

 Being an effective facilitator cannot occur unless the person is aware of 
her or his own values, biases, and assumptions about human behavior. 
Questions that he or she must constantly work on exploring include: What 
does it mean to be White, Black/African American, Asian American/Pacifi c 
Islander, Latino/Hispanic American, or Native American?  

  3.  Intellectually Acknowledge One ’ s Own Cultural Conditioning
and Biases 

 On an intellectual/cognitive level, teachers must be able to acknowledge 
and accept the fact that they are products of the cultural conditioning of 
this society and, as such, they have inherited the biases, fears, and stereotypes 
of their ancestors. 

 This honest acknowledgment does several things: (1) it frees the teacher 
from the constant guardedness and vigilance exercised in denying their own 
racism, sexism, and other biases; (2) the teacher can use it to model truthful-
ness, openness, and honesty to students on conversations about race and 
racism; (3) it can communicate courage in making the teacher vulnerable 
by taking a risk to share with students their own biases, limitations, and attempts 
to deal with racism; and (4) it may encourage other students to approach the 
topic with honesty, because their own teacher is equally  “ fl awed. ”   

  4. Emotional Comfort in Dealing with Race and Racism 

 On an emotional level, it is to the advantage of teachers if they are 
comfortable in discussing issues of race and racism, and/or being open, 
honest, and vulnerable to exploring their own biases and those of students. 
If students sense teachers are uncomfortable, it will only add fuel to their 
own discomfort and defenses. Attaining comfort means practice outside 
of the classroom, lived experience in interacting with people or groups 
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different from the teacher. It requires experience in dialoguing with people 
who differ from the teacher in terms of race, culture, and ethnicity. It ulti-
mately means the teacher must be proactive in placing himself or herself in 
 “ uncomfortable ”  and new situations.  

  5. Understanding and Making Sense of One ’ s Own Emotions 

 Because very few teachers can have experiences with all groups who differ 
from them in worldviews, they will always feel discomfort and confusion 
when different diversity/multicultural issues arise. These feelings are natural 
and should not be avoided; rather making sense of them is important. 
Being able to monitor them and infer meaning to feelings and emotional 
reactions and those of students are important in facilitating dialogues. It has 
been found that emotive responses often serve as  “ emotional roadblocks ”  to 
having a successful diffi cult dialogue. Feelings have diagnostic signifi cance. 
For example, these feelings often have hidden meanings: 

   I FEEL GUILTY.     “ I could be doing more. ”   
   I FEEL ANGRY.     “ I don ’ t like to feel I ’ m wrong. ”   
   I FEEL DEFENSIVE.     “ Why blame me, I do enough already! ”   
   I FEEL TURNED OFF.     “ I have other priorities in life. ”   
   I FEEL HELPLESS.     “ The problem is too big  . . .  what can I do? ”   
   I FEEL AFRAID.     “ I ’ m going to lose something ”  or  “ I don ’ t know what will 
happen. ”     

 Unless a teacher gets beyond his or her own feeling level or that of 
students, blockages in learning will occur. If a teacher experiences these 
feelings, it helps to acknowledge them even when they do not make imme-
diate sense. Teaching and encouraging students to do so as well will lessen 
their detrimental impact.  

  6. Control the Process and Not the Content 

 When a heated dialogue occurs on race, the duel between students is 
nearly always at the content level. When referring to dreams, Freud took 
the stance that the manifest content (conscious level) is not the  “ real ”  or 
latent content of the unconscious. Some common statements when racism 
is discussed, expressed by both White students and students of color, are: 

   “ So what, we women are oppressed too! ”   
   “ My family didn ’ t own slaves. I had nothing to do with the incarceration of 
Japanese Americans or the taking away of lands from Native Americans. ”   

•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
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   “ Excuse me, sir, but prejudice and oppression were and are part of every 
society in the world ad infi nitum, not just the United States. ”   
   “ We Italians (Irish; Polish; Koreans) experienced severe discrimination 
when we arrived here. Did my family harp on the prejudice? We excelled 
despite the prejudice. Why? Because the basic founding principles of 
this country made it possible! ”   
   “ I resent you calling me White. You are equally guilty of stereotyping. 
We are all human beings and we are all unique. ”     

 These emotive reactions are defensive maneuvers used to avoid feel-
ings of guilt and blame. Unmask the diffi cult dialogue by (1) acknowledg-
ing the accuracy of statements (when appropriate), (2) intervening in the 
process rather than the content, (3) helping students see the difference 
between intention and impact, and (4) moving to the feeling tone level of 
the communication. 

 While these statements are to the greatest extent  “ true, ”  they can hinder 
a successful dialogue by covering up the real dialogue. By agreeing with 
the statement, it no longer becomes the distraction and allows the facilita-
tor to focus on the real issues, feelings, and confl icts in worldview. Avoid 
being  “ sucked into the dialogue ”  by taking sides in the debate of content. 
Rather intervene in the process by directing students to examine their own 
reactions and feelings. Encourage them to explore how their feelings may 
be saying something about them. 

 The blame game creates monologues. Help students differentiate 
between their intention and the impact. When a White female student 
says  “ So what, we women are oppressed as well! ”  Help them distinguish 
between intention and impact. Refocus the dialogue to feelings.  “ I wonder 
if you can tell me how and what you are feeling. ”  Teacher:  “ John (Black 
student) has just agreed with you that women are an oppressed group. 
Does that make you feel better? (Usually the student says  “ no ” .)  “ No, 
I wonder why not? ”  (Try to help the student to explore why the feelings 
are still there. If there is continued diffi culty, enlist speculation from the 
whole class. The last option is that you, the teacher, make the observation 
or interpretation.)  

  7.  Do Not Be Passive or Allow the Dialogue to Be Brewed Over in 
Silence 

 When a diffi cult dialogue occurs and an impasse seems to have been 
reached, do not allow it to be brewed over in silence. The facilitator has 

•

•

•
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three options: (1) tell the class that you want the group to take it up at the 
next meeting, after everyone has had time to process their thoughts and 
feelings; (2) personally intervene by using interpersonal recall, microtraining, 
or any number of relationship models that attempt to have students 
listen, observe, and refl ect or paraphrase back to one another; or (3) enlist 
the aid of the class members. This latter technique is very useful because 
it actively involves other members of the class by asking:  “ What do you see 
happening between John and Mary? ”   

  8. Express Your Appreciation to the Participating Students 

 It is important to recognize, validate, and express appreciation to students 
for their courage, openness, and willingness to risk participating in a diffi cult 
dialogue. This strategy should be employed throughout the class.   

   “ Mary, I know this has been a very emotional experience for you, but 
I value your courage in sharing with the group your personal thoughts 
and feelings. I hope I can be equally brave when topics of sexism or 
homophobia are brought up in this class. ”   
   “ As a class, we have just experienced a diffi cult dialogue. I admire you 
all for not  ‘ running away ’  but facing it squarely. I hope you all will con-
tinue to feel free about bringing up these topics. Real courage is being 
honest and risking offending others when the situation is not safe. 
Today, that is what I saw happen with several of you and for that, the 
class should be grateful. ”     

 These suggestions for dealing with racial microaggressions in the class-
room and for successful facilitation of diffi cult dialogues on race may be 
equally applicable to conversations on gender, sexual orientation, and 
other diffi cult topics. Education holds one of the primary keys to combating 
and overcoming the harm delivered to people of color, women, LGBTs, 
and other marginalized groups. Unfortunately, few teachers or educators 
are suffi ciently trained in antiracism, antisexism, and antiheterosexism strate-
gies. If our society is to become truly inclusive and allow for equal access 
and opportunity, then our educational systems must refl ect a multicultural 
philosophy and stance that is operationalized into the policies and practices 
of schools, the curriculum, teaching/learning styles, and in the teachers who 
educate our children.    

•

•
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Diversity and Voice –Latino/Hispanic Community – Fitzmaurice Certification  
Cynthia DeCure, 

Associate Teacher of Fitzmaurice Voicework® 
 

 
Identity, Culture and Voice: Building Community 

 
Guidelines for Story Circle activities:   

• An invitation to participate honestly and openly – without obligation 
• Respect all voices – listening with an open mind 
• Respect confidentiality 

DAY 1 
“I” STATEMENTS 

 
I speak my mind 
 
I teach 
 
I am a student 
 
I am a parent 
 
I am a brother/ sister 
 
I am an only child 
 
I care 
 
I serve 
 
I honor 
 
I hurt 
 
I heal  
 
I survive 
 
I yearn/ hunger 
 
I love 
 
 
Four Corners:     (self-identify)  (find three things you have in common in 2 minutes) 
 
1. Ketchup tabasco sauce   Chalula  Sriracha   
 
2.   Winter  Spring     Summer  Fall          
 
3. Facebook Twitter     Instagram  telephone     
 
Topics for discussion: 
 
1. Describe your cultural background. You can define this as narrowly or as broadly as you like 
but try to focus on what distinguishes you culturally from others. Describe some of the customs, 
rituals and/or ceremonies associated with your cultural group. 
 
2. Of what aspects of your cultural background are you most proud? 

I volunteer in the community 
 
I have witnessed an act of kindness 
 
I was born outside the United States 
 
I have been displaced from my country 
 
I know someone who has been displaced from their country 
 
I have found my voice 
 
I know someone who is searching for their voice 
	  
I have changed my voice to be accepted or respected 
 
I know someone who has changed their voice/speech to be 
accepted or respected 
 
I speak more than one language 
 
I am not an native English speaker 
 
I am proud of my language 
 
I wish I spoke another language 
 
I think language is identity 
 
 
 
I believe in transformation 
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3. Describe a situation in which you felt out of place as a result of being different from others.  
 

• Journal for 2 minutes about the words or themes that most resonated for you in talking 
about your identity. Circle the words that most describe you. 

 
• Walk around the space and whisper to yourself the words. Then allow yourself 

permission to speak out loud. 
 

• Discussion/ share circle 
 
Preparation for day 2: Bring an object, text or song that is reflective of your identity 
 
DAY 2 
 
Building Community Through Latino Rituals    
The Communal Quince  – (based on Miss Quince: Writing and performing Latina Identity) 
Rituals in the Latino community serve to strengthen our connection with our roots—our identity.  
Can we create a collective ritual celebration of identity? 
 

“Por que callar si nací gritando” 
[Why be quiet if I was born screaming] 

 
FV Destructure/Restructure 
 

• Favorite tremor position – Place of beauty 
• Least favorite – A border you’ll like to cross/ a challenge you’ll like to overcome 
• Favorite tremor position – A moment when you felt transformed/ How you’d like to be 

transformed 
 

Journal – Free associate with each of these.  Circle the words that are resonating.  
 
TREMOR: A moment of positive transformation or a transformation against your will 

• What are you thankful for?  Grateful?  Who do you wan to thank? 
• What are you most proud of? 
• Language:  What is your language, dialect, idiolect?   
• What do you want to leave behind? 

 
CIRCLE the words that most resonate in your journaling.  Is a monologue or a movement piece 
coming to mind? 
 
WALK around the space and take 3 of the circled words from your journaling and find a gesture 
for each of them.  Repeat the gesture in the order in which you want to present them.  The rhythm 
is up you.  It can be fast or slow.   
 
WRITE for five minutes placing together a monologue, song, performance  
 
WALK around the space and practice what you have created. 
 
SHARE in the space with your audience. Collectively create a sharing.  
 
A Quinceañera ritual involves: (These are suggestions as to what we can offer in a celebration.) 

• Music (play music for the celebration), dancing waltz 
• A symbolic gesture: changing of the shoes, last doll  
• Public declaration: Thanking parents, family, mentors 
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Latina/o Theatre Resources 

 
In theater, marginalized people are “represented with their own complete humanity  

and then move the whole margin forward.” – Luis Valdez 
 
Websites 
 
ATHE LFG – Association of Theatre in Higher Education – Latino Focus Group 
http://www.athe.org/group/LFG 
 
Howlround – Latina/o Theatre commons 
http://howlround.com/latina/o-theatre-commons 
 
Café Onda - The Journal of the Latina/o Theatre Commons 
http://howlround.com/cafe-onda 
 

ALTA (Alliance of Latino Theatre Artists –Chicago) 
http://www.altachicago.org 

 
Latino Theater Alliance/LA 
https://www.facebook.com/LatinoTheaterAlliancela 

 
SALTA (San Antonio Latina/o Theatre Alliance) 
https://www.facebook.com/SALTASanAntonio 

 
La Cooperativa of NYC Latino/a Theatre Artists (La Co-Op)  

 
TIA: Teatro In Austin 

 
NALAC National Association of Latino Arts and Cultures 
http://www.nalac.org 
 
Books 
 
La Voz Latina: Cont. Plays & Perf Pieces by Latinas, Ramírez & Casiano, eds.  
 
*Monologues for Latina/o Actors, Micha Espinosa, ed.  
 
Necessary Theatre: Six Plays about the Chicano Experience, edited by Jorge Huerta 
 
Nuestro New York: An Anthology of Puerto Rican Plays, John V. Antush, ed.  
 
Out of the Fringe: Contemporary Latina/Latino Theatre and Performance, Svich & Marrero, eds.  
 
Plays: Maria Irene Fornes, by Irene Fornes 
 
Puro Teatro, A Latina Anthology, Sandoval-Sanchez & Sternbach, eds. 
 
The Goodman Theatre's Festival Latino: Six Plays, Godinez & Rivera-Servera, eds. 
 
On New Ground: Contemporary Hispanic-American Plays, M. Elizabeth Osborn, ed.  
 
Shattering the Myth: Plays by Hispanic Women, Linda Feyer, ed.  
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Stages of Conflict: A Critical Anthology of Latin American Theatre, Taylor & Townsend,  
 
The Panza Monologues by Virginia Grisse & Irma Mayorga 
 
Other suggested books for research (partial list) 
Anzaldúa, Gloria. Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza. San Francisco: Aunt Lute 

Books, 1987. 
Arrizón, Alicia.  Latina Performance: Traversing the Stage.  Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 1999. 
Guterman, Gad. Performance, Identity, and Immigration Law: A Theatre of 

Undocumentedness. New York: Palgrave McMillan. 2014. 
Kanellos, Nicolás, ed. Hispanic Theatre in the United States.  Houston: Arte Público Press, 

1984. 
Ramírez, Elizabeth C.  Chicanas/Latinas in American Theatre: A History of Performance. 

 Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000. 
Ramos-García, Luis A. The State of Latino Theater in the U.S.  New York: Garland 

Publishing, 2002. 
Ramos-Perea, Roberto, ed.  Boletín del Archivo Nacional de Teatro y Cine del Ateneo 

Puertorriqueño: Teatro Nuyorican y Teatro Puertorriqueño en Nueva York.  San Juan, 
PR:  Ateneo Press, 2006. 

Rossini, Jon D.  Contemporary Latina/o Theater: Writing Ethnicity. Carbondale: Southern 
Illinois University Press, 2008. 

Sandoval-Sánchez, Alberto.  José Can You See? Latinos On and Off Broadway.  Madison: U 
of Wisconsin Press, 1999. 

Sandoval-Sánchez, Alberto & Nancy Saporta Sternbach.  Stages of Life: Transcultural 
Performance and Identity in U.S. Latina Theater.  Tucson: The U of Arizona Press, 2001. 

Santana, Analola. Teatro y cultura de masas: encuentros y debates. México, D.F.: 
Escenología, 2010. 

Vázquez, Eva. Pregones Theatre: A Theatre for Social Change in the South Bronx. New 
York:  Routledge, 2003. 

 
Journals Articles 
 
Espinosa, Micha. "A Call to Action: Embracing the Cultural Voice or Taming the Wild 

Tongue." Voice and Speech Review 7.1 (2011): 75-86. Web. 
Espinosa, Micha. "Insight Into the Challenges Latino Students Face While Training in 

Theatre." Voice and Speech Review 4.1 (2005): 129-43. Web. 
Margolis, Ellen, and Lissa Tyler. Renaud. The Politics of American Actor Training. New York: 

Routledge, 2010. Print. Espinosa, Micha, and Antonio Ocampo. "Identity Politics and the 
Training of Latino Actors."       

 
Journals 
e-misférica. New York: NY: Hemispheric Institute of Performance and Politics, New York 

University. 
Gestos Revista de Teoria y Práctica del Teatro Hispánico.  Irvine, CA: Spanish and 

Portuguese Department, University of California. 
Latin American Theatre Review.  Lawerence, KS: Center of Latin American Studies, 

University of Kansas. 
 
List of Latino/Hispanic playwrights 
 
A working list can be found in this link: https://sites.google.com/site/latinofocusgroup/playwrights 



Reimagining Latina/o and Caribbean Diasporas: 
World-Making and Hybrid Aesthetics 
by ERIC MAYER-GARCÍA  

in NATIONAL CONFERENCE  

  
(This post is part of the 2014 TCG 
National Conference: Crossing 
Borders {Art | People} blog salon curated 
by Caridad Svich.) 
 
Through their work for the theatre, solo 
performance artists José Torres-Tama and 
Margaret Kemp break down barriers that 
marginalize the presence of Latin 
American and Caribbean diasporas on the 
U.S. American stage. This spring, both 
artists presented excerpts from recent 
performance pieces at the 2014 
NoPassport conference, which founder 

Caridad Svich graciously brought to Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, along with 
NoPassport’s inclusive, generous, and inspiring atmosphere for artists and scholars of color. 
The conference was dedicated to the late José Esteban Muñoz, who writing on the 
performances of Queer artists of color theorized the worldmaking power of performance as 
the power to “transport the performer and spectator to a vantage point where 
transformation and politics are imaginable,” to “produce these vantage points by slicing into 
the façade of the real that is the majoritarian public sphere,” and to “deform and reform the 
world” for minoritarian counterpublics. The worldmaking power of performance is central to 
keeping theatres and communities connected, especially as the U.S. public sphere continues 
to diversify and the old minority communities become part of a majority of color. Muñoz’s 
concept of “worldmaking” provides an optic for glimpsing how the works of Torres-Tama and 
Kemp stage inter-diasporic hybridity, reflecting the multiple and converging ethnic diasporas 
coexisting within urban communities. Each artist documented historic and present-day 
stories of Caribbean and Latin American diasporas in the U.S. and each created a unique 
hybrid aesthetics that embodied the mobility and itinerancy of their individual and family’s 
histories. In each case, aesthetics of hybridity forged alternative theatrical spaces welcoming 
for those who are situated in-between cultures, identities, and worlds. In this sense, perhaps 
the work of both artists could be seen as anticipating the fact that an overwhelming number 
of us in the U.S. today find ourselves in such hybrid conditions of existence. 

http://www.tcgcircle.org/author/ericmayergarcia/
http://www.tcgcircle.org/category/national-conference/
http://www.tcgcircle.org/2014/01/welcome-our-2014-online-conference-curators/
http://www.tcgcircle.org/2014/01/welcome-our-2014-online-conference-curators/
http://www.tcgcircle.org/2014/01/welcome-our-2014-online-conference-curators/


When Caridad Svich and I began planning NoPassport 2014, I could not imagine the 
conference happening without José Torres-Tama, whose work aims to create visibility for 
Latinas/os in New Orleans and the U.S. South. Torres-Tama is an NEA award-winning 
multidisciplinary artist who has been making performance art in New Orleans for nearly 30 
years. Torres-Tama’s latest performance pieceAliens, Immigrants, and Over Evildoers, as 
José Torres-Tama describes it, “is a sci-fi Latino noir performance solo exploring the current 
persecution of Latino immigrants across the land of the free. Satirizing the status of 
immigrants as ‘extraterrestrials’ through a sci-fi prism informed by short films that spoof The 
Matrix and Star Wars, the artist shape-shifts into numerous ‘aliens’ who bilingually 
challenge the hypocrisy of a country built by immigrants that vilifies the same people whose 
labor it readily exploits.” In the full-length version of the play, Torres-Tama montages 
monologues based the harrowing experiences of Latin American immigrants in New Orleans 
since the aftermath of the 2005 levee break disaster with satirically charged sci-fi 
alien/Latino characters that are “edited,” “supplemented,” and “disidentified” (Muñoz) 
versions of the political straw man figure of the “illegal alien” repeatedly evoked in the 
mainstream media to incite xenophobic sentiment. 
In his presentation for NoPassport 2014, Torres-Tama presented three of these satirical 
“alien” figures from his larger performance: a masked alien that bares a cross with dollar bills 
in a movement montage set to operatic vocals, the monstrous image of the demonized 
immigrant as “evildoer,” and the “Swamp Brujo,” a hybrid character that is imagined through 
multiple diasporas, bringing together figures of African-American and U.S. Latina/o 
imaginaries. Specifically, Torres-Tama was inspired by Louis Armstrong’s voice on a 
recording of “St. James Infirmary.” He interpreted that voice through his unique way of 
imagining all things Latino, hybridizing Armstrong’s voice with a second pastiche of the 
archetypal “Pachuco” and making for the ideal emcee to guide the audience through the New 
Orleans experienced by persecuted Latina/o immigrants. With green face paint, a collar of 
dollar bills, and a top hat adorned with green intergalactic spirals, the Swamp Brujo 
embodied a satirical amalgamation of the formal symbols, markers, and rhetoric surrounding 
the criminalized status of “illegal aliens.” For example, in dramatic verse the Swamp Brujo 
freely associated between the green color of his “alien” skin, the green of Torres-Tama’s old 
resident alien green card, and the green of cash flows moving freely across borders 
devastating economies and exploiting labor across the Americas. The Swamp Brujo’s 
meditation on the color green “deformed and re-formed” (Muñoz) disparate aspects of the 
vilification of Latin American immigrants and Latina/o presence in the U.S. towards Torres-
Tama’s political critique. Torres-Tama’s improvisational approach to interacting with the 
audience and his playful and protean costume design harkens to his past as a street 
performer in Jackson Square, or his many appearances as a “second line” foot parade 
masquerader. In this way, the Swamp Brujo evokes the corridors of New Orleans, as a 
theatrical space of unruly resistance, revelry, social critique, and the performative inversion 



of social order. Through his hybrid aesthetics, José Torres-Tama fashioned a Latina/o 
oppositional consciousness out of and along side oppositional spaces created by historic 
movements of New Orleans’s heterogeneous communities of color. 

The contiguously formed Latina/o oppositional consciousness created inAliens… follows a 
vein of worldmaking across difference shared with Torres-Tama’s portrait series 
entitled, New Orleans: Free People of Color and Their Legacy, originally completed in 2008 
and recently reopened for two months (May-July 2014) at Le Musée de f.p.c. in New Orleans. 
Articulating his investment in the free people of color of nineteenth century New Orleans as 
artistic subjects, Torres-Tama writes, “As a hybrid myself, I feel a strong connection to this 
interracial collective and I have experienced similar prejudices in the United States as a 
brown man of color and a Latino immigrant.” Torres-Tama created these historical portraits 
in a style referential of the Mexican muralists and avant-garde artists, like David Alfaro 
Siqueiros, and German expressionist Max Beckman. Torres-Tama’s way of making historic 
and performative interventions across difference and through hybridity fashions a space 
where New Orleans can also be imagined and felt as a part of the Latin American diaspora. 
Margaret Kemp is a performance artist who has been a Visiting Professor of voice technique 
in the LSU department of Theatre the past academic year, during which time I have been 
lucky enough to get to know her work. At the 2014 NoPassport conference Kemp presented 
an excerpt from her solo-performance Confluence… previously entitled A Negro Speaks of 
Rivers that has been performed most recently at Beyond Baroque in Los Angeles, in addition 
to The Magnet Theatre in South Africa and Theatre of Changes in Athens, Greece. An 
autobiographical performance, Confluence… deals with multiple disaporas of Kemp’s own 
family whose mother immigrated to the U.S. from Panama, and whose Father came to the 
U.S. from the Bahamas. Confluence… is a work of memory theatre that meditates at the 
intersection of multiple diasporas, and follows a thread of movement endemic to the second 
generation children of immigrant parents, who grasp onto diasporic memory and traditions. 
Kemp’s work reminds us that Diasporic populations, even for the second generation, carry 
homeland(s), memory, and displacement with them in how they make sense of themselves 
and the world around them, often a harsh world that marginalizes their voice and culture, 
and subordinates them as a foreign presence or racial Others. 
Confluence… offers a key insight into the experience of Caribbean diasporas in the U.S. by 
making “movement” the ordering motif of the world she creates onstage. The text of the piece 
is composed of multiple detours of stream of consciousness dramatizing the internal life of 
Kemp as she prepares for her father to visit her in Los Angeles. Driving to the airport to pick 
up her father, the city’s many highways become detours into this internal underground 
landscape of memory, estrangement, pain, longing, and hope. The constant motion of the 
“110” or the “405” is associated in Kemp’s dramatic language with the “paved over” L.A. river, 
a metaphor for the history of colonization covering over indigenous Tongva history in L.A.; a 



metaphor that later represents the continued history of violent forces that come to drive 
Kemp’s family apart. Yet, it is the river beneath the surface—the countercurrent to 
coloniality—that Kemp wishes to uncover, recover, and submerge the audience in. 
Throughout the many detours leading to Kemp’s reconnection with her father, Kemp tells the 
story of her father’s migration to the United States, her youth growing up in a pan-Caribbean 
neighborhood near Dudley Square in Boston, and the systematic racism and xenophobic 
isolation that brings about the destruction of this community through poverty, economic 
depression, lack of public services, arson, and drugs. In a neighborhood plagued by violence, 
Kemp’s family is split apart when her mother is tragically killed. 
In the excerpt of Confluence… presented at the 2014 NoPassport conference, Kemp 
performed hybrid aesthetics through Flamenco singing, specifically Seguiriya, as a way to 
represent her mother’s voice. When creating the piece, Kemp sought to convey the intimate 
yet distant memory of her mother singing Panamanian songs. Under the guidance of 
Panamanian voice teacher and actress Mariela Aragón Chiari, Kemp studied Seguiriya 
singing, which is related to Panamanian music genres like Saloma and Mejorana. In this way, 
Kemp transplants a Romani diasporic tradition into her work to flesh out memories of her 
mother singing to her, bridging the rift created by the traumatic loss and absence of her 
mother at a young age. Kemp also chose to write original song lyrics in English and translate 
them to Spanish with an eye for odd translation choices. The estranged lyrics coupled with 
Kemp’s accent express the difficulty of crossing barriers of language and memory that 
encapsulate her mother’s voice. Margaret Kemp’s Confluence… conveys the political and 
personal stakes in uncovering “the river that runs beneath the surface” and creating space for 
those yearning to witness this countercurrent to a history trying to erase any trace of its 
underground presence. 
Hybrid aesthetics in the work of José Torres Tama and Margaret Kemp exemplify how artists 
of color in cosmopolitan spaces create theatrical worlds across difference. The pieces 
presented at the 2014 NoPassport conference anticipated audiences of color that relate 
to movement between rather than adherence to one single fixed identity of race or ethnicity; 
identities which are made static and homogenized by models of liberal humanism operating 
behind the season planning of most regional theatres today. If 21st century audiences are 
going to continue to see their world reflected onstage, theatres will have to continue to find 
space for work created through and representative of experiences of mobility and hybridity. 

 
Eric Mayer-García is a PhD student in the LSU Department of Theatre. Eric investigates 
Cuban theatre on the island and in the US diaspora as cultural production that imagines and 
recreates Cuba as a nation, place, and culture. His dissertation research focuses on the 
translocality of Cuban theatrical repertoires between Havana, Miami, and New York and 
their intersection with U.S. Latina/o theatre.  Eric has served as the graduate student 
representative of ATHE’s Latina/o Focus Group. He has written and presented original 



research on nineteenth-century Cuban costumbristas in New Orleans, itinerant popular 
theatre collective Teatro Escambray, as well as the theatre of Maria Irene Fornes, Virgilio 
Piñera, Pedro Monge-Rafuls, Reinaldo Arenas, and Caridad Svich. He has been awarded a 
research fellowship from the Cuban Heritage Collection at the University of Miami for his 
project “Translocating Theatrical and Cuban Imaginaries: Virgilio Piñera’s Electra 
Garrigó in Miami, 1978.” 
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How is We Americans? 
by MARGARET KEMP  

in AUDIENCE & COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT,DIVERSITY & INCLUSION  

(This post is part of the 2014 TCG National 

Conference: Crossing Borders {Art| People} 

blog salon curated by Caridad Svich.) 

If there is democracy in you, that is 
where it will be shown. this is the only 
way we is americans. this is the only 
truth that can be told. otherwise there is 
no future between us but war. and we is 
rather lovers and  singers and dancers 
and poets and drummers and actors and 
runners and  elegant heartbeats of the 
suns flame….but we is also to the end of 
our silence and sitdown. 
—From “Why is We Americans,” 
by Amiri Baraka 

The checkpoints placed at border crossings function to create, sustain, and 
segregate  “the other” from the dominant culture. By creating the cultural “other”, 
these checkpoints prevent certain groups from entering and participating fully in 
the society and its culture. The dominant culture bearers hold up the standards 
toward which the entire culture is trained to look. As a performing and teaching 
artist (with a specialization in voice, speech and movement), I believe that sound, 
language, story, and physicality are among the most widely (yet subtly) used 
criterion at the border of American culture. 
Fear collided with flesh during events in Ferguson, Missouri, where an unarmed 
African-American teenager was shot (again and again and again) by a white 
police officer. The New York Times reported that most police departments 
support “reasonable fear” as permission to shoot, to kill. Reasonable fear can be 
born of myth and misinformation. It’s hard-wired into our society. And in many 
cases what is “reel”— the identifying markers of “the other” as represented by 
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various commercial media—is mistaken for what is real. In the case of Ferguson, 
this is the myth of a monolith of African-American-ness as a culture of violence. 
Sound, language and physicality play a large part in acting as clues and puzzle 
pieces which, when put together, became quite literally a trigger point for all the 
events that marked this episode in our history.  
A similar type of misinformation has marked my experiences as a performing and 
teaching artist in varied learning and performance communities in the United 
States and abroad. These experiences have steeled my resolve to transform the 
future by embracing a belief that voice and speech trainers can change the world. 
At the border between U.S. dominant culture and its “others” sits a lack of 
knowledge and the subsequent misunderstanding of and resistance to the “other” 
that the dominant culture itself has created. I experienced this dearth of 
knowledge recently in a rehearsal of August Wilson’s Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom, 
for which I was working as a voice and dialect consultant. I was asked to address 
the vocal variety and choices among the actors, particularly for the younger 
performers. My approach was to work with the entire company, providing 
technical work based in Fitzmaurice Voicework and Knight-Thompson 
Speechwork, along with support materials and physical experiences related to the 
Great Migration. One of the themes of the play, the Great Migration was a period 
between, roughly, 1916 and 1970, during which more than 6 million African 
Americans moved from the rural Jim Crow South to the urban centers of the 
North, Midwest and West. My goal as voice and dialect consultant was to allow 
these actors the opportunity to explore how these events might influence their 
voice, body and breath, thereby expanding the choices for vocal dynamics. 
I could have chosen faster, easier, purely technical fixes. I could have worked with 
each actor alone.  However, I felt that providing a common experience would 
shrink the time, space and history that existed between all the artists and the 
text: cultural differences replaced by a common experience of humanity. This is 
the same type of experience that I seek to share with my audiences as a 
performer. The goal of my approach to voicework is to fire up my students and 
audiences, to transform students from being just creative technicians and to shift 
audiences from the role of removed spectators to fearless questioners with 
curious minds and hearts. Life and art live in fearless questions! Being in the 
questioning place makes room for informed discovery. 



Four months ago, I returned “home” to Nassau, Bahamas for the funeral of my 
Aunt May. At the funeral, someone outside of the family asked what I did for a 
living in the U.S. I told him that I teach voice and speech and that I work as an 
actor. With a hopeful glint in his voice he asked, “Are you famous?” I wanted to 
say, “If you have to ask, clearly I am not in the least famous.” But, instead, I 
silently shrugged a sorry to disappoint you shrug.  He replied, “But that is how 
you make your living?” I could see him trying to puzzle it out, make sense of my 
“Yes” response. Helpless, he could only retort, “Only in America”. He began to 
walk away and then paused and, as if acknowledging both my history and my 
present, tossed the word “Lucky” to me. 
this is the only way we is americans. —Amiri Baraka 
See, I am a product of the Black Arts Movement. My earliest exposure to 
creativity came from The Elma Lewis School in Roxbury, an African American 
neighborhood in Boston. When I dreamed then of working in the theatre I was, 
unbeknownst to me at the time, really dreaming of becoming an arts activist. In 
the spring of 2012, Black Arts Movement poet Amiri Baraka recounted his early 
years in a talk he gave at the Hammer Museum in Los Angeles. I recall him saying 
that, when he looks at what is projected in the media, he thinks “Where are the 
black people that I know?” He prodded his audience to “make your story heard”. 
So that when folks come along 300 years from now they will see you, “…not 
someone’s pre-digested story about you. They don’t know…they think they know 
everything but they just know what is convenient. Make your story heard”. 
He reminded me that this work, for me, is a re-memory in process. 
Re-membering is the process of, all at once, making whole both the new and old. 
My teaching artist and actor’s body and voice make up a type of hard drive that is 
constantly connecting past, present and future cultural crossings. Here, in this 
body, memory mutates, suffers and withstands seismic shifts. Here is what I have 
learned: the value of the work/memory in process rests on its ability to survive. 
I/it survives through constant conversation. This is where all the sounds of 
human voice, all the sounds of language and all the stories step in. What I bring 
to my students in voice and speech is an opportunity to walk across cultural 
borders with a respectful and questioning heart. 
My students are generally of European ethnic origins, yet I am as likely to have 
them explore rhythm, imagery, and heightened language by mining the work of 



August Wilson as they might the plays of Tennessee Williams. Occasionally there 
is shock and pushback, accompanied by an “I’m not black” statement. However, 
by the end of intense body, text, and language investigations those students have 
not merely taken a walk in someone else’s shoes, someone else has taken a walk 
inside of their very flesh. I have witnessed the “other” melt into humanity—and 
border checkpoints melt into passageways.  
Two years ago, at the invitation of The University of Cape Town and The Mother 
Tongue Theatre, I traveled to South Africa as a guest artist. While there, I had the 
opportunity to facilitate a two-month-long voicework and storytelling workshop 
with girls ages 13-16 who lived in the Italian Catholic Mission, a charitable 
organization doing wonderful work with very limited resources for displaced or 
abandoned children. Most of the girls were refugees from war-ravaged Rwanda. 
The Missionaries cautioned me to encourage the girls to speak English, not to get 
too serious, and not to excavate the girls’ pasts. 
In these directives I could see a parallel between South Africa and the United 
States. I was reminded of Native American children who were put through 
American schools to erase their culture. In much the same way, the Catholic 
Mission influenced the girls to disassociate from their language, stories, and 
culture heritage with the goal of helping them to blend into South African culture. 
The directives around language did not stop with the girls. I took the public taxi 
(aka, the scariest jitney ride ever) to the Mission. On the jitney you could hear 
nearly every dialect that exists in South Africa. However, I never heard Afrikaans, 
the Dutch-influenced dialect associated with White South Africans. I also never 
heard an American accent.  In fact, I had been warned by my South African hosts 
never to speak on the bus. They explained that my personal safety rested in my 
ability to slip across the South African cultural border, which my looks could 
allow me to do, without being stopped at a cultural checkpoint, which my 
American sound would surely have flagged. When I pushed for details, I was told 
that I sounded privileged and, perhaps worse, white. Further, this privilege, and 
its racial connotations, would be a perceived threat. In this way the various brown 
South Africans on the taxi gagged me in the same way the Missionaries gagged 
the girls. I was very disappointed by these warnings. Part of me wanted to press 
my luck, but instead I chose silence and made my way to the Mission safely. 



Once at the Mission, the girls and I engaged in various theatre exercises, played 
games, and participated in activities that I hoped would provide them with some 
distance from their daily reality and personal histories. I hoped that, through this 
process, the girls would be able look at their own lives from a broader 
perspective. Still, I always felt the girls were not entirely present or invested in 
the process. Looking back on this now, I wonder if it had something to do with 
my “privileged” sound. 
Toward the end of my stay, the girls attended my 
solo performance “Confluence…” (formerly titled “A Negro Speaks of 
Rivers”). My performance is a narrative of my childhood memories of my 
family’s neighborhood in Roxbury sliding from stability to chaos as rage and 
violence gripped Boston during the early days of public school desegregation. 
There is one particularly violent passage where I hide under a parked car as a riot 
erupts around me. I knew this would be hard for the girls to witness. 
When we reconvened at the Mission later in the week, these normally talkative 
girls were silent. I was afraid that I and/or my performance had scared them. 
Finally, one girl spoke up, asking if the story was true. I said yes. Another asked if 
my mother taught me the songs I sang in the show. I said yes. This is what got us 
back in the flow.“The songs remind me of home” dove-tailed on the voice of 
another girl who began to sing, putting together the Spanish sounds “Existeeeeee 
un rioooo” from a refrain she remembered. Another asked, “Will you teach us 
your songs”?“Yes.”In that moment, the distance from the girls that I’d felt in past 
sessions shrank. In that moment, we crossed each other’s borders. This landscape 
view of my life opened a place for a deeper dialogue. A deeper place than we had 
ever shared. Can you picture us sitting on the floor in our little room, singing in 
Spanish, a language I barely know and one they didn’t know at all? The picture is 
a little funny; still, this sharing moved us, empowered us to embrace in its 
entirety our past, present and future selves in the broadest manner possible at the 
time. Who knows what the future holds?  But in this moment, they and I became 
one humanity. 
Several months ago, I noticed the book of plays Adrienne Kennedy in One Act on 
a teaching colleague’s book-shelf. I remarked that I really love those plays. I 
exuberantly chattered on about the plays’ challenging language and complex 
imagery until I was cut off by her response. “Oh you can have it…we don’t really 



go into that stuff anymore. “It’s a post-racial society.  It’s old Black Theatre…”Her 
voice trailed off. 
I was blindsided. “Old?” I thought. Well, if we no longer value these stories 
because they are old, let’s trash Shakespeare and Edward Albee while we are 
cleaning the shelves. “It’s a post-racial society,” she repeated. “Let the past rest,” 
she continued. Are we really in a post-racial society? Perhaps we should 
askTrayvon Martin, Eric Garner, and Michael Brown about our “post-racial” 
society. Oh, wait, we can’t ask them: they’re dead. They died from the affliction of 
“walking while black” and, I’ll offer, talking and gesturing while black. Their 
deaths were caused by cues that inspired “reasonable fear”. This fear was born of 
the misunderstanding of their gestures, voices, and use of language.  
But since we can’t ask them, ask me; like many African-Americans, I have tales to 
tell from “post-racial” America. In May 2014, a police officer pulled up next to me 
at a Red Box vending machine and asked what I was doing. Fear raced up my 
throat. “Going to rent a movie,” I said. He stopped and got out of his police car, 
then stood next to me with his hand on his gun while I chose my DVD. On this 
street corner, a Red Box machine transformed into the border between going to 
jail, being shot, or going free. I know why the police officer stopped me at the 
checkpoint: my sweatshirt and raised hood, my dreadlocks, my dark skin are all 
visual cues that struck “reasonable fear” and suspicion in him. As I got in my car 
and drove away, he was still standing and glaring his fear in my direction, just to 
make sure, I suppose, that I wouldn’t make off with the gigantic, extremely heavy 
Red Box machine. I am lucky that he put the clues together properly. The idea of 
a “post-racial” society is, itself, fundamentally racist. 
Later in the day, I reflected on the discussion around Adrienne Kennedy’s plays. 
Humiliation, shame, and anger sat with me. They started punching, slapping and 
kicking my flesh. They seeped inside me and commenced to battle. In my 
colleague’s office, I wanted to speak up, but then, and even now, I felt/feel like 
Anita Hill who, wide-eyed, floated into a toxic Senatorial soup and told her story 
of harassment, only to be met with indifference, cynicism, and resistance. But in 
this case, it was this professor, this teacher, who was the gatekeeper of language, 
story, and myth: the parable police. I don’t fault the individual, but she, perhaps 
in an effort to follow directives to streamline the curriculum, had become the 



colonizer and the missionary, simply doing what she thought was best for the 
students. 
I listen and observe our students and young audiences. In them, outside of the 
classroom,  I observe the revolutionary theatre that Growtoski talked about. Their 
bodies, voices, and language(s) are a blur of cross-cultural influences. Even the 
once-clear border of skin color is softening to shades and shades of brown.There 
is even a new casting category, ‘‘racially indefinable,” to describe our  “post-
racial” actors. Yet students have told me that the revolution has not reached their 
training: “Black students work on the black stuff and Asian students work on 
Asian stuff and everyone works on the European texts,” they say. I see that the 
old borders are unchanged; they may be more subtle, but they are still just as 
effective at relegating, ostracizing and, finally, creating while simultaneously 
banishing “the other.” This border is quieting dialogue, sending students back in 
time. 
African-American culture is integral with the history of the United States. 
Segregating it to be creatively explored by black students alone is ridiculous. The 
same can be said for Asian and Latino culture. Most institutions argue that they 
are only responding to the need to prioritize learning in order to squeeze “the 
important stuff” into the allotted time. If that means writers of color are left out 
of the picture, then the teaching is as out of touch with the lives and realities of all 
our students and the young audiences we hope to attract, as the good hearted 
missionaries in South Africa were out of touch with the Rwandan girls. 
These checkpoints jeopardize future creative artists and theatre, leaving them 
and their work to die in a faded past. Some might say that these works get their 
due in the Black Theatre class or the Asian Theatre class, but when these works 
are approached from the strange place of “other,” they are left out of the 
conversation that makes them live. They will always be viewed as strangers from 
another country when, in fact, they are not. 
That weekend I read all of Adrienne Kennedy’s plays. They nourished me, re-
membered me, gave peace a chance in the war inside of me. I didn’t even know 
that I was starved for these plays, which I had not read since high school. The 
experience of these plays gave me comfort. With them, despite being by myself, I 
was not alone. I contemplated the experiences that young artists of all races are 
missing if they are not being exposed to Ms. Kennedy’s work. To discover the 



sounds, language, and physicality that were a part of her experience and are the 
genesis of experiences that are playing out in our world today.  
otherwise there is no future between us but war.  this is the only 
truth that can be told. 
My goal as a performing and teaching theatre artist is to season my students in 
class by teaching traditional voice and speech work and by giving them 
experiences with texts and movement work that run the full range of humanity 
and human communication. 
and we is rather lovers and singers and dancers and poets and 
drummers and actors and runners and elegant heartbeats of the 
suns flame. 
The way to change is in the doing. Communities of learning are a place to sow the 
seed for transformation. I am smart enough to know that the checkpoints will not 
come down. I am naive enough, however, to hope that this type of training will be 
the tunnels that can at least bore beneath societal and cultural checkpoints. If this 
training can light passageways that empower young artists to create informed 
and nuanced performances, it will lead to a deeper understanding of humanity—
and, as a result, help undo the damage done by “reel” images. 
we is also to the end of our silence and sitdown 

 
Margaret Kemp continues to tour the United States with her solo 
performanceConfluence (…previously entitled A Negro Speaks of Rivers). She 
will present a work in progress viewing of her newest work, A Memory in 
Progress , at Loyola University in New Orleans in spring 2015. She has appeared 
on regional and international stages including Arena Stage, South Coast Rep, 
Mark Taper Forum, Ensemble Theatre Company, Yale Rep, Will and Company, 
Shakespeare Theatre, Steppenwolf, Theatre of Changes (Athens, Greece), Pear 
Theatre (Antibes, France), and The Magnet Theatre (Cape Town South Africa). 
She recently wrapped a lead role in the feature film Bloodline and won world-
wide praise for her starring role in Children of God (2011 release) She has also 
appeared in television on such programs as Commander in Chief, In Justice, 
Orlando Jones Show, and Chicago Hope. Additional film credits include Shangri-
La Café and Fraud. She will star in The Postwoman (film) which begins shooting 
spring 2014. She holds memberships in One Union (SAG-AFTRA) and Actors 



Equity Association (AEA). As a visiting artist and guest lecturer she has been on 
staff at California State University, Northridge, University of Southern California, 
University of California, Los Angeles, California State University, Fullerton, and 
Louisiana State University. She currently teaches at Pomona College. She holds 
an MFA from the Shakespeare Theatre at The George Washington University in 
Washington, DC. 
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 Margaret Laurena Kemp

Confluence…formerly entitled A Negro Speaks of Rivers
Performed by Margaret Laurena Kemp
5pm, Saturday, 4 July
Performance Space, Building 25, Room 168
University of Wollongong

Admission is free  contact Anne Collett to reserve your place  acollett@uow.edu.au 

As part of the Australian Association for Caribbean Studies Conference

“Confluence,” as its name might suggest, is a play about movement and coming together. It looks at how peoples and cultures
often disperse throughout the world, only to reform and reconnect in sometimes the most unlikely of places.

Margaret Laurena Kemp, the creator and performer of the play (whose full title is “Confluence…formerly entitled A Negro Speaks
of Rivers”) based the events of the story on her own childhood in the United States, growing up in a neighborhood of Boston,
Massachusetts called Dorchester. Kemp’s parents were immigrants: her dad came to America from the Bahamas to work on the
railroads, her mother was Panamanian. Dorchester was historically the “first stop” for many culture immigrating to that part of
America, and in the past 150 years has been home of waves of immigrants from Ireland, French Canada, Poland and Italy. Since
the 1940’s, the area has become the destination for AfroCaribbeans  and AfricanAmericans from the southern U.S.

“I wanted to give a voice to all of the unheard stories and experiences I grew up with among my great extended family in
Dorchester,” says Kemp. “I was surrounded by relatives and neighbors who came to Dorchester from many of the islands
throughout the Caribbean, That wonderful blend of AfroCarribean cultures and the stories they brought with them inspired me to
write “Confluence.”

In fact, one of the most entertaining scenes in the play involves a dinner party at her parent’s home, in which Kemp plays six
different characters speaking in six different Caribbean dialects.

Although Dorchester was the neighborhood where a variety of immigrants first settled in Boston, the area has, since the 1950’s,
remained predominantly black due to the nowillegal practice called “redlining,” Banks at the time would only approve mortgages
for their black customers in poorer areas of the city like Dorchester, essentially segregating those neighborhoods.

“‘Redlining’ is the historic cause for much of the racial tensions we see in cities across America today,” says Kemp. “Public schools
are heavily funded by local property taxes, so poorer cities have fewer and poorer schools. Businesses move out to more affluent
neighborhoods. Crime increases. It unravels the fabric of what were once safe, tightly knit communities.”

Dorchester, however, faced even greater challenges when an arsonforprofit ring consisting of landlords, insurance agents and
city officials bought and burned large swaths of the neighborhood in a scheme to collect on over inflated insurance claims.

“It decimated the neighborhood to the point where 40 years later, it has still not fully recovered.”

Kemp now lives in Los Angeles and sees a similar dynamic with that city’s native indigenous population, the Tongva Indians, and
the urbanization of their historic homeland, The Los Angeles River. After a series of devastating floods in the 1930’s, the river was
encased in a cement channel, driving the Tongva from their traditional settlements.

“Starting with the impact of colonization of the Tongva Nation and the Los Angeles River and moving to the impact of urban
“development” on Caribbean immigrant communities in Massachusetts, I created this performance to reveal the multifaceted nature
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of Latino and AfroCaribbean cultural identities as they are shaped by the colonial history in the home country, the effects of United
States racialization, and the myths and narratives that people carry with them and also create anew,” explains Kemp. “Through this
play, I want to start the important discussion about how we want to treat our human and other natural resources in our present and
our future.”
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The Odyssey Project : A Martial Arts Journey Toward 
Recovery and Liberation

Zachary Price

Introduction: The Pleasure of the Play 

On August 2, 2012, an ensemble consisting of six University of California, Santa Barbara 
(UCSB) undergraduates and seven boys on probation (ages 13–18) from Los Prietos Boys Camp 
(LPBC)1 united on Center Stage Theater in downtown Santa Barbara in order to perform the odys-
sey that they had worked collectively to develop, using Homer’s epic poem as a template.2 If only 
temporarily, they inscribed their identities into the world by articulating their failures and triumphs 
as seen in front of the audience of family, probation officers, classmates, city officials, and peers from 
the probation center who had come to serve as witnesses and jury (Fig. 1). For six weeks, the cast had 
been guided by their director, Professor Michael Morgan,3 through a rehearsal process that included 
writing exercises, dance, mask-making, voice work, visual art, and martial arts for four hours a day, 
four to five days a week on the campus of UCSB. This essay explores how performance disciplines 
like martial arts can be used to form transformative spaces and communities as an alternative to 
penality and youth incarceration. The analysis demonstrates how The Odyssey Project (TOP ) drew on 
martial arts principles, in particular those found in aikido,4 as a way to narrate moments of conflict 
and celebration by harnessing, focusing, and choreographing the kinetic energy of LPBC and UCSB 
members into constructive moments of encounter throughout the rehearsal period and the final 
performance. Seemingly disconnected communities of prisoners and students were simultaneously 
embroiled in processes of rehabilitation and education. As a theatre and martial arts practitioner and 
a doctoral student in theatre studies writing about performance disciplines like martial arts, jazz, 
and dance, TOP provided me with an opportunity to meld scholarship and practice by creating the 
martial arts choreography for the final confrontation between Odysseus and the Suitors.

I became involved with TOP in the spring of 2011 when Morgan first approached me with his 
idea of building a theatre project that would partner the university with a Santa Barbara community 
organization. Subsequently, my work with TOP became an exploration into the ways in which per-
formance practices (martial arts, dance, graffiti, and hip-hop poetry) can work in conjunction to be 
a cathartic and therapeutic tool to awaken agency and subjectivity in young people. Many youths 
in the prison system are imprisoned not just by the penal institutions, but also by the institutions’ 
disciplinary practices. Yet, disciplinary practices also occur in a different form and with a different 
valence in the state university. Programs such as TOP, Unusual Suspects in Los Angeles, and Rho-
dessa Jones’s Cultural Odyssey5 offer models for how to make interventions with populations who 
have had contact with the criminal justice system, and these models also demonstrate that a radical 
reconsideration of how we conceptualize pedagogy through performance can fundamentally alter 
what are perceived as legitimate forms of knowledge-production and identity-formation. However, 
I would argue that TOP is unique, in that it attempts to restore a sense of the commons by actively 
bringing marginalized, in this case criminalized, youth into a public university, while simultaneously 
redirecting the state’s attention away from a mode of discipline and punish6 to a mode of perform 
and liberate.7
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Yet, it must also be acknowledged that the collaboration between UCSB and LPBC produced 
and revealed power dynamics that were not free of tension. There were moments in which the neces-
sity of rehearsal time and focus came into conflict with the desire to enforce rules and regulations by 
probationary staff. UCSB was initially concerned with the image of the university and the presence 
of incarcerated individuals on campus. I questioned whether our impact would matter or if we were 
simply replicating empty rhetoric around art and social justice. Others suggested that because Homer’s 
Odyssey is a key text in the canon of European literature, we were reifying a form of Eurocentricism. 
When discussing these issues with Morgan, I would often refer to ethnographers, such as Dwight 
Conquergood and Joyce King, whose work reminds us that the overriding goal of critical ethnogra-
phy is to “free individuals from sources of domination and repression” (King 1119). We sought in 
this project a similar liberation from the repression of Western forms through a direct engagement 
with the heart of the Western canon. This critical approach also requires that ethnographers work 
within communities and as part of the community, learning and co-performing and constructing 
knowledge and identity from the “ground level, in the thick of things” (Conquergood 146). Within 
the context of the rehearsal, class, and performance, TOP attempted to create a level playing field, 
in which all members of the cast were students who recognized the importance of supporting one 
another throughout the duration of the process.

I observed numerous times how Morgan successfully de-centered himself in order to let 
individual voices be heard and let the ensemble collaborate as a collective. He has gone to extreme 
efforts to use TOP as a platform through which to get the university more closely engaged with 
parts of the Santa Barbara community that do not wield the same socioeconomic mobility as that 
of the university’s student body and faculty. He has engaged LPBC members in their homes, local 
youth centers, schools, and through public officials, and has successfully pipelined some former 
LPBC members into junior college. Similar to Derek Walcott’s 1993 Caribbean The Odyssey: A Stage 
Version, TOP creolized Homer’s epic poem through a third-person narrator so that each member 
of the ensemble had an opportunity to embody the heroic elements of the story and become, in 
essence, a hero. The concept of embodying the heroic element of the story was a recurrent theme 
throughout the rehearsal process, as it was, perhaps, what these adolescents needed to see themselves 
as most—heroes rather than criminals—and this concept was actualized through the martial arts 
choreography when Odysseus confronted the Suitors. 

FIG. 1. The Ensemble of The Odyssey Project (TOP ), dressed in their self-constructed half-face masks. (Photo by the author.)
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The choreography and aikido-based exercises that I introduced during the rehearsal process 
offered a vehicle through which the ensemble was able to explore movement as a form of storytelling, 
discipline, relaxation, concentration, and conflict resolution. Because the final performance took 
place at a professional venue that was neither LPBC nor UCSB and included a post-performance 
discussion with the audience and cast, the final performance was an opportunity to transgress 
racial, social, and economic borders, allowing the cast to gleam, if only for a moment, a world of 
opportunities beyond the walls of carceral systems, be they the school or the prison. For my part, I 
write this essay as a way of broadening the discussion about incarceration and hopefully of inspiring 
and encouraging others to think critically and creatively about making attempts toward liberation 
through performance.

Troubling LPBC and the Mission of Santa Barbara

The County of Santa Barbara Probation Department was developed between 1906 and 
1909, and LPBC was established in the summer of 1944. It was conceived of as a facility to which 
the “Juvenile Courts of both Santa Barbara County and Ventura County could commit boys who 
needed to be removed from the community, but whose records were not serious enough to justify 
committing them to the California State Youth Authority” (4).8 Currently, LPBC is located on 
seventeen acres in the Los Padres National Forest. The facility serves as both a school and a deten-
tion center for young men between ages 13–18, and it aims to “return wards to the community as 
responsible and productive members of society. Discipline, respect and responsibility are the motto 
of the facility” (County of Santa Barbara, LPBC). The program also embraces a zero-gang tolerance 
philosophy and strives to provide pro-social training opportunities and life experiences that help to 
broaden a boy’s worldview, as well as his attitude.9 The emphasis on a zero-gang tolerance philosophy 
is a response to the current perceived threat of a rising gang problem.10 Cities within Santa Barbara 
County like Lompoc, a community from which many of the boys in LPBC come, have responded 
by implementing gang injunctions. These injunctions are similar to the concept of Joseph Roach’s 
“bodies of law . . . a cultural system dedicated to the production of certain kinds of behaviors and the 
regulation or proscription of others” (55). The law operates as a function of a type of performance, 
in which “regulatory acts and ordinances produce a routine of words and gestures to fit the myriad 
of protocols and customs remembered within the law or evoked by it” (56). Designed to control 
populations by limiting their access to the commons and regulating the physical spaces into which 
bodies can enter, the injunctions are part of a longer historical trajectory of the Mission of Santa 
Barbara, established in 1786.11

However, the Mission of Santa Barbara, as part of the colonial mission writ large, performed 
an additional function of affecting memory, in which certain incidents and historical facts are erased 
and forgotten. As Roach suggests, “selective memory requires public enactment of forgetting, either 
to blur the obvious discontinuities, misalliances, and ruptures or, more desperately to exaggerate 
them in order to mystify a previous Golden Age, now lapsed” (3). Like the amnesia that accompa-
nies discussions of chattel slavery, memories torture themselves into forgetting the past genocide of 
indigenous groups, such as the peoples of the coastal area of Santa Barbara known as the Chumash 
and the Samala who lived in the Santa Ynez Valley where LPBC is located.12 

The actual location of Los Prietos is haunted by both its geography and its discursive func-
tion for marking blackness (indigenous or African) as Other. Literally translated from Spanish, the 
ancillary meaning of the word prieto means dark or blackish. While Erwin Gudde’s California Place 
Names suggests that “the descriptive adjective, meaning ‘dark,’ ‘blackish,’ was repeatedly used in 
Spanish times and is preserved in the names of several mountains” (257), it is also believed that this 
term was used as an adjective for the Samala people who originally inhabited the region. In the racial 
coding that describes one’s social relationship in Spanish, certain words may be used in exchange for 
others; for example, “the term trigueno was chosen over negro, prieto over moreno” (Dominguez 275).
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In the transformation from the Catholic Church’s colonial mission to the secular imagined 
community (nation) of the United States and the state of California, the indigenous population is 
substituted through surrogation, a process through which “culture reproduces and recreates itself ” 
(Roach 2), for the Chicanas/os and African Americans who fill the void and are marked as “Los 
Prietos.” As scholars like Michelle Alexander and Victor Rios have demonstrated, “the primary 
way by which racialized populations are regulated is through punitive social control, which in turn 
establishes social control as a race-creating system” (Rios 30, 31). The “prison regime”13 and the 
school-to-prison pipeline have placed black and Latino bodies disproportionately in the crosshairs 
of the state and “the war on drugs,” in turn leading to a racialized caste system that Alexander posits 
as “the new Jim Crow” (3). If the school-to-prison pipeline maintains the twenty-first-century Jim 
Crow system through the panoptic scope of the prison regime, it simultaneously operates to maintain 
whiteness as an extension of colonialism and the normative mode of the university. In contrast to 
the predominantly white campus of UCSB,14 of the seven young men from Los Prietos, two were 
Caucasian, one was African American, and the other four identified as black or Latino.15 When 
the young men would make the twenty-two-mile trip to the UCSB campus four times a week for 
rehearsal, they were in effect contesting the university as a white space, a fact of which Morgan and 
I were acutely aware, being two of the few African American men on campus. Ironically, of the six 
UCSB students in the company, all but one came from departments other than the Department of 
Theater and Dance. This open-campus and interdisciplinary system of casting created a more diverse 
ethnic mixture of UCSB student participation, which, despite the homogeneity of the overall student 
body, included two Asians, two Latinas/os, and two Caucasians. Unlike the all-male LPBC cast 
members, the UCSB contingent consisted of three men and three women. As an intervention tool, 
TOP collapsed personal experience into a convergence of embodied theory, practice, and pedagogy 
in order to contest normative modes of epistemology and ontology.

Pedagogy and Discipline as Acts of Recovery

My interest in working with the ensemble using martial arts principles early in the rehearsal 
process emerged out of experiences as an actor and martial arts practitioner. Placing emphasis on 
exercises to develop relaxation and concentration through corporeal discipline are essential in prepa-
ration for movement and attuning one’s embodiment through proprioceptive awareness.16 As Shaun 
Gallagher writes, “[m]ovement and the registration of that movement in a developing propriocep-
tive system (that is, a system that registers its own self-movement) contributes to the self-organizing 
development of neuronal structures responsible not only for motor action, but for the way we come 
to be conscious of ourselves, to communicate with others, and to live in the surrounding world” (1). 
However, martial arts is also a strategy for cultivating a sensitivity of one’s relationship to a commu-
nity, which may further foster understandings of subjectivity that transcend beyond the immediate 
performance environment, such as rehearsal or studio space. 

By cultivating the physical body and the body of the community, TOP attempts to disrupt 
Foucaultian notions of discipline as punishment by reanimating the body as a knowing subject 
through an act of recovery—as a way of reclaiming the voice, which hopefully chafes against the 
regimented and, at times, oppressive disciplining of the state apparatus. Each ensemble member 
brought a vitality and vibrancy that was both creative and destructive, and the martial arts exercises 
became a conduit for harnessing the focus of an “unruly body” (Saddik 121), preparing the performers 
to engage in other forms of public presentation and understanding the other through socio-somatic 
praxis. Similar to dance, a martial art like aikido is a practice in which the tactile experience of skin 
touching skin allows for both an exchange of embodied knowledge and a reconsideration of iden-
tity as the body becomes accustomed to engaging with the other physically in a noncombative and 
cooperative construction of knowledge.
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Martial arts in TOP represents a synthesis of the kind of polemic work that Fred Ho does,17 
as well as that of theatre scholar-practitioners like Phillip Zarrilli and Eugenio Barba who have 
approached the interconnection of the actor’s body and martial arts disciplines as a form of theatre 
and performance anthropology. Performance disciplines offered in TOP operate as both cognitive 
exercises over the material body and as specific cultural ideas about movement. Barba’s theory of 
“dilating the body,” in which the “body is above all a glowing body, in the scientific sense of the 
term: the particles that make up daily behavior have been excited and produce more energy, they 
have undergone an increment of motion, they move further apart, attract and oppose each other 
with more force, in a restricted or expanded space” (Barba and Savarese 52, 53). As a form of open-
ing and preparing the body for physical expression, this concept of the dilated body becomes even 
more palpable when considered in conjunction with the stymieing effects of violence experienced in 
the home, the street, the school, or within carceral space. Opening up to the other members of the 
ensemble or an audience also means becoming visible and creates a sense of exposure. Using martial 
arts movement can be a vehicle through which to harness and focus the attention of those who are 
most vulnerable and afraid to open up, often times because they have been wounded (including 
experiencing physical abuse) in the past. Thus, performance disciplines offer confidence and prepare 
the body for the stress of being vulnerable and exposed when on the stage and in daily interactions. 
This kind of training and preparation requires an acute attention to one’s breathing, posture, and 
kinetic energy.

Maintaining all of these key elements of embodiment (breath, posture, and kinesthetic aware-
ness) under duress while simultaneously remaining relaxed and focused presents a “psychophysical” 
challenge for the actor (Zarrilli 2009). I introduced embodied aikido18 exercises like irimi tenkan19 
and basic body mechanics found in ukemi20 during rehearsal. I attempted to address the psycho-
physical challenge by bringing the ensemble, those involved in the martial arts choreography in 
particular, to a point of dilation, where the body attempts to achieve a “state of awareness in which 
it is poised to act on the edge of a breath and able to ride an impulse through the breath/action/
thought” (McAllister-Viel 172). During moments of unpredictable violent encounter the body can 
become flooded with adrenaline and endorphins, constricting the breath and elevating the pulse, 
whereby the ability to react and maintain control over bodily actions is impaired. Conversely, the 
rush of adrenaline and endorphins within a physical confrontation can create a state of euphoria. 
In an interview featured in the TOP documentary film, an LPBC member, Alan, states: “My family 
. . . like, my mom’s side of the family and my dad’s side of the family, they’re both kind of gang-
related, so they have a lot of violence in them. I was mad at everything. I got into that one fight, 
and when I got into that one fight, it was like taking that first hit from the drug. It relieved me. All 
of my problems just went away.” As Alan’s experience with street fighting suggests, violence acts as 
a kind of euphoric rush, as if taking a hit from a drug. It is this psychophysical impulse and kines-
thetic energy that musicians like the aforementioned Fred Ho cultivate through “kung fu breathing” 
when extending the boundaries of playing the baritone saxophone.21 Furthermore, as chen taijiquan 
practitioner and teacher Stephan Berwick suggests in the 2013 documentary film Urban Dragons: 
Black and Latino Masters of Chinese Martial Arts: “Chinese martial arts have a very clear cut sense of 
family and that family structure can supplant that structure that young people are finding in gangs. 
. . . It can appeal to different groups who need to find ways to not only protect themselves, but to 
find pride within themselves within the groups that they are a part of.” Following Berwick’s lead, 
we can see how intercultural appropriations through performance disciplines offer possibilities for 
practitioners and communities to embody alternative identities.

In addition, practitioner-scholars like Ho, M. T. Kato, D. S. Farrer, and John Whalen-Bridge 
have demonstrated how the connections between “martial arts discourses” (Farrer and Whalen-
Bridge 2011) and popular expressive practices like graffiti, rap, and break dance have resonated with 
marginalized youth as epistemologies and modes of identity-formation. Unlike traditional forms of 
writing, in the United States, these vernacular forms of knowledge-production ignited the evolution 
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of hip-hop aesthetics starting in the late 1960s and early ’70s, coinciding with the popularization 
of the kung fu cultural revolution in cinema (Kato 179). Thus, martial arts, along with graffiti and 
break dancing, became a part of America’s city landscapes against the backdrop of broken writing 
on broken walls, breaking racialized borders through soundscapes and visual inscriptions. Yet, these 
very practices of cultural expression have been denigrated by law-enforcement agencies, subsequently 
re-enforcing normative codes to maintain hegemonic regimes and discourses of power. The temporal 
regulating of bodies as a system of population control allows the state, through the prison regime, to 
punish such vernacular practices. These codes recall Roach’s bodies of law, which are also aimed at 
training certain populations to perform in order to become “consumer citizens” (Lipsitz 114)—good 
consumers—or otherwise face criminalization. In TOP, these vernacular ways of knowing, being, 
and doing are embraced not only as a form of self-expression, but as a “blues epistemology” (Woods 
1998), which contests the dominant forms of knowledge-production that the current “teach to the 
test” model cannot support.

When working on creating choreography for the fight scene between Odysseus and the Suitors 
(Fig. 2), it was extremely important to build trust over the six-week rehearsal period. Because each of 
the Suitors was attacking Odysseus with weapons at different speeds, different heights, and different 
lines of attack, proper attention had to be paid to the way each body moved through space. The 
goal was to build an awareness of one’s own physical abilities and limitations, while simultaneously 
increasing an appreciation for others within their immediate environment and beyond. We built 
the choreography through collaboration and discussion rather than the regimentation that the boys 
are so accustomed to when receiving orders in the camp. Similar to the military, in the camp, the 
boys respond to the probation officers (POs) with “Yes, sir” and “No, sir” and observe militaristic 
codes and gestures, such as saluting, marching, and standing at attention with hands at their sides 
or standing at ease with their arms interlocked in the small of the back. In contrast to this form of 
regimentation and stiffness of the skeletal frame, at no point did I want them to develop the cho-
reography through a rote memorized form, or kata. Rather, I introduced the jo (a cylindrical piece 
of solid white oak used in aikido) as both potential tool and weapon, suggesting that it was up to 
them to decide how they would use and move with it. That discovery had to be found within their 
own bodies and through their own choices. I encouraged the Suitors to think of the movement of 
the jo as a metaphor for their own intentions and how, like Odysseus, we are all presented with 
choices and possess both creative and destructive energy. Thus, the aikido-based movement and 
choreography, in conjunction with dance, mask-making, and construction of the actual script, were 
vehicles through which company members could recover their voices and own the stories of their 
own odysseys. The exercises for building vehicles of creative expression became moments through 
which performers could assert agency and control over their situation, even when they were feeling 
tired or noncompliant under the watchful gaze of the state.

At times, martial arts training also presented a challenge to the LPBC boys, some of whom 
wanted the simulated violence that we were learning to resemble that found in video games or the 
violence they had experienced in their own lives. This process benefited from the fact that a UCSB 
alumnus from the department who had been involved in the previous incarnation of the project 
served as a role model for the LPBC ensemble members who were involved in the fight scene. The 
rehearsal process also created the opportunity to have discussions and moments of insight about 
how we might use our bodies in different ways that were not destructive or harmful, despite the fact 
that we were dealing with inherently violent material within the world of the play. In the simplest 
terms, we had to “give in to get our way” (Dobson and Miller ii) and recognize that we were there to 
tell a collective story. In order to do this, I used aikido-based principles that enabled us to construct 
a base of agreed upon vocabulary and repertoire. Morgan observed that the movement exercises 
assisted in focusing the energy of the ensemble members, and we, in turn, began to integrate these 
exercises among the entire cast. Because we were unsure of the physical limitations and abilities of 
UCSB and LPBC members, we started the group exercises slowly and gradually progressed to more 
taxing movement skills. 
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By introducing physical training as group exercise, we had the opportunity to observe each 
participant without “auditioning” them for the actual scene. The choreography would necessitate 
that each of the Suitors would be neutralized by Odysseus’s energy as they attacked. To make this 
neutralization visible, the ensemble members involved in the choreography would be required to 
attack, fall down, roll, recover, and attack again before being finally frozen and meeting their demise. 
One of the exercises most important to the work was getting the ensemble comfortable with falling 
down and rolling on concrete. While the standard forward roll taught in aikido was acceptable, the 
roll can often be painful on the joints, particularly the shoulder, when performed on a hard surface. 
The Suitors were also attacking using the jo and would have to roll and recover with the prop in 
order to attack again. Thus, we turned the angle of the roll from a direct linear, 180-degree roll to 
more of a forty-five, so that body would meet the ground at a horizontal angle, thereby smoothing 
out the impact. In the case of Jay, who suggested that his shoulder was beginning to bother him 
from a previous injury, we allowed the energy from Odysseus’s parry to turn the axis of his body 
so that he would meet the ground with his gluteus maximus muscles first and then rotate into the 
roll and recover. 

Martial arts represent a profound paradox of resistance and control wherein the process of 
corporeal discipline is a strategy for gaining control over one’s body, often to prepare for resistance 
against an entity of domination. In places like China, Japan, Brazil, and even the United States, mar-
ginalized martial arts practitioners have found themselves in conflict with the state when organizing 
for political mobilization. Perhaps the contradiction between martial arts as acts of resistance and 
control was best embodied in the tension between the LPBC boys learning and practicing a martial 
arts repertoire, while simultaneously being surveyed by the watchful eyes of POs, many of whom 
have martial arts experience in their backgrounds. The POs are sworn peace officers of the state of 
California and sanctioned to carry out the duties of any local law-enforcement official. Equipped 
with walkie-talkies, handcuffs, mace, and batons, one cannot help being cognizant of their authority. 
The POs closely monitored, recorded, and reported the daily behavior of the LPBC boys to the Los 
Prietos officials. I emphasized to the LPBC performers the importance of maintaining their focus 
and safety at all times, especially since we were using wooden oak sticks in such close proximity.

FIG. 2. Odysseus confronts the Suitors in The Odyssey Project (TOP ). (Photo by the author.)
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In contrast to the jo carried by the Suitors, Odysseus used two folding fans as a way of defend-
ing himself from the Suitors’ assaults. While in Richmond Lattimore’s translation of The Odyssey 
(1967) Odysseus uses a bronze spear to defeat the Suitors, Morgan and I wanted to present the 
idea that Odysseus is able to transcend the kind of gratuitous violence that he had been exposed 
to and had himself enacted during the Trojan War and his epic journey home. The use of the fans 
provided dynamic visual and sound effects, but also offered the suggestion that Odysseus’s energy 
harmonizes the aggressive violence of the Suitors. The fans, used both in Japanese and Chinese 
martial arts practices, offered another layered and hybrid part of the semiotics of the choreography. 
The fan can be seen in many chen taijiquan and kung fu forms and practices, but I drew on my 
own experiences and understanding of the fan as an extension of the body and alternative to the 
sword, thus diminishing the overall sense of violence, while still remaining martial. The movement 
and choreography within the scene was predicated on spontaneous and organic movement between 
each Suitor’s attack with the jo and Odysseus’s response in the moment. This call-and-response 
relationship allowed Chase, who played the role of Odysseus in this particular scene, to improvise 
during rehearsal and find his own kinetic response to each particular thrust and strike from the jo of 
the Suitors, who had fanned out and surrounded him in a circle. The ensemble members were thus 
forced to listen to one anothers’ bodies as each thrust and parry with the jo operated as a dialectic 
between the Suitors and Chase. One by one, each attacked and Chase responded effectively, allow-
ing their energy to continue past him as he entered and turned based on the irimi tenkan principles 
we worked on throughout rehearsal. After each performer had passed and Chase had addressed the 
intention of his attack, Odysseus froze him in his place by sending his energy out to the periphery 
of the circle, where each of the Suitors prepared to attack again. Odysseus then flipped open the 
fans, one in each hand, which forced the Suitors’ bodies to stiffen as if struck by a thunderbolt from 
Zeus. Odysseus then closed the fans, folded his arms, and dropped his head, causing the Suitors to 
drop their weapons simultaneously and retreat to the underworld. With this scene, TOP attempted 
to speak to the conflict and violence that many of the LPBC boys have experienced in their lives. 
Rather than cutting or stabbing the Suitors with a sword, Chase’s movement sought to harmonize 
with the Suitors’ aggression. The closing of the fans brought a resolution to the conflict within the 
immediate moment of the play, but also sought to ground the participants within a different under-
standing of how conflict may be resolved by making alternative choices and performing a creative 
corporeal discipline (Fig. 3).

Creative corporeal discipline embodied within the martial arts of the scene between Odys-
seus and the Suitors also provided a symbolic sense of closure for the journey that had begun six 
weeks prior by UCSB students and LPBC members. Within the symbolic order of the narrative, 
the conflict between the Suitors and Odysseus is also the penultimate event before Odysseus can 
finally bring peace to his house and reunite with his wife, Penelope. To mark this transition within 
the story, Chase briefly performed a ritual similar to that by a Chumash elder at the beginning of 
the play. Chase cleansed the stage with sage brush and an eagle’s feather, an act that served to clear 
the negative energy of the Suitors, who had retired to the underworld at the end of the fight scene. 
This cleansing ritual also prepared the space for the reunification of Odysseus and Penelope. For 
the audience, the ritual reiterated the fact that the action of the performance witnessed onstage had 
transpired on hallowed ground.

Like Ho’s radical theatre pieces, TOP attempted to stage a heroic neo-myth by synthesizing 
performance strategies as varied as martial arts, hip-hop dance and poetry, and indigenous ritual 
practice. Because of the disciplining and liberatory potential of martial arts, UCSB and LPBC were 
united throughout the rehearsal process and final performance, enabling them to explore a range of 
international and transcultural shared bodily knowledge. The discipline displayed among the UCSB 
students and the boys from Los Prietos sought to upend and resist preconceived assumptions that 
these groups held about each other, as well as about themselves.22 Interacting through performance 
disciplines afforded TOP ’s performers an opportunity to reconsider their own subjectivity, as well 
as the identity of the other by embodying the characters in the world of the play and sharing their 
odyssey with the public.
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Notes

1. Pseudonyms are used for all LPBC cast members.

2. For this particular adaptation, we used Richmond Lattimore’s 1967 translation of The Odyssey.

3. Michael Morgan, PhD, is a senior lecturer of acting and voice. He created The Odyssey Project as a course 
called the “People’s Voice,” a six-week collaborative classroom that culminates in a production during UCSB’s 
summer session.

4. Aikido is a Japanese embodied discipline, literally translated as “the way of joining.” I have been studying 
this art form for twenty years, including three years in Japan. 

FIG. 3. A young performer, “Chase,” holds fans while performing the role of Odysseus in The Odyssey Project.  
(Photo: Mark Manning.)
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5. See Courtney Elkin Mohler’s essay “How to Turn ‘a bunch of gang-bangin’ criminals into big kids having 
fun’”; and Rhodessa Jones at <http://www.culturalodyssey.org/v2/aboutus/rhodessa_bio.html>. 

6. Discipline and punishment are, of course, concepts elaborated in Michel Foucault’s 1977 Discipline and Punish.

7. The analysis in this article is based on the rehearsals and production in 2012, which is partly captured 
in a documentary film for which I served as associate producer. The video can be viewed at <www.vimeo.
com/59348805>. 

8. Technically considered, “wards of the court” sentences range from 120 to 180 days. Wards have the possibility 
of  being released back into the community either under their own recognizance or else on some form of probation.

9. An introduction to LPBC can be accessed at <http://www.countyofsb.org/probation/default.aspx?id=1062>. 
Neither this site nor the County of Santa Barbara probation department report by ethnicity or gender.

10. According to the “Executive Summary” in the January 2012 “South Coast Task Force on Youth Gangs 
Annual Report,” there were approximately 32,655 youths ages 5–19 years living in Santa Barbara County. Of 
this number, law-enforcement officials estimate that there are approximately eleven youth gangs, with 186 
youths involved in gangs in the South Coast. However, these reports fully ignore ethnicity and gender.

11. For more on the Mission of Santa Barbara, see <www.missionscalifornia.com/>. 

12. For more on the history of the Chumash and the Samala, see, respectively, <http://algoxy.com/stolenland/> 
and <http://www.chumashlanguage.com/>.

13. Dylan Rodriguez, in “The Disorientation of the Teaching Act,” defines the “prison regime” around three 
interrelated technologies and processes produced at the site of imprisonment: 1) the material arrangements 
of institutional power that create . . . routines and protocols of militarized physiological domination; 2) the 
place of state-ordained human capture as a modality of social (dis)organization that produces numerous forms 
of interpersonal and systemic (race, class, gender, sexual) violence; and 3) the prison regime encompasses the 
multiple knowledges and meanings that are created around the institutional site and cultural symbol of “the 
prison,” including those that circulate in popular culture and among the administrative bureaucracies and 
curriculum of schools (8, 9). 

14. Statistics for UCSB admissions are available at <http://admissions.sa.ucsb.edu/quickfacts.asp>.

15. My observations of the population at LPBC were consistent with the demographics of the seven young 
participants, as well as with the averages of disproportionate prison populations presented by Alexander and Rios. 

16. Proprioception is the ability to locate the different body parts without consciously having to think about it.

17. Fred Ho is a Chinese American baritone-saxaphone player, writer, and political activist who has produced 
numerous AfroAsian jazz/martial arts operettas.

18. These aikido-based principles are exercises and principles that I borrow and appropriate from my aikido-
training experience. 

19. Irimi is derived from the commonly used verb ireru, which means “to enter”; tenkan connotes “changing,” 
in a manner that is circular or turning. When placed together, irimi tenkan translates either as “to enter and 
turn” or “to step in and turn.”
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20. Ukemi is a Japanese term that connotes the art of falling down safely in order to preserve the integrity of 
the body.

21. Through my dissertation project, “Transcultural Performance Disciplines: Embodying AfroAsia in Martial 
Arts Theater, Film, and Everyday Practice,” I have conducted extensive interviews and research on Ho and his 
work. Kung fu breathing represents part of his approach to creating music as a transformative liberatory practice. 

22. UCSB students admitted during interviews for the film that they, in fact, felt initially concerned knowing 
that some of the boys had been involved in acts of violence resulting in their incarceration. The students also 
admitted that working on TOP forced them to think about what theatre is and does for its participants; they 
were also forced to confront their own uncertainties regarding how they felt about incarceration. At the same 
time, from my observation, LPBC members discovered how open and receptive the UCSB students were to their 
concerns. The members admitted to being inspired by the students and realizing that the university experience 
was one that they also could achieve.
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My First Day of Class 
Steven Eng, Instructor of Voice and Speech 
New York University Undergraduate Drama 

 
 
It was my first day teaching first year speech at a university drama program in New York City. 
 
As the students quickly filed into the room, I asked them to place their bags against the side wall 
and to sit around the center of the room on the floor. After checking attendance, I led the 
students through a moderatelypaced physical and vocal warmup. It was Friday afternoon, the 
end of their very first week of college training to become professional actors. Their minds were 
likely crammed with assignments to accomplish over the weekend, and that on top of what had 
to have been an overwhelming week where practically every person and every place they 
encountered was new.  We were in New York City after all, and everyone had moved here from 
elsewhere.  
 
Following the warmup, I instructed everyone to sit in a large circle and passed a small dryerase 
board to the student on my right. On the board were six specific questions. 
 

1. What is your name? 
2. Where were you born and where were you raised? 
3. Describe the community in which you were raised. 
4. Do you speak any languages other than English? 
5. Have you had any musical training, either singing or instrumental? 
6. What kind of person do you want to be in 10 years? 

 
I explained that each student was to answer all the questions. As the board was passed around, 
I could see that some students were engaged and some were not.  Perhaps this was all 
information that they had already revealed in previous classes. 
 
When the board had completed the circle and returned to me, I answered the questions. I then 
explained my reasons for this exercise. Not only was I curious about the influences in their lives, 
I was also interested in how they utilized speech to express themselves. I explained that as 
actors, the moment they stepped onto a stage, they had only one opportunity to make a first 
impression.  Audiences would make many assumptions about them and their characters the 
moment they appeared, and particularly the moment they spoke, whether or not the impression 
was accurate or intended. Since I did not know any of them, I was curious about my own first 
impressions of their speech when they spoke from their own truths. There were some nods of 
respectful agreement as well as obligatory acknowledgements that I was offering a lesson of 
some kind.  
 

1 Eng 



I continued, “just like you don’t know me. By now, you have already formed an impression of me 
whether or not I like it or even agree with it, based on specific expectations you have of me as 
your speech teacher, based on what I look like, and based on how I speak.” More nods. 
 
And then I changed my speech. 
 
Prior to the start of the school year, I was looking for a way to get students to think deeply about 
speech from the first day of class.  A recurring thought kept nagging me as the school year was 
coming closer to starting. What could I bring into the classroom that first day that would be my 
gift to give? What made me different from anyone else that could teach what I was teaching? 
What did I have to offer these students who were embarking on what could become the most 
influential time of their artistic growth? I wanted to give them something uniquely me. Something 
I could offer, from my personal experience, and from my identity that could provide them with 
both a challenge to their assumptions and an important lesson. I had an idea.  It would be 
daunting, which became one of the driving reasons why I had to do it. I only had a few weeks to 
prepare.  
 
On that first day of class, for the first 45 minutes, through warmups and instructions and 
feedback to students in our circle, I spoke with a Cantonese accent. A mild Cantonese accent. I 
knew that if I were to layer any extreme sound patterns, it would begin to affect my vocabulary 
as well as undermine any plausibility that I could teach these young actors speech, which would 
defeat my purpose. 
 
I paused. Then I asked the circle, in my own Texasbornandraised, 
Chineseasafirstlanguage, dramaschooltrained, actorbyprofession American accent, “so 
what happens to your impression of me if I speak like this?” 
 
I dropped the Cantonese accent and continued teaching without mentioning specifically what 
had happened. “Does your impression of me change? I look the same. My vocabulary’s the 
same. Even my voice is the same.” 
 
Scanning the circle, I saw arrested expressions in midthought. I noticed confusing glances.  I 
also caught outright aha moments of discovery in some faces.  
 
After some discussion and encouraging observations, I assigned their first journal entry. They 
were to analyze and discuss their first responses to me, before I dropped the Cantonese accent. 
What did it mean to them that they were coming into a speech class whereby the instructor 
spoke in a manner likely different than their expectations and of which they would likely not want 
to emulate for their purposes as actors?  To what degree did their teacher’s appearance 
influence expectations? What were their expectations of a speech class and what they wanted 
out of it? I encouraged them to be truthful, assuring them that there was practically nothing they 
could say to offend me. The point of the exercise was to begin to develop a truthful relationship 
with the way they currently think about speech. If they could be honest with themselves, then 
they would be on the path to gaining a broader respect and understanding of the role speech 
plays in understanding people. 
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The broader goals, of which this lesson would hopefully begin their exploration, included 
confronting their own accent biases of what constituted “proper” speech, or “appropriate” 
speech according to one’s appearance as well as expectations. To acknowledge their own 
biases would open the possibilities of understanding how an individual’s speech is intrinsically 
linked to an individual’s identity, and how identity should be honored instead of judged. For 
actors, the skill of speechbychoice could become one of their most valued assets in the craft of 
acting. 
 
The journal entries varied. One student had written that she heard the accent, but thought 
nothing of it affecting the instructor’s ability to teach her speech. Another student confessed to 
sudden disappointment in himself for being “racist” in his thinking, to which I responded that it 
was important to not judge the way he thought, but to recognize it honestly and progress from 
there. One young man explained how upset he was that someone with such an accent would be 
assigned to teach him speech, especially when he felt he spoke “better” than the instructor. 
Further, listening to me before the reveal even made him question the integrity of the entire 
program and expense of his attendance. There was even a student who confessed to not even 
hearing the accent change. I took particular note of him. 
 
That day, I would do this exercise two more times. The classes were scheduled one right after 
the other. Undoubtedly, a few students would tell other students in the following classes what 
had happened, despite my instructions to keep the lesson secret and to not deprive a fellow 
student of a learning opportunity. Fortunately, there were still many who experienced the 
discovery.  
 
I never repeated the lesson after that first day. While those first students have now graduated 
from the program, I still get the occasional question from current students that they heard about 
the “trick” I had played on the first class and why didn’t I do it with subsequent years? My 
response is always “in order for the lesson to succeed, no one can know. And for some reason, 
you know about it.” For my own thinking, that the lesson could be labeled a “trick” is also telling 
of my need to bring it back someday when I believe it could once again hopefully accomplish its 
intention. 
 
I sometimes think back to that exercise. It was fun, intimidating, and certainly exhausting. I 
allowed myself to boldly risk looking and feeling foolish, that I would inadvertently begin 
changing accents in the middle of the class or be called out as obviously inconsistent.  As an 
actor and speech teacher, I was also concerned about the integrity of my accent. By staying 
focused on the objective of the lesson, however, the plan came through. Ultimately, it was 
something I could uniquely offer based on who I was and what I could give to my students, not 
to mention myself.  
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First Year Witnessed Teaching Exploration  

In addition to your other teaching opportunities, in the final week you’ll have the opportunity to be 
witnessed by the group as you teach a fellow classmate. We’ll choose one of your classmates to be your 
student. You’ll have 20 minutes to teach Destructuring and Restructuring in order to help your student 
with his/her breath, voice, and presence. Then you’ll have 35 minutes for interaction/feedback with 
Cynthia, Ilse, Saul, and Catherine. 

This is an opportunity to explore with curiosity, and it will be a learning experience for all of us. As you 
teach, some of the main areas we’ll be curious about are below. During your actual teaching, focus on 
what matters in the moment rather than trying to hold onto these notes.  

1. PRESENCE: While teaching, are you fluidly available to yourself, your student, and the 
environment while focusing on what matters? 

a. YOU: to what extent are you allowing yourself to be in the room? How are you responding to the 
stimulation/stress of this exploration? To what extent are you open to the possibility of learning, 
to flow, to surprise, and to allowing yourself to breathe as you teach? 

b. STUDENT: to what extent are you being with your student? How are you relating with your 
student’s body, breathing, voice, and experience in the Destructuring and Restructuring? 

c. THE ROOM: to what extent are you allowing yourself to be witnessed while also supporting 
your student in being witnessed? Can we hear you? To what extent are you straining, or 
collapsing, or becoming presentational with your voice, body, or presence? 

d. FLUID RELATIONSHIP: are you entering into a living dynamic with your student rather than 
holding onto a fixed agenda? 

e. ATTENTION AND FOCUS: what draws your attention? While you’re experiencing many 
things, can you focus on what matters? What clues are you following so that the teaching session 
might be helpful to your student (and to you)? 

2. UNDERSTANDING: How do you communicate your understanding of Destructuring, 
Restructuring, and Presence? 

3. DEALING WITH REALITY: are you teaching the student in front of you in the situation you are 
actually in?  

OTHER NOTES: 
1. NOTES: arrange in advance for someone to take notes for you during your teaching and feedback. 

Please do not read from any notes while teaching. 

2. FEEDBACK: everyone will be present while we respond and engage with you in relation to your 
teaching session. This feedback is a learning opportunity for all of us. 

3. AFTER THE FEEDBACK: take time to digest your session. You, your student, and your note-taker 
have up to 50 minutes to go somewhere to process the session however it is helpful for you. Then 
please return. 

STUDENT NOTES: for when you are the student in this exploration: 
1. You are 100% responsible for taking care of your own well-being. 

2. Allow yourself to be a student. Really. Be available to your teacher without trying to please them. If 
this note contradicts the first note, go with the first note.
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