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DECOLONIAL CONNECTIVITY: A STUDY ABROAD PROGRAM IN MEXICO

by

BETH MARKS

Under the Direction of G. Sue Kasun

ABSTRACT
Study abroad experiences are considered transformative for students, although, the
research on underrepresented students who study abroad is minimal. Informed by critical
frameworks in educational studies and building on research literature based on study abroad
programs, this study explored the engagement and relations of U.S. Latinx students in Mexico.
This critical ethnographic case study examined the existing power structures and personal stories
of the nine Latinx students within the context of a short-term study abroad program travelling
from the Global North to the Global South.
Using connectivity through a decolonizing lens is a way for people to build relationships
within the context of history and lived experiences of others and with the understanding of
asymmetrical power structures. The framework of connectivity centered relationships among the
Latinx students along with the host community. Decolonization provided a lens to analyze the
data and account for unjust systems, relational approaches, and collective work that required
action and empowerment. Data were collected from various sources: participant observation,

interviews of host families, study abroad course discussions, and student assignments. The
findings revealed the development of solidarity and community. Developing solidarity within the
group was a way to decolonize knowledge and enact change in political structures, self, and
community with the Latinx students. The decolonizing approach of the study abroad program
opened space within the Latinx students to heal the marginalization and oppression they
encountered in the U.S. and replace it with self-compassion. As a group, the Latinx students built
a level of trust through compassion, empathy, and vulnerability connecting each of them to a
community. This study contributes to important yet under-examined aspects of Latinx students’
relationships and experiences within a study abroad experience. The implications are intended to
create connections across borders and contribute to the assets and contributions of Latinx
students in study abroad. This study recommends further examination of underrepresented
student experiences and how they and host communities are impacted by their study abroad
experience. Through this study abroad program, the Latinx students were able to connect with
compassion and thrive communally.
INDEX WORDS: Study abroad, Decolonization, Connectivity, Critical ethography, Case study,
Latinx students
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1 INTRODUCTION
While travelling abroad, we experience other places while being exposed to the
contexts people in different parts of the world face every day. Travel abroad introduces us to
experiences of food, geography, history, and culture that are different than our daily lives. The
connections we make with others in a different place are complicated by the lens we use to
understand each other within a specific context.
The Indigenous scholar, Cajete, (2000), reflects on a metaphor he heard as a child in
his Santa Clara Pueblo. The metaphor pin peye obe translates into English as “to look to the
mountain” meaning a person needs the perspective to be high enough to look back where you
come from and to look forward where you wish to go (p. 181). Climbing a mountain is a
metaphor for the journey we take in life while reflecting on what we have learned and the people
we meet along the way. This study critically analyzes study abroad through a decolonizing lens,
or one that decenters and challenges the Eurocentric way of thinking and colonial histories
towards an equitable view of the world (Grande, 2015; Mignolo, 2011a; Walsh, 2007). A
decolonizing lens engages students to climb their own mountain and examine life experiences,
identities, and global power structures that oppress while moving forward towards new
understandings and relations through connectivity, a way to be responsible towards each other
with a deep understanding of context: history, power structures, geopolitics (Belenky et al.,
1986; Cajete, 2000; Keating, 2013)
The number of study abroad programs are on the rise in higher education with the
motivating force being globalization and globally aware citizens (Barros, 2016; Castaneda &
Zirger, 2011; Knight & Schmidt-Rinehart, 2002; Kubota, 2016). Study abroad is purported to
elicit the benefits of language acquisition, intercultural competence, and personal growth
(Kubota, 2016). Much of the research about study abroad programs focus on cultural
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competencies, intercultural skills, and culturally responsive teaching (Barros, 2016; Kasun &
Lee, 2017; Phillion et al., 2009). There is a paucity of research examining students of color in
study abroad programs (Sweeney, 2013). This study contributes to this knowledge gap by
providing a qualitative examination of Latinx student experiences within a study abroad program
and the ways they interrupt the status quo through the connectivity with the people in the
program. Informed by critical frameworks in educational studies and building on research
literature based on study abroad programs, this study aimed to explore the engagement and
relations of U.S. Latinx students in Mexico.
Research Question

How do Latinx students in a short-term study abroad program experience connectivity
through a decolonizing lens?

Purpose of the Study
This study contributed to the literature about the experiences of students of color in
study abroad, not to mention the aspects of connectivity. In my study I explored the diversity and
complexity of experiences of Latinx students within the host communities in study abroad. The
host community is the environment students travel to engage with the people and place in a
different country. The term “host” implies that the students are welcome and some type of
relationship occurs which may or may not be the reality. In this study, I used the common study
abroad terminology host community and host family to represent the place where the study
abroad students travel and stay. Through this research, I informed educators and faculty taking
part in study abroad programs about students of color and their interconnections created through
their relationships with host families, local communities, and each other. The U.S. study abroad
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students learned through critical reflective work (Anzaldua, 1987; Brown, 2005; Freire, 2000)
about the social inequities in the space and place of the host country in the Global South (De
Sousa Santos, 2016; Mignolo, 2011). The aim/purpose of this critical ethnographic case study
(Madison, 2020) was to explore how U.S. students of color experience a study abroad program in
the Global South through the decolonizing lens of connectivity.
Lived Experiences of the Researcher
My interest in study abroad and the ways we connect with the host community
emerged through my own experiences as a program director in a different study abroad program
within my home institution in Italy while witnessing the transformative experiences of my
students during this program. This study abroad was initiated early in the undergraduate program
in an insulated or island experience (Goodwin & Nacht, 1988; Woolf, 2007) described as an
overseas campus where U.S. universities set-up self-contained teaching and learning experiences
in the host community. The students primarily live and take courses in their native language with
other students from the home institution. My intention was to create opportunities for the
students to interact in the language of the local community and break out of the bubble by
sharing experiences with local community members in the Language school, the local public
school, and places of excursions such as an organic farm. This was the reason it was so important
for me to have my students engaged in a field experience in a local public school. Our local
partners at the language school were also the liaison between the program and the local school
staff and they commented on the positive feedback they were receiving from parents at the
school. Through the director of the overseas campus, many people in the local community asked
me to continue my program which sparked my interest in making meaningful connections in
study abroad.

4
Family of Immigrants: Where am I rooted?
Throughout my childhood, I have heard stories about how my grandfather who was a
baby when his parents fled Russia in the middle of the night in fear of being detected by the
pogroms as they tried to escape to the United States. During the early 1900s, my other great
grandparents also escaped persecution from the country now known as Ukraine. Since my
grandparents never spoke about the countries they came from, I never felt any connection or
need to visit Russia or the Ukraine. I do not think of these places as my homeland or place of
heritage. I was always told conflicting information by my family. My parents and grandparents
strongly believed in both the importance of assimilation in the U.S. and the need to maintain my
religion.
During my childhood, I was indoctrinated through religious education and family
that Israel is the country of my heritage and this was the homeland or place of my ancestors.
Travelling to Israel the first time, my first impression was an overwhelming sense of belonging
because the majority of the country is Jewish and I was with my family touring significant sites
mentioned in the Torah (Old Testament). As the dominant culture is Christian in the U.S., I have
felt a sense of being different and a lack of understanding and sensitivity towards minority
religions. Walking the winding, narrow roads in the old city in Jerusalem, I felt connected to the
place as I saw menorahs in small indented spaces in the ancient stone of personal homes and the
smell of sufganiyah (jelly doughnuts, a Hanukkah tradition). I relate my family history and my
story to explain my experience with heritage seeking. There is not much research on students
seeking heritage experiences in study abroad (Comp, 2008). Guerrerro’s (2006) dissertation on
Latinx students in an education abroad program identified several of the students as heritage
seekers because they chose a location based on family background (religion, ethnicity, culture).
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Transition to Researcher: How do I do study abroad?
Recently, I have been reflecting on my reasons for travel and my decisions about how
I travel. As a traveler, I am consciously making decisions to not be a neutral observer, gazer, and
consumer. This shift in my thinking about travel was evident when I visited Israel a second time.
This visit was as a faculty member from my home university to create collaborations with
education faculty from the University of Haifa. The university and city of Haifa promote
themselves as diverse places where Jews, Muslims, and Christians live and learn together. I was
overly aware of spaces where people gathered and noticed if there was diversity (males with
kippot, females with hijab). I asked my own former exchange students and University of Haifa
faculty questions about schools that integrated Israeli Jews and Arab Muslims and programs for
peace with Palestinians. I was not neutral in my thinking and observations as I searched for
connections among the diverse populations in Haifa.
I am striving to consider the politics of travel and how to adopt a decolonizing
approach to travel. Through the critical readings in my graduate program, I know that feeling
uncomfortable in a place or location has to do with my own privilege. During a recent trip to
British Columbia, Canada, I was keenly aware that I was a white visitor on Indigenous land that
had been colonized by white settlers. We stayed in Ucluelet, home of the Uchucklesaht people,
and hiked in Saysutshun, home of the Snuneymuxw people. I noticed the Indigenous language
was complex and the translations into an Anglo alphabet seemed colonizing to me, but at the
same time, the use of Indigenous names for places seemed like progress compared to the U.S. I
intentionally visited a local bookstore and sought the First Nations section and discovered the
overwhelming amount of books on treaties that indicated the struggles of the First Nations with
the white settlers.
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The way to decolonize my thinking is to untangle my own feelings and consciously
confront my history and life experiences as I travel. As a white female from the Global North, I
am looking for ways to interrupt unjust systems. Travel is a way to experience and be in a
different place, but really it is about making connections in the world.
Professionally, I have been involved in study abroad programs with students
travelling to another country and students from another country studying in the U.S. How the
students and I think about education abroad matters, as does the type of engagement we have
with the home and host communities. I want to learn how students in study abroad programs
create meaningful connections with people in other countries and communities. The places
where students participate in education abroad matters. What is the impact of students from the
Global North (Europe and North America) learning in a country in the Global South (places
outside of Europe and North America)? The internal and external journey of the U.S. students
illuminated the findings in this study. I believe we live in difficult times and through this
program I discovered what it might mean for people to connect with empathy and reciprocity
while understanding the context of these relations.
Theoretical Framework for the Study
Fanon (1967) describes human worth as depending on recognition by other humans.
When a person is not fully recognized by others, then the person tries to become more like the
other and loses their identity. Colonialism, coloniality, and imperialism divide people by
difference within a social hierarchy (Mignolo, 2011a; Quijano, 2000). As people begin to realize
how they are situated within systems of power that promote opportunity for some and adversity
for others, they begin to consider a decolonizing view. The imbalance of power defines the
relationship between the Global South and Global North, which inhibits any equitable
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relationship. Seeing each other through an equitable lens allows ways for people in the Global
South to build a relational opportunity with people in the Global North. Connectivity through a
decolonizing lens allows people to build intersections and relationships within the context of the
history and lived experiences of others and with the understanding of asymmetrical power
structures (Cajete, 2000; Keating, 2013; Mignolo, 2011a; Walsh, 2007). The framework of
connectivity is “our connectedness to place, our connectedness to our various experiences of
colonization, oppression and dominance, our desire for a more socially just education system and
our expressed commitments to navigate the troubling spaces of these relationships with one
another” (Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017, p. 17). Connectivity happens when relationships are built
and people are valued through compassion, empathy, and reciprocity.
Connectivity is a framework for people to learn through empathy by seeing ideas and
experiences through the lens of the other person (Belenky et al., 1986; Clinchy, 1996; Stanton,
1996). Empathy is a way to connect more deeply with others. People need to assume there is
some form of difference with other people for empathy to occur (Bennett & Bennett, 2004).
When conditions only consider difference without understanding the other person’s perspective,
feelings of sympathy are evoked (Brown, 2008). Sympathy only views an experience from one
perspective, our own, and elicits feelings of sadness (Brown, 2008). To go beyond sympathy, a
person needs to be considered different due to lived experiences and perspectives while listening
with compassion (Brown, 2008; Nhat Hanh, 2013). Compassion happens in situations thought to
be lacking in connection and is brought about by understanding suffering which occurs through
oppression (Nhat Hanh, 2013). For empathy, a person expands their personal boundaries
between their environment and the other person (Bennett & Bennett, 2004). Then, a person uses
their own experiences and abilities to feel and approximate the emotions of the other person,
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which are different than their own (Bennett & Bennett, 2004; Brown, 2008). Brown (2008)
describes empathy as the way a person “sees, hears, and feels the unique world of the other” (p.
33). By experiencing someone’s worldview, a person shifts their own perspective.
Reciprocity is a social construction based on the ethical value system of giving and
receiving also known in Latin America as “dar, recibir y devolver” (give, return, give back)
(Jaramillo & Carreon, 2014). This is different from the Western belief of reciprocity as social
cooperation and fairness in an orderly society. Reciprocity within a decolonial framework
emphasizes the interconnectedness and the inequities of social groups within society (Cajete,
2000: Grande, 2015). Reciprocity among social groups is enhanced when alliances are based on
respect and acceptance and each group has knowledge and worth. Indigenous communities take a
holistic view of people and nature being in harmony with each other (Cajete, 2000). In the
Global South there is a sense of communal well-being through community and environment.
Significance
Study abroad is a high impact practice in education correlating with persistence and
engagement (Kuh & Schneider, 2008). Students who study abroad are more likely to develop
critical thinking skills and more likely to persist in their studies than students who do not study
abroad (Mckeown, 2009; Sutton & Rubin, 2015). In addition, students in a study abroad
program, whether short-term or long-term, graduate at a higher rate than students who do not
study abroad (McKeown, 2009). With the benefits of study abroad evident, a deficit of research
on students of color in study abroad is concerning (Sweeney, 2013). In a correspondence with
Dan Davidson, Director of the Research center for the American Councils for International
Education, he stated that the “topic of students of color in study abroad programs is an important
one for the field of study abroad and not well-studied in comparison to other areas” (D.
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Davidson, personal communication, December 15, 2020). This qualitative study will add to the
literature by examining the experiences of students of color in study abroad and their connections
to each other and the local community.
This critical ethnographic case study examines the existing power structures and
personal stories within the context of a study abroad program travelling from the Global North to
the Global South. My focus during the two-week study abroad program was on the nine
undergraduate and graduate participants who self-identified as Latinx. As a participant observer,
I noticed the relational interactions between participants and with people in Mexico. My study
examined these relations through the framework of connectivity.
Literature on study abroad seldom addresses issues of power between the home and
host countries (Doerr, 2014). Doerr (2014) suggests students studying abroad gain an awareness
of inequities in the study abroad experience and beyond. Using a decolonizing lens, the students
in this study abroad program are taught historical and structural oppressions within Global South
communities caused by colonialism. Exploring the connectivity of the study abroad students with
the host community is a step towards empathy and reciprocity with each other.
Overview of the Study
Using an approach of connectivity, the study abroad students understood their own
culture and history and how it differed from the people in the host community by developing
relations and interacting with the local community and with each other (Pirbhai-Illich & Martin,
2019). Thinking about connectivity, I was interested in exploring how study abroad students
experienced relationships and connections in the host community and the feelings cultivated
between the group of students. How do students of color in a study abroad program perceive
difference between themselves and the community? In a decolonizing approach, the students of
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color consider their differences as they realize commonalities with themselves and the host
community. Considering the asymmetrical power relations between the Global North and the
Global South, do the study abroad students think about reciprocity? Global South reflects the
regions outside of Europe and North America impacted by the historical economic and
sociopolitical aspects of colonialism creating issues of power and privilege, which creates
asymmetrical power relations (Quijano, 2000). The students became aware of their perceived
privilege while in Mexico, which was not evident in the U.S. What does a reciprocal relationship
between the students and the communities in other countries look like? Do they approach people
in the local community with empathy? The questions about empathy and reciprocity are
answered in this study by exploring the connectivity within the study abroad program. To
decolonize a study abroad program through connectivity, the faculty in the program emphasized
community building, not individualism (Appiah, 2006).
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW
Study Abroad
How do you describe a study abroad experience? A study abroad program can be a
short term or long-term academic experience where students leave their own country to interact
in a cultural immersion in a host country. Some students study and live in countries with a
different language and some stay in a country with the same language. Students can live with a
host family, in residence halls, or in apartments. There are many variables to consider in study
abroad programs.
The majority and most common form of study abroad programs from the U.S. are
short term programs (IIE, 2017; Woolf, 2007). Short term study abroad programs (usually less
than a full 15-week semester) account for the most growth in U.S. education abroad. Although
most short-term study abroad programs happen in the summer, May is also a popular time for
short term programs (Woolf, 2007). Students view the commitment of less time as a benefit of
short-term programs (McKeown, 2009). The impact of the length of a study abroad program is
not clear in the literature (Doerr, 2015). Short-term study abroad programs have a high impact
when the curriculum purposefully addresses a specific issue (Woolf, 2007) and a meaningful
cultural immersion is created in the learning environment (Cushner, 2009). To create a
meaningful immersion for students in short-term programs, the quality of orientations before the
study abroad (Zemach-Bersin, 2009) and interactions with people in the local community are
critical factors that elevate the experience beyond tourism (Cushner, 2009).
Study Abroad Statistics
According to the Institute of International Education (IIE, 2019), the number of U.S.
study abroad students have quadrupled over the past 20 years. Even as the numbers increase,
study abroad students in academic institutions are few in number and primarily White and
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privileged. One in ten U.S. undergraduate students study abroad before graduation (IIE, 2019).
Considering all the study abroad students from the U.S., only 28% of the students identify as
non-White although the numbers of non-White students has been increasing over the past decade
(IIE, 2019). According to the U.S. National Center for Education Statistics (NCES),
undergraduate students of color in U.S. post-secondary institutions was 44.2% in 2018 (Latinx
20.5%, Black 12.6%, Asian 6.6%, mixed race 3%, Native American/Pacific Islander 1.5%). The
cost of study abroad prohibits participants from a broader range of socioeconomic backgrounds
(Wanner, 2009). Most students find the cost for study abroad is not affordable (Quezada, 2004).
According to Quezada (2004), less than 10% of study abroad students are from the economically
disadvantaged. As with other essential programs in higher education, funding should be a
commitment that can be implemented through study abroad scholarships making the experience
more equitably affordable (Wanner, 2009).
Since study abroad is a voluntary activity, it may attract students who consider
themselves to be interested in internationality, tolerance, and multiculturalism (McKeown,
2009). Schroth and McCormack (2000) researched psychological personality dimensions to
understand students who study abroad compared to those students who choose not to go abroad
and found that study abroad students measured higher on a scale that measured the desire for
unusual sensations or experiences with a nonconformist lifestyle. Students in study abroad
programs were also more likely to be risk-takers (McKeown, 2009).
Critique of study abroad education
Learning abroad goes beyond the academic curriculum and includes implicit types
of learning such as the culture of the host country, insights into their own personal culture, and
social norms of both the home and host country (Woolf, 2007). For this implicit learning, study
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abroad students need experiential learning and meaningful interactions with people in the
community (Woolf, 2007). Proximity alone does not create intimacy or understanding of culture.
As a way to generate greater understanding, the student teacher education abroad programs with
years of experience in the Consortium for Overseas Student Teaching (COST) have created a
curriculum where students take a course about the history, culture, and education system of the
host country (Quezada, 2004).The commitment of the students to participate in the curriculum of
these programs eliminates the students who only want to be educational tourists (Cushner, 2009;
Quezada, 2004). Interaction with intent on understanding and learning about the local host
country provides context of local places for students to engage in the interconnectedness of the
places they experience.
In the research by Pirbhai-Illich and Martin (2019), they explore international
immersion programs, which they define as intercultural activities within a specific place and
space. The increase of study abroad and international immersive programs has led researchers to
question the intended and unintended outcomes of immersive programs and the ethics of
interactions with marginalized populations. In one of Pirbhai-Illich and Martin’s findings, they
question the validity of conclusions by studies in international North-South immersion programs
because they are often developed by the people in charge of the program who may be seeking
positive outcomes. These studies have focused on the transformation of worldviews of the
students while in the host community and excluded the voice of the host community. PirbhaiIllich and Martin argue that these positive transformations by the students reflect “a broader
societal paternalistic habit of mind, the effects of which would perpetuate the status quo” (p. 68).
As these studies concentrate on the Global North student, the issues of power and privilege and a
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discussion on colonialism and its impact on global relations in the Global South host community
are ignored.
Gaps in Study Abroad Research
Smolcic and Katunich (2017) reviewed 90 empirical studies on immersive field
experiences investigating intercultural learning, which included study abroad programs. The
implications from their review of the literature indicate a lack of research on the communities
and their perspectives where the students live and learn. In the body of research they reviewed,
the student interactions with the community tended to be self-reported and described the personal
growth and understanding of the student (Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019; Smolcic & Katunich,
2017). The data from this body of research seems to indicate that students receive and take from
the community but does not signify any reciprocity. The relationships and interactions of the
students are described in the research without any context of the global, historical, and economic
frameworks where these immersions exist (Smolcic & Katunich, 2017). Missing from the
research on cultural immersion programs is the “hierarchies and power relations which offer
differential benefit to people engaged in these programs” (Smolcic & Katunich, 2017, p. 56).
Little research exists on what (academic content) and how (instructional pedagogy)
students learn in studying abroad (Doerr, 2015). Since much of the study abroad research is
based on the individual, the impact of the content and teaching is not given consideration. Other
areas of research to consider include how participants are prepared or oriented before the
experience and debriefed after the program and the effects these have on the study abroad
student (Doerr, 2015; Smolcic & Katunich, 2017).
Study abroad in teacher education is an understudied field leaving opportunities for
further research. The nature of student teaching abroad is a distinctive education program with
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interactions in schools. More needs to be known about the significance of experiences in the
classroom during the practicum (Smolcic & Katunich, 2017). Also, study abroad research on
student teaching is lacking information on the impact of length of time between short-term or
long-term study abroad programs and the implications for a teacher’s practice in the United
States (Cushner, 2009; Smolcic & Katunich, 2017). There is minimal research on how student
teaching abroad effects a teacher’s pedagogy within the classroom in their home country after
they return (Doerr, 2015; Quezada, 2004).
Study abroad is relational between the students and the local host community. As
students from the Global North travel to the Global South, the interactions and cultural selfreflections become more complicated. Critical investigations of power hierarchies and relations
within study abroad and teacher education immersions need to be researched (Doerr, 2015;
Smolcic & Katunich, 2017). Critical future research needs to focus on the study abroad student’s
cultural background, racial and gendered identities, and the student’s motives for participating in
a study abroad program (Smolcic & Katunich, 2017).
Students of Color in Study Abroad
International education programs connect students to places across the globe. Study
abroad experiences are considered transformative for all students, although, the research on
underrepresented students who study abroad is lacking (Kasravi, 2009; Willis, 2015). According
to the Institute of International Education (IIE, 2019), the number of U.S. students who studied
abroad for academic credit was 332,727 (2018) an increase of 2% from the previous year. Even
as the numbers continually increase, study abroad students in academic institutions are few in
number. IIE (2019) estimates 10.9% of undergraduate students in the U.S. study abroad and 16%
of all U.S. students in baccalaureate programs study abroad. The majority of U.S. study abroad
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students are White and female (White-70%, Female-67%). Students of color comprise 30% of
U.S. study abroad students. As shown in Figure 1, the number of students of color has increased
from 2008/09 to 2018/19. According to the statistics represented in Figure 1 from IIE (2019), the
number of students by race and ethnicity studying abroad include 68.7% White, 10.9 % Latinx,
8.9% Asian, 6.4% Black, and 4.7% biracial/multiracial. Considering the demographics of the
U.S. study abroad student population, the literature of education abroad represents the majority
White, female student. The demographics represented in the majority of study abroad scholarship
explains the need to increase research about the experiences of students of color in study abroad.
Figure 1

Based on evidence of the benefits for all study abroad students, students of color
deserve the same range of college experiences afforded to all students (Martinez et al., 2009).
Benefits of study abroad have been linked to personal growth (Kasun & Saavedra, 2016; Kubota,
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2016; Wick et al., 2019), intercultural development (Cushner, 2009; Doerr, 2015; Smolcic &
Katunich, 2017), and academic gains (Hartman et al., 2020; Picard et al., 2009; Wick et al.,
2019). Studying abroad has been identified as a high impact educational practice (Kuh &
Schneider, 2008) that increases student engagement (Wick et al., 2019; Willis, 2015). Research
on study abroad programs in the University System of Georgia found undergraduate students of
color who studied abroad were 18% more likely to graduate in four years than students of color
who did not study abroad (Sutton & Rubin, 2015). In the studies of students of color in study
abroad, the benefits were specifically related to self-actualization (Willis, 2015), agency and
empowerment (Chang, 2017; Wick et al., 2019), and resistant capital (Hartmann et al., 2020) as
it relates to ways marginalized communities resist the messages of the dominant culture to
delegitimize and erase cultural meanings they value by consciously conveying messages and
behaviors that challenge the status quo (McLaren, 2015; Yasso, 2005).
Equitable participation rates in study abroad programs between students of color and
White students are influenced by participant characteristics and program characteristics.
Participant characteristics that have been identified as barriers to participation for students of
color include financial constraints (Kasravi, 2009; Martinez et al., 2009; Picard et al., 2009), lack
of family support (Guerrero, 2006; Sweeney, 2013), insufficient information about programs
(Picard et al., 2009; Martinez et al., 2009), and lack of peer influence (Picard et al., 2009, Willis,
2015). Two characteristics of study abroad programs are noted as barriers. One program
characteristic is described as lack of programs in places of interest to students of color (Kasravi,
2009; Nguyen, 2014; Sweeney, 2013; Willis, 2015). The other program characteristic that limits
students of color participation in study abroad is not seeing how the experience advances their
career inspirations (Guerrero, 2006; Kasravi, 2009; Picard et al., 2009). Interestingly, the
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majority of research on the intentions of students of color to study abroad is unpublished doctoral
dissertations (Doan, 2002; Guerrero, 2006; Kasravi, 2009; Raymondi, 2005).
In the limited study abroad literature on students of color, research is focused on the
access students of color have to study abroad. The area of access relates to needed institutional
changes and curriculum changes related to program designs. Findings from the study abroad
research indicate institutional changes increase students of color participation such as
partnerships across campus (Hartman et al., 2020; Lowe et al., 2014), which improve outreach to
underrepresented students. For example, panel discussions with students of color who studied
abroad can be promoted across campus to provide information to students through their peers
(Picard et al., 2009). Another component of the research centers on a curriculum based on equity.
The way a program is designed impacts feelings of equity for students studying abroad. Prior
research suggest pre and post orientations for the education abroad program need to construct
awareness-raising activities to prepare students for emotional reactions and experiences (Chang,
2017; Hartman et al., 2020; Willis, 2015), provide spaces to talk about identity and social
inequity issues during and after the program (Chang, 2017; Willis, 2015), promote discussions
on interracial interactions (Lowe et al., 2014), and create opportunities for students during the
program to have conversations with the community on equity and inclusion (Hartman et al.,
2020).
A growing body of literature has begun to fill-in the gap in study abroad literature by
exploring the experiences of students of color in study abroad. Hartman et al. (2020) and Chang
(2017) use asset-based approaches with an application of Critical Race Theory (CRT). In both
studies, the place of the study abroad programs impacts the experiences of the students of color.
Chang (2017) analyzed the experiences of four U.S. Latina students in a Latin American country
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and how they contributed to a study abroad program with a predominantly White participant
group. The study shows the ways identity shifts and how it is connected to the context of place.
By investigating the varying ways in which Latinas experience studying abroad in a
country that theoretically shares some of their cultural values, it is possible to shed light
on the ways in which identity manifests itself for Latinas in different contexts. The value
gained from interacting and living with Latinas in other countries lies in the global
connectivity and sense of shared responsibility of leading just lives and in the epiphanies
that come to light in examining the simultaneously stark differences of their parallel
living conditions and perspectives (Chang, 2017, p.5).
Through the connectivity of the Latina students from the United States and the Latinx
people in Latin America, Chang (2017) finds the Latina students reflected on the ways they live
at home compared to the living conditions of the local people in Guatemala. All of the Latina
students realized their privileges from living in the Global North and expressed their feelings of
guilt while studying in the Latin American country. Some Latina students formed relationships
and connected with people in the local community because of cultural similarities.
Hartman et al. (2020) explored the experiences of students of color interacting in
justice- oriented community projects. The case studies examined in this research exemplify the
connectionist idea of building alliances among people. One of the case studies illustrates how
Black students from the U.S. navigate global forms of oppression in Ghana by “allying with
local collaborators” (p.22). The students in this action research fellowship participated in the
Black is Beautiful Workshop, which initiated conversations with U.S. fellows, Ghanaian fellows,
and local community members who identify as Black.

20
Community members would gesture to Black fellows when referencing the skin color
that people wanted to achieve by bleaching, referring to them as white while doing so. In
hosting these workshops, ideologies that U.S. fellows, Ghanaian fellows, program
mentors, and other community members had around race, identity, colonialism, and
belonging were all exposed and put into conversation with one another for points of
important learning for everyone involved (Hartman et al., 2020, p. 42).
This study abroad program is an example of a collective community project
examining the positionality of the U.S. students, Ghanaian students, and community members
(Harding, 1996; Maher & Tetreault, 1996). Specifically, all people involved with the project
addressed issues of race and oppression that still exist due to colonialism (Hartman et al., 2020).
Each participant had to understand the other’s perspective with an open mind as with connected
learning and then reconcile their differences through connectivity to enact social change
(Keating, 2013; Belenky et al., 1986).
Students of Color as Heritage Seekers in Study Abroad
Heritage seeking study abroad students often have feelings and thoughts about
travelling to their homelands where they perceive a familiar place, although realities may vary
from expectations. Research on students of color who are heritage-seeking illustrate connectivity
to the people and place of the host community during the study abroad program. Often described
as heritage destinations, (Wick et al., 2019) these are locations for study abroad students that
reflect their heritage (e.g., U.S. Latinx students studying Latin America, U.S. Asian students
studying in Asia). Heritage-seeking students find study abroad programs in heritage locations
contribute to identity development (Raymondi, 2004) and gains in confidence (Guerrero, 2006).
To counteract the lack of family support for students of color to study abroad, heritage
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destinations prompt positive family responses in some cases (Ngyen, 2014). Family support for
study abroad is greater when they feel they have insight and knowledge concerning a place
(Ngyen, 2014). For example, family members of Latinx students encourage them to study abroad
in Latin America to increase an understanding of cultural heritage and gain language skills.
Wick et al. (2019) explored community cultural wealth (CCW) with several heritage
seeking social work students in Costa Rica. The following key finding in Wick et al.
demonstrates connectivity throughout the program. In findings from the research, students
leveraged linguistic and familial capital during the program. The students felt connected to their
Tico (familial term for native Costa Ricans)/host families because of language skills and shared
cultural references. These are the commonalities the students used to connect with the host
community. In Quetzali’s journal she reflects:
My ethnic background [Mexican] has assisted me in having a better understanding of
how and why do people in Costa Rica behave in a certain way. For instance, my
homestay mother is very religious and I feel that my religious background [and] being
Mexican has definitely assisted me in building a strong connection with her (p. 72).
The connectivity between Quetzali and her host mother is due to lived experiences they
share. The risk to these perceived connections is the lack of varied perspectives, which may
reinforce superficial understanding. Students who are connected knowers, with a capacity for
empathy, gain a deeper understanding of the host community acknowledging the differences
within cultural groups (Belenky et al., 1986). A student explains her approximate experiences to
increase connected knowledge:
So it just made me reflect a little bit on how maybe their experiences are similar with
family members that have also come to the United States and have integrated and have
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assimilated into the culture as well. So it just made me realize that the different levels of
experiences that we had even within the same ethnicity or race can make us be very
different or identify very differently based on our experiences. (Wick et al., 2019, p. 72)
This student is aware of being connected with cultural commonalities and interdependent
at the same time (Keating, 2013). Her comments express border thinking as her gaze on the U.S.
is altered. She reflects on her cultural heritage connection in Costa Rica and her family members
who immigrated to the U.S. and adopted the dominant culture (Mignolo, 2011). The student
interactions in the host country highlights the complexities of identities.
Heritage-seeking student experiences are complicated by the intersectionality of their
identities. U.S. students of color feel dissonance when they do not experience connection to the
host community because they are perceived as “American” without ethnic ties (Willis, 2015).
Study abroad programs support students of color as they navigate their identity by creating
spaces to initiate dialogue about reactions and experiences before, during, and after the program.
The literature on students of color in study abroad programs suggest the experiences
and connections are unique in heritage destinations and other places where cultural relevance is
leveraged (Chang, 2017; Wick et al., 2019). Study abroad faculty can increase interest by
developing programs in places where students of color make a connection to their own ethnic
background and students develop a relational worldview of interconnectedness as they interact
with the people and place of the host country.
The findings in these studies recommend study abroad programs to be cognizant of
the social composition of study abroad programs improving the access and quality for
underrepresented students (Blake et al., 2020; Chang, 2017; Hartman et al., 2020; Wick et al.,
2019; Willis, 2015). Pedagogically, study abroad programs identify culturally validating
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experiences for students of color and prepare students for issues that may arise during the
program, which underscores the connectedness of the students between themselves and host
community (Chang, 2017; Willis, 2015). In a study abroad program, students understand a
relational worldview when they also know the history of the people to the place.
Geopolitics: Global North and Global South
Study abroad and immersive experiences using a lens of coloniality promotes a binary
logic that divides people into Euro-Western and Other, which invites comparisons about the
norms of the host country, which are then interpreted as inferior or exotic. Using connectivity as
a relational approach to study abroad, the lens of coloniality is turned towards the relational
ideology of decolonization.
The geopolitics of the Global North and Global South are alternative frameworks to
the concept of globalization, which manifests homogenizing of societies and cultures. The
Global South refers to regions outside of Europe and North America. According to the Manitoba
Council for International Cooperation (2020), the terminology “Global South was chosen by the
people living in places like the Caribbean, Latin America, South America, Africa, and part of
Asia to describe themselves” (p. vi). De Sousa Santos (2016) refers to the Global South as people
and places that are excluded or marginalized by capitalism. Through his writings, de Sousa
Santos emphasizes the Global South as a distinct place of intellectual production and
epistemologies. Relations between the Global North and Global South is not only global, but also
local. The intersectional scholarship by Gloria Anzaldua (1987) explained the borderlands as a
place where colonialism exists within the boundaries of North America. Borderlands represent
marginalized people within the boundaries of the Global North. In the United States, the
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dynamics of the Global North and Global South are seen in the historical and political context of
Indigenous people and lands (Battiste, 2000; Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019).
Decolonization
It’s no longer a question of knowing the world, but of transforming it. (Fanon,
2008, p. 1)
Decolonization is a theoretical framework that was formulated during the Bandung
Conference of 1955 (Mignolo, 2011a). The conference was comprised of delegates from the
newly independent African and Asian countries who affirmed their commitment to independence
from the leading world powers. All the delegates opposed colonialism and advanced the idea of
independence for countries still under colonial rule. During the conference, the fundamental
rights of colonized people were outlined as peaceful coexistence, independent economic
development, sovereignty without interference, and the decolonization and emancipation of
people in Africa and Asia.
Decolonization analyzes the construction and hierarchy of race and racism
established by colonialism. To “unsettle” the hierarchy of race, a new description of how we
define being human needs to be established outside of colonial discourse (Wynter, 2003).
Decolonization is a strategic response to the colonial process without seeking an answer but
allowing for multiple ways to overcome colonialism (Grande, 2015). Some of the goals people
try to achieve through decolonization include a shared culture within a community and a
coexistence through diversity (languages, ways of knowing, worldviews) (Grande, 2015;
Mignolo, 2011a). Global relations have been impacted through the historical, economic, and
sociopolitical aspects of colonialism creating issues of power and privilege.
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Scholars focusing on decolonization make clear that decolonization and colonialism
are not binary (Grande, 2015; Mignolo, 2011a; Quijano, 2000). Defining decolonization cannot
be done without an explanation of colonization implicating a dynamic relationship between the
two. Decolonization began as soon as colonization swept across the globe and divided the world.
History of Colonialism
American domination-the only domination from which one never recovers (Aime Cesaire, p.77).
Colonialism is based on the exploitation, oppression, and domination of civilizations.
The formation of global powers and the privileging of Western countries and culture began with
the historical period known as the Enlightenment (Smith 2013). Western European countries
conquered and controlled nonwhite, non-European people across the globe (Battiste, 2000). As
colonialism spread European culture and values, European ideology colonized physical bodies
and minds. This idea of Eurocentrism emphasizes difference between European civilization and
non-European societies (Battiste, 2000).
Colonies were outposts for nation-states that not only provided raw materials but also
replicated the language and culture of the settlers (Smith, 2013). Colonialism was an exploitative
system that extracted resources and wealth from the colonies. In 1493 the imaginary boundaries
between “East” and “West” was legitimized by the papacy (Smith, 2013). From the beginning of
colonization, Christian missionaries believed they needed to “save” the Indigenous people from
their primitive beliefs by converting them to Christianity (Wynter, 2003). Considering
Indigenous beliefs as backward and inferior, the Christian missionaries justified their image of
the Indigenous as savage thereby dehumanizing them. By dehumanizing Indigenous people,
Europeans justified their conquest and domination.
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Renaissance humanists redefined the human outside the parameters of the church as
rational individuals with the ability to control the natural world (Wynter, 2003). The humanists
of the Renaissance were centered in Europe and did not accept beliefs of non-Europeans, which
meant those beliefs could not coexist but must be extinguished. The people Western European
conquerors encountered in Africa and the New World were viewed as pagan and subhuman,
making it acceptable to oppress and assimilate these non-Europeans (Wynter, 2003). This
Eurocentric logic advances the understanding of human as the pinnacle of the hierarchy of living
things on earth due to evolution. As superior beings, humans have the obligation to expand the
territory of the state through imperialism. Humanism justified the colonization of the land and
people in Africa and the Americas.
Any knowledge not centered in the Eurocentric West was considered inferior or
lacking. This situation led to the colonizers deciding what cultural norms were acceptable and
what knowledge was privileged causing a lack of coexistence of culture and knowledge between
the Indigenous and colonizer (Battiste, 2000; Grande, 2015; Smith, 2013). Trying to eliminate
representations of Indigenous cultures, the Europeans used the paradigm of superiority to
assimilate diverse worldviews. The Western colonizers devalued Indigenous local knowledge
and sources such as oral stories and relationships between community members (Smith, 2013).
By marginalizing local knowledge, the colonizers decreased the human dignity of the colonized.
Latin American scholars describe the continuation of marginality through coloniality.
The concept of coloniality according to Latin American theorists is the continuation of the
imbalance in power relations around the world and the acknowledgement that colonialism takes
many forms (Mignolo, 2011a; Quijano, 2000; Walsh, 2007). Within the coloniality framework,
the West’s project of colonization ended during the 21st century, although, the westernization of
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the world continues through neoliberalism. The sociocultural power dynamic between European
and non-European still exists as the legacy of colonialism.
Even though the political condition of colonialism ended, coloniality continues the
European and non-European sociocultural hierarchy through politics, economics, and culture
(Quijano, 2000). According to Anibal Quijano (2000), the “idea of race” [an invented construct]
was a tool invented 500 years ago and used by the colonizer to socially dominate the colonized.
Within the Latin American region, a human hierarchy was created between Spaniards and
Indigenous peoples based on perceived race. Quijano (2000) notes the need for an expanding
continuum and valuing of human differences through categories (i.e. mestizos, mulattos, and
other forms of hybridity). These categories of human difference are not based in genetics or
cultural history as variations are seen throughout history. To unsettle coloniality, a (re)definition
and (re)description of humans and race needs to be created (Walsh, 2007). The coloniality of
race is present in the biopolitics of the U.S. where racism perpetuates the hierarchy of people.
According to Brown (2005), difference can be perceived as “us against them” where social
norms in a culture maybe normal and any variances are abnormal and considered as “other” In
Latin America the racist colonial system links the concepts of race and class within a country
and, also, between countries. As the paths between North America and Latin America diverge,
North America creates itself as superior through global capitalism (Walsh, 2007). This creates an
us/them dynamic within a Latin American country and also between Global North and Global
South countries.
Postcolonialism/Orientalism
The history of Western colonization across the globe provides a common structure
for the theories of postcolonialism and decolonization, although, the pathways for these theories
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differ. The foundation of postcolonial is rooted in the colonialism of India and Palestine. To
confront colonialism, Edward Said (1979) addresses the way the West views the East through the
Western discourse of Orientalism. The idea of Orientalism involves a fictional description and
narrative of the Orient, which is created by the West and treated as truth (Said, 1979). The West
articulates a perceived superiority over an inferior Orient (Said, 1979). Orientalism implies
imperial power by using colonial knowledge and discounting local knowledge (Said, 1979). The
Orient (Global South) is represented as undeveloped and needing the Global North to provide the
intellectual framework to help them develop. An example of Orientalism discourse would be the
idea that Eastern cultures do not contribute new knowledge but steal intellectual property from
the West for economic gain. Another social script related to discourse would be that India is an
underdeveloped country that relies on the West for its advancement and economy. Orientalism is
a discourse failing to identify the human experience and exacerbating the East’s unequal power
relationship with the West (Said, 1979). In order to understand the current discourse of West and
East, past relations with colonial power and the struggle of countries in the Global South need to
be examined to discover the misrepresentation and continuity of oppression. The perpetuation of
Orientalism is due to the power of governmental structures such as education, which advances
Western history and dominance while dismissing Eastern and Global South culture from the
curriculum.
The concept of East as primitive and West as modern leads to the concept of
modernity (Said, 1979). Modernity is a European narrative claiming the accomplishments of
Western civilization as the model for all civilizations (Mignolo, 2011a). The idea that the power
of countries is based on progress and development are part of modernity. The United States
embraced a pattern of development and capitalism that positioned them as a world power.

29
Terminology such as “developing” and “Third World” were used for non-European and South
American countries (Smith, 2013). These terms are devised from the discourse of modernity,
which constructs a hierarchy between countries. The discourse of modernity continues colonized
thinking with asymmetrical power structures. Quijano (2000) claims coloniality and modernity
are each part of the other (Mignolo, 2011a). Modernity informs the understanding of places with
specific and rigid boundaries without acknowledging their socially-constructed nature.
Linda Tuhiwai Smith (2013) describes the discourse of postcolonialism from an
Indigenous perspective where colonization has been dissolved and does not exist because the
colonizers have left. Postcolonialism is a process to expel the colonizer and remove colonial
power, which has not occurred (Grande, 2015; Smith, 2013). Indigenous people are still seeking
justice from the Global North. According to Smith, the concept of decolonization is a process of
“divesting of colonial power”, which is different than postcolonialism. To disrupt the discourse
of colonization, the Indigenous people express their history and their stories about their
communities instead of letting others define them. The phrase “cognitive imperialism” describes
the way Eurocentric ideologies dominate the mind because of forced assimilation (Battiste,
2000). Indigenous communities expressing their culture, language, and social practices is part of
the process of decolonization.
Understanding Land and Settler Colonialism
Settler colonialism is described by Tuck, McKenzie, and McCoy (2014) as a form of
colonization where outsiders take over land inhabited by Indigenous peoples and claim it as their
own. The settlers position themselves as superior to the “wild” people that need to be “tamed”.
Indigenous peoples are forced from their land through treaties, violence, and disease. The treaties
were signed in good faith by Indigenous people and broken by the government in power
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(Battiste, 2000). Land-based settlement occurs as settlers need more space and then claim
ownership through personal property. Settlers gain resources and make the land their own with
the support of the government (Tuck & Yang, 2012). The destruction of Indigenous communities
and their connection to place began as soon as Europeans settled in the Americas.
Land and its environs are living entities and not commodities to be bought, sold,
mined, stripped, and exploited. The idea of land as renewable and sustainable is different than
land as a home and cultural identity (Kimmerer, 2013). Grande (2015) writes about how these
laws of the land create an environment for people, plants, animals, and minerals to thrive and
flourish through reciprocity. Reciprocity allows for land and water to be a source for life and, in
return, people give gratitude and care for the world. Indigenous communities maintain resources
and continuity of place through a right relationship with the land. Being in a right relationship
with the land is an Indigenous way to live in a sustainable, loving relationship with all of nature
(Kimmerer, 2013). If people take care of the land, the land will care for all living things. Settler
colonialism disrupts the Indigenous community’s relationship with the land as Indigenous people
are forcibly removed from the land (Tuck & Yang, 2012). For Tuck and Yang (2012), the only
way forward through decolonization is with land reparations.
Pirbhai-Illich and Martin (2019) have a different view about settler colonialism and
believe the future is through an understanding of “how different ways of being and knowing
produce different relationships with land” (p. 87). Indigenous ways of knowing and their views
of the world are shaped by living intimately with the land (Battiste, 2016). Pirbhai-Illich and
Martin (2019) critique the lack of literature on North to South immersion programs and study
abroad programs in relation to the colonial aspects of the land.
Looking forward, Not back
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Going back to a precolonial society is trying to relive history without recognizing
the changes and disruptions during colonization. Fanon (1963) insists on turning towards the
future instead of trying to reclaim the past. The way forward connects the current world with the
past. Fanon’s writings are as relevant today as they were in the 1960s. The current state forward
for people in the Global South is resistance through decolonization.
Colonization intertwines Western Eurocentric cultures with Indigenous cultures
through shared history (Little Bear, 2000). These shared experiences corrupt how Indigenous
people understand the world leaving a “jagged worldview” where Indigenous people no longer
have their previous worldview and do not embrace a Eurocentric worldview (Little Bear, 2000).
The Indigenous worldview becomes a puzzle to put together that is different than the dominant
worldview. Neither the Indigenous or dominant is a pure worldview, they are each a hybridized
way of thinking,
The idea that Indigenous cultures need to be preserved and rescued from Western
Eurocentric influence portrays a culture frozen in time (Appiah, 2006; Said, 1979). The cultures
of the Global South have the ability to decide the ways they choose to adapt and change to global
capitalism. To think the people of the Global South are always acted upon without choice is
patronizing (Appiah, 2006). This is another way the Global North is making moral decisions and
placing their own visions on the Global South. Historically, cultures spread their ideas through
conquest, trade, and travel creating gradual transformations (Willinsky, 1998). According to
Appiah (2006), “Societies without change aren’t authentic; they’re just dead” (p. 4).
The process of decolonization include ways of divesting Western-centered
knowledge, language and culture. Resisting the domination of the Western discourse on
knowledge, local communities reclaim and recreate their common knowledge and way of being.
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Action by Indigenous communities to live alongside the dominant culture leads to progress
towards their own ways of being and knowing.
Decolonization of Western Ways of Knowing
Latin American theorists Quijano and Mignolo noted that colonialism has not ended
and continues through the ideology of coloniality. (Mignolo, 2011a; Quijano, 2000). Coloniality
privileges the Eurocentric way of being and knowing as “normal” and any variations as “other.”
Coloniality, as a way of knowing, is founded on a hierarchal structure. Decolonization, as an
alternative way of knowing, concentrates on a relational structure.
Boaventura de Sousa Santos (2016) claims that Western thought through a
westernized epistemology has dominated the colonized at the expense of the epistemology of
marginalized people with their local knowledge and wisdom. Western Eurocentric ways of
thinking are considered superior making this way of thinking prominent across the Global North
and Global South. European texts, histories, concepts, and values dominate across the Global
North and the Global South (Cortina et al., 2019; Mitchell, 2019).The failure to recognize how
people in the Global South understand their daily life experiences and acknowledge what they
value through varied ways of knowing is called cognitive injustice (Mitchell, 2019; Santos,
2016). Western ideology colonizes the “other” by reducing their pluriverse of diverse ways of
knowing and learning into one universal system (Prakash & Esteva, 1998).
The acceptance and coexistence of different ways of knowing are based in
decoloniality. Gustavo Esteva (2019) explains, “if we want to seriously take into consideration
different ways of knowing, we need to consider at least four different elements:” (p. 502). First,
there is an understanding of what counts as knowledge. Second, how knowledge is shared and
received is known. Third, power and politics play a role in the relationships between members of
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the community and how the knowledge is used in the community (Esteva, 2019). Indigenous
people do not have one way of knowing but acknowledge a pluriverse view of the world with
many ways of understanding the world (Four Arrows, 2016; Mignolo, 2011a). Four Arrows
(2016) notes that the concept of worldview is a Western construct and may not fully explain the
vision and understanding of Indigenous people.
Education: From Colonization towards Decolonization
The public classroom in the Global North is a space where political and cultural
norms are reproduced and reinforced by those in power (Mohanty, 2003). For Indigenous people,
the purpose of state education has been to indoctrinate students in the knowledge and culture
determined by the government which may not reflect the heritage, knowledge, and culture of the
students (Battiste, 2013; Grande, 2004). The Eurocentric curriculum values independence over
cooperation and individualism above collaboration. The current education system continues the
humanism logic that humans are superior to nature and the environment (Grande, 2004; Wynter,
2003). The 1960s were a time of resistance for Native Americans and other marginalized people
in the U.S. Native Americans pushed for self-determination as they established tribally
controlled schools (Grande, 2004).
Tribally controlled education became a space for an equitable education where
students developed their identity. Students gained affirmation in diverse ways of knowing. Land
education is a personal understanding of the familial and intergenerational relations to the land
(Tuck et al., 2014). Being on the land, people experience memories of everyday lived
experience of both the living and ancestors. Tuck, McKenzie, and McCoy (2014) explain how
the Indigenous peoples’ relation to the land is intimately related to a collective ontology and not
an individual possession. Connection to place and people is a relational approach leading to a
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decolonized education system which acknowledges the oppression and marginalization of
Indigenous people by decentering the Eurocentric system imposed by settler colonialism.
Decolonizing education is all about equity for disempowered people. Within the
space of a classroom, teachers use collaborative methods to facilitate socially transformative
actions by the students (Battiste, 2013). In this collective space, students develop community
values of sharing, respect, and mutual recognition. Students think critically and develop critical
practices while conscious of injustices in colonized spaces (Mohanty, 2003). Decolonized
education incorporates the shared lived experiences of the students and the acceptance of
difference.
The lived experience of students is unique and place-specific which is based on the
context of the history and geopolitics of where they live. Because classrooms are spaces where
difference exists, immersion programs are used by educational institutions to develop
intercultural competencies (Pirbhai-Illich et al., 2017). Pirbhai-Illich and Martin (2019) analyze
international immersion and service-learning programs in teacher education in Decolonizing
Teacher Education in Immersion Contexts: Working with space, place, and boundaries. Their
analysis focuses on students from the Global North participating in a teacher preparation
immersion program located in the Global South to prepare them for culturally and linguistically
diverse classrooms. To be clear, the authors identify education experiences in the Global South
as both global and local such as First Nations schools in Canada. According to the authors, there
is a lack of evidence of the transferability of intercultural competencies into the classroom which
can be explained by students reverting to the colonial discourse of feeling threatened by changes
to a national culture once they are home/Global North. Another consideration for Global NorthGlobal South immersion programs is the assumption by students that they understand a culture

35
through proximity. Without confronting their own positionality, students are unable to disrupt
their own views on the sociocultural and historical contexts that they come from.
Teacher education programs have created many ways for preservice teachers to
develop intercultural competencies. Pirbhai-Illich and Martin (2019) claim cultural diversity is
another way to categorize people between “diverse” and “not diverse.” This creates a coloniality
discourse of the Eurocentric dominant culture as the norm and everyone else (Global South) as
diverse. It calls into question the intention of Global North education systems to prepare teachers
for cultural diversity.
Immersion programs need to reduce the risk of continued oppression for people who
are marginalized by coloniality (Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019). The authors suggest teacher
educators decolonize themselves by accepting coloniality as a global system and for teacher
educators who are white to educate themselves. Teacher educators who embody whiteness need
to expand their thinking to include other ways of knowing and, also, learn how to disconnect
from structures that privilege them. In immersion programs, teacher educators decolonize
themselves and the program by considering the geopolitics of places.
In A decolonizing study abroad program in Mexico for pre-service teachers: Taking
on the cultural mismatch between teachers and students, Kasun (2017) analyzes a teacher
education study abroad program from the Global North to the Global South (Mexico) using a
decolonizing lens. The ways the study abroad program demonstrated decolonizing approaches
was by including Indigenous ways of knowing in the curriculum through readings and
experiences, building mutual relationships with partners in Mexico, and creating a sense of
community among the study abroad students. The place, the community, and the students were
interconnected in the learning experience. “Decolonization also refers to the need to understand
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the histories of systemic oppression and efforts to thrive in the collective by responding in ways
that lead toward recognition of past/present histories of oppression and toward our collective
healing” (Kasun, 2017, p. 192). The preservice teachers’ empathy generated by the study abroad
program for migrants in the U.S. demonstrates the connectivity in this study abroad program.
The program also expresses decolonization with the study abroad students’ acknowledgement
that different ways of knowing can coexist.
Theoretical Framework: Connectivity
When people from the Global North acknowledge that they are situated within
systems of power that create advantages and difficulties, they can build relations and reflect a
decolonizing way of thinking with people in the Global South. Connectivity through a
decolonizing lens allows people to build intersections and relationships within the context of the
history and lived experiences of others and with the understanding of asymmetrical power
structures (Cajete, 2000; Keating, 2013; Mignolo, 2011a; Walsh, 2007). Connections between
people occur if “we learn to acknowledge and reduce the discomfort that usually accompanies
interactions across identity, society, and different experiences” (Taranath, 2019, p. 13).
Connectivity happens when people are valued through empathy and reciprocity. The relational
framework of connectivity with other theories of connected knowing, interconnectivity, and
Indigenous ways of knowing is visualized in Figure 2. In Figure 2 connected knowing is linked
to interconnectivity. Threshold theories are a bridge between connected knowing and
interconnectivity. Connected knowing associates with Indigenous ways of knowing as the
feminist theory of connected knowing evolves towards a feminist without borders view.
Interconnectivity connects to Indigenous ways of knowing as radical interconnectivity is part of
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the theory of interconnectivity. In the following discussion, the theories will be defined and
explained.
Figure 2.
Model of Connectivity

Radical Interconnectivity

Women’s Ways of Knowing (WWK) Theory
The idea that learning is a social endeavor also reflects the idea that knowledge is
relational and reflective of a person’s personal history (Ruddick, 2009). Belenky, Clinchy,
Goldberger, and Tarule (1986) introduced the theory on women’s ways of knowing and learning
in response to the research on learning and knowing of Harvard males by William Perry (1970),
which ignored the development of women. The authors of WWK intended to build and critique
Perry’s work as they focused on women’s experiences. The WWK theory reveals the ways
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women understand the world and demonstrates how learning is contextual and relational (Maher
& Tetreault, 1996). Through her work on human development, Gilligan (1982) positions people
who view themselves as separate with a justice orientation while people who view themselves as
connected with a care orientation. Adopting these terms, Belenky et al. (1986) described separate
and connected knowing “not to any sort of relationship between the self and another person but
to relationships between knowers and the objects (or subjects) of knowing (which may or may
not be persons)” (p. 102). Belenky et al. shift the orientation of Gilligan’s terms of separate and
connected away from interactions between people and towards an epistemological orientation.
Separate knowers are critical thinkers who use an objective analysis towards the
object (Belenky et al., 1986; Clinchy, 1996; Ruddick, 1996). They are pragmatic and strategic in
their thoughts and behaviors, excluding feelings and personal attachment. Being adversarial and
argumentative, the separate knower automatically takes an opposing point of view to validate
their knowledge and does not seek commonality (Clinchy, 1996). Within WWK theory, separate
knowing follows a traditional, Western path of knowing leading towards a Western orientation of
individualism (Belenky et al., 1986; Harding, 1996). Separate and connected knowing are not
binary but, rather, ways of thinking that coexist in varying degrees within an individual (Galotti,
1998). Inner conflicts exist as separate and connected knowing change a person’s conscious
understanding depending on the time in one’s life, history, or circumstance (Belenky et al.,
1986). As the integration of thinking and feeling develops within a person, connected knowing
becomes more evident.
Connected knowledge comes from personal experience. Connected knowers learn
through empathy by seeing ideas and experiences through the lens of the other person (Belenky
et al., 1986; Clinchy, 1996; Stanton, 1996). To understand other people’s ideas, connected
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knowers try to approximate the experience that has led to a person’s idea. A connected knower
asks the question, “What circumstances led you to that perception?” (Belenky et al., 1986, p.
114). To answer this question, a person needs to understand that ideas stem from someone’s
personal history and these ideas are socially situated. The connected knower is open to other
points of view without judgement (Galotti, 1998). Experiencing alternate perspectives, connected
knowers gain an awareness of other people’s ways of thinking.
A group of connected knowers learn to trust each other and feel supported through the
commonality of an experience while engaging in “collaborative explorations.” Belenky et al.
(1986) suggest that “connected knowing works best when members of the group meet over a
long period of time and get to know each other well” (p. 119). Connected knowledge begins with
a relationship and evolves to connected learning through feeling and thinking (Belenky et al.,
1986; Clinchy, 1996; Stanton, 1996). Members in the group communicate when they disagree
and deliberate to form a collective understanding (Ruddick, 1996). The group of connected
knowers learn through these shared interactions (Maher & Tetreault, 1996).
Education and Connected Knowledge In a connected classroom teachers and students
emphasize shared goals through democratic practices. Student growth is facilitated by teachers
who guide students to develop their ideas, encourage them to realize their own understanding,
and challenge them in their thinking (Enns, 1993). Teachers empower each student in the
connected classroom and help them reach their potential by valuing all contributions through the
exchange of perspectives which leads to creative solutions (Enns, 1993, p. 8). In a
nonjudgmental environment, a connected knowing discussion goes beyond listening and
acceptance. Students relate their experiences and highlight their difference of perspectives. Then,
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the teacher and students discover the reasons for the difference and the basis of each position. As
a class, the students are encouraged to reconcile differences (Stanton, 1996).
In feminist pedagogies, such as connected knowing, the significance of learning is a
mutual experience between the students and teacher since knowledge does not flow one way
(Mohanty, 2003). The focus is on the student’s knowledge and development. Within a connected
classroom the students become a part of a supportive group where the students express their
ideas and the other students learn by constructing knowledge through consensus (Belenky et al.,
1986). Each student connects their personal experiences with experiences shared by other
students. The teachers in a connected class encourage diversity of thought through respectful
discussion and listening (Belenky et al., 1986; Clinchy, 1996; Stanton, 1996).
An example of the way connected learning exemplified empathy and caring was
illustrated in a community project in Los Angeles. In the “Skid Row Project,” students from five
schools and universities worked with the community of homeless people to advocate and raise
awareness of the invisibility of the homeless through art (Hasio, 2016). The images and locations
of the murals were decided by listening to the homeless community. One mural titled What I See
Can Be Me shows portraits of different people to elicit feelings from the people in the
community to relate to the homeless people in the community (Hasio, 2016). This project
initiated connected knowing between the artist students and the homeless people. The murals
also produced a level of connected knowing between the people in the community empathizing
and visibly seeing the people who are homeless.
Empathy, trust, and understanding are part of the connected learning in the classroom
(Belenky et al., 1986; Clinchy, 1996; Stanton, 1996). But the definition and examples of
connected knowing do not focus on the social responsibility and struggles for equality beyond
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the class. Mohanty (2003) states, “a radical teacher does not entail merely processing received
knowledges (however critically one does this) but also actively transforming knowledges” (p.
201). Learning about varying perspectives related to power is complex and students need to
examine ideas and place as they relate to positionality. Teachers can create space for students to
learn about varying perspectives while students need to examine these perspectives as they relate
to power and positionality.
Departing and Building upon WWK. The WWK theory provided an alternative
way of knowing the world through a feminist perspective. Ten years after WWK, the authors
acknowledge they were more focused on individual findings and overlooked communities of
people relative to race, class, sexuality and culture (Goldberger, 1996). The authors accept and
promote the rethinking of the theory including how they now present the theory. In the WWK
research, they failed to analyze how knowledge production is influenced by positionality and
oppression (Keating, 2013; Maher & Tetreault, 1996). Critics of the theory change the narrative
by expanding and rethinking the relationship between knowledge and power. The Women’s
Ways of Knowing is a theory and others have built on the premise while transforming and
shifting its meaning over the years.
Some critics consider the WWK theory as subjective only focusing on feelings and
intuition (Goldberg, 1996; Maher & Tetreault, 1996; Stanton, 1996). Belenky et al. (1986)
explain connected knowing as building on the subjectivist epistemology that knowledge comes
from accessing other people’s personal experiences. Similarities between subjectivism and
connected knowing include valuing personal experiences and uncritically accepting differing
perspectives, although, the construction of knowledge is more complex in connected knowing
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(Clinchy, 1996). The learning through WWK extends understanding through the reconciliation
of various perspectives (Clinchy, 1996; Enns, 1993; Stanton, 1996).
WWK and women’s studies have been criticized for generalizing all women’s
experiences and knowledge. Maher and Tetreault (1996) believe the limitations in WWK involve
the generalizing of women without considering differences between them. Whereas gender is a
single axis of identity, Hill Collins and Bilge (2016) explain that the organization of power in a
society needs to be understood in terms of multiple social divisions and not a singular axis of
race, gender, or class. One of the classroom examples represented in the research examines how
the students gained a sense of their place in the world through readings that positioned them as
people of race, class, and nationality in relation to other women (Maher & Tetreault, 1996).
Another shift in the WWK theory is the need to lead the conversation from individual
development towards a community of learners (Goldberger, 1996; Maher & Tetreault, 1996).
Within the context of a classroom full of individual students, these students also make
connections of meaning between themselves creating a community of knowers (Maher &
Tetreault, 1996). Communities of knowers allow for collective ways of knowing. Harding (1996)
addresses the need to expand the theory to include women community activists and women in
collective community projects to add the perspective of political struggle as part of women’s
ways of knowing.
Social movement activism during the 1960s and 1970s formed alliances with other
struggling groups moving towards a more collective way of knowing (Hill Collins & Bilge,
2016). In the United States, African-American women formed alliances with Chicana, Latina,
Native American, and Asian American women. This coalition of women groups raised the
awareness of the multiple axis of race, gender, class, and sexuality in lived experiences. Through
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intersectionality, communities of knowers created spaces where groups could meet and organize
to create collective work related to their social issues.
Intersectionality can be used by people to recognize that the organization of power in
a society needs to be understood in terms of multiple social divisions and not one singular axis of
race, gender, or class (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016). Intersectionality is used as an analytic tool to
develop strategies and more accurately analyze issues of oppression and social problems (hooks,
1994). Using intersectionality as an analytic tool, growing global inequality can be understood
through vulnerable populations impacted by changes in the global economy and others that
benefit from these changes.
Critical inquiry and praxis are intertwined with intersectionality by using the struggles
and experiences of marginalized populations to gain understanding of human behavior (Hill
Collins & Bilge, 2016; hooks, 1994). Being critical requires researchers to be self-reflexive in
thought as well as criticize social injustices. Political and social movements rely on collective
knowing through intersectionality to change public policy. Intersectionality has moved beyond
civil rights frameworks, as suggested in Kimberle Crenshaw’s early articles, to a human rights
framework and advocacy (Hill & Bilge, 2016). Human rights laws consider (1) definition of
intersectionality and government obligations; (2) how it is applied in practice; (3) decisions,
reports, recommendations and remedies. Intersectional analysis illuminates important global
trends in social justice, power relations, and human rights.
Building on the understanding of global inequality through intersectionality,
Mohanty (2003) envisions a decolonial feminism with her framework of feminism without
borders. Feminism without borders is “feminism without silences and exclusions in order to draw
attention to the tension between the simultaneous plurality and narrowness of borders and the
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emancipatory potential of crossing through, with, and over these borders in our everyday lives”
(Mohanty, 2003, p. 2). Through decolonial feminism, Global South feminists critique Western
feminist discourse and uses the intersectionality of culture, race, and class to find “common
contexts of struggle” and solidarity (p. 11).
Threshold Theories
Other forms of feminist thinking consider the spaces where conflict occurs as
transformations in ways of thinking. In her book Transformation Now! AnaLouise Keating
(2013) explores “threshold theories” as a form of transformational thinking and an alternative to
oppositional/binary thinking. The concept of threshold “represents complex interconnections
among a variety of sometimes contradictory worlds-points crossed by multiple intersecting
possibilities, opportunities, and challenges” (p. 10). People with divergent ideas, varying
worldviews, and different ways of thinking need to create a space for open dialogue and continue
to listen to each other even when ideas or beliefs feel uncomfortable. The goal is for everyone to
reach a connection through commonalities and empathy, not to find a permanent solution.
Another threshold theorist is Gloria Anzaldua (2002) who proposes her connectionist theory
of nepantla in “now let us shift”:
When perpetual conflict erodes a sense of connectedness and wholeness la nepantlera
calls on the ‘connectionist’ faculty to show the deep common ground and interwoven
kinship among all things and people. This faculty, one of less-structured thoughts, lessrigid categorizations, and thinner boundaries, allows us to picture-via reverie, dreaming,
and artistic creativity-similarities instead of solid divisions (pp. 567-68).
In her description, Anzaldua (2002) views nepantla as a different way of thinking where
connectionist thinking is preferable to oppositional thinking. Oppositional thinking refers to
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differences and separateness (Keating, 2013). Like the WWK separatist thinking, oppositional
thinking uses polarities of thought to create conflict. A connectionist individual looks for
alliances among people and does not focus on divisiveness and labels. As individuals listen
deeply and with an open mind, they seek a commonality, which Anzaldua (2002) described as
“unmapped common ground.” These interactions are unmapped leaving the possibilities of
tentative and temporary common ground without limitations. Other theories consider thinking
from the outside using alternatives instead of commonalities.
Border thinking is a way of thinking outside the hegemonic and universal Western way of
thinking towards alternative expressions of knowing, not seeking commonality but coexistence.
Mignolo was very much influenced by Gloria Anzaldua’s (1987) Borderland/La Frontera: The
New Mestiza and the idea of people living at the border both physically and consciously. The
U.S./Mexico border is a geopolitical space where people dwell both physically and consciously.
Border thinking reflects a decolonizing alternative knowledge by those who have been excluded
from the production of knowledge by coloniality. Mignolo (2011) explained the problem with
modern Western epistemology is that it is territorial and views the border as a place to be
conquered and dominated by modern Western thought legitimizing coloniality. For example,
Indigenous languages in Mexico have been considered inferior to modern European languages.
Thinking in an Indigenous language such as Nahuatl cannot be compared to thinking in a modern
European language such as Spanish. With border thinking, both Nahuatl and Spanish coexist
equally (Mignolo, 2011). While acknowledging the similarity of “threshold” with “border”,
Keating (2013) uses the term “threshold” to emphasize the “ability to contain and transform
multiple opposing perspectives and their promise of transformation” (p. 11). Border thinking is
decentering Western ideology towards a space where all ideologies “coexist in conflictive and
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tense relations” (Mignolo, 2011). Mignolo is referring to a pluralistic ideology where multiple
ways of knowing and being coexist in the world but may not overlap or have commonalities.
Theorizing interconnectivity, AnnaLouise Keating (2013) writes about her vision for
transformational learning and growth. Interconnectivity as a framework views all individuals as
interlinked and interconnected in many ways. To solve conflicts, individuals using a
connectionist approach look for commonalities and ways to heal through the following steps.
Individuals begin to resolve conflicts by listening deeply and with an open mind allowing for
vulnerability. Then, they build alliances and create reciprocity with others. When individuals
view themselves as interrelated and realize their actions impacts others, these individuals learn to
self-reflect on relational ethics to bring about transformation.
As an educator, Keating (2013) uses interconnectivity to develop a pedagogical
framework where students explore the limitations of the hegemonic belief in individualism and
recognize the relational worldview of interconnectedness. Incorporating the pedagogy of
interconnectivity, Keating strives to achieve three goals with her students. First, self-growth for
students occurs in classroom communities where all individuals and their contributions are
considered equally important. Second, the individual differences of each student and their lived
experiences are preserved as students seek commonalities. The end goal is for students to
understand how their actions impact others. Students’ feelings of interconnectedness embolden
them to enact social change. Keating expands the idea of interconnectedness for students and
others as being responsible towards each other and all living things.
Keating (2013) defines radical interconnectivity as the relatedness of all living things.
The idea of being interconnected and responsible for all things also exemplifies reciprocity.
Robin Wall Kimmerer (2013), a member of the Citizen Potawatomi Nation, illustrates
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interconnectedness as a gift all things bring to the world. She tells the story of water “as life
sustainer making plants grow, creating homes for fish and mayflies” (p. 310). When humans
damage and pollute the water, their actions impact and damage a whole ecosystem. Kimmerer
describes the responsibility of humans to restore and renew the water through reciprocity which,
then, creates a relationship with all things. The concept of being related to all of existence is a
key tenant to Indigenous ways of knowing.
Indigenous Ways of Knowing
Before discussing Indigenous ways of knowing, it should be noted that Indigenous
knowledge is not a “monolithic epistemological concept” (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2008). The
multiple perspectives of Indigenous knowledge are represented by many Indigenous scholars.
Cajete (2000) explained Indigenous philosophy as a relationship that exists among all living
things where everything is related, making the relationship people have with the natural world
through reciprocity as an essential component to living in harmony. Another component of
Indigenous philosophy is the belief that all relationships have a natural history. People have a
“history of relationship” towards each other and the context of place where they know each other
(Cajete, 2000).
Relationships among people and nature are an integral part of Native communities. The
natural world is an extension of a Native community and the idea of place is the foundation of
identity for the community (Cajete, 2000). Place is embedded in the beliefs and ways of knowing
of Indigenous people and knowledge is deeply seated in a specific place, which can only be
recognized through being at that place (Basso, 1996; O’Laughlin, 2014). People create a context
for place and it becomes a way people connect with each other which also means that the place
becomes connected to the people and the community (van Wyk, 2014). Local people in a
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community bestow meaning to their places and enrich them with social importance. (Basso,
1996). Community includes the people and the natural world where they live (van Wyk, 2014).
Thinking and being coexist within Indigenous learning. While mainstream education
separates the mind and the body, Indigenous learning (re)centers interconnectedness and
decenters binary thinking. According to Four Arrows (2013), “an indigenized approach weaves
the empirical and the symbolic, nature and culture, self and community, power and love into a
unified and unique vision of the world” (p. 65). Indigenous learning paths lead to learning
experiences constructed on connections with all things including places. Indigenous ways of
thinking are bound by the connectedness of people within a community and with nature (Cajete,
2000).
In Teaching Truly, Four Arrows (2013) represents educational goals as the balance
between the mind, body, and spirit. He believes there is relevance in the process of indigenizing
mainstream education with the following cautions. Before teaching with Indigenous wisdom,
nonindigenous teachers need to realize they can never fully understand Indigenous beliefs.
Nonindigenous teachers need to understand that the entire Western-centric educational system is
built from coloniality (Battiste 2008). A Western-centric education system values individualism,
which is in contrast to the importance of community within an Indigenous belief (Battiste, 2008;
van Wyk, 2014). An Indigenous education values creative thinking, equity and respect, and
interconnectedness.
In a 4-week education abroad program in Mexico, Kasun and Saavedra (2016) describe
the depth of connection the researchers and teacher candidates experience in an indigenized
program. During the program, the students read The Four Agreements by Don Miguel Ruiz
(1997) and applied the Toltec wisdom to their own experiences. This Indigenous wisdom created
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personal standards of behaviors and actions for the teacher candidates and an interconnectivity
through a relational worldview (Cajete, 2000; Keating, 2013). At home, the teacher candidates
discovered a connectedness with the individuals they met in Mexico through the stories of the
lived experiences of these individuals (Belenky et al., 1986). Beyond the study abroad program,
teacher candidates realized the interconnectedness of the experiences they were having in
Mexico with the ELL students in their schools. “This empathy was described at length
throughout the program by teacher candidates and remained durable even upon return, and we
attribute it in large part to the robustness of how much the teacher candidates worked toward
understanding the other and seeing themselves in the Mexicans with whom they were able to
conviver” (Kasun & Saavedra, 2016, p. 699). In the study abroad program, the teacher candidates
engaged in understanding the lives and stories of the people they met in Mexico. The empathy
developed by the teacher candidates created an interconnectedness between them and the people
in Mexico they came to know.
Bridging Theory
Connected knowledge, interconnectivity, and Indigenous ways of knowing are multiple
views of processing knowledge. Each theory is a way to view the world and produce knowledge
without coming to one final or complete conclusion. The similarity between these theories is the
way knowledge is produced through relationships and a relational worldview.
The discussion of Indigenous knowledge is complicated by political, cultural and ethical
concerns. My intention is not to coopt indigenized ways of thinking into my own research or to
essentialize. Essentialism constructs the meaning of a specific category in terms of unchanging
properties (essences), for example, Indigenous people (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 2008). As a white
female, I am aware of colonizing research. To decolonize the research, I include local
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community members such as the teachers, administrators, and school liaison in the research and
share findings with the local community (Patel, 2016; Smith, 2013). By doing research with the
local community instead of on the community, I can put agency in the hands of local community
members (Patel, 2016; Smith, 2013). My intent is to create partnerships and collaborations
within the local community for the purpose of research. Right now, I look to bridge the feminist
theory of connected knowledge, the threshold theory of interconnectivity and Indigenous ways of
knowing. I am using the idea of connectivity to theorize by relating these ways of knowing into a
coherent story explaining phenomena and observations in study abroad.
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3 METHODOLOGY
During the last several years as a faculty member in a large southeastern college, I have
been involved with study abroad within the college of education. When the opportunity for me to
participate in a study abroad program was proposed in one of my graduate courses, I seized the
moment to research and participate with a group of students travelling from the U.S. to Mexico
in the university study abroad program: Mexican Culture, Global Movements, and Schooling.
My intention was to gain a perspective on the experiences of the students, including myself,
during the program.
Using a decolonizing perspective, I investigated how Latinx students in a study
abroad program experience the Global South in a short-term study abroad program. The power
structures and systemic oppression that create the dynamics of the Global North and Global
South cannot be ignored while living in domestic spaces and experiencing daily life during the
program in Mexico (Mignolo, 2011a; Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019). Not recognizing the
historical and political context of colonialism in Mexico allows colonial discourse to perpetuate.
To decenter Western knowledge and history, I used the theoretical framework of connectivity.
Through critical readings, discussions, and activities, the study abroad students began to untangle
their feelings towards their heritage and culture in both the Global North and Global South and
how it differed from the people in the host community. The students made connections and built
relations among themselves and with people in the host community (Pirbhai-Illich & Martin,
2019). I investigated how study abroad students experienced connecting through their
relationships with each other, teachers in the Spanish language school, and host families.
Considering the complex experiences and power dynamics inherent among the students and
place of study, I chose a methodology that challenges injustice and social power structures by
engaging and interpreting social interactions in a particular setting (Madison, 2020). Madison
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(2020) contends that “critical ethnography is always a meeting of multiple sides in an encounter
with and among others, one in which there is negotiation and dialogue toward substantial and
viable meanings that make a difference in others’ worlds” (p. 9). The critical ethnographer
identifies and brings forth the stories and experiences of underrepresented people.
Critical Ethnographic Case Study
A case study is different from other methodological approaches as a case study is an
analysis and description of “a single unit or system bounded by space and time” (Hancock &
Algozzine, 2017; Yin, 2014). This study was an in-depth exploration from interviews, class
discussions, and written reflections (multiple perspectives) in the real-life context of the local
community of the study abroad program (Yin, 2014). The group of study abroad students in the
program was the unit of analysis for the case study. As I analyzed the data, I found the group of
nine Latinx students were a relevant case study. A case study of a study abroad program is
bounded in temporal dimensions such as the two-weeks in the study abroad program and spatial
dimensions such as the local community of Cuernavaca, Mexico where the students lived and
studied (Yin, 2014). The findings from the research were from various sources of data within the
program and grounded in the theoretical framework of connectivity through decolonizing lens
(Crotty, 1998).
The case study methodology does not describe itself as critical in its approach or
analysis of process and data. Using critical ethnography with case study, I applied a critical
approach that would reflect my theoretical framework of connectivity within a decolonizing
perspective. The design of the program with students of color from the Global North travelling to
the Global South was examined through social power structures.
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Ethnography is a form of qualitative research from the field of anthropology where
the researcher uses the methods of fieldwork and interviews to study a group of people and their
culture, which includes shared behaviors and language in a natural setting over a long period of
time (Wolcott, 2008). An example of ethnography is the written records by Spanish
conquistadores when they encountered the Indigenous people in Mexico. This colonial writing
included rich description of Indigenous culture to understand the people they were colonizing
(Gonzalez, 2003). A critical ethnography acknowledges power structures and challenges the gaze
of inquiry. In a critical ethnography, the written accounts about Indigenous people by the
Spanish colonizers would focus on social power structures and a need for agency to create a
more equitable system (Gonzalez, 2003; Madison, 2020). Grbich (2013) explains the primary
purpose of critical ethnography is to understand how the historical, “political, economic and
social aspects of the culture must be gained through interpretation using critical theory” (p. 56).
The criteria for a critical ethnography include issues of power and oppression, social
transformation for the participants through a form of action, and identity of the researcher
described through reflexivity (Madison, 2020). Researchers using critical ethnography are not
the neutral observer as in classical ethnography, but they place themselves in an active position
to critique throughout the project. The majority of research using critical ethnography is in
situations where there is socioeconomic inequality such as locations in the Global South.
Critical ethnography best fits my research of Latinx students in a study abroad
experience. As I examined the data, I critically explored the historical, political, economic, and
social culture of the Latinx students in the study abroad program and the communities of the
local people. The data and analysis were used to examine social transformation through
connectivity and the feelings of solidarity through authentic relationships among the group of
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study abroad students and with the host community. A critical ethnography actively pursues the
disruption of the power dynamics between the Global North and the Global South (Madison,
2020). As a researcher, I am aware of cultural, sociopolitical and natural conditions of the
domestic spaces within the homestay and the interactions of the study abroad students. I
designed this research study to explore the answers to the research question.
How do Latinx students in a short-term study abroad program experience
connectivity through a decolonizing lens?
Research Design
This study occurred during a short-term, two-week study abroad program in May
2019. The study abroad program included undergraduate and graduate students travelling from
the U.S. to Mexico. Using a critical ethnographic case study, I examine the existing power
structures and personal stories that surround a study abroad program travelling from the Global
North to the Global South with Latinx participants.
Participants and Setting
Students. The students in the study abroad program were enrolled in a large urban
college in the Southeast. Student participants in the study abroad program included five graduate
students including myself and eight undergraduate students. All the students in the study abroad
program consented to the study, although, I selected the nine Latinx students as the focus for this
study. Six of the Latinx students were part of a Latinx outreach program within the college. This
Latinx outreach program provided mentors and scholarships for undergraduate students of Latinx
heritage and provided scholarship and two mentors to accompany the Latinx students on the
study abroad program. As the focus of the study is on the nine Latinx students, I will provide a
brief description of each student.
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Eva 1. Eva was a graduate student in education who considered herself Latina. She was
currently living in Mexico with her husband and two young children. Originally, she and her
husband were from Colombia and moved to the U.S. for school where they lived for twenty
years. Recently, she moved with her family to Mexico and met us at the airport in Mexico City to
begin the study abroad program.
Silvia. Silvia was a graduate student studying social work. At the beginning of the
program, she was concerned about connecting with the participants because she felt she was
older than the undergraduate students and younger than the graduate students, like me. After our
second class where she believed all the participants were open and vulnerable, she felt the
boundary of age was crossed by connecting with each other. She identified herself as a feminist
and Latina or Hispanic. She had roots and family in Mexico.
Lupe. Lupe was an undergraduate student with a passion for politics and part of the
outreach program with scholarship. She self-identified as Chicana. In class, she discussed the
undocumented status (without legal documentation to be in the country) in the U.S. of her
immigrant parents who journeyed from Mexico. The experience of being in Mexico released
feelings of guilt for Lupe because she was able to cross the border and travel to Mexico while her
parents could not. The sacrifices of her family were made clear as she disclosed that her father
was unable to attend his father’s (Lupe’s grandfather) funeral.
Ana. Ana was an undergraduate student completing her degree in education. From the
beginning of the program, she was willing to meet new people as she mentioned that she knew
nobody when she signed-up for the study abroad program. She willingly built relationships
across age, sexuality, and ethnicity. During the program, she struggled with feelings of guilt and

1

All names within this study are pseudonyms to protect the confidentiality of all participants.
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joy as she was able to travel to Mexico and immerse herself in the culture while her
undocumented parents could not return to Mexico.
Carlos. Carlos was an undergraduate student who was part of the outreach program with
a scholarship. He moved from the Dominican Republic as a young child to the U.S. and
continued to regularly visit family still living in the Dominican Republic. In one of his
reflections, he discussed how he struggled in eighth grade with his sexuality and this impacted
his identity. He revealed in a class discussion and written reflection that his struggle with
sexuality led to depression. While in Mexico, he felt at home and was very comfortable with
himself and his identity.
Ricardo. Ricardo was an undergraduate student participating in the scholarship outreach
program. While his family was from Colombia, he felt a strong connection to the people and
heritage in Mexico and called himself Latino. During class discussions, Ricardo listened and
connected with the other participants with few personal comments. Although, his written
reflections were thoughtful as he articulated many of his emotions during the study abroad
experience.
Jimena. Jimena was an undergraduate student who was part of the outreach program with
a scholarship. Being a part of this study abroad program was particularly poignant for Jimena.
While in Mexico, she was able to reunite with family she had not seen since she was three.
Jimena had feelings of guilt and then pain over the fact that she could physically be with her
father’s family while he could not reconnect with his own mother across the border due to his
immigration status. She self-identified as Mexican, Mexican-American, and Latina.
Celia. Celia was an undergraduate student participating in the scholarship outreach
program. Prior to high school, she migrated from Colombia to the U.S. by her own choice for her
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education. While in the U.S., she gravitated towards people who spoke Spanish and shared
similar adjacent culture and heritage.
Oscar. Oscar was the youngest undergraduate participant who was part of the outreach
program with scholarship. He identified his family heritage to be from Puerto Rico and Spain
and talked about his grandfather who was an artist from Puerto Rico. The U.S. colonization of
Puerto Rico was expressed in his writing. While in Mexico, he felt a greater connection to his
Boricua 2 heritage and identity. Throughout the program, Oscar provided facts and information
about the history, native plants, and geographic sites in Mexico.
Each of the Latinx students had a connection to their Latin American heritage. The
percentage of diverse students in this study abroad program differs from the ethnicity of the
majority of students in study abroad programs from the U.S. Table 1 illustrates the diversity of
the students in the program.

2

Boricua is derived from the Taíno name for Puerto Rico: Boriken.
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Table 1
Cultural Diversity in the Mexico Study Abroad Program
80%

Ethnicity in Study Abroad

70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%

Latinx

White
Mexico program

Multiracial
U.S. study abroad programs

Homestay families. Host families for the homestay study abroad program were
recruited through the director of the Spanish language school used in this program. The director
communicated an interest by the researcher to interview both current and previous families who
have hosted study abroad students about their homestay experiences for my research. Five
homestay families who identified as part of the community in Cuernavaca, Mexico consented to
be interviewed for the study and we (another graduate student, the participant, and myself) met at
the language school for three of the interviews. The other two interviews were conducted at the
homes of the families including the home of my homestay family. All the interviews were
conducted in Spanish and translated to English by a graduate student who was part of another
research project with the homestay families.
Site. The two-week study abroad program took place in Cuernavaca, Morelos which
is 85 km (1 hour 45 minutes) south of Mexico City. We arrived in Mexico City and stayed one
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night before driving (by van) to Cuernavaca. The language school in Cuernavaca coordinated the
homestays by determining the host families and selecting the students who stayed at each home.
Each study abroad participant stayed in a double-occupancy bedroom with a host family near the
language school. Homestay families provided meals and community resources (transportation,
places to meet personal needs) for the study abroad students. We remained in Cuernavaca
throughout the rest of the program.
Study Abroad Course. Participating in the study abroad program experiences and
assignments, we, the students, were part of a three-credit course: Mexican culture, global
movements, and schooling. Through readings, discussions, and structured experiences, the
instructor introduced us to the cultural, economic, and social issues relating to the language and
diversity of Mexican-origin populations. During our education abroad program, we were
engaged in eleven intensive days of language and culture studies in Mexico. I analyzed the
experiences of the Latinx students and their sense of connectivity to the culture, people, and
place within Mexico.
Data Collection and Instruments
The data I used for this study were from multiple data sources. Data from the
participants and homestay families were included to seek diversity of perspectives and a holistic
view of connectivity through decolonization in the context of the study abroad program. The data
sources included: participant observation, interviews of homestay families, audio recordings of
class discussions, student assignments, written reflections based on photos taken by the
participants in the program.
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Participant Observation
As a participant observer (Spradley, 1980), I engaged in multiple roles with the
other students and within the study. First, I was a student taking an academic course, which
included participating in all activities of the program. As a student and participant observer, I
considered my own rapport and shared experiences with the other participants in the program.
My interactions and relationships were interpreted through my own vision and I saw myself as
an older mentor and person with more life experiences. Behar (1996) describes a researcher’s
role using participant observation as a “vulnerable observer” where the researcher includes their
point of view and emotions about a subject or issue in the data and analysis. These reflections on
self are only included if they are “essential to the argument.” My role as a participant observer
meant that I included my journal with my own thoughts and feelings about my experiences and
relationships with other participants.
As the researcher, I was interested in the story of the Latinx students and the
homestay families. Paying attention to details and starting informal interviews provided
information about the context (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002). Unexpected findings can be very
informative and lead an observer in other directions which means I had to be reflexive and make
changes to my approach during the program.
Interviews
A focus of ethnographic interviewing is “to explore the meanings that people ascribe
to actions and events in their cultural words, expressed in their own language” (Roulston, 2011,
p. 19). The semi-structured questions in my interview guide allowed participants to describe
cultural aspects of space, people, activities, and time. I interviewed each host family once using
open-ended questions and probes that led to personal stories and rich description. This approach
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was conversational in nature and initiated a nonjudgmental exchange between the homestay
families and me. Rubin and Rubin (1995) use the term “conversational partners” to describe a
conversational interview that is reciprocal in nature. The design of each of the questions was
meant to elicit answers that evoke feelings about the host families experience with students and
their connections with the language school.
For my research, I conducted interviews with a decolonizing approach by including
input from community members and considering my own subjectivities in relation to the
participants in the research and the creation of the questions. Each person that was interviewed
was a person with history and agency. The interviews I conducted with the assistance of an
interpreter/translator were in their native language of Spanish, so they were able to fully express
their ideas. My approach to the data was tempered with respect for the host families and the local
community.
Class discussions
The six class sessions were audio-recorded and transcribed. The recordings ranged
in time from 80 minutes to 120 minutes in length. The audio recordings documented the
interactions of the participants and allowed me to hear the dialogue during the class discussions
and the emotions expressed by the participants. All participants were present during the six class
sessions. The faculty director guided the participants in discussions focused on specific themes. I
numbered each class session chronologically and identified the class session themes as the
following: class session 1-Four Agreements; class session 2-compassion and identity; class
session 3- funds of knowledge; class session 4- border; class session 5- Indigenous education;
class session 6- connections.
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Student Assignments
The assignments for the course were based on theories regarding difference,
diversity, and ways of knowing to critically evaluate ideas, arguments and points of view related
to Mexican culture and immigration. I analyzed the following assignments from the course:
critical inquiry reading charts, service learning/field experience written reflections, and
participant journals (written reflections to a prompt). Another assignment for this study abroad
program was a digital identity photoethnography. In the photoethnography assignment,
participants took photos to create a visual representation of their intercultural experience related
to history, identity and culture in Mexico. Then, the participants were instructed to write
reflections about each photo by describing what the image represented and meant to them. I
examined the written reflections and the way the participants conveyed feelings, values, beliefs,
and worldviews within the context of the study abroad program.
Document analysis was the method I used to evaluate the course assignments and the
ways connectivity was enacted through the lived experiences and emotions of the participants in
the study abroad program. In document analysis, the researcher explores many types of textual
information including written documents. According to Boreus and Bergstrom (2017),
researchers applying document analysis evaluate the way a topic is portrayed and whether the
topic is valued positively or negatively in a specific context. My analyses evaluated the emotions
and beliefs of the Latinx students as they navigated power relations in society and expressed
their feelings in the documents. There are different document analysis approaches and choosing
one links a specific methodology to produce an understanding of the text (Boreus & Bergstrom,
2017). The type of document analysis I used was based on the relationships between the concepts
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of decolonization and connectivity with the context of the written material. Thinking about my
protocol, I determined what is decolonizing language and what illustrates connectivity. In order
to establish a protocol to apply to all the documents, I linked the theories of decolonization and
connectivity with statements in the documents. The context of the history and politics of the host
country of Mexico was acknowledged in the data, which was relevant to the context of the
written statements in the course assignments. My aim was to avoid colonial discourse by
refraining from language and discourse that reproduced and privileged Western views while
privileging language that was meaningful to the Latinx students. Through a critical theoretical
perspective, I wanted to understand the experiences of the Latinx students in a Global South
community using text material to explain the dominant themes that emerged.
Data Analysis
The process to make sense from the transcriptions, text, and reflections involved
data analysis (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Analyzing the data, I examined the links between the
political, social, economic, and global structures of inequity between the Global South and
Global North. As a critical ethnography, my “critical assessment of the diversities and
complexities of the location(s) and workings of power relations…should result in recommended
strategies for, or personal/participant action toward, empowerment and social justice” (Grbich,
2013, p. 61). The lens of decolonization provided a framework for me to analyze the data and
account for unjust systems, relational approaches, and collective work that required action and
empowerment.
For this study, I inductively coded the data by being open-minded to all possibilities
and creating original codes as I reviewed the data (Saldaña, 2021). After the first cycle of coding,
I was overwhelmed by the number of codes I created and needed to determine ways to group the
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data. According to Smagorinsky (2001), the way texts are juxtaposed allows possibilities “for
connection and continuity across readings through a relationship of codes and concepts” (p. 138).
This means I grouped the data into relevant parts and meaningful groupings to determine themes
and categories through multiple ways of looking at the texts. The processes of grouping I
determined were beneficial for the analysis were the block and file approach and the
segmentation approach. In block and file, I captured large chunks of dialogue and statements by
participants (Grbich, 2013). I believed this was the best way to present multiple voices and
different perspectives in the data with thick, rich description (Geertz, 1973). The disadvantage of
block and file was the statements by the participants that created large chunks of data and then
grouping the statements. Through segmentation, I divided words and phrases into themes. I
found that I gained specific ideas from segmentation but the data became decontextualized and I
needed to create analytic memos to provide context.
From the rich stories and written reflections revealed by the participants, I
deciphered and coded the data. For my first cycle of coding, I used In Vivo to code the data. In
Vivo refers to the words and phrases of the participants in the data. I thought seeing and using
the voice of the participants would be the best way to construct themes and categories based on
the data (Madison, 2020; Saldaña, 2021). Although I believed I devised relevant themes, I
realized as I began to write my findings that I was describing occurrences during the program
more than theorizing the data. At this point, I recoded the data using emotion codes and value
codes because the participant’s emotional reactions and personal experiences were interwoven
with beliefs and attitudes. Saldaña (2021) explains emotion coding applications are for “deep
insight into the participants’ perspectives, worldviews, and life conditions” (p. 160) while
analysis through values coding explores “the participant’s personal and unique experiences and
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self-constructed identities from social interaction” (p. 172). Using emotion coding, I felt was a
better fit for my theoretical approach and feminist lens. As I coded using emotions, I realized I
was too nuanced in my labeling and I was overly precise in the wording of feelings (Saldaña,
2021). I wanted to accurately depict the “emotional reactions and interactions of individual
people to their particular circumstances” (Saldaña, 2021, p. 166). Reexamining my emotion
codes, I was able to combine labels. In a second cycle of coding, I applied pattern coding to
determine the major themes and supporting themes. The two major themes that emerged were
solidarity and community. In this critical ethnographic case study, I took a feminist oriented
stance on the themes from the data while exercising ethical caution as I used a culturally
contextual lens.
Trustworthiness
Discussion of trustworthiness includes the terms validity and reliability to ensure
accuracy and credibility within the findings of the study (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Crotty,
1998). A qualitative study with validity (trustworthiness) achieves accuracy, credibility, and
neutrality (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). According to Gonzalez (2003), these terms are
colonizing and relate to another term: accountability. Patel (2016) describes accountability as
“synonymous with draconian top-down strategies that seek to measure in order to sanction and
surveille” (p. 73). The lens of coloniality looks at accountability as an idea where I need to
follow the rules to make sure there is accuracy and validity or my conclusions will not be valid.
Beyond accountability, I used the data to tell the story and describe how I made my decisions
and conclusions. Although I presented the data accurately, as a critical ethnographer, I did not
approach the data in a neutral way. I am empathetic to the homestay families and the Latinx
students who live within oppressive structures in their daily lives. Using rich, thick description in
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the findings, I provided a realistic view for the reader. I used quotes from the participants to
accurately report their view and to support the story told. Through member checking, I had
participants in the study read the final report for accuracy of representation. Including personal
notes and description of my thoughts was a way for me to be transparent and provide context for
the data being presented.
Truthfulness was my aim throughout the process of the study. My willingness to
relate what is in my head and heart is also a vulnerable position I put myself in this study. Using
a decolonizing lens towards the research, I examined my positionality and represented the
context authentically. Patel (2016) suggests research should not be subjugated to a colonizer
perspective where knowledge is considered property and universal, but research needs to shift to
consider knowledge as “an entity, specific, mutable, and impermanent itself” (p. 79). Research
needs answerability and the need for me to be responsible for my research agenda and not
perpetuating coloniality.
Ethics
The focus of qualitative studies is on people and collecting data on the participants
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In Tisdale’s (2004) chapter on ethics in research, she defines two
rules for the ethical principle of beneficence: “1) Do no harm and 2) maximize possible benefits
and minimize possible harms” (p. 21). The exploration of Latinx students in a study abroad
program is more beneficial than harmful to the participants. During the study, I considered my
rapport to build trust with the participants and my commitment to the integrity of the research
design. In the course of the orientation that initiated the study abroad program, I made clear the
intent of conducting research with the participants. In all data, I have protected the identities of
the participants. Throughout the study, I intentionally respected all cultural norms in the host
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community as I explored the experiences of the study abroad students within the context of the
Global South (Mexico). All voices and views in the study are valid and no one view is privileged
over others.
I made sure to actively employ ethics during the research process, data storage, and
reporting of the findings. My goal in reporting of the data was to not be harmful to the
participants and choose thoughtful representations of their ideas. Actually, I was decolonizing in
my approach and language by noting in the data the ways the Latinx students struggle and resist
against hegemonic systems in their daily lives in the U.S. I hope the study and findings are
emancipatory for the participants.
Researcher Role
Reflexivity is my own awareness of my history, beliefs, and privilege and how they
influence the way I process and structure the study (Madison, 2020). In the qualitative approach,
I disclosed aspects of my past and current self to make these ways I understand knowledge
public to the reader. As a researcher, my background, memories, and life experiences impacts
how I interact with others.
My positionality reflects my approach to the study. During the study abroad program
in Mexico, my relationships with the other participants varied in context and length. Two of the
participants had been in previous graduate classes with me and we have kept in touch since the
program. I did not have any prior relationships or interactions with the other participants
although relationships were developed during the program. However, I am the researcher who
maintained the design, analysis, and the presentation of the data, which is why transparency is
important.
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My own intersectional identity is a white, Jewish woman born in the United States.
The past few years, I have been involved and interested in study abroad and I recognize the
potential of the transformative experience for students. I am in a faculty position at a public
university where I created and led a study abroad program for undergraduate students. Because
students at this institution may find finances a barrier to studying abroad, I applied and received
a grant for the study abroad program. For three years, I supervised preservice teachers from the
University of Haifa in Israel in schools in the U.S. These experiences widen my view of equity
and inclusion of people across the globe. Although, I lack the same personal experience and
historical reference of the students of color and their struggle for social justice.
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4 Findings
One by one we departed the plane and entered into the Mexico City airport, found
our luggage, and went through customs. Then, we gathered in the central terminal in the airport
where retail and food shops surrounded the open space where we stood with all our luggage. In
this space we met the small, dark-haired woman, Olivia, who would be our guide and mentor
during the study abroad. As she primarily spoke Spanish, she knew that I was limited in my
Spanish language abilities. Olivia, therefore, knew that I did not fully understand everything she
was conveying. Her son, Juan, a teenager with a warm smile, spoke to me in English and asked if
I would like to buy some water and snacks before we left the airport. At this time, I felt ashamed
of my lack of fluency in Spanish but grateful for Juan’s help. Juan became an essential part of
the experience for me and another gringa graduate student who was lacking in Spanish language
proficiency.
Standing by my luggage in the airport, I noticed one of the young, Latinx students,
Ana, was greeted by two older women. As the student and women embraced, I thought about the
family connections many of these students have in Mexico. In her reflections, Ana writes about
the joy in seeing her abuelita and tía in the airport since her grandma has been unable to renew
her visa to come to the states to see her. These familial connections in Latin America were
complicated by the strict border immigration policies and the Latinx students’ feelings of loss.
The Latinx students expressed the loss of close relationships, loss of their own history and
culture, and loss of clear identity caused by the border during class and in written reflections.
The Latinx students’ interconnections and feelings towards place, local
community, study abroad group, and their own identities were intertwined during the study
abroad program, as such, they provided a framework for interpreting their lived experiences.
Students were open to what they were learning and experiencing while in the country of Mexico.

70
Ana expressed her feelings about her experiences during the study abroad as “some of the most
profound and meaningful learning happened outside of the classroom.” Throughout the study
abroad program, the Latinx students were learning in both structured and spontaneous
experiences, such as participating in an Indigenous ceremony in the Zócalo (city plaza) in
Mexico City and watching Indigenous dancing groups in the Cuernavaca Zócalo. They were also
unlearning the influence of Western education encountered in the U.S. by collectively learning
compassion and collaboration. The learning that occurred in these spaces in the study abroad
program was impactful due to the relational component I describe in the following.
Relationships were the center of the study abroad experience creating opportunities
for solidarity and feelings of community. As a participant observer, I created my own
relationships with the participants through our interactions and everyday experiences. The first
person I got to know was Eva, another graduate student, who I spoke to over the phone about my
research interests before the study abroad program. We had a lot in common as mothers and
graduate students and we bonded over the fact that we were older than the rest of the students.
Eva described herself as Colombian and she had recently moved with her family from the U.S. to
Mexico. We had an amiable relationship throughout the program. Lupe was a young,
undergraduate student with family ties to Mexico who was politically active and outspoken. Our
closest moment together was in the ritual sweat lodge where our bodies were physically touching
limb to limb. Over the two weeks during the program, we maintained a mutual respect for each
other. Silvia was a graduate student who was very compassionate and introspective, which fit
with her studies towards a counseling degree. She was an easy person to be around and I found
that she mentioned my relationships with other participants in her reflections. When I think about
Carlos, I have to smile. He was the first undergraduate student to start talking with me on the bus
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to Teotihuacan (Nahuatl for The City of the Gods). As I climbed the Pyramids of the Sun and the
Moon, Carlos was there to encourage me and make sure I reached the top. I enjoyed his
enthusiasm and friendliness throughout the study abroad experience. Ana became friends with
Carlos during the program and they were always together, which was the way I got to know Ana.
She was an undergraduate student completing her teaching degree and was grounded in her ideas
to help her multilingual and immigrant students. Ricardo and Carlos shared a homestay mom.
Ricardo was a young, undergraduate student who was introspective. During the program, he
thought of me as a mentor and said I was wise- probably because of my age. Ana, Lupe, Carlos,
and Ricardo walked from their homestays to my homestay every day. We had many talks and
discussions as we walked together to the Spanish language school. Celia and Jimena were
undergraduate students staying in a different part of the city. Celia was from Colombia and
Jimena’s family was from Mexico. Celia spoke from the heart and talked to me about her interest
in possibly being a teacher. I did not closely interact with Jimena, but I was touched by her
personal stories in class. Oscar was the youngest participant in the study abroad program and
always was the first person to want to speak, which he self-deprecatingly jokes about during
class. He had an interest in history and facts, which is noted in the statements I include. The
Latinx students connected with each other by revealing pieces of themselves in a supportive, safe
environment, affirming a collective sense of solidarity and challenging the dominant culture’s
view of them. As a group, we built a level of trust through compassion, empathy, and
vulnerability connecting each of us to our own community.
The findings I represent in this chapter elaborate the connections that were made in
the study abroad program through the creation of the two major themes of solidarity and
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community. Each of these themes are relational and provide a framework for the emotions and
relationships experienced during the study abroad program.
Through struggle comes the possibility to create solidarity
Solidarity occurs when people identify common struggles due to systems of oppression
while connecting with each other to create opportunities for agency (Mohanty, 2003). The Latinx
students’ interaction in planned experiences and spontaneous activities within the study abroad
program triggered complicated internal feelings about themselves and family. Throughout the
program, the Latinx students connected to themselves and the local community while acknowledging the impact of colonization on historical, political, and economic systems in the Global
South. These complex realities of colonizing “within” and “without” impacted the lives of the
Latinx students through the understanding of unequal systems of socioeconomics, language, and
education (Saavedra & Nymark, 2008). These systems shaped their lives through the marginalization and oppression of the Latinx students and their lives in the U.S. The Latinx students’
recognition of struggle was a commonality that provided a basis for relationships between themselves and the local community. Along with common interests, the Latinx students acknowledged and respected the differences among themselves and the people of Mexico. Saavedra and
Nymark (2008) describe Anzaldua’s “New Tribalism” as an inclusive feminism that is “about
how we/you/they can witness how we are in each other” (p. 268). Connections made through the
“New Tribalism” are ways we “form alliances with those who are also feeling and living the historical and contemporary effects of Western hegemonic policies, juridical discourses, and economic disenfranchisement” (p. 268).
The Latinx student understanding of history, location, and experience created solidarity
among the group (Mohanty, 2003). In the next section, Common political struggles against
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colonialism, I further discuss the socioeconomic and sociopolitical circumstances in the Global
South and Global North. Then, I detail how the Latinx students understand history through a
decolonized, non-Eurocentric perspective in Developing a political consciousness. Developing
solidarity within the group was a way to decolonize knowledge and enact change in political
structures (Keating, 2013; Mohanty, 2003). The lived experience of the Latinx students through a
hegemonic education system in the U.S. was expressed in Finding familiar context in education,
and their experience with languages in different spaces was examined in Consciousness of
alternative understandings in language. The Latinx students becoming connected to each other
through complicated feelings about identity is discussed in Common connections through
identity. The Latinx students foreground their stories as minoritized people in a white dominant
culture in Personal story as creation of agency. Forging meaningful relationships across
boundaries between the Global North and the Global South created solidarity within the group by
being fully seen and heard.
Common political struggles against colonialism
The students found there were varying socioeconomic and sociopolitical
circumstances in the Global South, which contrasted with their lived experiences in the Global
North. Seven of the Latinx students identified themselves as lower socioeconomic status but
within the context of being in the Global South, they were aware of their social advantage. The
varying ways of living was expressed by Lupe as “culture shock” as she realized that to clean her
bag after something exploded in it, she needed to use a washing board and an outside dryer line.
She had “originally thought they had a washing machine and dryer” but decided “that was a very
American thing to think.” Lupe observed her own social advantage being from the Global North
and the complexities of living in the Global South. She could not avoid Western thought
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although she realized the limits of Eurocentric ways of thinking within the Global South. A
Global South perspective acknowledges the inequities due to neoliberal policies and pushes for
resistance (Santos, 2016). Jimena realized that Mexico has as many issues as the U.S. with
neoliberalism being an integral part of both the Global North and Global South, “I learned
Mexico has been a victim of capitalism. Public education in Mexico is not actually free as it
should be.” Jimena realized the socioeconomic difficulties in the Global South through
capitalism and the sociopolitics involved in the system of education in Mexico.
The colonization of Latin America by the church was evident all around us as we
walked through the cities in Mexico. As Western European countries colonized civilizations
across the globe, Christian missionaries worked to “save” the Indigenous people from their
beliefs by converting them to Christianity (Wynter, 2003). In the center of Mexico City, Lupe
and Oscar noticed the Catedral Metropolitana and its proximity to the ruins of the Templo
Mayor, the Indigenous temple located in the sacred Mexica (Aztec) city of Tenochtitlán. Lupe
was very conscious of the influence of the European church on the Indigenous people in Latin
America as she wrote:
[T]he church is a symbol of colonization. Built on top of indigenous buildings. La Virgen
was one of the most important figures that exist in Latin America. She is the reason many
Indigenous people were convinced to convert because, for the first time, the Indigenous
population could relate to her in a way they couldn’t relate to the previous church
symbols.
Lupe described the conflict between traditions of the church in Mexico and the ones in the
Catholic church in the U.S. In my observation notes, I also wrote about my confrontation with
colonization as I encountered an image of the Virgen de Guadalupe:
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We were standing in front of an image of the Virgen de Guadalupe and the [language
school director] was telling the story about the colonization of Mexico and the part
religion played in colonizing the Indigenous people of Mexico. Listening to the history, I
realized the resilience of the Indigenous people as they confronted Spanish
conquistadores who did not see their ways of being as legitimate and forced the
Indigenous people to pay for a church they did not want. The Virgen de Guadalupe
looked like the Indigenous people and became uniquely connected to them. Hundreds of
years of Indigenous ways of believing were erased and replaced with Christianity.
We saw the representation of the church at these sites as signifying European dominance
and Indigenous oppression. The Virgen de Guadalupe was significant to Jimena and she talked
about the contradiction of Euro-Christian celebrations and Latin American Catholic celebrations
within the U.S. She realized how closely connected her traditions are to Latin American culture
as she wrote, “On December 12 my church [in the U.S.] made a massive production show, and
we had food, music, costumes all to celebrate our morenita. She has been a significant figure in
my life as well, and knowing just how similar we celebrated December 12 to those in Mexico
made me feel a sense of connection to where I come from.” Jimena and Lupe saw the symbol of
the Virgen de Guadalupe as liberatory for Latin America, as she represented them and not the
colonizers. Their connection to the Virgen de Guadalupe was deepened through their family
heritage and traditions.
The Latinx students observed the irony of homeless people in front of the church
in Cuernavaca and the socioeconomics that exist in the country, although, their view was
through the lens of the Global North. The daily lives of the people in the community revealed
a more nuanced situation. Through my observations and interviews with the homestay
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families, their stories revealed the agency present in the community. Riding in the car with
Donna, my homestay madre, to a farmers’ market, we encountered older women standing in
the middle of the street. I noticed as one woman walked by the car, Donna picked up some
money in her console and handed it to the woman. Her comment to us was that these
“grandmothers” were not being taken care of by the government and their living conditions
were dire. The engagement with the people in the community produced greater action as
exemplified in the next example (Cole, 2012). As I spoke with another homestay madre,
Bella, she also communicated about the “grandparents” in the community:
We used to visit these grandmothers at home. You can’t imagine how poor they are.
Once a lady told me if I could find a bed for a grandmother that was sleeping on the
floor, she had a dirt floor. My job, with my friends, was to find a bed for that
grandmother. When I brought that bed to her house, her bedroom was made from clay,
the walls, and every time it rains, it breaks off. When I got to my house I kneeled and
thanked God to have this house. Thanks to a brother that gave it to me.
Looking at the monetary gifts given to the “grandparents” through a different lens, I
saw the compassion of people in the community, like the homestay families, and I saw their
actions as trying to repair injustices in society that leaves people in terrible situations. The
feeling of being connected to all the people in the community was revealed in their use of the
familial terms of “grandmothers” and “grandparents.” This paradigm was more relational and
contrasts with types of charity that distances people from each other by having no personal
contact. The socioeconomics of the local community was visualized through other
experiences during the study abroad program.
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During the first week of the study abroad program, we participated in an activity at
the downtown mercado. For this activity, we gathered in the large food section where there were
rows and rows of colorful food stalls piled high with fruits, meats, cheese, candy, etc. We were
divided into groups and each given a scenario to feed a family of four on two minimum wages.
The scenario was hypothetical, but a powerful representation. This class activity in the mercado
had an impact on the perception of the students on the economic situations in Mexico and how
these were similar but different spaces in the U.S. Ricardo wrote about the activity at the
mercado, “As a class, we did an activity where we separated into groups and went to the market
with the task of buying food to supply a meal for a family of four. Thinking about how hard it is
for someone to simply feed their family with the poor pay they receive in this country is
heartbreaking.” Ana realized the economic situation her parents must have faced in Mexico when
she was participating in the mercado socioeconomic activity. Being in the physical place of the
mercado, Ana reflected, “At the mercado I found myself… thinking about the circumstances my
mom must have lived through that pushed her to leave was tough to process.” Ana gained a clear
perspective of the hardship her mom faced before leaving her home in Mexico for a better life in
the U.S. The Latinx students struggled with the reality of the daily socioeconomics of life in
Mexico and the options many people face, including their own family, to support a family.
Silvia also felt an economic connection with the students in the Indigenous alternative
school but realized her space was different than the one she encountered in Mexico:
I grew up really poor and there was a period in my life in which the only meals I had
in a day were the ones that were provided at school. I have lived hunger and I have
lived poverty. My identity is situated differently in this because the poverty that I lived
in the States is different than the poverty lived by the Indigenous here in Mexico. In
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this respect I move into a position in which I have to recognize that the cultural impact
and the ancestral history that comes with being underprivileged and Indigenous goes
much deeper and is more profound than the type of poverty I lived. Not to say that one
is less bad or that I did not suffer, but it is a different type of poverty.
Silvia felt a link with the people living in poverty in Mexico although she understood
her circumstances were different growing up in the Global North. Silvia’s feelings of being
marginalized in the Global North had parallels to the marginalization of Indigenous in the
Global South. Silvia’s reflection illustrated her empathy with the children at the school.
Through the feelings they were experiencing within the context in Mexico, the Latinx students
described their stance and understanding of the complex intersections between the sociopolitical
and socioeconomics of the Global South and Global North. The feelings of the Latinx students
ranged from despair to guilt as they realized their privilege living in the Global North.
After being in Mexico and interacting with the local community, Celia stated, “at
the end of the day the people are the ones dealing with the power of the government.” This
statement was derived from talks she had with her host family and their public activism. My
interview with Celia’s host mom revealed her passion and commitment to Indigenous rights.
Before arriving in Mexico, the Latinx students had learned very little about Indigenous culture
and people through their Eurocentric education they received in the U.S., which had simply
erased Indigenous culture. What they found in Mexico was a thriving Indigenous culture through
ritual, dance, and language.
Developing a political consciousness
Rewriting their personal knowledge of the history in Mexico during the study
abroad program transformed the way the Latinx students understood history and themselves.
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Unsettling the Eurocentric way of thinking of the dominant culture in the U.S., the Latinx
students took a decolonized stance as they learned a more pluralistic view of the world (Battiste,
2013; Grande, 2015; Walsh, 2007). The Latinx students were free to produce their own
knowledge as they juxtaposed the Western discourse they learned in the Global North with their
experiential learning in the study abroad program, as they visited historical places, listened to
testimonials, and became aware of alternative views.
Grande (2015) writes that the project of decolonization is a collaboration between
the teacher and students to change the history presented to them by people in the West. We
gained awareness about problems on either side of the border in Mexico through the critical
readings on neoliberalism and colonization (Bigelow, 2006; Mignolo, 2015b) and study abroad
(Chang, 2017; Illich, 1968). We learned by engaging in meaningful and intentional class
discussions with the faculty director and in the social-justice oriented classes in the Spanish
language school interweaving local cultural issues into the curriculum. One of the curricular
moments created by the Spanish language school was a charla/testimonial by local activists who
support the Indigenous and Zapatista movement in Chiapas, Mexico. The Zapatista cause is a
local vision and not a global movement for all marginalized people. Their decolonized vision is
encapsulated in the statement “a world in which many worlds coexist” (un mundo en el que coexistan muchos mundos) (Mignolo, 2011, p. 273). The Zapatistas emphasize dignity, belonging,
and collective ownership which is expressed in the motto “Para Todos Todo, Para Nosotros Nada
Everything for Everyone, Nothing for Us” (Esteva, 2005, p. 130). The resistance movement of
the Zapatistas occurred in south Mexico in 1994 at the moment the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) was implemented (Bigelow, 2006). The NAFTA trade agreement closely
linked the economies of the United States and Mexico through the neoliberal agenda, which took
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advantage of cheap labor and land in Mexico. Within the topics of the course, Oscar learned the
“economic fate of Mexico is tied to that of the United States through things like NAFTA.” While
the Zapatista rebellion appeared as a reaction to NAFTA, the indigenous communities have lived
with five hundred years of colonial oppression comprised of privatizations and forfeiture of their
land.
The charla on the Zapatista movement gave Ana a new insight into the history of
resistance by Indigenous people in Mexico. She made a connection between her own personal
history and the Zapatistas who were enacting change for Indigenous and other marginalized
populations:
The people that spoke at this charla had family that were involved or impacted by
[Zapatista] movements, they come from a long heritage of revolutionaries. When I was
10 and marched in DC for an immigration reform, or when I was 15 marching in front of
the Georgia state capital, I saw the same fire burning as I did this week in the Zapatistas. I
obviously didn’t know it then but the Mexican people’s journey through history has
crafted a way of knowing that shapes them into naturally born revolutionaries. This way
of knowing teaches you not to give up “si se puede” and your fight even if it means
losing your life because that’s how worth it the cause is. Of course, this doesn’t apply to
everyone, but it certainly applied to the people at the charla that day and the people I saw
march on Washington when I was ten.
Along with Ana, Lupe also realized the impact of unjust systems within Mexico as
she felt Mexican institutions negatively impacted Indigenous people and communities who live
in poverty. Raising consciousness about unjust global realities, a person gains knowledge of
differences as they relate to the contexts in which different cultures developed and with “an
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understanding that there are as many differences within cultures as there are between them”
(Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019, p. 75). Lupe wrote, “Mexico and the United States share this
mistreatment of their lower-class communities.” Jimena noted the problems on both sides of the
border as she reflected, “In Mexico, immigrants from Central America are not taken in a
welcoming manner in contrast to citizens of other countries. The prejudice and ignorance are
evident in both cases [U.S. and Mexico].” As participants in the study abroad program, we were
conscious of the significance of colonization on both sides of the border as it divided and
oppressed people who were not white Europeans. The continuation of colonizing ideology was
evident in both the U.S. and Mexico as the Latinx students described the injustice experienced by
marginalized people.
Oscar immersed himself in the subjugated history of Mexico that seemed
nonexistent in education in the Global North but presented itself in physical ways while in
Mexico:
The residue of colonialist and imperialist ideology, the specter of social Darwinism,
paints other forms of knowledge that aren’t official as being less important and often
invalid. One of the things that struck me most was how there were so many instances of
violent repression of speech on the part of the government. I had never before heard of
the protests and subsequent violent repressions of Mactumactza and other such rural
schools, nor had I been aware of the disappearance of 43 students from Ayotzinapa who
were protesting the government’s actions. What I learned on this trip about these
campaigns of terror, and of the revolutionary resistance to them, is a concept that I will
keep in mind the rest of my life.
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Ana and Oscar listened to the testimonials and changed their ideas about revolutionaries
being in the past by acknowledging the current circumstances of the lived experiences of people
in Mexico. They both mention how their consciousness had been raised by learning about these
revolutionaries in Mexico.
Silvia gained a new perspective on the people in Mexico while disrupting what
she knew from her own family and her education in the U.S. She wrote, “This trip in particular
though, has opened my eyes to the amount of progress the Mexican community has undergone or
has opened my eyes to a Mexican community I had no idea existed. I had never heard of
Mexican feminists until this trip, and I had also never witnessed another Mexican speak so
openly about LGBTQ rights.” She began to question norms and expectations many young Latinx
encounter in their families in the Global North. Silvia disrupted images and views of family
expectations in the U.S. and gained a new perspective and feeling of solidarity with the Latina
feminists she encountered during the study abroad program.
According to Grande (2015), the knowledge in Western schools is based on the
hegemonic worldview situated in Eurocentric discourse. The new knowledge gained during the
experiential study abroad program provided other perspectives for the Latinx students about
Latin America. They gained a realistic and critical view of the country. Jimena described her
relearning of history and moving forward to not let others determine the way history is conveyed
in the Global North:
Coming here and having the opportunity to learn not just about my culture but about the
rich history and the problems it faces today. I have learned that it is important to be
informed but even more important to be part of the change you want to see.
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Ricardo adjusted his knowledge of the people and place as he said, “When I can see all of
the sides, the bigger picture is formed and I can work toward progress and improvement.”
Ricardo knows the education he received in the U.S. is presented with one perspective and lacks
critical frames of reference. Ana, Lupe, Jimena, Ricardo, and Oscar expressed wanting to be
catalysts for change as they experienced and listened to the local community, while making
connections to their own lives.
This study abroad program confronted inaccuracies learned in school so the Latinx
students can rewrite what they have learned in Global North schools. The Latinx students
challenged their missing and erased heritage and history through Eurocentric education. The goal
was not to replace Western knowledge but to integrate Latinx and Indigenous knowledge
systems (Keating, 2013). Rewriting history is a form of resistance and agency as we moved to
the forefront subjugated knowledge of marginalized people.
Finding familiar context in education
Eurocentric ideology and epistemology was a common lived experience by the
Latinx students within their schooling in the U.S. The new knowledge gained during the study
abroad program in Mexico was in opposition to the hegemonic discourses learned in the U.S.
These discourses they encountered in school centered around stories and history of the dominant
group ignoring the culture and heritage of the Latinx students. In Kasun and Lee’s (2017) study
of transnational Mexican-origin families, she wrote, “Most students agreed that it never seemed
to occur to teachers to ask them about their expertise about Mexico when discussing social
studies, literature, or any curricular material” (p. 135). While in the Global South, the Latinx
students gained knowledge and pride in their own heritage and history. Ana reflected on the lack
of historical context and cultural relevance of her education:
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It wasn’t until coming to Teotihuacan that I truly realized that [Local state history] is not
mine. The history I’ve been taught in school has truly been irrelevant to my culture, my
heritage and the experiences they have lived. This, Teotihuacan, was relevant to me and
my culture, but I had to be 20 and out [of] the country to be catered to in my pursuit of
education…I would have appreciated knowing where I came from earlier in life.
Jimena described her experience in school and the overwhelming White dominance she
experienced:
The culture I had at home did not fit in with my school life and what was talked about in
school, it was my own little world. I did not have a teacher understand my culture and
customs. I could not learn about physical and chemical changes in science class by the
example of making smores. I had never had them.
Both Ana and Jimena were aware of the lack of Latinx experiences, history, and culture present
in U.S. schools. They felt a lack of connection and relevance in their U.S. education.
Lupe, Jimena, and Silvia were educated in schools in the U.S. and each of them
experienced deficit beliefs about Latinx students. Deficit thinking blames inequality on a lack of
intellectual abilities and an absence of values on a group of people and not on the oppression
emanating from inequities and lack of power within the system (Gorski, 2008; Yosso, 2005).
Lupe described her frustration with the low expectations in U.S. schools, “I definitely felt
misunderstood because I was always underestimated by my own teachers.” Jimena had a similar
experience in school when she said, “I was usually the only Latina in advanced classes while the
other Latinos were all together in the lower classes and ESOL classes.” Silvia depicted her
negative experience in school in the southern U.S. as being, “most hurtful, being praised for not
being like the other Hispanic kids because I was smart and spoke English fluently.” She
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described an incident in her U.S. school with a teacher that lacked knowledge and empathy, “I
asked an English teacher why there was not any literature made by Hispanics. She answered that
there just wasn’t any and that there were no great Hispanic writers in the United States. Imagine
my surprise when I discovered Anzaldua’s work.” The lack of competency of this teacher was
hurtful to the identity of Silvia. Each of these Latinx students had school experiences in the
Global North where teachers and schools had low expectations and a lack of cultural
understanding of Latinx students. These negative experiences in U.S. schools contributed to
commonalities among these four Latinx students creating a connection between them.
The Latinx students’ educational experiences in the Global North intensified their
feelings of marginalization within the system. In contrast, the Latinx students experienced
community and love within the Indigenous focused alternative school based on Don Miguel
Ruiz’s (1997) Four Agreements. The cultural space in the Indigenous alternative school in
Mexico was viewed by the Latinx students as communal and collective which diverged from
their lived experiences of individualism represented in Western culture. Ana experienced this
space of cultural dissonance while feeling a sense of community at the Indigenous alternative
school. She described her experience of connecting her own learning in the U.S. with her
learning experience with the students in the Indigenous alternative school:
Yeah. We each had a little square, each section and then every two minutes or so, we
would have to rotate the next tile if the person that was taking over our tile would have to
complete it. At the end of whatever the section, it would have been five people working
on each tile. [T]he woman told us that it was to promote creativity and different ways of
thinking. Because I might have one idea and then the other student goes and picks up
where I left off and have a different idea based on what I had already going on. I'm not
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going to complete that vision either because the next person is going to see both of our
works and have a different vision completely…Nothing is mine, everything is ours.
To work collectively, the students at the school had to have trust in one another as
they each worked to do their best. One of the Toltec’s four agreements was “Always do your
best” (Ruiz, 1997). Ruiz described this agreement as “you are going to be productive, you are
going to be good to yourself, because you will be giving yourself to your family, to your
community, to everything” (p. 78). In one of Ana’s reflections, she wrote, “Hispanic cultures are
way more collective in their mind set than American cultures. We see people in Mexico
operating in the collective where these values are rooted in Indigenous beliefs such as the Four
Agreements (Ruiz, 1997).” During one of our class discussions, we defined the term communal
as the way people share in a community which was different than solidarios. We talked about
how there was no word in English that closely represents solidarios. Our construction of the
meaning of solidarios was described as being a commitment to working together and helping
each other.
Solidarios was built within the Indigenous alternative school by creating an
environment where students freely expressed their feelings. Lupe saw differences in the
expression of emotions between schools in the Global North and the Indigenous alternative
school. This experience in the study abroad program made Lupe feel regret about her own school
background which lacked emotional support:
And I wrote about kind of how I wish I would've have received some kind of emotional
support like that in school. Imagine how much more competent we would all be in facing
our own emotions. And whenever things get too hard and how we're so hard on
ourselves. It's kind of makes you like retrospect and we think, this could have been. It's
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good that they're receiving it because now that we're exposed to it, we can teach our own
children that as well. But now that I'm witnessing and I'm like, "Wow, like I really wish
that."
What she witnessed was a school with a coherent set of beliefs that guide behavior
through mindfulness and gratitude. Oscar noticed the difference in Western and Indigenous
education systems with this statement, “the emotional aspects is missing in our systems of
education in the U.S.” The Latinx students believed in the importance of acknowledging and
supporting emotions in schools. The juxtaposition of the individualistic, cognitive orientation of
education in the U.S. contrasted with the collaborative, caring education observed in the
Indigenous alternative school in Mexico. The Latinx students perceived the need for caring and
support in education carried over into acknowledging and encouraging their abilities in Spanish
language.
Consciousness of alternative understandings of language
According to Pennycook and Makoni (2020), languages are a social construct with
assumptions about purity and fixity. Linguistics has deep roots in colonization which means that
language has been defined and analyzed through Western thought and letters. This colonizing
construct leads to the nationalization of languages. From the minute we stepped off the plane into
Mexico, I noticed how the Latinx students were eager and ready to speak Spanish. They spoke to
each other in Spanish and our guide spoke only Spanish as we explored Mexico City. Once in
Cuernavaca, the teachers at the language school, guest speakers, and homestay families spoke to
us exclusively in Spanish. One of our first nights in Cuernavaca we all gathered together at a
restaurant in the center of the city and sat at a table together. Everyone was speaking Spanish
which I knew was one of the wonderful ways the students were connecting to the country and
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feeling a part of the community. I felt alienated and exhausted from a day immersed in Spanish. I
made an announcement to the table that I realized how ESOL (English to Speakers of Other
Languages) students must feel and that I was mentally fatigued from trying to translate in my
head and I needed a break. Not sure if this was just in my head or I said it out loud, but I thought
or said Someone please speak English to me! This frustration must have been evident as Carlos
noted in a reflection, “I have noticed from time to time that the [two gringas] have meltdowns
due to the frustration of not being able to understand the language sometimes, but they still keep
the determination to keep going.” Carlos related to the feelings of frustration with being
immersed in a different language and culture with his own experience of moving from the
Dominican Republic to the United States: “I had to learn a whole new language while also being
expected to thrive in school simultaneously so that I would not get too far behind. I remember
how much hard work and time I spent in order to master the language and culture.” He did not
give up his knowledge of Spanish or culture from the Dominican Republic while living in the
Global North and assimilating the dominant language. The Latinx students connected their
fluency in the Spanish language with their Latin American heritage and the local community in
Mexico.
In Mexico, they were confronted with images and interactions indicating
colorism and assumptions about language. Colonization of Latin America permeates with a
hierarchy of race (Mignolo, 2011a; Quijano, 2000). Two of the Latinx students were
confronted by local people with false beliefs about their Latin American heritage correlating with
their Spanish fluency. Oscar and Carlos described how people in Mexico made assumptions
based on the function of their phenotype about their abilities to speak and understand the
language (Alim et al., 2016). These assumptions appear to be based on colorism. Oscar, who’s
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heritage is based in Spain and Puerto Rico, described two encounters that led him to realize that
people in Mexico did not see him as Latin American. He wrote, “Many of the people here in
Mexico that I’ve met over the past four days automatically assume that it is unlikely that I can
speak Spanish. The shaman at the zocalo in la Cuidad de Mexico, for example, felt the need to
ask me if I spoke Spanish as did my host parents.” Carlos was an Afrolatino from the Dominican
Republic whose multilanguage proficiency caused surprise with individuals in Mexico who did
not expect him to speak Spanish. Assumptions by people in Mexico about others’ ability to speak
and understand the language was not unique to Mexico. In the U.S., people also hold beliefs
about the Latinx students and their use of language by suggesting they replace Spanish with
English. Students knowing more than one language develop complex skills by reorganizing
thoughts and creating connections among different symbols (Ben-Zeev, 1977; Bialystok, 1991).
Knowing more than one language is an asset.
The Latinx students struggled to navigate formal Spanish while in Mexico versus
their ability to speak Spanish in the U.S. In the U.S., their Spanish was considered fluent
although in Mexico their Spanish was considered flawed as they mixed Spanish with words
associated with Chicanx communities. Lupe described her frustration with perceptions about her
Spanish language abilities:
This little Spanish class was honestly one of the hardest things about this study abroad.
Not hard in terms of it was hard learning grammar, it was just hard to be told that your
way of speaking is wrong. It was hard going through a small identity crisis so early in the
morning, but I discovered that this experience reassured me of my Xicana identity.
Jimena wrote about the disconnect between her fluency in Spanish in the U.S. compared
to how she felt about her fluency in Mexico:
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In the United States, I considered myself fluent in Spanish because I could understand
what was being said to me and I could form a response. I also utilized words that are nonexistent in Latin American countries. Chequear, taggear, yarda, Maarqueta, are words
that Latinos living in the United States created. However, I have found myself getting
choked up when I am speaking either in class or outside the classroom setting.
The benefits of linguistic gains are a focus within the body of literature on study abroad
programs (Guerrero, 2006; Kubota, 2016; Smolcic & Katunich, 2017). Linguistic competence is
problematized by the assumption that, “language learning tends to be based on standard language
ideology, contradicting the recent dynamic view of language arising from the globalization trend
of linguistic practices that challenge the traditional notion of language as a bounded and fixed
entity” (Kubota, 2016, p. 352). The Latinx students experienced the conflicting feelings of
lacking competence in formal Spanish in Mexico, although they felt comfortable with their
Spanish in the U.S.
In the course readings, Gloria Anzaldua talked about being uncomfortable to speak
Spanish in front of Latinas because she was afraid of their censure. She then goes on to mention
that she often found herself, along with other Spanish speakers, speaking English at parties and
conferences, but also being afraid of appearing too agringada to them. Silvia connected her lived
experience to the course readings by Anzaldua. Her self-criticism of her abilities in Spanish
spilled-over into her own identity. “My academic world consists of solely speaking English and
hardly ever speaking Spanish, if at all. When I am confronted with a room of other Latinx
colleagues I find myself often trying really hard to exude my Latinx-ness. It is a weird
dichotomy because it only happens to me when other Latinx folk are around. I don’t ever exude
that kind of pride or cultural characterization with non-Hispanic colleagues in my world.”
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Realizing Latinx people are not a monolith nor is their language, the Latinx students
listened to the stories and lived experiences from local activists who advocate for people
throughout Latin America. Oscar became cognizant of his belief that all people in Latin America
spoke Spanish, then, he understood this assumption was wrong as he listened to a testimonial
during a language class:
I just thought it was crazy how people who fled Guatemala to go to Mexico, some of
them couldn't even speak Spanish. Because when you think about it, Guatemala's like,
"Oh yeah, it's a Spanish-speaking country." But there's so many communities where
Spanish isn't the first language, which I think is fascinating.
He realized the plurality of languages within a country and the significance of Indigenous
languages to their identity and community.
There was resistance by the Latinx students to the Spanish language instruction in
the language school in Mexico. The students realized they were in a liminal space with their
understanding of English and Spanish and wanted their new function of language to be
recognized. Carlos stated, “I have decided to not be afraid to use my right of speaking Spanish
freely.” Ricardo also expressed his thoughts about freely speaking Spanish in the U.S. “There
have been numerous occasions in which I was othered for speaking Spanish in public with
family and friends in the United States. I actively make sure to not allow anyone to make anyone
else or myself feel inferior for speaking a certain language.” Lupe described her background in
the U.S. and her feelings about language in Mexico as she critiqued the formalization of the
Spanish language:
I never received the formal Spanish language education. This Spanish education comes
straight from the people I communicate with and how we have developed our own
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language in a way. All of this to ask, how strictly should I be criticized by Mexican
people who have only ever spoken in native Spanish speaking dialect about my Spanish
that I have accumulated existing in a different country. Languages are constantly
changing, who is there to say that I am correct to say “parkear” in my own regard. In my
culture as a Xicana, those Spanglish terms are not only common, but correct. There is an
understanding, however, that I am here to learn this “correct” Spanish. It is not ideal to be
told that my identity as a Xicana and the cultural and language differences that come with
it is wrong. It is simply just different than Mexican culture and their interpretation of the
Spanish language.
Language was expressed as part of the Latinx students’ identity as they resisted any
efforts to conform to only speaking English or formal Spanish. The notion of expertise in a
language was problematized by the Latinx students while in Mexico. They resisted a Global
North conception that languages are fixed (Pennycook & Makoni, 2020). Living in the Global
North with cultural connections to the Global South, the Latinx students bonded over their
adaptive strategies towards language and, therefore, decolonized their use of language.
Common connections through identity
Ana, Carlos, Jimena, Ricardo, Lupe, and Silvia all shared their image about
themselves in the Global North and their feelings of connection to the culture and people in
Mexico while acknowledging differences. The Latinx students connection to people and place
made them feel at home as they internalized their family stories and culture, which tethered them
to Latin America. Ana grappled with her own identity as Mexican American within the dominant
culture in the U.S as she wrote, “There was a time when I tried hard to negate my Mexican
heritage in effort to assimilate better into the mainstream culture, but at some point, I realized
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that I was tired of trying to fit in other people’s boxes.” Silvia was another Latinx who wrote in
her reflections about being marginalized by the dominant culture in the U.S. While Carlos also
expressed a feeling of “living in a country that is not my own” when he talked about the United
States. In her first thoughts about being in Mexico, Jimena stated, “I was finally in the country I
had wanted to visit my whole life. The country where my parents are from and the country that
holds all of my background histories.” Then, Jimena felt a sense of disorientation within the
culture she encountered in Mexico:
Another culture difference I encountered was in the food. Coming to Mexico, I thought
that I was going to know all about the food and be able to tell them, “yeah I know what
that is-I eat that all the time.” I was embarrassed to ask what a certain dish was on the
menu …I felt like I should know since I was a so-called Mexican.
She was certain when she arrived in Mexico that food would be a very familiar part of the culture
that she grew up with in the U.S. but was surprised when she realized the disconnect between
knowing a culture within the Global North and experiencing the actual local culture.
Through family stories and heritage, the Latinx students had an intertwined
connection to the history and culture in Latin America and their own identity. These students
expanded or changed their feelings about their identity within the spaces of the U.S., Mexico,
and other Latin American countries. Even though Ricardo was from Colombia, he felt a
connection to the culture in Mexico. Ricardo wrote, “In retrospect, Mexico feels familiar to me. I
do not feel like I am somewhere completely unknown that I do not belong in. The similar feeling
that Mexico gives me that reminds me of Colombia helps me feel more at ease and at home
here.” While talking in one of our classes, one student described the feeling of many of the
Latinx students about returning to the U.S.: “Back to being American.” This statement
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reflected the feelings of loss of identity by the Latinx students. The Latinx student recognized a
separateness to being American in Mexico that is different than their identity in the U.S. While in
Mexico, Oscar shifted his expanding ideas about his own identity mix of European and Latin
American, “I recently found myself identifying as more Boricua than American or Spanish. I do
think, however, that my identity is also expanding in the sense that I am getting a better grasp of
what it means to be Hispanic and Latino.” Being in Mexico, Oscar learned more about his Latin
heritage versus his European heritage from Spain and was impacted by his sense of pride in
being Latinx. Ricardo plainly stated his feelings about how society has interacted with him as
Latinx and the new space he created for his own identity:
This is my first time in Mexico, and since I spend all of my life in the United States, my
self-identity is slightly different in the two countries. In the United States, I typically
identify as mainly Latino, multicultural, and transnational, with an emphasis on my
latinidad. Here in Mexico, I am ultimately viewed as an American above anything…
Due to my strong identification and pride in my latinidad, I stopped caring whether others
accepted or how they viewed me, because at the end of the day I knew that no one could
take who I am or the culture I am a part of away from me. Since arriving in Mexico, my
identity has shifted, or expanded, without actually realizing it.
Ricardo and Lupe perceived their commonalities with the local Latin American community,
while also noticing the differences. Keating (2013) stated, “Commonalities are complex points of
connection that both incorporate and move beyond sameness, similarity, and difference;
commonalities acknowledge and include difference” (p. 42). Lupe felt disconnected to her
community in the U.S. and the Mexican culture she encountered as she expressed feeling
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“foreign” everywhere she went. She reconciled her feelings of an ambiguous identity by
accepting her multiple intersectionalities:
When it came to the environment in school, additionally, it was impossible to fit in with
the middle-class American gifted students who have always known their path. I was lowincome, first generation, and Mexican, in fact, the only one that was in the gifted classes.
I had to constantly put up with comments about how I was going to end up pregnant at 16
like most Mexican women, and how I was never going to be smart enough because I was
Mexican. I could only fit in with them when it came to the classes, but I did not have
anything else in common in terms of culture or in terms of socio-economic status. I was
barely fitting in with my own Latino community as it was, now I had to struggle with
finding my place in American society as well. It is a disheartening feeling as though I
could not fit in with my Mexican community nor my American community in school. I
was too “American” and “smart” for the Mexicans, but too “dumb” and “Mexican” for
the Americans…I am blessed with the radiant culture of my parent’s ancestry and the
modern culture that I have accumulated myself.
Up until high school, I identified as Mexican. I knew, however, that I was not like the
Mexicans who lived in Mexico. No matter how Mexican my parents were, I simply did
not have the same culture or upbringing that I would have if I did live in Mexico.
Eventually in high school, I discovered that there was a name for the identity that I’ve
always struggled it. Xicana was the name of this group of people, my group of people,
and I felt like I was introduced into a completely new world of identities and even
cultures.
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Here in Mexico, my identity as a Xicana is heightened. Again, I always knew that I
wasn’t just Mexican and that my culture and upbringing would be different than that of
Mexicans who were born in Mexico.
In course readings and class discussions, the Latinx students learned more about
themselves as transnationals and how often transnationals feel that they do not belong to the
dominant culture or the culture of their family as they live in two different worlds (Kasun &
Saavedra, 2014; Suárez-Orozco, et al., 2015). Jimena felt friends and family defined her
differently than how she identified herself. The statement she made about her space of identity
was a common expression “Ni de aqui ni de alla” which means from neither from here nor there.
This statement is a deficit way of thinking about yourself and a feeling you do not belong in any
place. Transnational is a multiplicity of identities and represents the opposite of ni de aqui ni de
alla. We discussed in class the opportunity of being and belonging to both places, which creates
a liminal space of new possibilities. During her reflections, Jimena reconciled her spaces of
being:
I identify myself as Mexican American. However, in the eyes of my peers, I am identified
as just Mexican and in the eyes of my family, I am identified as just American. I cannot
be both in their eyes because I am not American enough nor Mexican enough. “Ni de
aqui ni de alla”. How can I claim to be Mexican when I speak different Spanish than
people from Mexico? I feel like in order to be happy with who I am and what I am, I have
to accept my flaws to better myself. I have to stop and admit to myself that my Spanish
has gotten weaker, by admitting it, it does not mean that I am any less Hispanic, Latina,
Mexican, Mexican-American or whatever I am.
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Silvia described a situated identity where her identity is fluid in different spaces (Keating,
2013):
My identity is situated differently here because of many different factors. For one,
back in the States I am Latina, Mexican, or Hispanic. I am not typically considered
American by my peers or other Americans. When people ask me for my background, I
typically say that I was born in California and the question that follows is typically one
that asks for a clarification of my ethnic origin. Here in Mexico though, I am not
necessarily Mexican. I am American or a guerita. These questions or statements
typically don’t offend me, but they do make me question my place in society.
The fluidity of identity was also a part of Eva’s lived experience as she moved
from Colombia to the U.S. and then to Mexico with her husband and children. Her journey as
a graduate student needed to be completed in Mexico. She wrote about the shifting feelings of
being in the U.S. and the feelings of being at home within the community in Mexico:
We moved here in January, after living in the U.S. for 20 years. So going back to what
you said, we feel safer here. And we constantly talk to my husband because he, at
work for example, we keep talking that he feels like himself. Like he went back to
what he was when we were living in Colombia, instead of the person that we were
supposed to be while we were working in the U.S.
Eva and her family clearly felt a sense of safety in expressing their culture and heritage
while openly being themselves in Latin America that they did not feel in the U.S.
Celia justified her liminal feelings of identity in different places in the following
reflection:
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During my visit to Mexico, I also learned more about my identity. I finally understood
that I am an exquisite linguistic and cultural mix. I learned to see my life and
experiences as part of a rich and diverse limbo, and to stop thinking that I don’t belong
anywhere.
The Latinx students understood and lived intersectionality through their
recognition that multiple social divisions exist beyond a singular axis of race, ethnicity,
gender, class, or language (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016). Being in the U.S. and Mexico, they
experienced different feelings about their identity through intersectionality. The feelings of
marginality within the U.S. were noted in the Latinx students’ reflections. The Latinx students
acknowledged a commonality among themselves with having Latin American heritage and
living in the Global North. This connection between the Latinx students is expressed by Ana
in her reflection, “There is a certain comradery that comes along with being Mexican or
Hispanic. This comradery brings people together and feeds a sense of pride and belonging.”
Throughout the study abroad program the Latinx students began to separate from
the historical, ideological, and institutional powers that oppress and the hierarchal thinking which
marginalizes them through Eurocentric discourses. They struggled and confronted the impact of
colonization on their education and the socioeconomics of the Global North and Global South.
They realized the fragmentation of their languages and identities caused by colonization. The
study abroad program was a decolonizing experience which provided an opportunity for the
students to feel whole and to examine the ways they could enact change against oppressive
structures.
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Personal story as creation of agency
The primary purpose of testimonials is to foreground personal experiences within
social circumstances so as to describe a person’s struggles as minoritized people in a white
dominant society and place it into the historical consciousness (Mohanty, 2003). The
methodological approach of testimonio has roots in the struggles of people who have
experienced inequities and persecution in Latin America (Delgado Bernal et al., 2012). Delgado
Bernal et al. explain testimonio “incorporates political, social, historical, and cultural histories
that accompany one’s life experiences as a means to bring about change through consciousness
changing” (p. 364). In the program, it was important to hear one another’s stories and listen to
how each person handled their struggles with agency. By storytelling, the Latinx students raised
consciousness about their lived experiences as Latinx people in the Global North.
Students expressed how being and interconnecting in the spaces within Mexico made
them confront and disrupt their own thinking towards a new way of interconnecting with people
and places. Lupe transformed her knowledge and thinking during the study abroad program as
she exclaimed “how can I live my life in a way that shows how much I’ve changed on this trip.”
Carlos expressed the evolution of his thoughts and feelings about himself and people in the
Global South with the following statement, “I have a new diverse look on life. I just might have
to change my perspective. I know for a fact I will take the things I learned here with me and use
them in my daily life back in [city].” Oscar had the same revelation as Carlos when he wrote,
“Once you learn something it changes your perspective on life, you can’t go back.” Ricardo
believed his unlearning of Eurocentric education and relearning of his own history and heritage
was a significant change within him as he asked, “How can I take everything that I’ve learned
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and the experience here and apply this to my life living in the U.S.?” These are impactful
statements about the Latinx students’ perspective to be change agents in their own lives.
Silvia wrote her truths about marginalized people within the dominant culture as
she reflected, “I feel like this is a way of knowing that many people of color and ethnic
minorities develop during their life because of the systemic injustices and marginalization that
forces them to grapple with the multiplicity of truths. We had knowledge about operating in one
culture and operating in the other various cultures that we were a part of.” The need for the
Latinx students to conform to mainstream culture manifests as a fluid identity (Keating, 2013).
These lived experiences of the Latinx students are not my own experience as a white woman, so,
I listened deeply to their testimonials about their lives. Some discussions led to profound
dialogue by the Latinx students.
During one of our class discussions, the faculty director discussed the concept of
pobrecito (poor thing) and the scholar, Eugene Garcia (2001), who wrote about pobrecito
syndrome, which is when U.S. teachers focus on a deficit ideology and view Latinx children as
lacking while ignoring the strengths of the children. Pobrecito invites lower expectations and a
sense of charity as opposed to relationship. When teachers manifest a sense of charity, this
becomes problematic in schools as they lower expectations of Latinx students. Antonio, a
visiting Mexican faculty member, explained the way the Indigenous alternative school was
breaking the charity paradigm:
The church ladies that came with their gifts for Christmas. And instead of... There's
always a risk of being scrutinized because you can be perceived as...ungrateful, right?
“What? How can you like do that to me? How can you tell me that you are not going to
receive gifts from me? Obviously you need them.” And for them to be like: "no, that's not
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how we work. This is what we're trying to do.” And then breaking that cycle; I think it
takes a lot of courage because you don't know how society is going to scrutinize you.
You don't know how these organizations are going to scrutinize you. To rich people.
Right? They feel like what they're doing is good and so changing or breaking the charity
paradigm. It's great that they're able to.
Lupe connected with the idea of pobrecito syndrome in her own experiences and told her
own story:
So I live in trailer parks. So constantly there is churches that come to our neighborhood.
Like we love the free stuff, trust me, but it's kind of insulting that over the summer they
provide meals because they think none of us have food. There definitely are some people
who do struggle with hunger but I don't think going to a trailer parking in one county is
necessarily the best place to tackle hunger. And it's like, every summer they'll have
people coming over here with sandwiches. It's kind of sometimes my parents will just
take us. But it's showing your face there. Oh, like: "you're here, you're accepting the free
food because you need it, because you guys don't have food over the summer."
And what we needed are our kids to keep being in school. Our dropout rate was in our,
my neighborhood was through the roof. I think my graduating class was like the biggest
graduating class from that whole neighborhood. And like the past 10 years. And that says
a lot because it was like five of us. And it just goes to show you, what we needed were
tutors and how we have them. And now we're seeing better things, but it was like, we
don't need sandwiches that just have ham and cheese and the little mustard, Mayo
packets, like really.
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Silvia connected with what Lupe was saying and built on the idea of pobrecito
syndrome by adding her own understanding in the following, “And I was going to say that a lot
of charity work it comes from signs of like a hero complex. The sense of like ‘I’m going to save
you rather than asking what you need.’ So, it comes from a place of ‘I’m going to be selfish and
I’m going to help you’.” Due to neo-liberal structures, people perpetuate these feelings of charity
and make it comfortable for people to have hero complexes and not ever know the real people
they are “helping” or build relationships. Is it colonizing for people who initiate charity to make
the less advantaged feel even more less than? Using this discussion of charity, we gained an
understanding about the lives of the community in Mexico and the lived experiences of people in
our own study abroad group. As the Latinx students and I encountered unjust power structures,
we focused on using a critical and compassionate lens. The study abroad program provided a
space to understand the complexities of the lives of the people in Mexico and for the Latinx
students to examine their own lived experiences. As the Latinx students critically looked at
“common differences,” they formed solidarity with the people in the local community. Through
solidarity, they moved forward by connecting through their commonalities, not forgetting their
individual critical differences (Keating, 2013).
Building community through connectivity
As we connected with each other, there was a spirit of hope towards creating a
community filled with compassion, empathy, and reciprocity. A community can be described as
people interconnecting through physical, social, and emotional relationships (Cajete, 2018). We
were given a space in this study abroad program for deep, thoughtful, and emotional exchanges
around ideas and personal experiences. Silvia reflected on the feelings of safety and comfort
within the study abroad program, “I am going to miss the freedom I felt being in Mexico. Being
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in Mexico was cathartic and it felt like I came back into the arms of an old friend.” To feel free,
the Latinx students needed to be honest with who they were and heal from feelings of loss and
marginalization which is examined further in Healing through self-compassion. In the book This
Bridge We Call Home, Anzaldúa and Keating (2002) wrote, “To bridge is to attempt community,
and for that we must risk being open to personal, political, and spiritual intimacy, to risk being
wounded” (p. 3).
Many of the Latinx students noted how they were surprised that they bonded and formed
relationships with everyone in the group. They had either prejudged or had no expectations about
the individuals during the orientations. In one of her reflections, Ana wrote, “I bonded with
people I never imagined I would have when I first saw them back in April.” Through deep and
meaningful interactions, the Latinx students were open and formed relationships across
boundaries of age, gender, sexuality, culture, and ethnicity. The formation of relationships with
the study abroad group and the local community is considered in Difficulty and joy of building
relationships. The Latinx students expressed the difficulty and gratification of crossing cultural
boundaries in a supportive, relational environment. Ana articulated her connectivity with the
group, “I poured my heart out on many occasions and felt free to express my hurt, my confusion,
as well as my love and care.” Learning throughout the study abroad program became a
communal activity. The experiences and activities the Latinx students accomplished as a group is
recognized in Collective acts. A community of support was created as the Latinx students were
authentic in their feelings while sharing pieces of themselves with the study abroad group and
with people in the local community. The ways everyone respected and cared for each other is
explored in Reciprocity. Connectivity was evident within the group and with the local
community.
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Healing through self-compassion
Healing was an act of acknowledging and accepting the humanity of each other and
within ourselves. By openly sharing their personal feelings of oppression and marginalization,
the Latinx students began to replace these feelings with self-compassion. The act of compassion
is to be open and present (Brown, 2007).
The discussion of compassion during our second class organically formed from
learning the Toltec Four Agreements. Discussion of compassion centered on the Toltec
agreement “Don’t take anything personally.” The conversation started with defining the term
compassion with the students sharing personal examples during class discussion. Celia explained
that compassion is not taking it personally when someone has hurt you. For example, someone
coming from a dark space and this manifests itself by hurting someone else. Having compassion
looks at this bruised person and sees a chance in some minimal way to help them be less bruised.
This idea furthered the discussion of being available to people who hurt other people because
they are displaying aspects of being bruised themselves. The example of compassion formed by
the class exemplified the Toltec ideology. The faculty advisor guided us to the conclusion that it
is hard to be compassionate with others if you do not like yourself or have self-compassion. Selfcompassion was described by the Latinx students as allowing yourself to fail, following passions
that make a person happy, understanding that everyone makes mistakes, and loving your
imperfections.
To feel whole, the Latinx students transformed their feelings of cultural
marginalization towards freely being able to express themselves. Lupe realized an inner sense of
self while being in Mexico as she stood at the top of Tepoztlan:
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It was a personal goal that I had set to myself, to not let my fears get in the way of
enjoying the beautiful view Tepoztlan had provided for me. I felt that I was really
connected to myself.
Hiking the steep trail up to the clifftop, the study abroad students stuck together to
support and encourage each other. Along the trail, we would stop at a shady point along the cliff
to let others catch-up and share snacks. Walking up and over the rocks, someone was always
willing to lend their hand to pull another up. The physical ascent of Tepoztlan was not only an
individual accomplishment but a group experience. The term “we” was used by many of the
Latinx students to describe the experience of reaching the summit. The journey up the mountain
was a collective experience as everyone took care of each other throughout the climb up the
mountain and demonstrated compassion for everyone’s unique abilities.
During the first weekend, most of the Latinx students (one student visited her
family) participated in a temazcal ritual, a ceremony based on Nuahtl (preColombian/Indigenous) principles. This was an extra activity and not part of the program, so we
were there because we were open to experiencing something new. This Indigenous ritual was
symbolic to entering the womb to heal the spirit, body, and mind. Each participant was asked to
set an intention during the ritual. Ricardo set his intention for the ritual, “to leave the temazcal a
better person than I was when I entered.” Each participant entered a dark cave like structure that
was void of light and was intensely hot. Silvia recalled her experience during the temazcal ritual:
I was terrified to say the least. I have allowed fear to control my life for several years
now and it has infiltrated every crevice of my daily being. Once the door was closed and
the hole on top was covered, we were deprived of all visual sense…Like meditation, I
was forced to think about things. To this day, I find myself going back inside that

106
Temazcal internally and what happened in there. I would say that I wanted to stop relying
on the opinion of others because this is where most of my fears in life come from.
Silvia described the temazcal ritual and the impact the experience had on her psyche to heal selfdoubt and overcome fears prohibiting her from living the life she wanted to live.
Reflecting on their lived experiences and personal knowledge in the temazcal, the
Latinx students reflected inward towards their own healing. Lupe anticipated a deep connection
with her culture, ancestors, and herself as she entered the temazcal. During the ritual, she felt a
wholeness to her past and present:
I blamed my Mexican origins for my spiritual connections, as I grew up with stories
about curses and spirits, I naturally assumed this connection with being Mexican. I now
believe that it is through this indigenous ancestry that I am able to connect so deeply with
the world around me and therefore, live my life with these connections as my ancestors
did. That’s why, when going to the Temazcal, I had no doubts that it would make some
sort of impact on my life.
The heat felt like it was opening me up spiritually, allowing space for realizations. I was
feeling all sorts of energies and feelings I didn’t know existed that I wanted to keep
feeling. … was able to clearly see my whole essence. The Temazcal gave me clarity but
even weeks after it happened, I’ve still felt weightless and more content with my overall
life.
After the temazcal ritual, many of the students felt more emotional. In class we talked
about how the experience of the temazcal was an act of compassion. We needed to have selfcompassion for the areas we decided to focus on physically and emotionally. During class,
several students shared what they were thinking about during the temazcal and we discussed
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their feelings of guilt of being on this study abroad program when family and friends could not
cross the border. As the students talked about their guilt, they confronted the reality that guilt
does not go away and it is not productive. Expressing feelings of compassion and empathy for
those who cannot come to Mexico was more productive.
Ana discovered her feelings of connectivity to the people and place of Mexico and
found the ability to have self-compassion:
I can’t say I found myself in Mexico, but I certainly found bits and pieces to take back
and reclaim as my own. One can only hope to reclaim enough to feel whole again. The
Temazcal showed me an image of myself shattered into pieces- I think I’ve been able to
piece back together.
There are several moments within the study abroad program where Ana was introspective and
examined her lived experiences in the Global North and her connections to her heritage in
Mexico. These deep emotions came to light as each of us shared and became more visible to
each other.
Walking through Tepoztlan, Ana was impacted by the image of hummingbirds and
paused to think, “The colibri [hummingbird] to me symbolizes living in the now, being present
on the moment and giving yourself a moment to enjoy.” Each moment for Ana was an act of
self-compassion. These revelations were so significant for her that she had an image of a
hummingbird tattooed on her when she was back in the U.S.
To heal, the Latinx students became inclusive with each other by sharing feelings
and personal experiences within the group. Lupe said, “I don’t feel like I’m the same person that
came in.” This realization was related to the context of the place and the people she was
surrounded by in the study abroad program. She had trepidation that the feelings she had while in
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Mexico would not carry over when she returned to the U.S. She acknowledged that home
(Global North) is not the same environment she experienced in Mexico (Global South).
Difficulty and joy of building relationships
Going on a study abroad program involved a certain level of personal risk by the
study abroad students. Several students mentioned their feelings about taking risks during the
program and being open-minded to new experiences. Ricardo wrote in his reflection, “I came to
Mexico with an open mind, ready to soak up all of the knowledge and experience I could from a
country that was beautiful yet foreign to me.” Being willing to listen with an open mind, the
Latinx students crossed cultural boundaries as they connected with others in the group and the
local community. Ana described her feelings of being unsettled as she opened herself to new
experiences, “Many lines, barriers, and boundaries were suspended in the last two weeks, and not
in a bad way.” Eva wrote, “The program pushed us to think critically and move away from our
previous social schemes, norms, and notions about reality.” As we connected with each other, we
disrupted feelings of silence and isolation by openly sharing lived experiences with empathy
towards others. By listening and acknowledging the feelings of each other, we conferred worth to
each other’s experiences as we created relationships.
Through empathy, people constructed a deeper understanding and deeper
connection with others (Brown, 2007). David Peat (2003) stated, “The best one can hope is to
open your mind to see the world as they see it” (p.50). Through empathy, people build
meaningful and trusting relationships. The environment for creating a community with empathy
meant listening with an open heart and without judgement. Silvia commented, “Being able to
hold or accept multiple truths while having my own obvious interpretation has enabled me to
have empathy and compassion for the ways of knowing of others.”
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Being in Mexico brought forth physical feelings of being a part of somewhere
without judgement. Carlos articulated his feelings of inclusion by interpreting a drawing he had
created:
I portrayed what I've been talking about the whole time that I've been here, which is how
I feel comfortable speaking languages and being myself without feeling judged. So, I put
a road in there, put three very diverse people, curly hair, bald and super short. One's
saying "Hola" and then one below and saying "Bonjour" smiling and throwing like rays
of sunshine because everybody's wanting the same road, but they're not feeling judged.
And they feel like they can be their own person.
Carlos’ description of his visual represented the comradery and solidarity he was feeling in
Mexico while seeing the individual differences between everyone.
Silvia described how she confronted her own initial fears of participating in the
program, “I’m afraid of not connecting. And the key point being the connection, not finding the
connection.” Ana felt the same way as she admitted her fears to entering a situation where she
did not know anyone, while stating this out loud took courage. Carlos exposed his own
insecurities with participating in the group as he stated, “I feel like I never put in something of
value compared to what others are putting in.” With each of these testimonials, the others in the
program demonstrated empathy through supportive comments and outright physical
embodiments of empathy such as clapping and crying. Thich Nhat Hahn (2013) said,
“Compassionate communication is an extraordinarily powerful way to create mutual
understanding and make changes” (p. 110). Silvia, Ana, and Carlos overcame their fears and
connected with each other and others in the group. Along with the Latinx students, the faculty for
the program took risks as they spoke personally from a vulnerable space and shared personal
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stories. From the beginning of the program, we examined within ourselves why we had been
resistant in the past to being open.
The ability for us to be vulnerable in the study abroad program was an act of being
courageous. We talked through moving beyond personal fears and self-doubt. For some of the
Latinx students, the process of applying and coming on the trip was a form of vulnerability.
Allowing for vulnerability, the Latinx students were able to fully participate in all of the
experiences in the study abroad program. Living life is full of risks and fully living involves
being vulnerable (Ruiz, 1997).
In any group dynamic, the feelings of vulnerability are present as people in the group
determine how much of themselves they want to share (Brantmeier, 2013). To be vulnerable, a
person risks opening themselves to others and possible emotional stress. In a classroom,
becoming vulnerable is an emotional experience. When acceptance, trust, and relational
connections are created in the space of a classroom, the students are more willing to openly share
and reflect on what they are hearing from others and their own feelings. By sharing their life
experiences, the Latinx students connected with each other and their personal stories resonated
with others in the group. As someone spoke their truth or became vulnerable, another person
spoke up and empathized with the other person. The feelings of connection between the study
abroad group was evident in the interactions and feelings expressed throughout the program.
Lupe wrote, “A traditional classroom setting couldn’t have provided us with the ability to all
connect and be comfortable showing each other our vulnerabilities in the way this study abroad
did.” Ana felt deep connections to “unlikely friends” as she expressed, “I wanted to know them
forever, but I guess that’s what happens when you feel safe.” The trust built within the study
abroad group was based on compassion, nonjudgement, and empathy. Carlos expressed:
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Being here in Mexico has given me an opportunity to fit in. At the beginning of the trip I
felt like there was nothing that I could contribute but I realized that, whether it is
something as simple as translating or walking one of the girls home I am contributing. I
feel like here in Mexico I was able to open up quickly with our [university] family and
that is something that rarely happens with me. I am able to share about my sexuality and
depressive past without feeling judged or scared and that is something I will forever
remember after we leave this trip.
The ability to overcome the risk of being vulnerable was difficult, although, all the study abroad
students contributed openly in class discussions, which encouraged the group to develop a
relational bond and forge a community.
In the language school, the Latinx students felt a welcoming and warm
environment which supported learning together. Ana explained, “It wasn’t always about
speaking sometimes listening to others say exactly what you felt meant more.” While Ricardo
said, “The staff members at [Language school] were wonderful and very friendly, I enjoyed
being around and taught by them.” Eva reflected on the connections she made with other
students during lessons at the Spanish language school:
It is interesting to observe how in our group language has helped us establish
relationships with our ever-changing identities, allowing us to complement each other
and feel vulnerable without being judged. Language has allowed us to unite and contrast
our identities in a way that is personal to each, but also doing this in recognized groups
spaces. For most of us, it is a common link that breaks through barriers and makes us feel
part of a community, it unites us, it allows us to understand each other in ways that are
different and separate from our daily routine.
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Eva indicated the idea of unity and community during her experiences at the Spanish language
school within her reflection. In the Spanish language school, the Latinx students developed
relationships with each other and the teachers. Each class discussion involved opening up and
sharing personal stories that touched on social-justice issues in the local community. The giveand-take interactions between the Spanish language teachers and study abroad students provided
context for situated differences and connections through intersectionality.
However, it was the students within the group who developed the deepest
connections. Carlos wrote about everyone in the group, “I experienced such good vibes and
thoughts that I never expected to experience.” During class, feelings of inclusion were prominent
in the spaces of our class meetings. Silvia wrote in her caption under a picture of all of us sitting
in a circle around a large fire pit while in the class meeting at the faculty director’s home, “This
was a very cathartic class and it allowed [us] to reflect a lot about our lives.” In her terminology,
she used ‘we’ and “our” as she talks about the class. This was no longer an individual reflection
but a collective reflection inclusive of all of us. Ana wrote, “I am surrounded by people who feel
like me. I’m dreading leaving here, because I know the moment I leave this group of people and
this place [I] will go back to being stuck.” The development of friendships, relationships, and
community impacted the Latinx students. Celia asked the question, “Why did I feel the need to
hide how I really felt before?” This question and Ana’s statement revealed how lived experiences
in the U.S. lack outwardly expressed emotions and a lack of vulnerability with others. Ana and
Celia described the lack of connections made within the U.S. because people do not reveal their
true selves and speak from the heart. Celia, then asked the question, “How can I voice my own
thoughts and concerns more actively in my community?” She wanted to connect with others in
her community in the U.S. to raise consciousness. Through collective learning, the Latinx
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students transformed their ways of thinking about themselves and their community by aspiring to
change their lives and their community in the U.S.
Collective acts
The study abroad program was designed through a decolonial curriculum as a
personal and collective journey. The collective experiences initiated by the faculty director and
the study abroad students, such as rituals and spontaneous activities, fostered a sense of being
present together. Each class began with breathing activities to quiet our minds and focus on the
class and each other. We let go of all the stress of the day and began to center on the readings
and discussions for the course. Thich Nhat Hahn (2013) said, “Breathing is a practice of
freedom. When we focus our attention on our breath, we release everything else, including
worries or fears about the future and regrets or sorrows about the past” (p. 19). Breathing
supports the parasympathetic nervous system to produce relaxation and stillness creating a calm
place within. This ritual allowed us to be open to each other and learn through the lived
experiences we shared in class. Silvia acknowledged the openness and vulnerability presented
during class discussions which extended to mutual understanding and learning for everyone, “I
am thankful for everyone who came for giving me a little piece of themselves to carry with me
for the rest of my life.”
The temazcal ritual was both individual work within ourselves and a collective
experience. Carlos wrote in his reflection about the sense of being present and leaning on each
other for support. Personally, I felt this connection and I remember Carlos asking if I was okay:
The first part felt eternal to me and it got to the point that at the end I wanted to give up.
In order to keep going, I would look around, specifically at [researcher], and realized that
she was very calm so then I would try to calm myself down.
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The collective experience was also felt by Eva as she described in her reflection:
Even though this was a very close and personal experience, our group stayed together in
support of one another, and we made sure that every single one of us felt safe and happy.
I was impacted by all the solidarity and help we showed one another.
Carlos and Eva revealed in their reflections a recognition of the strong relationships formed
through support and the sense of being responsible for each other. Both Latinx students
expressed the feeling that everyone in the group was connected physically, emotionally, and
socially.
For some inexplicable reason, we went from the temazcal and the indigenous ritual
meant to cleanse each of us physically, mentally, and spiritually to the very modern shopping
mall near the city. As a group, we voluntarily experienced both places together and individually
we acknowledged the dichotomy in our own way. For me, I took a picture of the group sitting
together outside the Indigenous sweat lodge in the morning and a picture of all of us in the food
court at the mall in the afternoon. These experiences were completely contradicting to me,
although, both experiences represented the cohesion of our group and the place of Mexico. These
common experiences provided an opportunity for all of us to connect and decompress from a
highly emotional ritual.
Our final ritual during the program was a ceremony and meal with the teachers at
the language school and our homestay families. All the local food was prepared by our homestay
families which grounded the act of saying good-bye with warmth and hospitality. We were
relaxed as we ate and talked with each other. After our meal, each homestay family presented a
coffee mug and said some kind words about each of the students that stayed with them. These
sentiments represented a connection with each student beyond the capitalist exchange of a bed
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and meals. This ritual of parting from each other allowed for acknowledgement of the
relationships formed during the study abroad experience. Knowing that there was going to be
this ritual, the other gringa and I planned to honor Juan in a meaningful way for his kindness and
patience in guiding us through our language deficiency. Our relationship was noticed by Silvia
and she wrote, “They built a wonderful relationship and the girls even bought [Juan] a gift for
doing such a great job helping them with Spanish.” During our circle, we spoke about the
relationship we developed, which clearly embarrassed him, and then we presented a football we
bought at the mall to give him. The communal meal felt like being with family. There were
deeply established relationships between the teachers at the Spanish language school and the
homestay families, and during these two weeks, they had lovingly invited us into their homes
and lives. Our collective experience created a sense of community.
The idea of collective acts and being responsible for each other was present in the
minds of the Latinx students. Ricardo wrote in his final reflection, “I connected to my classmates
and instructors on a level I had never experienced before. We all stayed united throughout the
whole journey, experiencing it together.” Ana expressed the desire to adopt a more collective
way of relating with each other and the desire to expand this idea into her life:
Collective thinking has influenced or flipped a switch in some of us to adopt this
collective mindset. With this collective mindset, if one prospers we all prosper, and the
people that do not prosper have the responsibility to uplift the rest of the population.
The comradery and solidarity we felt as a group and community happened through the
relational environment established in the study abroad program.
Reciprocity
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“We are, one and all, social beings living in relation to one another” (Cajete, 2018,
p. 90). Through reciprocity, we had a responsibility in this relationship to respect and care for
each other. As a participant in the study abroad program, we each had a purpose and something
to share. Relationships and reciprocity developed between all participants and the faculty
through the acts of sharing, contributing, and being present while being vulnerable without
judgement.
The indigenized program used in the alternative school applied Toltec wisdom,
which provided personal standards of behavior for the students in the school. Through our
immersion in the Indigenous alternative school, the Latinx students witnessed the relational
approach in the school as students took responsibility for each other. This responsibility for each
other extended to teachers and volunteers. Silvia noticed, “As a volunteer, I noticed that no one
assumes that you do or don’t know how to do a task, but they do ask if it is something you are
comfortable doing. They also don’t expect more of me than I am willing to give.” Silvia also
provided examples of the way the students are responsible towards each other:
The pre-values say that the bigger person should take care of the smaller person and that
the more knowledgeable person should teach the less knowledgeable one. During
breakfast, the older kids help bring plates and drinks to the younger kids so that they can
eat breakfast. Then, everyone would pick up their plates and wash them in the sink. It
was amazing to see this comradery between all of the students, staff, and volunteers.
The Latinx students internalized these Indigenous ideas in the ways they observed the
relations between all who were present in the school. Lupe wrote, “Everyone’s smiles and
compassion that they shared with the kids were genuine and we were all incredibly touched to be
a part of this.” The interactions between the Latinx students and the students at the Indigenous

117
alternative school were impacted by the culture created. Jimena described the connections she
made at the school, “Each one of us got attached to a child.” Lupe observed, “I was able to see
all of my classmates interact with these little kids and I could see through every interaction,
everyone was changed in a positive way.”
In the Indigenous alternative school, the idea of openly expressing feelings is a
part of the culture of the school. Jimena said, “By creating an environment where they can
express themselves freely it is demonstrating to them not to hold back or hide what you feel or
what you want to say.” Beyond the students in the alternative school listening to each other, they
also value what others are saying. Another Latinx student noted that the school director was
instrumental in creating the environment where students were to value other students’ words as
much as their own. A curriculum which emphasized the Toltec agreement “Be impeccable with
your word” and valuing other people’s words required honesty. Therefore, there is an
expectation that all answers to questions were answered honestly. Another focus the director and
teachers expected from the students was participation. Silvia wrote how “participation is
important because it adds to the individuals experience but that it also adds to everyone else’s.”
Within the homestays, language school, and Indigenous alternative school the
Latinx students sensed the feeling of community. They talked about how everyone shared
whatever they had such as food, resources, knowledge, or time with each other. The convivir
(living together in harmony) within the community made others feel a sense of belonging. Most
of the Latinx students expressed feeling a part of the community as they used terms “like family”
in their reflections and discussions.
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The homestay experience was a connection all of the Latinx students experienced
during the program. Lupe described the relationships developed while living and learning with
the homestay families:
On my last day in Mexico, I had to say goodbye to my homestay moms. They treated us
like their own daughters. I got emotional saying goodbye. No matter what our group did
that day, where we went, or what we learned, they were there at the end of the day for us
to tell them all about it. Staying with them helped us get used to being in a different
country because they felt so much like family.
Lupe understood the homestay family’s act of compassion by sharing their lives with the
study abroad students. Through reciprocity, Lupe shared her own lived experiences. The
emotions felt by the study abroad students and the homestay families illustrated the mutual care
towards each other.
Ana had similar feelings about her homestay experience, “I was amazed at how
much my host family felt like family. Like an aunt and grandma, I was visiting.” Carlos also had
a connection to his host mom, “My host mom was amazing. I created a really good bond with
[host mom].” The homestay opportunity allowed the Latinx students to form relationships within
the community. These relationships went beyond casual acquaintance for the moment of time the
Latinx students and homestay families became family. The host mom, Margarita , shared her
feelings about the study abroad participants which mirrors the feelings the students expressed:
To me it has been a joy to have the students at home and I’ll tell you again that I’m a
crying baby and sometimes I need to hold my tears when they leave; when they leave, I
feel like a family member left, not a student. To me the word student doesn’t exist. When
they come to my door with their luggage’s I tell them; come in, this is your house.
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The relationship between the host family and the study abroad students was evident in the
feelings expressed by both. Velez-Ibanez (1988) maintains “reciprocity represents an attempt to
establish a social relationship on an enduring basis” (p.142). Acknowledging differences, the
host families and study abroad students did not view socioeconomic or cultural difference as a
barrier to strong affective connections. Familial ties developed between the host families and
study abroad students for the brief time they spent together.
As a homestay mom, Donna, described the reciprocity of respect between her and
the homestay students:
I think that one of the most important values is respect; because if there’s respect you’re
going to have everything; you’re going to have peace, serenity, you’re going too have
good relations. And I respect, for example, their points of view, I don’t like to argue. If
you don’t like certain food, I can’t impose you to eat it, right? And I think that is the
principal value.
During this study abroad program, there was mutual respect and care between the
homestay families, teachers at the Spanish language school, and students.
Within our study abroad group, everyone shared personal stories and opened
themselves to others in the group. Carlos described the connection and feelings of reciprocity
within the group, “I will always remember the bond that we created as a group. We shared some
personal stories that we wouldn’t just share with anyone. Everyone was meant to be on this
program together.” Eva explained this connection, “I feel happy to have allowed myself to feel
vulnerable, to laugh, and cry with no fear and shame. I was able to open my heart, receive hugs,
care, and friendships with no limits.” Ricardo described his experience during the program, “I
really liked how our class came together as a family. We were open and accepting of one
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another.” The Latinx students felt solidarity within the study abroad group as everyone
experienced classes, the immersion school experience, and activities together.
The study abroad program was designed for everyone to have their own personal
encounter, build community within the group, and at the end of the experience be able to connect
more effectively with people in the local community of Cuernavaca. Through this study abroad
program, we were able to reconnect into feminist and Indigenous knowledges that would help us
survive and thrive communally with love.
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5 DISCUSSION
In the findings two major themes were identified and supported by the data: 1) Through
struggle comes the possibility to create solidarity, and 2) Building community through
connectivity. Within the discussion section of this chapter, the two primary themes identified in
this study are recognized as solidarity and community. Then, I provide a summary of the study in
the conclusion. Following the conclusion, I describe the implications of the study and the impact
this study has on study abroad faculty, teachers of Latinx students, students of color in study
abroad, and communities who host study abroad students. From this study, limitations emerged
and are discussed in this chapter. Last, I make suggestions for further research.
Solidarity
Words for solidarity include unity, fellowship, and community action. Solidarity happens
when people identify common struggles against systems of oppression and connect with each
other to create opportunities for agency (Mohanty, 2003). The Latinx students were impacted by
asymmetrical structures of power but were not powerless. Through their common struggles
against marginalization, the Latinx students connected with each other. Solidarity occurs in a
moment in time where the people connecting are enacting change and raising consciousness
during their time together. (Mohanty, 2003). As a case study, the Latinx students formed
solidarity during the timeframe of the two-week study abroad program in Mexico. This does not
mean that the freedom and changes created within each student did not extend beyond the
program.
Developing solidarity among the Latinx students was a way to decolonize hegemonic
knowledge and enact change in political structures, self, and community (Keating, 2013;
Mohanty, 2003). The personal histories of the Latinx students had commonalities which emerged
as similar struggles with language, education, and identity. Although, the differences between the
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Latinx students were illustrated by the intersections of heritage, class, sexuality, ethnicity, age,
and more which shaped each of their lived experiences (Keating, 2013). The commonalities
recognized by the Latinx students allowed them to perceive their differences in less divisive
ways (Keating, 2013). The Latinx students’ ability to create alliances among themselves, even
across complex differences, was difficult but was needed to raise consciousness.
Education was a significant part of the Latinx students’ lived experiences in the U.S.
Mohanty described oppositional pedagogies in education as “an attempt to get students to think
critically about their place in relation to the knowledge they gain and transform their worldview
by taking the politics of knowledge seriously” (p. 201). This means that the gaps or erasure of
the history and culture of underrepresented people in education is political. During discussions in
class, the Latinx students challenged their missing and erased heritage in their U.S. education.
Lupe and Jimena mentioned their experiences with teachers in their schools as frustrating
because teachers’ had low expectations of Latinx students and there was a lack of cultural
relevance in the classroom. The Latinx students’ recognition of lack of relevance, low
expectations, and absence of cultural understanding in their own U.S. education emphasized their
common struggles. By talking and writing about their education experiences, the Latinx students
legitimized their experiences as they challenged the status quo in Global North education.
The Latinx students struggled to navigate Spanish in Mexico which contradicted their
feelings of confidence in speaking fluent Spanish in the U.S. In Mexico, their Spanish was
considered flawed as they mixed hybridized Spanish-English words into their communication
with the host community. Through their connection with the Spanish language in both the Global
North and Global South, the Latinx students formed solidarity by being comfortable with the mix
of Spanish and English. Anzaldúa (1987) explained the connection between language and
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identity for people who do not completely identify with formal Spanish or standard English as,
“A language which they can connect their identity to, one capable of communicating the realities
and values true to themselves-a language with terms that are neither español ní inglés, but both”
(p. 77). The Latinx students gained agency by feeling content to speak and be multilingual and
include words and terms that encapsulate Spanish and English. Language is tied directly to
ethnic identity (Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019). In the findings, Eva stated, “It is interesting to
observe how in our group language has helped us establish relationships with our ever-changing
identities.”
The common context of being from the Global South and living in the Global North
shaped the Latinx students’ feelings about the struggles in their daily lives due to the historical
effects of colonization. Ana grappled with her identity growing up in the Global North as she
tried to assimilate into the dominant culture. As she tried to “fit-in” to the mainstream culture,
Ana conceded that she felt she was missing parts of herself and did not feel whole. Gorski (2008)
describes the neoliberal strategy towards alleviating inequality as “fixing deficient people.
‘Fixing’ in this case often means assimilating- as in assimilating poor students into the very
structures and value systems that oppress them” (p. 518). During the study abroad program, Ana
reconnected with her heritage, language, and identity in ways that empowered her. The Latinx
students each had stories based on marginalization in the U.S., and as they revealed their
struggles, they formed a strong connection. Writing and telling testimonios and personal stories
within a collective are important ways to document and acknowledge personal struggles
(Mohanty, 2003). Celia, Lupe, Carlos, and Jimena reflected on their feelings of living in the two
different worlds, one world of their heritage and the other one of the dominant culture in the U.S.
The Latinx student expressions about their identity in a specific context created a sense of
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solidarity among themselves. Sharing of stories in the Spanish language school and homestays
provided an understanding from a Mexican perspective.
Eduardo Galeano, a Uruguayan writer, famously stated, “I don't believe in charity. I
believe in solidarity. Charity is so vertical. It goes from the top to the bottom. Solidarity is
horizontal. It respects the other person. I have a lot to learn from other people” (Barsamian,
1999, p. 35). The Latinx students learned from the local community by sharing parts of
themselves with the teachers at the Spanish language school, the students at the Indigenous
alternative school, and the host families. The give-and-take interactions between the teachers at
the Spanish language school and the Latinx students elicited relationships and a sense of
community. One reason for the solidarity among the teachers and students was the vulnerability
of all participants as they had conversations about social-justice issues in the local communities
in Mexico. One of the issues confronted by the Latinx students was the economic conditions in
Mexico. Silvia’s socioeconomic situation in the U.S. connected her with the students at the
Indigenous alternative school although she recognized her circumstances within the Global
North were different than the economic issues in Mexico. Her feelings of being marginalized in
the Global North had parallels to the marginalization of Indigenous people in the Global South.
Lupe conveyed the compassion and empathy felt by the study abroad students towards the
children as they immersed themselves in the Indigenous alternative school. Another connection
with the local community was the homestay experience which was a part of the program for all
the Latinx students. Both, the Latinx students and the host families, spoke about the relationships
developed in the homestay experience and they acknowledged the mutual care towards each
other. Lupe, Ana, Carlos, and Ricardo described their interactions as familial with their host
families. The host families mentioned living in peace and serenity with the study abroad
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students. Through the decolonial curriculum of the program, the Latinx students made
connections within the local community even though they were geographically and differently
situated people.
Through relationships and equitable participation, the Latinx students and the local
community formed solidarity by working in collective ways to initiate agency against oppressive
systems (Mohanty, 2003). Mohanty suggested, “Agency is thus figured in the small, day-to-day
practices and struggles” which address issues of identity and communities like home and family
(p. 83). The practice of telling personal stories through testimonios and rewriting history to
counter the hegemonic narrative present in the U.S. “leads to the formation of politicized
consciousness and self-identity” (Mohanty, 2003, 78). Anzaldúa (2002) said, “Where before we
saw only separateness, differences, and polarities, our connectionist sense of spirit recognizes
nurturance and reciprocity and encourages alliances among groups working to transform
communities” (p. 568). The curriculum, experiences, and interactions in the study abroad
program raised critical consciousness by being emotionally affected by unjust global realities.
Solidarity among the Latinx students and with the local community crossed borders to work
towards social change. Jimena said, “I have learned that it is important to be informed but even
more important to be part of the change you want to see.” Essential connections between the
study abroad students created a space where we were our whole selves with our own voices,
experiences, culture, and languages coming together and forming a community.
Community
Community is related to common experiences and history (Mohanty, 2003). Smith (2013)
stated, “The idea of community is defined or imagined in multiple ways; as physical, political,
social, psychological, historical, linguistics, economic, cultural, and spiritual spaces” (p. 128).
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Feelings of community occur through shared experiences. Within the context of community, a
person establishes relationships, becomes responsible to others, and has an obligation to
participate (Cajete, 2000). The relationships formed in the study abroad program and the local
community created connections of care with each other and built trust.
Within the group, we created genuine connections by recognizing the humanity in each
other by treating each other with respect and connecting in meaningful ways. The integrity of an
individual is found through the expression of community (Cajete, 2000). As the Latinx students
shared their experiences living in the Global North, they were communicating and interacting
within a safe community. The personal stories told within the group restored feelings of
humanity and established empathy within ourselves and the community (Kimmerer, 2013).
Healing was an act of acknowledging and accepting the humanity of each other and the
value within ourselves. By openly sharing their personal stories of oppression and
marginalization, the Latinx students began to replace feelings of self-doubt with selfcompassion. The temazcal ritual was an intentional experience to focus on areas to heal
physically and emotionally. In class, we expanded on the mental healing of the temazcal as the
Latinx students deeply reflected on their thoughts and emotions during the ritual. By
understanding our feelings of pain and suffering, we can accept and cultivate self-compassion
(Brown, 2008; Thich Nhat Hahn, 2013). To feel whole, the Latinx students transformed their
feelings of cultural marginalization towards acceptance of their language, identity, culture, and
family.
This study abroad program created spaces for building relationships through connectivity.
Connectivity through a decolonizing lens allowed people to build intersections and relationships
within the context of the history and lived experiences of others and with the understanding of
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the power structures that exist (Cajete, 2000; Keating, 2013; Mignolo, 2011a; Walsh, 2007). As
we listened to each other share experiences and emotions, we developed a deeper understanding
of the issues disclosed. During class discussions, we learned about the ways sociopolitics
marginalized the Latinx students in their everyday lives through language, education, and
identity. The individual stories told in class were from a socially situated personal history
(Belenky et al., 1986). In feminist pedagogies, such as connected knowing and interconnectivity,
learning is a mutual experience as knowledge flows both ways (Belenky et al., 1986; Keating,
2013; Mohanty, 2003). The Latinx students connected with each other through stories about the
relationship loss due to border politics and document status of family members, low expectations
of teachers in the U.S., and feelings of living in multiple worlds. The Latinx students’ personal
stories foreground their struggles as minoritized people in a white dominant society. Empathy,
trust, and understanding were part of the learning experience and were the basis for developing
relationships during the study abroad program.
By sharing personal stories, the Latinx students collectively learned together. Through
interactions with the Indigenous alternative school, the Latinx students experienced a collective
approach to ways of thinking and being. Silvia discussed how students in the Indigenous
alternative school are responsible for each other across age groups. Ana wrote about the
collaborative project she accomplished with the students. The end product of the project was not
a vision of any one person but a collective outcome. A Western-centric education system values
individualism and individual achievement which is in contrast to the importance of community
prevalent in Indigenous beliefs (Battiste, 2008; van Wyk, 2014).In a collective mindset, the
individual learns and experiences the world within a community (Rendon, 2009). Creating a
community of knowers provided a space for collective ways of knowing.
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In spite of differences, host families and study abroad students did not view
socioeconomic or cultural difference as a barrier to strong affective connections. The
relationships of the Latinx students and host families represented connections beyond the
capitalist exchange of a bed and meals. In their written reflections, Lupe, Ana, Carlos, and
Ricardo expressed their feelings about their host families as “being like family” which was
mirrored by the host families’ comments about study abroad students. Mutual respect and care
among the study abroad students and host families were components in the reciprocity of the
homestay experience. Ana talked about the feelings of camaraderie in the program establishing a
sense of conviviality between the Latinx students and host families. The relationships formed
with the host families extended to feelings and connections towards the local community.
Collaborative learning in the study abroad program was cultivated by being a community and
connecting by listening with openness and acknowledging complex commonalities (Keating,
2013). The qualities of a true community include support, reciprocity, and a vision (Cajete).
Conclusions
During May 2019, I participated as a researcher and graduate student in a study abroad
program travelling from the U.S. to Mexico. As I engaged in the study abroad program, I felt
connected to everyone in the group and realized the relationships they were building with each
other were deep and meaningful. When I began my study, I had the intention to explore and
analyze the experiences of the Latinx students with themselves and with the local community.
Applying a qualitative methodology, I used critical ethnographic case study through a decolonial
stance to examine the impacts of oppression and marginalization on the Latinx students and the
opportunities of establishing relationships in the study abroad program through connectivity. A
critical ethnography addresses the “processes of unfairness or injustice within a particular lived
domain” (Madison, 2020, p. 4). According to Madison (2020), a researcher is ethically
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responsible to the participants by showing compassion for the unjust situations of the participants
suggesting ways to raise consciousness, increase agency, and promote equity.
Considering the complex experiences and power dynamics inherent among the students
and place of study, I chose a methodology that challenged injustice and social power structures
by engaging and interpreting social interactions in a particular setting (Madison, 2020). Madison
(2020) contends that a critical ethnographer “use the resources, skills, and privileges available to
her to make accessible- to penetrate the borders and break through the confines in defense of- the
voices of interlocutors whose stories are otherwise restrained and out of reach” (p. 5). The
critical ethnographer identifies and brings forth the stories and experiences of underrepresented
people.
The power structures and systemic oppression that create structures that form the Global
North and Global South cannot be ignored while learning and experiencing daily life during the
program in Mexico (Mignolo, 2011a; Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019). The history of colonization
and settler colonialism is often unspoken or erased from the curricula in U.S. schools (Battiste,
2013; Four Arrows, 2016; Grande, 2015). Not recognizing the historical and political context of
colonialism in Mexico allows colonial discourse to perpetuate. To decenter Western knowledge
and history, I used the theoretical framework of connectivity. Through a decolonizing curriculum
and student initiated activities, the study abroad students explored impacts of asymmetrical
power systems on marginalized people in the Global North and Global South. During the
program, the Latinx students made connections and built relations among themselves and with
the host community (Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019).
Examining the Latinx students’ interactions and reactions during a study abroad program
in Mexico shed light on important yet under-examined aspects of Latinx students’ relationships
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and experiences as they journey together within the host community. In much of the study
abroad research, the relationships of students are described without the context of historical and
economic systems where these immersions exist (Smolcic & Katunich, 2017). This study applied
a critical approach which provided spaces to talk about identity and social inequity issues in the
Global South and Global North (Chang, 2017; Willis, 2015). We are not usually given the space
to participate in deep, thoughtful dialogue around difficult ideas about identity and oppression.
My role as a researcher was to detect consciousness-raising experiences during the study abroad
program.
While I identified structures that oppressed and ways the Latinx students and people in
the local community were marginalized, the Latinx students were the ones to state ways they
wanted to change themselves and their communities in the U.S. The decolonizing approach of
the study abroad program opened space within the Latinx students to heal with self-compassion
and learn through the understanding and empathy of other perspectives. While in Mexico, the
students discussed ways they changed their beliefs about their identity and their feelings related
to language. By acknowledging these shifts in their feelings about themselves, the Latinx
students were able to manage the social oppressions at “home” in the U.S. If empathy and
reciprocity are goals towards understanding collective action, then relationships need to be
central to the pedagogical approach in a study abroad program. The profound discussions during
class added depth to the Latinx students’ collective actions and respectful relations within the
group and with the local community. Interacting in the local community provided opportunities
to learn beyond the classroom and form alliances with others who also live with the historical
effects of colonization. Solidarity with the Latinx students and members of the local community
developed through the growth of relationships. Through a relational approach, many of the
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Latinx students raised their consciousness about unjust systems and created alliances among
themselves to be agents of change through solidarity within a supportive community.
In this concluding chapter of my dissertation, I discussed the contributions of this
research to relational approaches and spaces through solidarity and community and the ways
these relational approaches raise consciousness and agency within a study abroad program. This
study adds to the literature on students of color in study abroad and the inclusion of the host
communities. In the following section, I offer recommendations for faculty of study abroad
programs, local communities who host study abroad programs, and teachers of Latinx students.
Implications
The following implications are suggested to create connections across borders and
between individuals. Immersion and study abroad programs located in the Global South need to
make students critically think and reflect on issues of colonialism and deficit mindsets. These
implications may be of interest to study abroad faculty, teachers of Latinx students, students of
color in study abroad, and communities who host study abroad students.
Disrupting the “rugged individual” narrative
The concept and term “rugged individual” came from Republican President Hoover in his
1928 presidential campaign speech. The Merriam-Webster Online dictionary defines rugged
individualism as “the practice or advocacy of individualism in social and economic relations
emphasizing personal liberatory and independence, self-reliance, resourcefulness, self-direction
of the individual, and free competition in enterprise.” The idea that learning and ways of
knowing are individual endeavors is depicted in the Women’s Ways of Knowing theory as
separate knowers who exclude emotions and relationships from learning (Belenky, et al., 1986;
Harding, 1996). The feminist theory of connected knowing is a relational approach which
counter-balances a separate knowing ideology. With connected knowing, a person learns through
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relationships and empathy as they see ideas and experiences through the lens of another person
(Belenky et al., 1986; Clinchy, 1996). Many of the Latinx students were aware of the “rugged
individual” narrative in their own education in the Global North. The concept that learning is
democratic, relational, and nonjudgmental, directly challenges the “rugged individual” narrative.
In the study abroad program, the Latinx students learned from local activists about the
Zapatistas. The Zapatista movement in Mexico reflects the opposite of the “rugged individual”
and Western individualism. The Zapatistas emphasize belonging and collective ownership which
is expressed in the motto “Para Todos Todo, Para Nosotros Nada” Everything for Everyone,
Nothing for Us (Esteva, 2005, p. 130). Zapatistas center their Indigenous traditions towards
living a decolonial, anti-capitalistic, collective life. Unsettling the individualistic way of thinking
of the dominant culture in the U.S., the Latinx students took a decolonized stance as they learned
different ways of knowing and considered the collectivist approaches they were experiencing in
the program (Battiste, 2013; Grande, 2015; Walsh, 2007). Ana described the project she was
doing with a group of students in the Indigenous alternative school and the feelings of letting go
of ownership of a product or concept, which is collaborative work. This feeling of an
achievement or reaching an outcome that is from everyone and not a single individual breaks the
mindset of individual achievement.
Learning through relational approaches provided an alternative to the lack of emotionally
driven education in the Global North. We were given a space in this study abroad program for
deep, thoughtful, and emotional exchanges around ideas and personal experiences. Oscar
perceived the individualistic way of knowing in the U.S. in his statement, “the emotional aspects
is missing in our systems of education in the U.S.” Lupe said, “I wish I would've have received
some kind of emotional support like that in school. Imagine how much more competent we
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would all be.” Emotions move students to go beyond the academic classroom towards a
connected way of knowing by empathizing with the feelings and experiences of others.
Keating (2013) described the “rugged individual” narrative as an “Enlightenment-based
story of the ‘self-made man’, with his hyper individualism and radical independence, is one of
the most damaging stories in U.S. culture” (p. 171). In the traditional U.S. education framework,
individual achievement is favored over collaboration and notions of meritocracy are embraced
(Belenky et al., 1986; Rendon, 2009). The standardized test in the U.S. is an example of the
individual student’s achievement. Within a collective narrative the “individual exists in
relationship to the community” (Rendon, 2009, p. 107). Study abroad faculty and teachers create
a relational and supportive way to learn by designing a curriculum alternative with a more
collectivist-oriented approach as opposed to the dominant individualistic Eurocentric approach.
Connected knowing, interconnectivity, and connectivity shifts the mindset from an “I” to a “we”
consciousness. Decentering a Eurocentric curricula makes a study abroad program for Latinx
students more meaningful as they are able to connect through their struggles of being
marginalized in the dominant culture in the U.S. and acknowledge their commonalities. Study
abroad faculty and students confront topics of unequal systems collectively by sharing stories
and being open with one another.
Students expressed how being and interconnecting in the spaces within Mexico made
them confront and disrupt their own thinking towards a new way of interconnecting with people
and places. If we set an intention to listen deeply and with an open-mind, then we can be
changed by what we hear (Keating, p. 53). The narrative of “rugged individual” can be disrupted
by study abroad faculty, students, and teachers through relationships, connections, and collective
acts.
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Offsetting low expectations
The contributions and strengths of Latinx students in study abroad and in school
needs to be emphasized to break the cycle of low expectations. As indicated in the findings,
teachers in the Global North are lacking in their understanding and compassion of Latinx
students. Ana, Lupe, Silvia, and Jimena described the lack of relevance in their educational
experiences in the U.S. along with the teachers’ low expectations of Latinx students. These
teachers may have used the ideology of probecito as a way to justify their division and
expectations of Latinx students. A probecito mindset is a deficit ideology eliciting feelings of
sympathy, not empathy (Garcia, 2001). Using a deficit ideology, a person believes inequities
exist due to the intellectual, cultural and behavioral deficiencies in a demographic group while
ignoring the impact of systems of oppression (Gorski, 2008; Yosso, 2005). Garcia (2001) first
observed the “probecito syndrome” at a middle school serving Mexican immigrant children. The
school’s mission was to assimilate the children into the dominant culture because the
administrators and teachers believed the students’ Mexican culture was lacking. The overall
emotion from the teachers and school system was one of sympathy. Garcia explains, “Such
sympathy is shown when an educator or an educational system begins the slippery slope of
lowering expectations and academic standards and begins to devise selection devices that
separate the deserving from the non-deserving, the smart from the dumb, those with and those
without a future” (p. 252). In schools, teachers need to highlight the Latinx students’ assets, such
as language, culture, and worldview. Schools and study abroad programs need to connect Latinx
students with their heritage, language, and culture to empower them and break a system which
defines them as lacking. The probecito mindset is present in schools, charity programs, and
travel.
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In a heterogenous study abroad group, the students in the dominant group need to think
critically about ways they convey sympathy and good intentions. In his speech to a group of
students travelling to Mexico, Ivan Illich (1968) talked about the sentiment of white, middle
class volunteers with “good intentions” imposing themselves on people in the Global South.
These volunteers only considered what they could give without considering what they could
gain. The Global North volunteers exported a way of being and living that they believed was best
and did not consider the significance of Mexican heritage and culture. Teju Cole (2012) names
the feelings of sentimentality and “having a big emotional experience that validates privilege” as
the white savior industrial complex. History has shown that people from dominant societies who
enter countries in the Global South with their own ideas to be implemented in local communities
are met with resistance and their strategies often fail (Appiah, 2006). By engaging with the local
community more deeply, study abroad students may have greater opportunities to enact changes
against socioeconomic and sociopolitical inequities.
Although this study was limited to the Latinx students and their experiences, the fact is
most study abroad students are white and middle class (IIE, 2019). To better support all the study
abroad students, a program located in the Global South needs to make visible the social
inequities and complex social realities in the host country before and during the study abroad.
Using a relational approach, the program can foster empathy and begin community building with
the local community. We gain human dignity when we treat others as equals with respect and we
care for each other through reciprocity.
Quality of study abroad experiences
Study abroad programs located in the Global South need to acknowledge issues of
colonialism through critical reflection and dialogue (Hartman et al., 2020). The Latinx students
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learned by engaging in meaningful and deliberate class discussions about the complex social
realities in Mexico so they could understand issues such as immigration and transnationalism. In
the curriculum of the Spanish language school, the teachers discussed local cultural issues which
were interwoven into the course discussions. Personal stories and testimonials from local
activists in the community were powerful ways to connect the study abroad students with the
local community. The study abroad program was designed through a decolonial curriculum as a
personal and collective journey.
The faculty director for this study abroad program conceptualized the curriculum through
an Indigenous knowledge framework using the Four Agreements by Don Miguel Ruiz (1997), an
Indigenous author from the Eagle Knight lineage in Mexico. Learning about the history and
culture of Latinx and Indigenous people through Indigenous ways of knowing, the Latinx
students gained knowledge missing from their Western education (Battiste, 2013). The idea was
not to replace Western knowledge but to braid Indigenous, Latinx, and other subjugated histories
and knowledge together for students to gain an appreciation of the multiplicity of histories and
culture. To understand collective histories of oppression, study abroad faculty need to use the
methodology of testimonios in the curriculum. Ana and Oscar wrote about Indigenous resistance
and revolutionaries in Mexico after listening to testimonios of local activists. Testimonio is “an
approach that incorporates political, social, historical, and cultural histories that accompany
one’s life experiences as a means to bring about change through consciousness raising” (Delgado
Bernal et al., 2012, p. 364).
The comradery and solidarity we felt as a group and community happened through a
relational environment established in the study abroad program and influenced by the lens of
Indigenous ways of knowing. Relationships must be central to the pedagogical approaches in
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study abroad programs (Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019). To achieve a relational approach in the
study abroad classroom, study abroad students shared stories and became vulnerable with each
other. For the students to be vulnerable, they had to take the personal risk of sharing personal
stories with others and open themselves to stressful feelings (Brantmeier, 2013). When
acceptance, trust, and relational connections are created in the space of a classroom, the students
are more willing to openly share and reflect on what they are hearing from others and their own
feelings. By sharing their life experiences, the Latinx students connected with each other through
their personal stories of marginalization. Silvia described the moment in school when her teacher
told her there was no Hispanic literature worth reading which was hurtful. As someone spoke
their truth or became vulnerable, another person spoke up and empathized with the other person.
When Jimena and Lupe reflected on the their feelings of guilt as they were able to cross the
border into Mexico when their parents could not return, the other Latinx students empathized
with these emotions. The feelings of connection between the study abroad group was evident in
the interactions and feelings expressed throughout the program. Connections made even stronger
as we internalized the four agreements: be impeccable with your word, don’t take anything
personally, don’t make assumptions, and always do your best (Ruiz, 1997). The collective
experiences initiated by the faculty director and the study abroad students, such as rituals and
spontaneous activities, fostered a sense of being present together. Carefully designed study
abroad curriculum connects students of color to aspects of heritage and family, community, and
the understanding of multiple cultures.
Study abroad faculty need to deepen the decolonial and relational aspects of the program
to draw attention to the quality of the experiences of marginalized students. Experiences in study
abroad that liberate marginalized students from invalidating past experiences allow
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consciousness-raising. Study abroad faculty have the responsibility to foster the strengths of
underrepresented students in international immersions programs and unleash their feelings to be
free to be themselves and validate their experiences and beliefs.
Conviviality of homestay experience
The Latinx students made connections to their homestay families which positively
impacted their experience in Mexico. A relationship was formed through the careful placement
of study abroad students with their homestay families. Each of the students in the study abroad
program was placed into a homestay experience by the administrators at the Spanish language
school. Before our travels to Mexico, the Spanish language school sent each of us an application
form. The information they gathered from this application was used for the homestay placement
and for the development of Spanish classes. The social context of the homestay experience was
significant to the study abroad students.
According to the director of the Spanish language school, the collaboration between
the host families and the Spanish language school is an extension of the student immersion
program. In the study by Knight and Schmidt-Rinehart (2002), the homestay families indicated
that they felt they were a part of the study abroad experience and their role went beyond
“providing a safe, warm, and supportive environment for students” (p. 198). Although the host
families saw themselves as caretakers for the students, Knight and Schmidt-Rinehart concluded
that students did not fully appreciate all the opportunities the host families had to offer. The
findings in this study highlight the close connections several of the students formed with their
homestay families. The connections that occurred between the host families and study abroad
students disclosed the thoughtful considerations the director of the Spanish language school used
to match host families and students.
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A unique connection was revealed in the data between Silvia and her homestay
mom, Teresa. During the interview, Teresa described the ways she connected her study abroad
students with the people in the community and the culture in Mexico in a visit to Tepoztlán:
I’m an active feminist activist so there are always activities going on, meetings, and I talk
to them about all of these. When we went to Tepoztlán, we all got together and then we
saw a friend who is a filmmaker, and she is the director of a program called Telemanita
and they have interesting videos about women. Through activities we get involved.
Silvia wrote about what she experienced and felt during the excursion to Tepoztlán with
Teresa:
We got to meet some of [Teresa’s] good friends! These women were so wonderful to be
around. They are self-proclaimed feminists and definitely live the lives of activists.
Collectively their efforts include work for the UN in Egypt, working for women’s rights
and in Italy, and being part of the LGBTQ movement in Mexico. I really connected with
their work.
The activities Teresa planned for her study abroad students resonated with Silvia on a
personal level. In another reflection, Silvia disclosed how this experience with Teresa had
reframed her thinking about her own culture and heritage. She reflected:
I always found it hard to relate to the Hispanic community due to my feminist views.
This trip in particular though, has opened my eyes to a Mexican community I had no idea
existed. I had never heard of Mexican feminists until this trip, and I had never witnessed
another Mexican speak so openly about LGBTQ rights.
Silvia’s connection with the local community and her own identity may not have
occurred if she had been situated with a different host family. The significance of the connection
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of Silvia’s homestay arrangement correlates with the finding by Kobayashi and Viswat (2015)
which stated that a study abroad director needs to gain information about each student before
placement to enhance compatibility.
Lupe and Ana shared a homestay and they each expressed their love for their host
moms. Lupe said, “I can’t even lie, I got emotional saying goodbye. Because there were hardly
any language barriers, it made it easy for all of us to feel like a family. Staying with them helped
me get used to being in a different country because they felt so much like my real family.” Ana
wrote, “I was amazed at how much my host family felt like family. It was hard to accept that a
place I had been in for only a few days felt more welcoming than the place I had lived in for
almost 21 years.” Ricardo and Carlos describe their feelings of care and hospitality with their
homestay mom. Ricardo noted, “I have been lucky enough to stay in Cuernavaca, Mexico with a
wonderful host mother.” Carlos exclaimed, “My host mom was amazing. I feel like I created a
really good bond with [Bella] and her motherly skills did show with the way she treated us.” The
feelings they felt towards their homestay mom, Bella, was mutual. In an interview with Bella,
she said, “I love the fact that they feel comfortable, happy, peaceful and I’m too; there’s no
problems because the coexistence is beautiful.”
Kobayashi and Viswat (2015) state that positive outcomes in homestays occur “when
participants devised ways to bridge psychological and cultural differences” (p.484). In this study,
the Latinx students identified a connection with the local community through language, new
knowledge about communities in Mexico, and heritage. The Latinx students’ family heritage
established a cultural commonality with the host families and may have contributed to the close
connections and the feeling “like family” these students discovered with the host families. In this
study abroad program, the director of the Spanish language school explained that “there are a
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series of activities and commitments that [homestay families] must attend at the school
throughout the year.” Activities in the school included workshops in psychology, group
integration, homophobia, and Paulo Freire. Participation is also expected in an annual excursion
with all the school staff. The specific expectations of the host families to be part of a learning
community is well-received by the host families. These interactions build relationships between
the teachers at the Spanish language school and the homestay families as they form their own
community. Everyone in the study abroad program benefitted from the connections between the
school and families through communal meals at the Spanish language school and the feelings of
conviviality.
Kubota (2016) indicates sociopolitics and socioeconomics is imbedded in a homestay
through issues of race, gender, ethnicity, sexuality, and others. The relationships between the
study abroad students and the host families are complex. Capitalism does play a part in the
homestay program through the exchange of money. Several host families indicated this was a
reason for initially being a host family but each host family stated this was not the reason they
continue in the program. One of the host “moms”, Margarita, said, “A friendship emerges, that
affection, that trust, so, I try to look at it this way. It is a job, yes, thank God, but there’s
something more important, the friendship.” The relationships developed between the students
and hosts during the homestay complicates the dynamics of the unequal power structures.
I also recognized the depths of the relationships created by the Latinx students within the
study abroad group where everyone continued to interact beyond the scheduled program and
participate in activities together. The connectivity developed within the group may have limited
the amount of time the Latinx students connected with their host families. Eva and I intentionally
included our host mom in several of our activities outside of the scheduled learning experiences.
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On several occasions, we insisted that she join us for dinner with the group when we were in the
city center. I am not sure if including our host mom in unplanned events was related to age
because the undergraduate students did not include their host families in these experiences.
A study abroad director needs to consider the relationships and strong connections
the in-country program director has with the host families. Before students in the study abroad
program travel, the host country program director needs to collect information about the students
and carefully consider the compatibility of the students with host families. While in the host
country, the faculty director should create one or more opportunities for the students to interact
in a meaningful way with their host families. The interactions experienced by the study abroad
students in a homestay experience contributes to their connections and feelings about the local
community.
Limitations and Delimitation
As I examined the methodology, data, and findings, limitations of the study surfaced
along with the delimitations from my intentional choices. The following four
limitations/delimitations for this study are noted: homogeneous study participants, range of host
family interviews, length of program, and researcher bias.
Homogeneous study participants
Throughout the study, I made the intentional choice to concentrate specifically on the
Latinx students’ experiences during the program, which created a delimitation of the study by
selecting the participant criteria and excluding others. The research on students of color who
study abroad is lacking and this is the reason I focused on the Latinx students in the program
(Kasravi, 2009; Smolcic & Katunich, 2017). I did not compare experiences across racial/ethnic
groups. Prior literature, such as, the study by Chang (2017) focused on the academic, cultural,
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linguistic, and social experiences of four Latinas within a predominately white study abroad
group. Chang (2017) analyzed the impact of a study abroad program on the Latina students as
they navigated social experiences in the Global South with their white coparticipants. The Latina
students were keenly aware of their impact in the community and used cultural sensitivity in
their interactions with the local people while they noticed their fellow white study abroad
students were not aware of their lack of respect towards the host country. The purpose of this
study was to concentrate on the depth of experiences of the nine Latinx students and their
interactions with each other and the local community through the rich description of their
experiences in the study abroad program in Mexico. Although, I would contend that a study
abroad program with a majority of underrepresented students could be a positive outcome and
not a limitation. Such a program with a majority of students of color would enrich learning
experiences by empowering them to share their stories of oppression and marginalization
(Willis, 2015). As more studies focus on students of color in study abroad, the findings may be
gathered towards a meta-analysis which can indicate more clearly their experiences in multiple
locations and with varying differences in the group of participants.
Host family interviews and interactions
The interviews with the host families were arranged by the director of the Spanish
language school. Due to the limited time frame of two weeks, only five host families were
available to interview. A graduate student interpreter/translator was a part of the interview
process between the host family and me. The information from the interviews were insightful
and more interviews may have disclosed moments of specific interactions and relations with
other study abroad students. Four of the five host family interviews were with families hosting
students within the program of this study. Two of the host families for this study abroad program
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were not included in the data. Reflecting on the interviews with the host families, I question
whether I would have gained greater insight if I had used a feminist approach in the interviews
through the “establishment of intimacy and openness through self-disclosure on the part of the
researcher, and a willingness to engage in continuing relationships with research participants
beyond the conclusion of the study” (Roulston, 2010, p. 21). The interpreter/translator that I used
for the interviews was warm and friendly which may have impacted the rapport and engagement
by the host families in each interview. Using a feminist approach in the interviews, I would need
to be mindful of the influence of the interpreter/translator with the local community.
In the findings, Ana, Carlos, Lupe, and Ricardo expressed their feelings of family and
close connections with their host families. Current study abroad research indicates the
interactions with host communities do not reveal any reciprocity (Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019;
Smolcic & Katunich, 2017). Although meaningful relationships between the students and host
families were disclosed in this study, the opportunity for engagement was restricted by time. One
of the reasons for the reduced amount of time with the host families was the strong connections
the students formed as a group, which caused spontaneous activities to be inclusive with the
study abroad group without the host families. More intentional activities could have been
initiated in the program to interact more with the homestay families.
Length of program
Another limitation with this study was the temporal design of the case study. The impact
of the length of a study abroad program is not clear in the literature (Doerr, 2015). The most
common form of study abroad programs from the U.S. are short-term programs (IIE, 2017;
Woolf, 2007). Short-term programs can be as impactful as long term-programs when the
intention of the immersion involves meaningful connections with the local community (Cushner,
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2009). This study contributes to the literature about study abroad students and their connections
and relationships with the host community, although, the two-week length of time of the program
was not considered in the findings of the data. As several of the study abroad students indicated,
they did not want to leave Mexico or the safety of the group. Studying these strong emotions
about the study abroad program articulated by the Latinx students would further provide
information on the impact of this program on the Latinx students.
Researcher bias
I am a white, female researcher which is why I deeply listened but did not try to
represent ideas of the Latinx students except through the data. My prior history of education is
through a Eurocentric perspective in the Global North, although, my own way of knowing has
shifted and expanded through my journey in higher education. Personally, I approach knowledge
and experiences with an open-mind and willingness to change. Goldberger et al. (1996) cautions
that gender, race, and class alone is not enough for a person to understand ways of knowing of
people who are multiply oppressed. The complexity of a white researcher, who is not fluent in
Spanish, exploring the experiences of Latinx students has no simple solution. There is a
recognized dichotomy of being from the dominant culture and trying to be an agent of justice
through a critical ethnographic approach (Madison, 2020).
During the study abroad program, the Latinx students perceived me as a student
completing the assignments and work just as they were. The dialogue from class discussions
involved acts of reciprocity through the giving and receiving of personal stories and emotions
(Madison, 2020). I formed relationships with the Latinx students through the intentionally
designed collaborative curriculum and spontaneous activities in the study abroad program.
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Through my connectivity with the Latinx students, I became aware of their emotions and beliefs
towards their lived experiences in the Global North.
Throughout the process, I was cautiously aware of imposing a Western gaze towards the
study abroad program in the Global South (Kincaid, 1988; Taranath, 2019). I carefully thought
about how I imposed meaning onto the data, while reflecting on my own assumptions and bias
(Madison, 2020). Self-reflection was a way to hold myself accountable for my “own research
paradigms, own positions of authority, own moral responsibility relative to representation and
interpretation” (Madison, 2020, p. 7). I recognize the limitations of my own background, lack of
fluency of Spanish, and bias towards this study. Being accountable to the Latinx students, I
submit my research to benefit and support the Latinx students towards freedom from oppressive
systems.
Suggestions for Further Research
This study extends previous research on students of color by describing the insights and
realities of lived experiences for an underrepresented group of students. The inclusion of
interactions and interviews with the host families adds the voice of local communities to the
literature of study abroad programs. More research on students of color in study of abroad is
needed to increase the understanding of their experiences. To create mutual benefit for the host
country, researchers need to consider inclusion of the local community.
Recommendation 1: Inclusion of Students of Color Experiences in Study Abroad
In the limited study abroad literature on students of color, there is a growing body of
research on the students of color access to study abroad programs and the reasons they
participate (Kasravi, 2009; Lowe et al., 2014; Martinez et al., 2009; Picard et al., 2009; Sweeney,
2013). Other literature includes exploring the experiences of the students of color using assetbased approaches (Chang, 2017; Hartman et al., 2020; Willis, 2015). Continued research on
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students of color studying abroad in a variety of locations will provide further voice to the
experiences of Latinx students and students of other racial backgrounds. Literature on students of
color counters the experiences of white, middle-class females which is prominent in study abroad
narratives (Cushner, 2009; Kasravi, 2009).
Researchers need to examine underrepresented students’ experiences more deeply and
investigate how they and their communities at home are impacted by their study abroad
experience. After returning to the home country, faculty should continue to encourage reflection
with the students to deepen learning about collective experiences. Further study expands the
analysis regarding the ways students of color utilize what they experienced and learned abroad
into situations they had not considered before. This refers to research that considers the assets the
students of color bring with them to study abroad communities and expand these assets at home.
Future research can analyze the cross-cultural experiences that prepare students of color to be
agents of change in their own communities and in international context. Continuing a connection
with the study abroad students at home extends the relationships and provides an opportunity for
a long-term study.
The formation of relationships was the center of this study as the Latinx students
connected on many levels among themselves and with the local community. The intention of this
study was to represent the Latinx students’ relationships and experiences within the study abroad
group and with the host community.
Recommendation #2: Creating Community Activism and Connections with the Host
Community
How can we continue the efforts of solidarity to promote community activism and
connections to the host community with mutual benefit and reciprocity? Lacking in the research
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is the articulation of the perspectives and thoughts of the local community (Hartman et al., 2020:
Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019). Research on Global North and Global South immersion and
study abroad programs has lacked more than one perspective as “voices of host communities in
such studies have been silenced or, if included in the study, have been interpreted by those who
use a mainstream lens” (Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019, p. 68). To fully engage study abroad
students by reducing barriers and connecting with local communities, the content within the
study abroad program needs to make visible the impact of colonization and create beneficial
collaborations (Hartman et al., 2020). Programs need to decolonize sources of knowledge
through personal stories, critical conversations, and diverse local community testimonials. Study
abroad faculty need to look for opportunities to connect to social activists along with social
justice and human rights organizations within the host community.
Study abroad programming needs to be examined to see where students connect to local
communities and on what level they connect. There were several points of connection with the
local community during this study abroad program. In the findings, the Latinx students reflected
on relationships they built with the teachers at the Spanish language school, the students at the
Indigenous alternative school, and their homestay families. Through the relational approach of
this study, the study abroad students and host country connected with profound dialogue which
was decolonizing through the gains in understanding and empathy. Deeper engagement with host
communities should be encouraged to provide opportunities to raise consciousness between the
students and host country. The connectivity between study abroad programs and host countries
can be further investigated to reveal opportunities for collaborations and collective actions
between the students and local community members. Relational approaches can shift the
conversation from walls between the U.S. and Mexico towards bridges.
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Recommendation #3: Developing Programs that Intentionally Consider the Demographics of
the Study Abroad Participants and Demographics of the Host Countries
Considering the demographics of the countries in which the students study, researchers
should examine the demographics of the participants in the study abroad group and how this
influences the students’ feelings and interactions. Pirbhai-Illich and Martin (2019) suggests,
“conducting a critical analysis of the locations and direction of travel of international immersion
programs might raise questions about who gets to travel, where do they travel to, and why might
this be the case?” (p. 87). In a study on Black women’s study abroad experiences, “the racial
demographics of the countries in which students studied and the demographics and dynamics of
their peer group clearly influenced students’ feelings and reactions” (Willis, 2015). For a critical
perspective, study abroad students interacting with the Global South need to be challenged by
their own histories and locations and the political dimensions of colonization in global relations
(Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019). Study abroad programs provide a space for U.S. students of
color to think about both their privilege and marginalization in ways that are different in their
home in the Global North (Wick et al., 2019).
Literature on students of color experiencing heritage locations is both positive and
negative (Wick et al., 2019; Willis, 2015). Through the findings, the Latinx students in this study
indicated a profound experience. This study abroad program amplified the Latinx students’
connections with a history they did not know, language skills they were unaware they had, and
the asset of being from more than one place. Research can further the literature by exploring
reasons students of color choose heritage destinations and what they gain from the experience.
Faculty of study abroad programs need to acknowledge how the students (re)connect with their
heritage and the tensions and conflict inherent in historically colonized locations. The faculty of
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study abroad programs can facilitate the personal journey of the students of color to self-discover
in a heritage location. This study described class discussions where the students were vulnerable
and empathetic which led to deep personal learning about themselves, educational gaps in Latin
American history and culture, and social structures of power (Brantmeier, 2013; Brown, 2008).
Solidarity with the Latinx students and members of the local community in the Global South
were developed through the relational approach of connectivity. Further studies on ways
alliances are formed in a study abroad would determine possibilities for solidarity.
Final Thoughts
Study abroad is a high impact education practice which has been indicated to increase
student engagement and lead to academic success (Kuh, 2008; Sutton & Rubin, 2010). The body
of research on underrepresented students of color and their experiences in study abroad is lacking
(Kasravi, 2009; Willis, 2015). My intent for this study was to add to the scholarship on students
of color in study abroad and represent their experiences through the data. Considering the ethics
of interacting and studying marginalized populations, a researcher needs to emphasize the
benefits to those who are included in the study (Madison, 2020; Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019).
As a critical ethnographer, I amplified the voice and stories of the Latinx students and discussed
the inequities and injustice within social, political, and economic systems in both the Global
North and the Global South. Their connections with each other encouraged the Latinx students to
identify commonalities of struggle and a reason to form solidarity against unjust systems in the
U.S. The formation of solidarity contributed towards the Latinx students’ self-compassion and
healing which benefitted their well-being as they journeyed back to the Global North.
The voice and perspectives of the host community have been excluded from much of the
body of study abroad literature (Pirbhai-Illich & Martin, 2019; Smolcic & Katunich, 2017). By
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interviewing the host families and the director of the Spanish language school, I hope in some
minimal way that I have contributed the ideas and thoughts of the local community to the study
abroad literature. There is a need for study abroad students to interact with intent and
understanding with the local community to provide context for the sociopolitical and
socioeconomic issues they encounter during the experience in the host country (Pirbhai-Illich &
Martin, 2019). The relationships developed in study abroad are a significant component of the
experience among the study abroad students and the host communities.
Relationships gained between students of color in study abroad programs and host
communities located in the Global South connects them beyond borders towards greater common
goals. Researchers need to continue exploring the complexities of study abroad and the ways
connections between students and local communities uncover hegemonic assumptions and
disrupt inequitable and unjust systems rooted in the history of colonization.
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