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Introduction

In the United States, institutions are structured in a way that caters towards Anglo-American culture. This is
done so through implementing racist and exclusionary ideologies into institutional policies, beliefs, and values.
As a consequence, students belonging to identities outside of Anglo-American culture face unique challenges.
Specifically, Mexican-American students looking to pursue higher education face a variety of mental health,
language, and financial barriers (Excelencia in Education, 2023, Nam, 2023).

As a result of these barriers, Mexican-Americans fall behind in academic achievement; among the already low
graduation rate within the Hispanic population, they have the second-lowest graduation rate (Excelencia in
Education, 2023, Hernandez & McElrath, 2023). Going beyond the undergraduate level, Mexican-Americans
make up less than 7% of the graduate student population (Excelencia in Education, 2023). Due to systemic
challenges and lack of visibility, Mexican-Americans who continue their educational journeys have a
significantly different experience in higher education than that modeled by Anglo-American culture.

The goal of this paper is to examine the unique external and internal challenges that many Mexican-American
students may face in higher education. These challenges will further be evaluated through the culture cycle
framework. Challenges will be examined in order to 1) highlight how higher education institutional practices are
largely misaligned with non-Anglo-American culture, which may create a lack of support for the Mexican-
American population, 2) illustrate how this lack of support may lead to a phenomenon known as imposter
syndrome, which may discourage some Mexican-American students from pursuing and staying in higher
education altogether, and 3) show how Mexican-American students who do decide to stay in higher education
may shift their educational values to align more with the roots of their culture as a way to resist said
challenges.

Literature Review

Review of Culture Cycle Framework

The culture cycle offers a relevant approach to reviewing the issues that Mexican-American students face. The
culture cycle includes four different “cultural layers”: ideas, institutions, interactions, and individuals. It exposes
how culture can be considered a cycle due to how each layer interacts with the other layers. Ideas and
interactions impact individuals and institutions, and vice-versa. It is a framework that can be helpful in “1)
revealing and explaining the psychological dynamics that underlie today’s significant culture clashes, and 2)
identifying ways to change or improve cultural practices to foster a more inclusive, equal, and effective
multicultural society” (Hamedani & Markus, 2019).

The idea that the culture cycle is able to explain cultural clashes from a psychological standpoint is very
important in considering the impact of culture on everyday life. While much of psychology focuses on the sole
individual, a lot of what an individual feels and thinks is based on the environment and structures around them.
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When applying this framework to better analyze the experiences of Mexican-Americans in higher education,
the culture cycle highlights the different “layers” of the interactions they may confront throughout their
educational journeys. For example, while some may state that a sole racist interaction between two individuals
is just a lone incident that has nothing to do with the institution, the culture cycle takes into account how this
remark also ties in with the institution and the practices they enforce, which are born out of ideas.

Additionally, the culture cycle pushes for change on how individuals view cultural differences. In connection
with Mexican-Americans, many may view their lower than average academic outcomes as a result of them not
being as efficient or smart as their Anglo-American peers. The culture cycle reframes this view, by stating that
said “assumptions are not neutral, but are instead powerfully shaped by White, middle- to upper-class beliefs,
norms, and values that privilege independence and innate intelligence” (Hamedani & Markus, 2019). In other
words, Anglo-American culture alienates outside culture, influencing Mexican-Americans who are not familiar
with the rules and norms of their culture.

The culture cycle will not only point out flaws in our current educational system, but also give ideas on how to
foster a more multicultural system by focusing on both micro and macro level changes simultaneously. Each
culture layer will be explained in further detail and connected back to both Anglo-American and Mexican-
American culture.

Idea: Familismo

The idea layer includes the norms, values, and ideologies that build up overarching themes in cultures and
inform individuals what to do in interactions (Hamedani & Markus, 2019). It is important to recognize that ideas
should be recognized as patterns, rather than be used to generalize. Within a culture or social group, there will
always be exceptions to what is considered the norm.

An idea that seems to be strongly emphasized in many Mexican-American families is maintaining cultural and
family connections, a value otherwise known as “familismo” (Chavarin, 2016). A value such as a familismo can
be seen as aligned more with collectivistic culture, as it focuses on prioritizing a group’s values over an
individual. This differs from Anglo-American culture, which focuses more on growing as an individual. The idea
of individualism is present in American higher-education institutions, as the average American college life is
often generalized as a “time to find oneself”, living away from home in some form of a dorm. This is often not
the reality that Mexican-Americans students find themselves in, as their obligations lie on providing for their
family.

However, that is not to say collectivistic values are the reason for lower educational achievement among
Mexican-Americans. In fact, a qualitative study focusing on the successes of doctoral Mexican-American male
students found that surrounding oneself with family and friends was among one of several major factors that
helped the eight men in the study achieve their doctoral degrees (Chavarin, 2016).

Institution: Practices of Institutions

The institution layer includes institutions such as schools, businesses, and governments that formalize norms
about interactions and individuals through their policies. As previously mentioned, American institutions are
focused on their own individualistic ideas. This creates exclusion of other cultures’ ideas and values within
institutional practices and policies. Institutional practices and policies play a major role in creating campus
climate and how welcomed students feel by their institution. For Mexican-American students, discriminatory
and racialized incidents are typical of their higher education experience. Such incidents may include
microaggressions, stereotype assumptions, racial jokes, and aggression (Solorzano et al., 2000). Repeatedly
facing these racialized situations may make them question “their academic merit, cultural knowledge, and
physical presence” (Solorzano et al., 2000).
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One way in which Mexican-American students combat racial microaggressions in educational institutions is
through taking ethnic studies classes, as a way “to see themselves contributing to a legacy of resistance to
oppression” (Solorzano et al., 2000).

Additionally, culture centers can offer safe spaces for Mexican-American students, especially in institutions that
lack ethnic diversity. They may sometimes be the only spaces to offer Mexican-American and other ethnically
underrepresented students an opportunity to develop their identity, while also offering support specific to their
struggles (Patton, 2023).

Interaction: Family Involvement and Expectations

The interaction layer involves reciprocal actions or influences that can be crucial to shaping an individual's
knowledge, as well as their identity. One of the most important interactions can be that between a student and
their family.

Generally, students that receive familial support, whether that be through emotional support, financial
contribution, or academic advice, “are more likely to have lower levels of psychological distress, have lower
levels of feelings of loneliness, have an easier time socially adjusting to college, and have positive experiences
making new friends” (Cuevas, 2024). One study in particular showed that Latino families, “not only supported
college-going but that students returned to their families to impart college-going cultural capital, potentially
converting it to funds of knowledge generationally over time” (Luedke et al., 2024). This indicates a reciprocal
interaction between Mexican-American students and family, in which both parties benefit.

Despite family playing an essential role in the educational journey of Mexican-American students, there still
appears to be some distance that suggests higher complexities in the interaction. A second qualitative study
exploring underlying tensions in familial support for first-generation Latino students found that, “while [students]
felt supported, they also expressed frustration and disappointment when their families could not truly
understand their experiences and demands as college students” (Cuevas, 2024). This suggests that Mexican-
Americans are forced to navigate higher education largely by themselves, due to American institutions not
accounting for cultures that are unaccustomed to the practices and values they push.

Individual: Stereotypes and Imposter Syndrome

The individual layer is the layer most frequently emphasized in psychology. It looks closely at the concepts of
identity, thoughts, feelings, and behavior. A prominent idea in Anglo-American culture is that Mexican-
Americans do not value their education. This idea is based on lower academic achievement and lower
graduation rates within the Mexican-American student group. This is otherwise known as “deficit thinking”, or a
type of thinking that blames failures due to a false “deficiency” within a group, rather than the bigger picture
(Valencia & Black, 2002).

The reality is that Anglo-American develops these narratives in order to maintain their position as the
“‘dominant culture” in the United States. Mexican-Americans do value their education, but face systematic
barriers that may challenge them in achieving their academic goals (Espino, 2017). As a result of these false
ideas, Mexican-Americans may begin to internalize often negative thoughts, feelings, and stereotypes about
themselves, which may affect their academic performance and self-esteem. This may result in the common
phenomenon of “imposter syndrome” (Archer, 2022). Imposter syndrome can be further defined as feelings of
self-doubt and insecurity that causes an individual to question their abilities, largely due to feeling out of place.
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A qualitative interview was conducted to support the findings discovered in the literature review. Qualitative
interviews are focused on gathering personal testimonies through one-on-one dialogues in order to provide
further insight into the research topic.

A total of two participants were gathered for the interview; they will go by the aliases of Martinez and Valdez for
privacy measures. Both participants are PhD candidates in the Race, Inequality, and Language program at
Stanford University.

The two participants were selected out of convenience. Each participant was asked to do an individual
interview via the platform Zoom. Participants were asked to answer four main questions (see appendix), with
each question relating back to a layer of the culture cycle. There was an additional open-ended question asked
at the beginning of the interview to gain general background information on each participant, as well as several
follow up questions per main question in order to further clarify answers. A document with the questions on it
was filled out shortly after the interview in order to record the participant’s answers.

The document follows the same format and order as the appendix. Interview transcripts and recordings were
also used to select power quotes and recall any missing details.

Results

Martinez appeared to have had a lot of explicit challenges with the institutional system itself. As one example
of said challenges, he states that his high school collaborated with a military program known as JROTC (Junior
Reserve Officers' Training Corps), and was “placing students in the program without their consent [...] they
were telling students this would give them credit towards college, which eventually we found out was false”.
Martinez, alongside other underrepresented students, resisted against the school’s unfair treatment, but the
institution punished these students instead of listening to their concerns. Martinez shared, “the principal, who
was responsible for the militarism, would pull me out of class [...] and interrogate me [...] they would do this to
other students as well, it wasn’t just me”. As a result, Martinez did not perform very well academically early on
in his life, even becoming unsure of whether he would ever attend college.

Meanwhile, Valdez faced internal struggles, focused on her self-esteem. Early on in her life, she was always
what is traditionally considered a “good” student, getting good grades and never getting in trouble. Additionally,
she grew up in a community that “was primarily Mexican-American, so a lot of the customs and traditions were
front and center while [she] was growing up”. However, as Valdez entered college, she shared that she has
had to deal with growing amounts of imposter syndrome and insecurity. As she entered her PhD program, she
stated, “I think it was a little bit of culture shock to attend Stanford [...] | struggle a lot with asking for help or
asking time from people”. Valdez states that one particular friend group has helped her feel a sense of
belonging. “We have the same parents, basically, and the same family dynamics. So we kind of really
understand each other.”

While Martinez has also faced struggles with imposter syndrome, he states he has learned to manage feelings
of insecurity. He credits a mentor he met in high school as having played a large role in helping him overcome
imposter syndrome and continue with his education. A specific interaction that stood out to him in breaking the
imposter narrative was when his mentor told him after his acceptance into college, “You have every right to be
here [...] never allow anyone to make you feel as if you don’t have the right to be here”. Additionally, programs
that support underrepresented students, such as the McNairScholars Program, MEChA, and Summer Bridge,

have been noted as beneficial to helping foster community for both the participants.

Both participants acknowledge that these programs are not easily accessible, with Martinez specifically
addressing that many of these programs are not really supported by the institution, but rather programs known
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as “the undercommons”. The undercommons are student-led organizations for other students who have not
been traditionally represented by the institution.

In terms of family and cultural dynamics, Martinez used the term “hard working” to describe his family members
and culture, while Valdez used the term “collaborative”. Despite caring for their family and culture, both
participants emphasized that there was a lack of understanding from their parents about what exactly they
were doing throughout college and beyond. Martinez shared, “When | got accepted into UCSD, my parents
had no notion of what that meant”. Additionally, they also both shared that their family wasn’t very involved
throughout their educational journey. “For grad school, they just didn’t really care. | mean they’re proud of me,
I’'m sure, but they don’t really talk about it”, Valdez states.

Discussion

Each participant had interactions throughout their educational journey that not only reinforce the culture cycle
theory, but also show the unique challenges that Mexican-American students face in education.

Beginning with the ideas layer, both participants shared similarities in how they viewed their culture, using
positive adjectives to do so. What'’s particularly interesting is that the ideas of collaboration and hard-work did
not simply function to help the participants get good grades, or get into the institutions they got into. Rather, it
impacted them as learners, influencing their choice in degrees. Both participants’ involvement in the Race,
Inequality, and Language program shows a life-long dedication to their community and family. This indicates
that both participants may have the value of “familismo”, and as a result, have become community-oriented. A
similar pattern can be observed through the interactions layer as well. Both participants’ interactions with
family, friends, and mentors helped pave their path to higher education, and made them want to continue this
pattern of contribution through their participation in their PhD program.

Furthermore, the ideas instilled into the participants’ lifestyles and educational commitments further disproves
the myth that Mexican-Americans are lazy and do not value their education. There is simply an interference
that may limit some Mexican-American students from instilling these values into their lives. This mentioned
interference can be further analyzed through the institutional level. Martinez in particular appears to have had
direct conflict with the institutional system, and therefore did not see himself becoming a scholar or ever having
a good relationship with education. What turned his perspective on academics around was not a result of
anything any of the institutions he went to did to try to help him or fix in themselves, but rather his commitment
to his culture and his want to embody his Chicano identity, which was supported by mentors and peers.
Additionally, his mention of the “undercommons” highlights that most of the support given to Mexican-American
students does not come directly from the institution, but rather from his community directly.

In connection to the individual layer, both interviewees had an internal conflict between the different values
embodied by their families versus the "American" culture. Martinez has this conflict early on, as shown both
through his constant trouble in school, as well as lacking a motive to study. Valdez's struggle can be seen
through her battle with imposter syndrome, as she struggles to see herself as equal compared to other peers.
Both struggles severely impacted their educational journey and how they viewed themselves as students.
Despite their differences in experiences, both participants were able to pursue their PhDs and learn to navigate
internal conflict by focusing on external support systems. These external support systems were highly
connected to their cultural background.

Limitations

Due to time constraints, there was a lack of participants that were asked to participate in the interview. The
lack of participants created a lack of quantitative data that could further support the qualitative results found.
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Additionally, since all participants are at the same institution, the results are unable to represent Mexican-
American students outside of the Stanford University community.

Conclusion

Overall, the culture cycle framework is relevant in offering an alternative way for society to view many different
types of issues. Since the framework is able to analyze issues at their individual and institutional layer
simultaneously, it allows individuals to note the changes they need to make in their own day to day life to
ultimately foster bigger changes. Such changes can be done through ideas and interactions.

Through the usage of the culture cycle, we were able to identify that institutional practices do not
accommodate the ideas of non-Anglo-American culture. Specifically, in reference to Mexican-Americans, the
idea of “familismo” is not adjusted for, leading to further alienation and mistrust of the educational system. As a
result, Mexican-American students may often have to navigate what is known as imposter syndrome, which
can take a toll on their sense of self as both an individual and a scholar. Mexican-Americans who are able to
overcome both internal and systemic obstacles may lean towards community organizations and mentors to
help them resist challenges and incorporate their cultural roots into their educational journey.

There is a lot of change that needs to be made both within institutions and individuals in order for Mexican-
American students, along with other underrepresented students, to finally be fully accepted and recognized in
higher education. Now more than ever, it is important to demand change, speak about unjust experiences, and
be conscious of the ways in which the Anglo-American narrative creates norms in education, in order to
cultivate for a better tomorrow.
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Appendix

Interview Questions
A. Open-ended Question:

1. Feel free to introduce yourself and share any information from your life narrative, your
cultural/family background and/or educational background.

B. Ideas Questions:

1. Inrelation to your cultural background, which values do you think embody your cultural
identity the most?

a) Have you incorporated any of these values into your educational journey?
C. Individual Questions:

1. How do you view yourself as a student? How has that view changed over time as you
advanced further into your education?

2. Have you had any times throughout your educational journey as a Latino student where
you’ve dealt with “imposter syndrome”? Describe these experiences.

D. Interactional Questions:
1. How has your family reacted to your decision to pursue higher education?
a) Has your relationship with them changed since pursuing higher education?

b) Do you involve your family in any way in making decisions related to your
educational goals? Why or why not?

E. Institutional Questions:

1. Are there any practices or programs your institution offered that made you feel
supported as a Latino student? Describe them.

a) If you did not feel supported, what practices do you think your institution
should’ve implemented that would’ve helped you?

b) If you did, do you think these programs/practices are easily accessible to other
Latino students?
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