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Kindergarten Readiness in the Walla Walla Valley:  

Using Data in Education, Racialized Cultural Capital, and the Pursuit of Counter-Stories 

INTRODUCTION 

The educational field often discusses academic achievement in terms of an 

“achievement gap.” In prior years, much of this discussion has centered on white students 

out-performing their under-achieving black peers (Love 227). Furthermore, high school 

students’ performance on standardized tests often defines “achievement” (Love 227; 

Madrid 7; Ochoa 23). But what more can be said about these supposed inequalities and 

disparities in education? For starters, the black-white binary is no longer sufficient to 

frame educational issues of today. The U.S. Census Bureau reported the Hispanic1 

population as over fifty-three million for the 2012 Census. Almost a quarter of all births 

in the United States in 2012 were to Hispanic women (Pew Research Center). Hispanic 

individuals have shown increases in both high school diplomas and college degrees in 

recent years (Pew Research Center). Nonetheless, in the past three decades “achievement 

gains [of Latinos] in relation to the achievement of White students has been insignificant. 

The poor academic achievement of Latino students is indicative of a complex, 

multifaceted problem that must be addressed…” (Madrid 7). As demographics in the 

United States continue to change, and racial and ethnic minorities grow, so too will 

societal perceptions of different races and ethnicities. Given these changes, researchers 

must work to tell stories about the educational experiences of minority groups. Is there 

really an “achievement gap” or is something else going on? Does such a gap happen 

before high school? What about the beginning of school? What do shifting racial and 

1 “Hispanic” as a complicated category, discussed later 
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ethnic demographics mean for understanding schools and communities? What does 

looking at kindergarten and readiness offer? These types of questions highlight the need 

for investigations that go beyond looking at test-based data as indicative of an 

achievement gap in high school, and instead focus on minority voices and counter-stories 

as they relate to earlier experiences with schools.  

The purpose of the present research is multi-faceted. First, I will examine 

quantitative survey data in order to understand how numbers present ideas about 

kindergarten readiness, especially in terms of how readiness connects to race and 

ethnicity. Second, I will use qualitative interview data to elaborate upon survey data.  

This research addresses the following questions: How does Hispanic/Latin@ identity 

influence kindergarten readiness in Walla Walla? 2 How do group level statistics and 

community narrative accounts both reify and challenge conceptions of racial and ethnic 

groups, especially in terms of how categories of race and ethnicity are defined and 

discussed? How does educational data tell stories about majority non-Hispanic/Latin@ 

groups and minority Hispanic/Latin@ groups in Walla Walla? By approaching the data 

specifically through a lens of racial and ethnic differences, this work seeks to draw 

meaningful conclusions about how both Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ 

communities experience the transition into kindergarten. In addition to a central research 

question about how Hispanic/Latin@ identity influence kindergarten readiness, I will also 

examine the following research question: How does pursuing counter-stories from a 

Critical Race Theory approach lead to an understanding of racialized cultural capital, as it 

2 The “@” Is used in an attempt to replaced gendered language of Latino or Latina. The use of the term 
Latin@ reflects that of Omi and Winant in their third edition of Racial Formation in the United States (see 
“Racial Formation” section). 
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relates to kindergarten readiness? Through the mode of storytelling, this research seeks to 

investigate and challenge the use of statistical data, assessments, and surveys in 

education. By including voices and narrative accounts from the Walla Walla community, 

I investigate how race and ethnicity influence kindergarten readiness outside of broad 

group statistics, from the perspectives of both teachers and parents. Given the ways in 

which “achievement gaps” frame discussions of contemporary educational inequalities, 

certain assumptions may exist about Hispanic/Latin@ communities and the cultural 

capital they possess as it relates to kindergarten readiness. The pursuit of counter-stories 

and the inclusion of minority voices in conjunction with numerical data however, creates 

a more complex picture of kindergarten readiness and the experiences and capital that 

families bring to schools.  

BACKGROUND 

 In order to examine the ways in which cultural capital becomes racialized as it 

pertains to kindergarten readiness, and highlight the need for counter-stories to create 

dialogue about this readiness, I will first discuss why kindergarten matters as a site for 

challenging dominant discourses about racial inequalities in education. Second, I will 

point to previous literature to understand what kindergarten readiness includes and what 

factors influence readiness. Next, I will discuss cultural capital as a concept which 

translates into kindergarten readiness and becomes racialized (an idea which can be 

understood through the pursuit of counter-stories). Finally, in order to ground my 

research about how race and ethnicity influence kindergarten readiness and the types of 

cultural capital that families possess, I will discuss racial formation theory as a 

framework to understand Hispanic/Latin@ identity.  
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Entering the Schools: Kindergarten as a Beginning Point 

 While test scores throughout primary and secondary schooling may create certain 

ideas about the current status of children in schools, focusing upon when children enter 

schools allows for a deeper understanding about where inequalities may begin. For 

example, a focus on test scores in high school may add pressure for high school teachers 

to assist students in improving. But even before that, what does it mean to be ready for 

school? Before even measuring any forms of academic achievement, what experiences 

are children and families bringing to kindergarten? Children come from many 

backgrounds. As Ballantine and Hammack point out: “As children grow, they come into 

contact with socialization agents outside the home: relatives, neighbors, church, nursery 

school, and playmates. But there is little preparation for the major transition to the formal 

institution of the school” (31-32). This concept, of the school as a formal institution, a 

state-mandated, structured system, and as the beginning of school as a key moment, 

demonstrates why kindergarten matters as an area of research. 

Examining Kindergarten Readiness 

“A child’s school readiness is the culmination of the experiences and 
care that he/she has received from birth to school entry. Young children 
need stimulating, nurturing experiences every step along the way. There 
are five dimensions to a child’s school readiness: physical health, well-
being, and motor development; social and emotional development; 
approaches toward learning; cognition and general knowledge; and 
language and literacy.” 
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-Student Readiness for Kindergarten: 
A Survey of Kindergarten Teachers in Washington State 

Dr. Terry Bergeson, November 2005 

On its website, the Washington State Department of Early Learning (DEL) claims 

that kindergarten readiness is an equation comprised of four main components: ready 

children, ready schools, ready parents and families, and ready communities. In line with 

the Department of Early Learning, the Walla Walla Valley Early Learning Coalition 

(ELC) is a community organization, described on their website as committed to assessing 

the “health of [the] community’s early learning system, [which] includes: parents, 

families, neighbors, early learning professionals, schools, city and county government, 

colleges, non-profits and others.” Further, they assert that: “Research shows that healthy 

early learning systems create high-quality early learning experiences and better outcomes 

for children and society.” Both entities highlight readiness as inclusive of social and 

emotional preparedness, physical preparedness, and academic preparedness. Both 

organizations’ explanations line up well with what Dr. Terry Bergeson, of the 

Washington State Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction, has to offer about 

readiness. Bergeson’s description highlights the many factors that impact children and the 

many areas that readiness covers, from physical well-being to literacy skills (1). This 

description also emphasizes the multi-dimensionality of readiness and situates readiness 

in the context of families and experiences. In this sense, the backgrounds of families, and 

specifically the racialized cultural capital they possess (as informed by Hispanic/Latin@ 

identity), shapes kindergarten readiness, and early educational experiences more broadly. 
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Factors impacting Kindergarten Readiness 

“From the moment we are born, the socialization process becomes a 
lifelong part of our lives. Its influence is felt through the family, school, 
religious institution, and the workplace. Learning to become a member 
of society has both formal, planned components and informal aspects. 
Early childhood education takes on special significance because children 
are in the beginning processes of developing their self-concept and social 
awareness… Variations in the process of early childhood socialization 
are tremendous; they depend on society, social class, and family 
background.” 

-Ballantine and Hammack 
The Sociology of Education (2011), p.31 

Every child has a unique experience from birth to age five. As children prepare to 

enter kindergarten, both families and teachers play key roles in this transitional moment 

(Iruka et al. 388). Environmental and structural factors, such as exposure to preschool or 

socioeconomic status, also have critical influence as children enter the formal school 

system (Ballantine and Hammack 33).  In order to address my research questions about 

how race and ethnicity influence readiness in Walla Walla, and the need for counter-

stories to understand racialized cultural capital, I will first examine literature on the 

factors of family, teachers, and environment/socioeconomic status. With regard to the 

importance of family and parents, previous research highlights the role of parents in 

preparing children for school by controlling certain areas of home environments, such as 

encouragement of literacy-related activities (Farver et al. 198). Research on the 

importance of early literacy is vast.  Previous research points not only to the long-term 

academic impacts that reading books can have on children, but also on how the 

relationship that children have to reading can be mapped onto categories of difference 
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(Roberts, Jurgens, and Burchinal 355-357). Thus, reading and the role of early 

experiences with literacy may be crucial components to understanding children’s 

readiness and the experiences they bring to kindergarten. 

Parental involvement is a key aspect of kindergarten readiness as described by the 

DEL and ELC. Parental involvement fosters communication between families, teachers, 

and schools. Lee and Bowen use Bourdieu’s concepts of social and cultural capital to 

investigate parental involvement in schools across demographic groups (193). These 

authors used race/ethnicity, participation in the free and reduced-price school lunch 

program, and parent educational attainment as demographic measures in their study (Lee 

and Bowen 201-203). For measures of parental educational involvement at home and 

school, the authors used five categories: parent involvement at school, parent-child 

educational discussion, homework-help, time management, parent educational 

expectations, and academic achievement (Lee and Bowen 201-203). These authors found 

that parent involvement at school and high educational expectations were most common 

among parents from dominant groups. These levels of involvement also had the strongest 

association with achievement, supporting Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural and social 

capital (Lee and Bowen 209). By breaking down parental involvement into different 

categories, these authors were able to more closely investigate demographic 

discrepancies and impacts on education.  

Previous research has also pointed to the significance of parent-teacher 

relationships. Iruka et al. found that teachers who report strong relationships with parents 

were more likely to rate children as socially competent (403). They found that when 

compared to children from higher-income homes, children from lower-income homes 
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were more likely to be rated as less socially competent by teachers (Iruka et al. 403). 

Here, teachers’ perceptions informed by parents’ actions may impact the educational 

experiences of children. Opening up lines of communication between parents, teachers, 

schools, districts, and community organizations then, could be profoundly important for 

children from all backgrounds. 

 In addition to parent and teacher roles, the literature identifies the environment 

and background which children come from upon entering kindergarten as key factors 

when exploring kindergarten readiness. In pursuit of counter-storytelling, researchers 

must investigate the cultural backgrounds of students and families, especially when 

working with minority populations. Ryan et al. surveyed parents in order to examine 

values that both Latino and White parents placed on both academic and social successes 

for their elementary school-aged children (391). They examined parents’ cultural 

orientations (e.g. identifying with a Latino label) and their impact on parental 

involvement and language fluency (Ryan et al. 401). When considering how schools, 

parents, and teachers interact and create a “system” (as described by the ELC), 

investigating cultural orientations (the ways in which individuals identify with different 

cultures) in Hispanic/Latin@ communities may reveal specific needs of this population, 

and of the community in general. A closer look at the needs of minority groups would 

offer a counter-narrative to current conceptions of readiness. Previous studies have 

suggested that children from “disadvantaged backgrounds” benefit the most from early 

childhood education programs (Magnuson et al. 117). Whether through early learning 

experiences and programs, or through other community resources, focusing on different 
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cultural and socioeconomic needs of children provides an opportunity to improve 

education for all children.

Kindergarten Readiness and Cultural Capital 

 Cultural capital can be applied to many different sociological and interdisciplinary 

phenomena. This section lays out a general definition of cultural capital, as well as 

cultural capital’s role in education and family practices. These definitions put forth a 

frame through which kindergarten readiness can be understood in terms of cultural capital 

that families possess. In this way, readiness is a form of capital as it translates to 

children’s experiences in schools. 

Bourdieu’s Cultural Reproduction Theory  

Pierre Bourdieu describes cultural capital as non-financial assets existing in three 

states: embodied, objectified, and institutionalized (82). According to Bourdieu, the 

embodied state of cultural capital is that which an individual person possesses with their 

own physical body, acquired over time (either through earning it or through 

socialization), and often demonstrated through forms of competence such as language 

proficiency (83). The objectified state then includes the material objects associated with 

cultural capital such as paintings or instruments (Bourdieu 84). Bourdieu further claims 

that cultural capital in its objectified state differs from economic capital when the 

material’s symbolic meanings are taken into account (e.g. the prestige or status associated 

with knowing how to play an instrument) (85). Finally, cultural capital in its 

institutionalized state takes the form of qualifications, such as an academic degree 

(Bourdieu 86). Bourdieu also defines social capital as: 
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…the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to 

possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized 

relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition – or in other words, 

to membership in a group – which provides each of its members with the 

backing of the collectively-owned capital, a ‘credential’ which entitles 

them to credit. (86) 

In other words, social capital can be understood as the relationships and connections 

associated with cultural capital.  

Applied to the topic of kindergarten readiness, cultural capital is what makes 

kindergarten readiness so crucial. Kindergartners who enter school “richer” in certain 

areas of readiness—such as having parents who are highly involved in their school—thus 

begin school with more social capital and at a position advantageous to their cultural and 

social capital-poor peers. An approach which views readiness as a form of cultural capital 

helps to illuminate what types of advantages some children may possess before even 

beginning to learn any academic material and considering “academic achievement.” By 

framing school readiness as a form of cultural capital, the language, early learning 

experiences, and social environmental factors kindergarteners experience can be 

understood as valuable social resources that influence potential inequalities between 

different social groups.  

To further situate cultural capital within an educational context, Jeanne Ballantine 

and Floyd Hammack explain that “the amount of ‘cultural capital’ one has is an indicator 

of one’s status, and families and schools differ in the amount of cultural capital they 

provide to children” (15). The authors go on to cite MacLeod and illustrate this concept 
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by explaining that “an elite, preparatory school provides more cultural capital than a 

poor, urban school,” and thus educational experiences translate into opportunities and 

access to resources (Ballantine and Hammack 15). Often times, differences in cultural 

capital are reinforced through academic tracking, in which students are placed on 

different tracks, with “higher achieving” students enrolled in more rigorous, college 

oriented classes and “lower achieving” students placed in less challenging, under-

resourced classes (Ballantine and Hammack 77). This practice however, can have serious 

consequences. “The problem is to determine who gets placed where; too often, according 

to conflict theorists, placement correlates directly with the child’s background, language 

skills, appearance, and other socioeconomic variables,” and once in different placements, 

the “learning environments affect student life chances, self-concepts, motivations, IQ and 

achievement levels, and other aspects of school and work experiences” (Ballantine and 

Hammack 78-79). Through the framework of cultural capital and the practices of 

academic tracking, examining whether or not children are deemed “ready” for school 

could have profound impacts on later outcomes, ranging from coursework options in high 

school to career choices later in life and beyond. Thus, research on kindergarten readiness 

provides a starting point to understand inequalities in education, and raises implications 

for future outcomes. 

In their work on racial formation, Michael Omi and Howard Winant explain how 

racial identity is linked to material goods and practices (67). While social class has to do 

with economics, they argue that racial inequality can be understood in terms of social and 

political processes and practices (Omi and Winant 67). In this sense, class exists as a 

paradigm of race.  Given such an understanding of race, examining social class 
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inequalities has important implications for racial inequality because the economy is 

embedded into society, which is inherently linked to racial identity (Omi and Winant 67).  

From this perspective, Annette Lareau provides a valuable view on cultural capital and 

children. Though her work is based in socioeconomic status, an understanding of race 

grounded in Omi and Winant’s work urges a view of class framed primarily by race. For 

Lareau, social class plays out through two forms of child rearing: concerted cultivation as 

an upbringing which includes parent-organized, established, and controlled schedules and 

routines; and natural growth which includes more free play and child-controlled leisure 

activities (1-3). Lareau explains that when approaching institutions, working-class and 

poor children are generally: 

…unable to make the rules work in their favor nor [are they able to] obtain 

capital for adulthood. Because of these patterns of legitimization, children 

raised according to the logic of concerted cultivation can gain advantages, 

in the form of an emerging sense of entitlement, while children raised 

according to the logic of natural growth tend to develop an emerging sense 

of constraint. (7) 

These concepts of the sense of entitlement and the accomplishment of natural growth 

relate to cultural capital because they help to explain how parents’ practices and 

children’s environments (especially as they relate to the years leading up to kindergarten) 

translate into cultural capital that can be utilized when interacting with schools. For 

families and students entering kindergarten, the knowledge and experience of responding 

to rules and systems influence resources that can be accessed and social connections that 

can be made (for example, connections with teachers and school administrators). Though 
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Lareau writes in reference to different social classes, her work on cultural capital 

provides a relevant framework for examining racial and ethnic differences. Though 

conflating race and ethnicity with social class can prove problematic, race is undoubtedly 

embedded into systems of power, including systems of social class and economic power 

(Omi and Winant 110).3 Thus, while collapsing categories of race, ethnicity, and class 

can be complicated, an acknowledgement of how they interact provides a useful 

framework for understanding families and schools. Acknowledging social class as 

embedded within racial inequality functions as a method to understand the way in which 

socioeconomic status intersects with racial identity. 

Racial Formation 

 Unpacking how to understand both race and ethnicity provides an essential 

foundation in order to further explore aspects of kindergarten readiness that have an 

influence on different racial groups. According to Omi and Winant, race is “an unstable 

and ‘decentered’ complex of social meanings constantly being transformed by political 

struggle” (110).  Given this concept of race, their definition is as follows: “Race is a 

concept that signifies and symbolizes social conflicts and interests by referring to 

different types of human bodies” (Omi and Winant 110). Race as a concept then, is 

embedded within social interactions and systems of power. These interactions and 

systems are primarily based on people’s bodies, especially on the ways in which different 

bodies are perceived. Keeping this in mind, Omi and Winant also make an important 

distinction in regards to the term “Hispanic.”  They write that “Hispanics are not 

considered or classified as a ‘race,’ but as an ‘ethnic group.’ The Hispanic category is, in 

3 See the following section for a further discussion of Omi and Winant’s Racial Formation theory. 
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fact, the only ‘ethnicity’ that the state is not interested in explicitly identifying and 

classifying” (122). In this sense, the term “Hispanic” is unique in the way it collapses 

racial groups and instead focuses primarily on national origins. Omi and Winant explain 

this as follows: “The category is defined through a combined nation/ethnic designator—a 

person of ‘Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central or South American or other Spanish 

culture or origin.’ In this definition, Hispanics can be of any race” (122).  This 

distinction, through which Census-classified Hispanics can identify with a range of racial 

categories, creates certain social and cultural dynamics which Omi and Winant say are 

“readily apparent,” presenting themselves frequently and plainly, such as experiencing 

racial stereotypes. The trouble with the “Hispanic” category lies in the fact that Census 

definitions do not matched the lived experiences of individuals. In this way, Omi and 

Winant explain that such categories “inordinately shape both group identities and 

community-formation patterns” (122). In this sense, racial and ethnic identity can become 

even more difficult to navigate for those who may be classified under the “Hispanic” 

category because they may face forms of racial discrimination even though their racial 

identity may not align with others’ assumptions and perceptions. Omi and Winant 

summarize these issues by acknowledging the instability of such classifications: 

Despite attempts to achieve standardized and generally understood racial 

categories, all such forms of classification are fundamentally unstable. 

One problem is the persistent gap between state definitions and 

individual/group forms of self-identification. According to the U.S. 

Census Bureau, over the last four Censuses (from 1980 to 2010) at least 40 

percent of ‘Hispanics’ failed to answer either the race question and/or the 
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ethnicity question. Correspondingly, over 95 percent of individuals who 

mark the ‘Some Other Race’ box were classified Hispanic by the Census. 

This reflects individual, group, and/or national differences in 

conceptualizing race. Immigrant groups who come from societies 

organized around different concepts of race and ethnicity often have 

difficulty navigating and situating themselves within U.S. racial 

categories. (123) 

The idea that race can be conceptualized by different individuals and groups raises 

various questions. If race is a concept based on types of bodies and it holds a large stake 

in social interactions, what does situating oneself within a racial category do? If people 

who identify as Hispanic can also identify with a variety of racial and ethnic groups, what 

could this mean for educational issues more broadly? How are Hispanics represented in 

research? Do certain racial or ethnic groups share educational experiences? Little 

research, especially in education, defines whether the category “Hispanic” is a race, and 

while “Hispanic” and “Latino” are at times used interchangeably (Good 321-322), the 

Hispanic category is commonly used to discuss racial and ethnic gaps in education 

(Ahmad & Hamm; Farver et al.; Lee; Lee and Klungman; Lopez et al.; Madrid; 

Magnuson et al,; Ryan et al.). 

Though race can be a difficult concept to grasp, especially within the context of 

the term Hispanic, Omi and Winant are clear about the real impact and power race holds. 

They assert that: 

Race can never be merely a concept or idea, a representation or 

signification alone. Indeed race cannot be discussed, cannot even be 
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noticed, without reference—however explicit or implicit—to social 

structure. To identify an individual or group racially is to locate them 

within a socially and historically demarcated set of demographic and 

cultural boundaries, state activities, ‘life chances,’ and tropes of 

identity/difference/(in)equality. Race is both a social/historical structure 

and a set of accumulated signifiers that suffuse individual and collective 

identities, inform social practices, shape institutions and communities, 

demarcate social boundaries, and organize the distribution of resources. 

(Omi and Winant 125) 

From this explanation about how race functions, it is clear that social structures and 

histories are critical aspects of understanding the ways in which race influences social 

interactions and systems of inequality. Race is inherently linked to social structures, and 

thus can be understood as closely tied to other social demarcators such as class or gender. 

Thus, a discussion of race implies the presence of intersecting identities and the influence 

of social histories and interactions. 

Omi and Winant also understand racial theory through the lens of three 

paradigms: ethnicity, class, and nation. The authors claim that each of these paradigms 

have contributed to how race has been understood in the United States, but assert that 

“each is flawed in its own way, limited by its particular need to reduce race to a 

manifestation of some other, supposedly more fundamental, sociopolitical concept” (Omi 

and Winant 11). The “key objective” of grounding and understanding of race in Omi and 

Winant then is “to overcome this reductionism” (Omi and Winant 11). In this sense, 
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while ethnicity, class, and nation reflect certain functions of race, race must remain the 

fundamental concept. 

Through the ethnicity paradigm, various waves of immigration shape 

understandings of race, as many ethnic European immigrant groups have been 

assimilated and integrated into U.S. society. Meanwhile, “[acceptance and integration] of 

immigrants of color [has been] highly restricted, and groups of color [have been] subject 

to overt discrimination” (Omi and Winant 11). In this context, the term “Latin@” is used 

to describe an ethnic immigrant group, with Mexican immigrants being the largest 

Latin@ group in the United States (Omi and Winant 31). In the case of the group 

“Latin@,” Omi and Winant explain that race is “subsumed under the ethnicity label”; 

Latin@ ethnicity becomes a race, and thus the immigrant-assimilation and acceptance 

analogy doesn’t work in the same way it does for ethnically white groups (Omi and 

Winant 31). The authors also explain how Latin@ communities in the United States, not 

unlike black or Asian communities, are varied: “by language, religion, place of origin; for 

example, in the United States there are substantial communities of indigenous people of 

Mexican origin whose first (and sometimes only) language is not Spanish but Maya, 

Mixtec, or Nahuatl…Large numbers of Latin@s are phenotypically black, Afro-

decendientes, while many others are visually indistinguishable from North American 

whites” (Omi and Winant 44).  

Thinking back to the definition of race which Omi and Winant have put forward, 

in which race has to do with conflicts based on types of bodies, the categories of 

“Hispanic” and “Latin@” create complex identities that both overlap and diverge from 

one another. Though Hispanics can identify as any racial category and Latin@s can vary 
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in ethnic identities, in most cases, both terms are related to Latin American descent.  

Because many individuals who identify with the Hispanic category and/or the Latin@ 

category also identify (and are identified by others) as a minority population, for the 

purpose of this research, the terms Hispanic and Latin@ can be understood as a combined 

category meant to represent those who are considered either a racial or ethnic minority, 

and who have some connection to Latin American descent. 

HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

Hispanics and Latin@s in Walla Walla 

 Omi and Winant point out how race is necessarily historically and socially 

situated (125). Thus, a discussion of the influence of Hispanic/Latin@ identity on 

kindergarten readiness in Walla Walla requires a discussion of historical and social 

contexts in the region. Walla Walla is a small city located in the southeastern corner of 

Washington state. Before considering the current educational realities for both 

Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ communities in Walla Walla, research should 

first consider the history of Hispanics/Latin@s in this region, given the nature of racial 

formation as embedded in history.  

Though information is limited on the time period, it is believed that the 

Hispanic/Latin@ population in Walla Walla began immigrating to the area sometime in 

the mid-nineteenth century. One immigrant of note was Sebastian Colon, who “came to 

Walla Walla around 1872, one of the earliest Latinos to arrive in the valley.” He was a 

freight packer who later opened a restaurant and became known as the “Tamale King” in 
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Walla Walla, where he was documented to still be living in in 1915 (Reed 24).  Walla 

Walla Lifestyles Magazine also reported that: 

By 1870 there was a significant Mexican population in Walla Walla, and 

ensuing generations of Latinos have called the Valley home. But the road 

for Latinos in Walla Walla hasn’t always been smooth, and the streets 

have hardly been paved with gold. Each generation of new arrivals has 

faced obstacles to achieving the American Dream. There was a significant 

influx of Latinos in the Walla Walla Valley after World War II, with many 

newcomers working in the fields and canneries. (Reed, “Roots of the 

Valley”) 

In the decades following the arrival of the Tamale King, a new wave of immigrants 

arrived:  “Between 1943 and 1947, the United States government contracted with 

approximately 47,000 bracero agricultural laborers in Mexico to work in the northwestern 

states of Idaho, Oregon, and Washington. Despite the large number, little is known about 

the experiences of these men” (Gamboa 378). Though accounts of braceros in 

Washington (and more specifically, Walla Walla) are limited, what is known describes 

how: “Life was difficult for the braceros…they arrived ill-prepared to cope with the 

strain of hostile and unfamiliar circumstances and the tensions surrounding the war 

effort” (Gamboa 380). Gamboa goes on to describe how braceros faced discrimination 

and harsh conditions in housing, medical care, and work environments (390). Though 

documentation is lacking, one can gather that government-backed labor programs 

brought many Latino men to the Walla Walla Valley, where they would have experienced 

less-than-ideal conditions in many facets of their lives. Thus, as a result of the labor and 
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agricultural demands in eastern Washington throughout the twentieth century, many 

Hispanics/Latin@s have immigrated to and settled in the Walla Walla region.  

While the main focus of this project will be to research the current racial 

dynamics and educational experiences in Walla Walla, a historical background of 

Hispanic/Latin@ communities provides necessary context for understanding the 

contemporary situation. In addition, histories of immigration and discrimination also 

influence experiences and perceptions of communities today. An understanding of the 

history of Hispanic/Latin@ communities in Walla Walla leads to a clearer context of 

what present differences may exist between Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ 

communities. Furthermore, a knowledge of the history of Hispanic/Latin@ individuals in 

the past helps to frame potential counter-stories that may exist in the context of 

kindergarten readiness in the present. 

Racial Segregation in Schools 

 Connected to histories of immigration are histories of schools that immigrant 

children encounter. Thus, the history of education in the United States provides a 

necessary context for understanding current experiences with kindergarten readiness and 

schools. One significant event in U.S. education history was Brown vs. Board of 

Education, a landmark Supreme Court case in 1954 which legally desegregated schools. 

Harvie Wilkinson describes Brown’s implications poetically: 

The story of Brown is the story of revolution: of a thousand tales of human 

suffering and sacrifice subsumed in the winning of a principle. So also 

was the triumph in Brown the triumph of revolution, a witness both to an 
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end of an old order and advent of an uncertain, perceptibly better, though 

unmistakably imperfect new. (6) 

Wilkinson’s account illustrates the tension between the large accomplishment Brown 

symbolized and the challenge it presented in reality. While the Court may have taken a 

legal stance on the issue of segregated schools, the lived realities in education were a 

different story. Ballantine and Hammack echo this tension, with a reminder that 

desegregation is not equivalent to integration (103). Through tracking, and through other 

institutional practices, many schools still remain un-integrated today. Schools today must 

not be removed from the history that led up to Brown. In the words of Barbara Love, 

“while Brown was meant to level the playing field in access to educational opportunity 

leading to a leveling of academic achievement, it has been subverted to serve the process 

by which African American efforts to secure the resources required for high level 

academic achievement has been effectively sabotaged” (228).  In addition to Love’s 

understanding of Brown’s actual impact, non-African American communities of color 

have also met road blocks in gaining those resources needed for educational success. 

Applied specifically to Hispanic/Latin@ students, today “two factors stand out 

concerning Hispanics and schools. First is the issue of increasingly segregated schools, 

and second is bilingual education” (Ballantine and Hammack 113). While this work will 

focus specifically on elementary schools in the Walla Walla School District, keeping in 

mind the histories of schools as an institution allows for a fuller picture of the current 

educational climate. Moreover, given the framework of racial formation theory, the 

history of segregation in schools shapes the concept of race and the ways in which 

individuals and groups identify. Thus, social interactions and institutional practices in 
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schools that have occurred throughout history shape Hispanic/Latin@ experiences with 

kindergarten readiness today. 

The Latino Achievement Gap 

Though the body of literature on kindergarten readiness (and, more specifically, 

kindergarten readiness as it relates to the experiences of racial minorities) is an emerging 

one, the conversation about differences in academic achievement between different racial 

and ethnic groups has been an ongoing one, well-grounded throughout United States 

history. Differences between educational experience and achievement became of 

particular national interest after Brown vs. Board of Education in 1954 (Love 227). From 

a contemporary lens, though Brown fostered a conversation centered on differences 

between black and white students, it also influenced current understandings of the 

education system in the U.S. and the performance of and outcomes for children of color 

(Love 227). While vast disparities still exist between Black and White students, shifting 

immigration patterns and demographics have led to an emerging body of literature which 

focuses on Latino students (Madrid 7). Much of the literature examining the “Latino 

Achievement Gap” uses standardized test scores to compare academic achievement of 

White and Latino students (Lee and Klungman 983; Lee 2; Lopez et al. 461; Madrid 7). 

While some research has focused on elementary school students, literature focusing 

specifically on disparities between Latino and White communities at a young age remains 

limited. Nevertheless, preschool is known to be a crucial age for building an educational 

foundation that will impact both individual children’s futures and society’s well-being at 

large (Ahmad and Hamm 1). Thus, kindergarten provides a site to better understand how 

racial and ethnic differences in preschool-years play out at the beginning of school and 
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beyond. 

 By using standardized test scores, previous research has focused on different 

content areas in schools, with reading and writing being two common areas (Madrid 7). 

In his study, Michael Madrid uses data from California as illustrative of national trends, 

pointing out the importance of examining students’ educational starting points in order to 

better understand an achievement gap. This author attributes the gap to the nature of 

schools (as they are tied to history and structures), the ways teachers teach, and the ways 

Latin@ students and their families are perceived (8-10). Thus, understanding how 

children enter schools and what experiences families bring to kindergarten is crucial for 

addressing supposed “gaps.” Madrid suggests that directing resources widely to benefit 

all students without specifically focusing on Latinos will lead to little progress in closing 

an achievement gap (Madrid 10). To reverse the current trends, Madrid recommends 

implementing effective leadership and administration, changing curriculum, creating 

meaningful student-teacher relationships and fostering parent involvement (10-11). While 

many of these recommendations are framed around the experience of high school 

students, an important consideration would be to apply such recommendations to early 

learning and kindergarten. Using Madrid’s research as a foundation for understanding 

educational differences between White and Latino students allows for the scope of a 

supposed “achievement gap” to be widened beyond (and, more specifically, before) high 

school. 

  Further emphasis on the importance of early learning systems and collaboration 

between schools, communities, and the pre-kindergarten population can be seen in Lee 

and Klungman’s work looking at concentrations of Latino students in elementary schools 
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as it relates to academic performance. In line with Madrid’s recommendations centered 

on changing school environments, Lee and Klungman’s research suggests that a higher 

proportion of Latino students in elementary schools promote positive outcomes for 

children from Latino immigrant families, citing assimilationist theories as an explanation 

for this result (1010). These authors use first grade test scores to consider the “social 

capital benefits of coethnic communities” (Lee & Klungman 1010). They consider 

parents’ “nativity status,” along with the proportions of both Latino students and Latino 

teachers, supporting the need for integrated, culturally competent schools. Thus, this 

work expands upon the need to foster parent-teacher relationships and parent 

involvement in schools as raised by Madrid, by framing these aspects in terms of parental 

nativity status and ethnic concentrations of elementary schools. Successfully integrated 

schools and schools with greater cultural competencies would allow for a space in which 

dominant/majoritarian stories can be more meaningfully confronted, and kindergarten 

readiness can be thought about in terms of a supposed Hispanic/Latin@ achievement gap. 

Further, research on kindergarteners specifically allows for a starting point for dialogues 

about educational inequality to begin. 

In sum, the histories of communities of color, including both regional 

immigration histories and histories in schools, shape the experiences of families in Walla 

Walla today. These contexts reveal the complexity of histories as they shape present 

interactions with kindergarten readiness and cultural capital. 

USING DATA 

Taken together, literature on kindergarten readiness reinforces needs as identified 

by the Department of Early Learning and the Walla Walla Early Learning Coalition. The 
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present research includes analysis of differences in home environments and cultural 

backgrounds of Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ kindergarteners reported 

through questions on a school district Health Developmental and Social History form. 

The form, collected at the beginning of kindergarten, asked questions about 

demographics (e.g. parent education levels), pre-kindergarten language and learning 

experiences, and social/environmental factors. In addition to focusing on these factors 

from a quantitative, survey data-driven approach, I will offer narrative accounts from 

kindergarten parents and teachers as examples of engaging in dialogue with community 

members. The following sections will lay out the ways in which together, both survey 

data and pursuing counter-stories through community voices can help to lay the 

groundwork for a non-majoritarian story about the state of the kindergarten community in 

Walla Walla.  

Part I: Numbers  

 Achievement gap discourse implies that one group achieves over another. 

Similarly, viewing Hispanic/Latin@ identity as influencing kindergarten readiness 

constructs a particular idea which implies two distinct groups with two distinct 

experiences. In the realm of collecting data and numbers to describe aspects of 

kindergarten readiness, Deborah Stone explains how numbers function in the ways that 

they present information. She starts out by explaining that any phenomenon can be 

measured in many different ways (Stone 163). To this effect, numerical data and statistics 

can measure certain scenarios and can be useful to portray certain aspects of a 

phenomenon. As Gilda Ochoa points out, it is when numbers and educational data lack 
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context and analysis that they can misconstrue and misrepresent lived experiences (25). 

To illustrate how numbers function, Stone claims: 

Numbers, in fact, work exactly like metaphors. To categorize in counting 

or to analogize in metaphors is to select one feature of something, assert a 

likeness on the basis of that feature, and ignore all the other features. To 

count is to form a category by emphasizing some feature instead of others 

and excluding things that might be similar in important ways but do not 

share that feature. (Stone 165) 

Stone also describes the hidden stories in numbers, which tell “stories of helplessness and 

control.” She also explains how statistics illustrate control through the ways “numbers are 

invoked to authenticate [a] story” (Stone 172). In this way, numbers are used not only to 

reinforce certain narratives and portray certain stories, but also to reinforce real or 

imagined differences. “To count something is…to create a community. Any number is 

implicitly an assertion that the things counted in it share a common feature and should be 

treated as a group.” Thus, groups can be “natural communities or primary groups” 

consisting of people who interact, whereas “artificial or statistical communities” do not 

have a relationship besides the characteristic being “counted” (Stone 174). In this sense, 

“counting” and collecting numbers can reinforce dominant narratives. Applied to the 

collection of data on kindergarteners, an example would be a number that presents 

information on a group of people categorized as “Latin@,” which would assume that the 

experiences of the child of a Mexican migrant farm worker are equivalent to those of a 

third generation South-American business owner. While these two individuals have 

clearly different backgrounds and likely different experiences, through data they are 
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counted in the same panethnic group. While the creation of groups and the counting of 

individuals provide useful information to gain broad understandings about demographics 

and the makeup of a community, challenging systems of inequality requires storytelling 

and narrative voices in addition to numbers and statistical data. 

In her book Academic Profiling: Latinos, Asian Americans, and the Achievement 

Gap, Gilda Ochoa provides a more in-depth educational context to Stone’s proposals. In 

the present-day educational environment, Ochoa looks to the No Child Left Behind Act 

of 2001 (NCLB) and its impact on the use of numbers and counting in schools. 

“Accountability is at the core of NCLB, and test performance is used to assess students, 

schools, and teachers” (Ochoa 23). She continues by explaining how: 

 In large, rushed meetings, data are presented as accurate, 

meaningful, and self- explanatory. Limited consideration is given 

to the various factors influencing test performance, such as the 

construction of the tests; school and social inequalities; and 

students’ diverse backgrounds, skills, and experiences. There is 

minimal opportunity to digest, analyze, and reflect on the test 

scores…Thus while so much emphasis is put on a supposed 

achievement gap, much is excluded from the presentations that 

open each school year. Without dialogue, all this becomes 

“common knowledge” and accepted as the norm.  The racialized 

associations of achievement also become normalized. Simply 

presenting data by racial categories without discussion reifies 

differences and stereotypes. (Ochoa 24) 
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Ochoa’s work helps to illustrate the ways in which numbers (which, as Stone has already 

pointed out, work as metaphors and contain hidden stories) reinforce stereotypes about 

students, specifically creating narratives about White versus Black versus Latino versus 

Asian American students. By forming conceptions of these students based on test scores 

and data alone, and without further inquiry and conversation about the meanings of these 

numbers, the students suffer because teachers, schools, and the public at large do not 

receive a firm grasp on the reality of the educational environment. Thus, a clear need for 

dialogues and conversations arises, in addition to existing practices of using statistics and 

numbers.

Part II: Pursuing Counter-Stories 

 While Stone points out the potential problems with using numbers and Ochoa 

describes the lack of dialogue about achievement levels on test scores, Barbara Love 

proposes a shift away from an “achievement gap” discourse and advocates for counter-

stories. Love critiques a tendency to examine unequal academic performance between 

Black and White children when framing the “achievement gap.” In place of this 

tendency, Love proposes a shift to focus upon unequal educational opportunities, a 

proposal echoed in Ochoa’s work (Love 235; Ochoa 22). Love uses Critical Race Theory 

as a framework, which “places race and racism at the center of analysis” and focuses on 

“majoritarian” and “counter-storytelling” as concepts to guide her analysis of the 

“achievement gap.” According to Love, majoritarian stories are those told by 

dominant/majority groups used to maintain domination (228). Though Love writes 

specifically in reference to White versus Black racial groups, because—as Omi and 

Winant (alongside numerous others) have pointed out—Hispanic/Latin@ communities 
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also experience marginalization, Love’s framework provides a useful tool to think about 

achievement gaps as applied to other racial and ethnic groups. She explains that 

majoritarian stories are often invisible, assumed, widely accepted and portrayed as 

neutral, thus masking their ability to maintain power for the majority group (Love 229). 

In contrast, counter-stories are those which help to make the assumptions in majoritarian 

stories more explicit while revealing and giving voice to the experiences of subordinate 

groups (Love 232). Applied to the demographics and histories in Walla Walla, the 

categories of Hispanic and Latin@ represent communities whose narrative accounts can 

be understood as those stories which have been largely absent from majority discourse, 

by means of a history of marginalization. In addition, kindergarten creates an important 

site for counter stories. Because Critical Race Theory stresses race and racism as centers 

of analysis, in terms of kindergarten readiness, a Critical Race Theory lens can be applied 

through the pursuit of counter-stories. Given the demographics and histories in Walla 

Walla, these counter stories include the experiences of Hispanic/Latin@ communities and 

the cultural capital they possess upon entering kindergarten.  

Using counter-storytelling, Love recommends the use of different language as a 

means of challenging dominant narratives. An example she gives is in place of talking 

about an “achievement gap,” we can instead look at a “resource gap…or an expectations 

gap, or a teacher efficacy gap, or a relationship gap, or a commitment gap” (Love 235). 

While Love’s analysis is specific to African American students, her use of Critical Race 

Theory is a compelling approach when addressing educational experiences of 

Hispanic/Latin@ kindergarteners. By reframing the research on kindergarten readiness to 

consider the voices and stories of Hispanic/Latin@ families, a historically subordinated 
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group, dominant narratives about an “achievement gap” can be critically examined from 

the beginning of the formal education system. Love’s proposal for counter-storytelling 

brings to light ways in which kindergarten readiness itself is defined in majoritarian terms 

because it inherently privileges one group (i.e. those who are “ready”) over another (i.e. 

those lacking readiness).  

So far, I have introduced kindergarten as a critical moment to investigate 

educational equality; I have offered Omi and Winant’s framework of Racial Formation as 

a basis for understanding the categories of Hispanic and Latin@; and I have outlined 

brief histories of the Hispanic/Latin@ population in the Walla Walla region, and of 

school segregation more generally. I have also introduced two approaches to look at 

educational issues: using numbers and pursuing counter-stories. Next, I will describe a 

mixed-methods approach to educational data, which will lead to my findings on how race 

and ethnicity influence the types of cultural capital that families possess as it translates to 

kindergarten readiness. The purpose of this type of approach was to pursue 

Hispanic/Latin@ counter-stories in the community, which leads to a deeper 

understanding of the racialization of cultural capital and kindergarten readiness. 

METHODS 

I. Survey Data 

In the fall of 2014, parents/guardians of kindergarteners in the Walla Walla Public 

School District were given the opportunity to fill out the Health, Developmental, and 

Social History (HDS) form. The form was created in collaboration between Whitman 

College Sociology Professor Michelle Janning, Walla Walla Public Schools (WWPS), 
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and the Walla Walla Early Learning Coalition (ELC). Both WWPS and the ELC, along 

with Whitman College’s Institutional Review Board, granted permission for the data to 

be used for the purpose of this thesis project. The data from the form included measures 

of family background, child and family health and development, early childhood learning 

and language experiences, and social and emotional well-being (see Appendix A). The 

forms were distributed at the district’s six different elementary schools. Some schools 

asked parents to fill out the forms during meetings prior to the beginning of the school 

year and others sent the form home with parents to return to the school. After all forms 

were blinded at the school district office, I received them and entered the data into an 

SPSS file during the months of September through November. This was the first time an 

aggregate of data relating to family, social, and behavioral measures had been collected 

on kindergarteners in the district. In collaboration with Professor Janning, I created a 

report on some parts of the form for the school district and the ELC to gain a general 

picture of the demographics and experiences of kindergarteners and their families at the 

start of the school year. The final report was completed in December of 2014.  

Survey Participants 

The data set was used to produce Tables 1-7 (see results section). Participants included 

241 respondents, with the majority of respondents from only five of the elementary 

schools (as shown in Figure 1). In regards to racial/ethnic demographics, 31% of 

respondents identified as Hispanic/Latin@ and 86% of respondents identified as White. 

There was also a diverse representation of parent education levels (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 1 – HDS Demographics: Schools Represented  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 – HDS Demographics: Parent Education 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Survey Measures 

 For each of the seven tables, participants either selected “NOT Hispanic/Latino/a” 

or selected one of nine Hispanic/Latin@ responses, which included responses recoded 

from the following selections on the form: Mexican/Mexican American/Chicano, Cuban, 

Central American, Dominican, Spaniard, South American, Latin American, Puerto Rican, 
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and Other Hispanic/Latino. In addition, a “multiracial” category was created for 

respondents who selected more than one race. The tables produced examined 

Hispanic/Latin@ Origins and the following measures: racial identity (Table 1), parents’ 

education levels (Tables 2 and 3), families’ language backgrounds (Tables 4 and 5), 

children’s participation in early learning experiences (Table 6), and children’s social and 

environmental backgrounds (Table 7). These measures were selected from the HDS form 

to reflect the literature on kindergarten readiness as multi-dimensional and inclusive of 

the experiences and backgrounds of families. 

 I created Tables 1-6 using the cross-tabulation function of SPSS software. For 

Tables 2 and 3, respondents wrote in “Mother or Parent 1 Highest Level of Education” 

and “Father or Parent 2 Highest level of Education” (see Appendix A), and open-ended 

responses were recoded into the seven categories listed the tables. For Table 6, 

respondents were asked to indicate whether and how long the child participated in a list 

of difference pre-kindergarten early-learning experiences (see Appendix A), some of 

these responses were also recoded. If “daycare” was listed under “Private Preschool” it 

was recoded as “Something else.” Similarly, if the name of a private preschool was listed 

under “Something else” it was recoded as Private Preschool (see Appendix A). For Table 

7, I conducted independent samples t-tests to test each item for significant differences (at 

an alpha level of .05) between Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ respondents. 

More information on the data presented in the tables can be found in Appendix A, and 

will be discussed further in the following findings section.  
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II. Interviews 

 In addition to the survey data, I conducted interviews to supplement the numerical 

findings in the tables. Interviews were conducted in two phases beginning with teachers 

and followed by parents. Prior to beginning teacher interviews approval was obtained 

from the Whitman College Institutional Review Board, Walla Walla School District 

Superintendent’s Office, and principals at each of the district’s elementary schools. 

Teachers were contacted via email. Teachers either responded to the email or filled out an 

online form to confirm their interest in participating in an interview. Interviews took 

place during the month of February, the majority of which took place after school in the 

teachers’ classrooms (one was conducted during the teacher’s lunch break and another 

took place at Reid Campus Center on the Whitman College campus). Interviews ranged 

in length from 16-32 minutes. Participants in teacher interviews included nine teachers 

representing all six elementary schools (three from one school, two from another, and one 

at each of the other four schools). I interviewed five English-only teachers from four 

different schools, three English dual language teachers from two different schools, and 

one Spanish dual language teacher. 4  Interviews were conducted in a semi-structured 

format with the use of follow up and probing questions. I asked teachers about their 

interactions with parents, their understanding of kindergarten readiness, their perceptions 

of families’ roles in shaping readiness, and their perceived differences in readiness 

between Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ students (see Appendix C). 

4 Interview participants explained that in WWPS, the dual language immersion program is as follows: 
Students are taught language arts/literacy in their native language (English or Spanish), science/social 
studies in Spanish, and math in English. For example, a native-Spanish speaker would be taught reading in 
Spanish, then would be taught science in Spanish and math in English. 
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 When teachers were contacted via email to ask for their participation in an 

interview, they were also asked to send home letters and contact information forms to 

kindergarten parents/guardians soliciting their participation in parent interviews (see 

Appendix B). The letters and forms were double sided in English and Spanish. I 

distributed them in a packet for each teacher which included an envelope to collect 

Contact Information Forms as parents turned them in. One Spanish dual language teacher 

asked specifically for Spanish letters, so these letters had the Spanish side facing upwards 

with the stapled form. Nineteen of twenty kindergarten teachers received these letters and 

forms. Over 30 forms from parents were returned to 11 teachers, which I then collected. 

After I collected forms I emailed and/or called parents to confirm their interest in 

participating in interview and to arrange a time and location for the interview. I 

conducted 19 parent interviews in the months of February and March. Locations for 

interviews included elementary schools, the public library, participants’ homes, and 

Whitman College campus center and library. I conducted three of the interviews 

primarily in Spanish and sixteen in English. Interviews ranged from 14 to 32 minutes in 

length, lasting about 20 minutes on average. Parent interviews included 7 families who 

identified as Hispanic or Latin@ and 12 families who did not identify as Hispanic or 

Latin@. Parent participants represented five of the elementary schools including ten 

families with children in English-only classrooms, two in Spanish-only classrooms, five 

in English-dual language classrooms, and three Spanish-dual language classrooms. Two 

parents were present at two of the interviews, while the rest of the interviews were with 

one parent- three fathers and fifteen mothers. The interview questions differed from those 

asked to teachers, and included questions about what it means to be ready for 
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kindergarten, whether or not parents thought their child(ren) were ready, and their 

perceptions of how different aspects of their background might have influenced their 

child(ren)’s readiness (see Appendix C).  

Interview Measures 

 Interview findings from teachers were first coded into four major themes that 

arose after having spoken with all nine teachers. These themes were: 1.) descriptions of 

kindergarten readiness and factors that influence readiness, 2.) families’ roles in shaping 

readiness, 3.) interactions between parents and teachers and conversations about 

readiness, and 4.) perceived differences in readiness (between Hispanic/Latin@ and non-

Hispanic-Latin@ populations). Within these larger themes, responses were grouped into 

smaller categories. Parent interviews were coded next, with responses overlapping with 

the first three main themes, and the addition of the theme of parents’/ families’ racial and 

ethnic identities. Some of the smaller sub-themes included responses from only teachers 

or only parents whereas others included responses from both teachers and parents. These 

sub-themes will be discussed further in the results section.  

  Methodologically, survey data, statistical charts, and numerical data can reify 

categories of difference and simplify complex identity groups, especially when 

presenting information on different racial or ethnic groups. The previous section 

identified how the use of numerical data can privilege some groups over others, often 

leading to an emphasis on dominance of majority groups. In the realm of education, this 

happens through “achievement gap” discourse which contrasts majority-groups 

experiences with those of minority groups. Such data, however, provides an essential 

foundation to open up a space for conversations about race and ethnicity in education. 
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Numerical data and statistical representations create important frames for conversations 

and dialogue to begin. Similarly, conversations with families and educators further allow 

for a deeper perspective on numbers and for statistical data to be both challenged and 

supported (and sometimes both). A mixed-methods approach as I have laid out combines 

both numerical data and community voices, and creates more opportunities for counter-

stories to emerge. The pursuit of this form of counter-storytelling requires an abundance 

of voices and perspectives from minority groups.

FINDINGS 

Part I: The Numbers  

 This section will focus on findings from five areas from the HDS form: racial and 

ethnic backgrounds, education backgrounds, language backgrounds, early learning 

backgrounds, and social and environmental backgrounds. By comparing non-

Hispanic/Latin@ to Hispanic/Latin@ respondents, overall these five areas demonstrated 

non-Hispanic/Latin@ families as generally possessing various amounts of privilege and 

resources, and non-Hispanic/Latin@ as generally lacking in the same areas (a finding 

examined in the Discussion section). Demographically, survey data demonstrated that the 

majority of both Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ respondents identified as 

racially White, a finding which complicates assumptions about majority and minority 

groups. Regarding Hispanic/Latin@ identity however, the findings from the five areas of 

families’ backgrounds presented the following general picture: non-Hispanic/Latin@ 

parents reported higher parent levels of education, and higher child participation in 

private preschool. Regarding language, nearly all non-Hispanic/Latin@ respondents 

reported English as their dominant language, in comparison to over a third of 
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Hispanic/Latin@ participants who reported Spanish as their dominant language. These 

findings create a basis for conversations to take place because they contextualize ideas 

about how both Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ children may be deemed 

“ready” for kindergarten or not. For example, the finding that non-Hispanic/Latin@ 

parents reported higher parental education levels and higher participate in private 

preschool may support a perception that these children are “more ready.” While these 

types of numerical representations formulate ideas about readiness, left alone, they can 

reinforce majoritarian stories about non-Hispanic/Latin@ children being “more ready” 

than Hispanic/Latin@ children. Thus, the purpose of the findings in this section is to set 

up ideas about readiness and provide a framework for thinking about racialized forms of 

cultural capital that translate into kindergarten readiness.  

Racial and ethnic backgrounds 

224 respondents in the sample responded to the question: “Is your child of 

Hispanic or Latino/a origin?” Of these respondents 115 (69%) responded “NOT 

Hispanic/Latino/a” whereas 69 (31%) respondents indicated that their child was of 

Hispanic/Latino/a origin.  

 Following the question on Hispanic or Latino/a origin, participants were asked: 

“What race(s) do you consider your child? Please check all that apply.” The following 

options were listed as responses: African American/Black, White, American 

Indian/Alaska Native, Asian American, Pacific Islander, and Something else (where 

respondents had the option to write in racial identity). 
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Table 1 – Hispanic/Latin@ Origins and Racial Identity 

 

 

Of respondents who reported their child as Hispanic/Latino/a, 45 reported the race 

which they considered their child. Two-thirds selected “White,” followed by about 16% 

selecting “Something else” (open-ended responses included: Hispanic, Latino, Mexican, 

and Jamaican), 11% selecting multiple racial categories (where African American/Black 

and White; and White and American Indian/Alaskan Native were the most common 

selections), and 7% selecting “American Indian/Alaskan Native.” 

Of respondents who reported their child as “NOT Hispanic/Latino/a”, 141 of 151 

respondents (93%) reported their child as “White.” Seven of these respondents reported 

their child as multiracial (5%), and less than two percent reported their child as American 

Indian/Alaska Native, Asian American, or “Something not listed.”  

Education backgrounds 

Table 2 – Hispanic/Latin@ Origins and Mother’s Education Level  

 

 Of 203 respondents, four mothers in the sample reported having Doctoral/Law 

degrees. All of them reported their child’s race as White. Regarding Non-

Hispanic/Latin@ origin, 147 mothers who identified their child as non-Hispanic/Latin@ 

reported their highest level of education. The largest proportions were those reporting 
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Bachelor’s degrees (38 respondents, 25.9% of non-Hispanic/Latin@ mothers) and those 

reporting some college (36 respondents, 24.5%).  

 Conversely, 56 mothers who reported their child as having Hispanic/Latin@ 

origins reported their highest level of education. The highest proportion in this group was 

mothers with an education level below high school (18 respondents, 32.1%). Less than 

11% of these respondents reported the mothers’ education level as above an Associate’s 

degree.  

Table 3 – Hispanic/Latin@ Origins and Father’s Education Level  

 

For fathers, there were 177 respondents to the questions on Hispanic/Latin@ 

origins and education level. Of this group, 130 identified their child as not-

Hispanic/Latin@. The smallest proportion within this group was those who had an 

education level lower than high school (4 respondents, 3.1%). The proportion of these 

reported fathers with education levels ranging from high school to Master’s degrees was 

distributed somewhat widely (between 12-20%). In this group, 11 fathers were reported 

as having Doctoral or Law degrees (8.5%). 

Of participants who reported education level, there were 47 fathers whose 

education level was reported and whose child was identified as Hispanic/Latin@. For this 

group, the highest proportion was fathers with a high school diploma or GED (20 

respondents, 42.6%), followed by those who did not complete high school (12 
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respondents, 25.5%). Less than 20% reported an Associate’s degree or higher, with zero 

reported Doctoral/Law degrees. 

Language backgrounds 

Participants were asked five questions about language: 1.) What language did the 

child learn first? 2.) What is the primary language of the parent(s)? 3.) What language 

is/was used at home by the child before age 5? 4.) What language is/was used at home by 

the parents and/or caregivers before the child was 5 years old? and 5.) In your opinion, 

which language does the child understand best? The responses to these questions had 

some variation, but overall, those who reported the child as Non-Hispanic/Latin@ 

generally answered these questions with “English,” whereas those who reported 

Hispanic/Latin@ responded with English only slightly more often than Spanish, with 

some respondents also reporting both English and Spanish in their responses.  

  Table 4 – Hispanic/Latin@ Origins and Language Child Used Before Age 5 

 
English 

English and 
Spanish Spanish 

Non-Hispanic/Latin@ 150 99.3% 1  0.7% 0  0.0% 

Hispanic/Latin@ 27 39.7% 16 23.5% 25 36.8% 
 

Table 5 – Hispanic/Latin@ Origins and Language Child Best Understands 
 

 
English 

English and 
Spanish Spanish 

Non-Hispanic/Latin@ 148 100% 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 

Hispanic/Latin@ 36 54.5% 5 7.6% 25 37.9% 

 

Early learning backgrounds 

 Participants were asked about what types of pre-kindergarten learning experiences 

the child participated in: child care with a relative (N=195), private preschool (N=186), 
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Head Start (N=161), and Early Head Start (N=137), in addition to “Something not listed” 

where respondents wrote in their own answers (N=96), including “Co-Op” and 

“Daycare.” Of those who reported one or more years of participation in private preschool 

(the importance of which is highlighted in the following section on interview findings), 

49.5% identified as not Hispanic/Latin@, compared with 6.9% who identified as 

Hispanic/Latin@. 

Table 6 – Hispanic/Latin@ Origins and Participation in Early Learning Experiences  

 

Social and environmental backgrounds 

 Participants were asked to respond to 15 statements about social environmental 

factors related to kindergarten readiness, with questions ranging from topics about 

emotional well-being (relationships with family members) to physical well-being 

(food/shelter/clothing needs being met). The means in Table 7 reflect the average score 

on a scale of one to five where one represents the response “Completely or Always” and 

five represents the response “Not at all or Never.” T-tests revealed that six of the 

statements yielded significant differences in means.  
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 Compared to respondents who identified the child as Non-Hispanic/Latin@, those 

who identified the child as Hispanic/Latin@ had a higher mean level of agreement (i.e. a 

score closer 1, “Completely or Always” true) that 1) they have people who encourage 

them when they find parenting difficult, 2) they have people they can talk to with 

questions about raising children, 3) their basic needs have been met in the past, and 4) 

their basic needs are being currently met. Respondents who identified their child as non-

Hispanic/Latin@ had a higher mean level of agreement that the child’s parents/caregivers 

agree about parenting techniques. Compared to those who identified the child as 

Hispanic/Latin@, this group also had a higher mean level of disagreement (i.e. a score 

closer to 5, “Not at all or Never” true) that the child has seen adults hit, push, or kick 

others. In these cases where the difference in means was statistically significant, the 

differences ranged from 0.12-0.35 points in level of agreement (an average difference of 

about 0.25), thus reflecting minimal differences (i.e. less than the difference between 

“Completely” and “Very much” agree). 

Table 7 – Hispanic/Latin@ Origins and Social Environmental Factors Comparison of Means 
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 On the surface, comparing Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ groups can 

reify categories of difference. The findings in this section however, complicate a notion 

that differences in readiness operate under a ready versus non-ready binary. Results from 

the HDS surveys revealed differences in levels of education, participation in private 

preschool, and languages spoken by families in the community. In this regard, education 

and language backgrounds can be understood as cultural capital as they relate to skills 

and ideologies that children possess. These findings also illuminate the need for counter-

stories which challenge and confront numerical categorizations of race, ethnicity, and 

aspects of readiness. Through counter-stories, dominant narratives inherently present in 

numbers become less normalized and ideas about kindergarten readiness become more 

complex. 

Part II: Community Voices 

 This section lays out findings and provides some discussion of five themes which 

arose from interviews with kindergarten teachers and parents: parents’/families’ 

racial/ethnic identities, teachers’ perceptions of differences in readiness, definitions of 

readiness, families’ roles in shaping readiness, and parent-teacher relationships. The 

majority of participants identified themselves or their families as non-Hispanic/Latin@ 

(12 of 19 parents). Overall, the relatively small proportion of respondents who identified 

as Hispanic/Latin@ posed some difficulty in constructing counter-stories, however 

parents and teachers did discuss various perceptions of difference, especially as they 

connected to privileges and access to resources related to kindergarten readiness.  In this 

way, interviews highlighted how families’ backgrounds and children’s early experiences 
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(i.e. cultural capital) translate into kindergarten readiness, which was often attributed to 

Hispanic/Latin@ identity.

Parents’/ families’ racial and ethnic identities 

 During interviews, parents were asked the question: Do you identify as Hispanic 

or Latino@? Twelve of nineteen interview subjects replied “no” to this question, all of 

whom then articulated their race as Caucasian or White and their ethnic identity as some 

variation of Caucasian, White or European. Of seven respondents who identified 

themselves or their family/child as Hispanic/Latin@ identity, multiple respondents 

expressed some sort of discomfort or uncertainty about race and/or ethnicity. The table 

below illustrates these responses.  

Table 8 – Parent Interviews: Hispanic/Latin@ Identities, Race, and Ethnicity 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 As the literature has pointed out, definitions of kindergarten readiness include a 

variety of factors and involve a network of communities, families, and schools. Before 

discussing teachers’ perceptions of difference between Hispanic/Latin@ and non-

Hispanic/Latin@ families, the following three sections will examine how parents and 
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teachers understand definitions of readiness, families’ roles in shaping readiness, and 

parent-teacher relationships, to provide a context for perceptions of difference and 

inequality. 

Definitions of readiness 

The ways in which teachers and families in the community conceptualize 

readiness sets up analysis on how Hispanic/Latin@ identity influence readiness and 

creates a basis to pursue counter-stories. While describing their understandings of 

kindergarten readiness and what being ready means, both parents and teachers discussed 

social-emotional and academic readiness as distinct (though often connected) categories. 

Put simply, one teacher stated, “I see two different aspects.  There's the social-emotional, 

and then there's the academic” (Teacher D). Put less simply, another teacher described 

readiness as follows:  

So how can you explain readiness? There’s so many parts to it. It could be 

are they emotionally-socially ready to be in the classroom? Readiness 

could be academically, are they counting to 20 already? Do they know all 

26 sounds? I guess because my kids all come in at so many different 

levels… I could define it like that [being able to count and know letter 

sounds]… but then there’s more to it. …how to sit and behave or even 

socialize, so there’s different aspects to it. So readiness could be 

academically, behaviors, social… there’s a lot… How do I define 

readiness? …If they went to a preschool and when I tested them they 

scored really well…I think I’m going to see that they’re ready. And how I 

define readiness…I would hope that if they could just sit for me and listen, 
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maybe we can go from there. But then you want it to be academic and 

letter sounds, numbers… (Teacher G) 

This teacher’s thought process of trying to articulate a definition of readiness illustrates 

the complexity of readiness. While there are certainly academic aspects to kindergarten 

readiness, there are also social aspects that can influence how receptive children may be 

to those academic concepts. This description also illuminates how it is hard to separate 

different measures of readiness from one another.  

 Though academic and social-emotional aspects present inter-connected 

understandings of kindergarten readiness, teachers and parents alike attributed various 

skills, abilities, and traits to both aspects. In terms of academic readiness, teachers’ 

responses included the following: a child recognizing their name, being familiar with 

some letters and numbers, knowing letter names and letter sounds, as well of initial 

sounds of words and being able to break up and blend letters to form words or word 

segments, being able to hold a pencil and being able to write, being able to write their 

name, having experience holding scissors, knowing how to look at a book. Notable, is the 

range in teachers’ expectations and hopes for readiness as children begin kindergarten. 

While some teachers hoped for a familiarity with concepts of letters, others hoped for the 

ability to write out names and begin to read letters and sounds. Teachers also seemed to 

suggest that academic readiness could be addressed with relative ease, as stated by one 

teacher, “I do feel like if any of those academic things are missing when they first come 

in, I feel like we can get them there…they pick it up so quickly…when academic stuff 

comes in, unless there’s some sort of disability going on or processing issue, then I feel 

like we see so much growth in kindergarten that they go from 0 to 100” (Teacher B). This 
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teacher acknowledged a perceived “gap” in kindergarten, which she saw as manageable 

at the beginning of school. While teachers did not always explicitly discuss race or 

ethnicity when asked about how they describe kindergarten readiness, they did make 

references to difference.  

Parents echoed the sentiment that children can make big gains in kindergarten. 

One non-Hispanic/Latin@ parent described all children as “sponges” who want to learn, 

and another felt that the teachers did a good job at sorting children according to their 

academic needs and addressing their learning accordingly. Other parents named specific 

academic skills they thought children should have in order to be ready for kindergarten, 

naming the following: a basic grasp of letters and shapes and colors, recognizing their 

name, concepts of letters and how they work to make words, how numbers work to 

represent quantities, knowing the alphabet and being able to count to 100. Like teachers, 

parents’ responses varied from more general ideas of academics to more specific 

measures and skills.  

Similar to some of the parents’ thoughts on academics, teachers expressed the 

how crucial social-emotional readiness is for academic success. One teacher explained, 

“It’s the social-emotional part that’s so hard to... if they’ve missed that part with other 

kids or with adults in the first five years, I feel like that’s the hardest part to 

adjust…that’s the part that I feel like the gap is harder to close” (Teacher B). Another 

saw the need for a greater emphasis on social-emotional aspects of kindergarten:  

I think that the emphasis on academics have become so heavy in 

kindergarten that the social-emotional has taken a back seat, and I know 

we work on that all the time in here. The big thing is learning community. 
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How can we be a supportive community in our classroom? We talk about 

showing respect, being friends, all the time. And children just come in in 

various stages of wanting... they're sponges. So I think that there is not 

enough time built in, encouraged, on social-emotionally, you have to 

really advocate for that. (Teacher D) 

In this sense, there may be a sort of scale in kindergarten readiness, in which academic 

readiness and social-emotional readiness get polarized. So what does social-emotional 

readiness include? Teachers named the following: being patient, sharing, following 

instructions, making friends, listening, using our words, relating to others (both other kids 

and adults), being able to play and interact with others, separate from parents, 

communicate wants and needs, and carry on conversations. Similarly, parents named: 

sitting still, being able to respond to changes, taking turns, listening to directions, 

interacting with new people, separating from parents, self-control, having manners, 

sharing, and getting along with others. Many of these descriptions of social readiness 

overlapped and can be encompassed under concepts such as social competence or 

emotional maturity (both terms that various participants referred to). While many of the 

responses included such ideas, other parents saw different personalities and individual 

difference as what impacted readiness, with one non-Hispanic/Latin@ parent who 

referred to a bubbly personality and lack of shyness as signals of readiness. These types 

of responses indicated an ignorance of structural forces that may influence readiness. 

Another parent stated that, “I feel like you can do as much as you can but [children] still 

have a pace they go at no matter what” (Parent L). Aside from these few exceptions 

however, many teachers and parents saw either preschool or parent role modeling and 
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conversations with children (and often times a combination of the two) as important ways 

to shape both academic and social-emotional readiness.  

 Nearly all of the teachers and a majority of parents pointed to preschool as an 

essential way for children to gain readiness. For many respondents, the importance of 

preschool centered around the structure and environment of early learning experiences. 

Many teachers understood this as not exclusive to preschool, but saw preschool as 

certainly helpful: 

...Whether you’ve had preschool or not. I think you think of kindergarten 

readiness, and I often equate it to, have they had preschool, can they stand 

in line, can they wait for someone else to finish a conversation and not 

interrupt, are they able to toilet themselves, are they able to wash hands, 

and you think about those basic skills and that’s a piece of kinder 

readiness. (Teacher A)  

Others explained how preschool helps children to have set boundaries at school, gives 

children an idea of what expectations look like in a school setting, and helps children 

follow school rules and structure.  Other teachers described skills gained from a 

preschool setting as follows:  

Some sort of preschool…it doesn’t have to be incredibly academic 

preschool, but just basic skills like being able to sit at the carpet and listen 

to a teacher, raising their hand, being able to stand in line. Those kinds of 

things I think are really important. How to hold scissors, how to hold a 

pencil. Anything like that is great. (Teacher F) 
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Describing a familiarity with these types of activities and abilities as “great” 

demonstrates the range of experiences that children come into kindergarten with. 

Teachers recognized that readiness levels vary, and that many of the children with 

preschool experience would be set up for success early on.  

Parents also acknowledged the role of structure and preschool as factors of 

readiness. One non-Hispanic/Latin@ parent explained readiness as “environmental, just 

getting them used to the concept of being in a classroom, with other kids, with an 

expectation that they learn something, they do their work…” They continued to say that 

“preschool is the routine… [they] keep practicing that with building on strategies that I 

think a kid without preschool doesn’t get” (Parent A). In this sense, preschool was 

described as somewhat irreplaceable in the structures and routines it helped to familiarize 

children with. Other non-Hispanic/Latin@ parents also talked about preschool as helping 

to implement stamina for children to be in a structured environment for full days in 

kindergarten and for separating from parents. Others still, recognized how preschool 

supported the social readiness of being able to interact with other children in group 

environments and academic learning, specifically with numbers and letters.  The 

recognition of preschool as valuable and the knowledge of skills that preschool helped to 

foster demonstrate preschool as a form of kindergarten readiness which translates to 

cultural capital. While a few Hispanic/Latin@ families also discussed preschool, the 

majority of respondents who spoke at length of the routines and skills that a preschool 

environment fosters did not identify as Hispanic/Latin@.  

Outside of preschool, but in line with the need for structure and routine, many 

parents also saw the role of siblings, relatives, and friends as key to children having role 
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models and understanding school schedules and expectations. Parents saw older siblings 

as a way for younger children to “relate to [school] conceptually,” as well as parents who 

identified cousins who children would look up to, seeing school plays or choirs, seeing 

the structure of the day of school, or watching younger aunts and uncles talk about 

school, playing school together and having role models. Parents spoke of kindergarteners 

seeing older children in school and wanting to be part of a school environment.  

Aside from siblings and other children acting as role models, teachers and parents 

alike acknowledged the role of parents and the ways in which they can both role model 

and have conversations with children about readiness. Teachers described these as social 

conversations and incidental learning conversations in which parents can tell stories, role 

model vocabulary, talk about social relationships, ask questions about what children 

observe around them, spend time looking at books or playing games, and just sit and talk 

with children. Non-Hispanic/Latin@ parents demonstrated the ways in which these 

conversations took place in their families, and specifically described how having 

conversations at the dinner table were important in their family, or talking about reading 

and ideas was part of a family culture, or having parents readily available when children 

have questions about writing or about what children want to be when they grow up. Non-

Hispanic/Latin@ families also described how parents can role model for children in the 

ways that they challenge them and encourage them to try new things and experience new 

learning. One non-Hispanic/Latin@ parent also described how they would role model 

healthy relationships and problem solving. One parent who identified as Latin@ 

described speaking to their child about the differences between right and wrong. Similar 

to knowledge of the value of preschool, the acknowledgement of the value in having 
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conversations with children also demonstrated a form of cultural capital. Children whose 

parents intentionally engaged them in conversations and role modeled behaviors for them 

(many of whom identified as non-Hispanic/Latin@) could be categorized as more ready 

for kindergarten because of the social and emotional maturity they gain through this form 

of parent involvement. 

Parents and teachers also recognized a spectrum of kindergarten readiness and the 

ways in which readiness can be different for different children. While one teacher 

commented on the value of having common expectations for all students, she also saw 

readiness as a “huge spectrum” (Teacher F). Another teacher supported this notion, 

describing how “all the kids develop and bloom or blossom at different times… So how 

can you explain readiness? There’s so many parts to it” (Teacher G). One non-

Hispanic/Latin@ parent’s views on readiness also reinforced the complexity of readiness 

as demonstrated throughout the interviews, expressing that “It’s hard to say academic at a 

five year age… It’s such a huge spectrum for kindergarten… it’s just totally different for 

every child because it totally depends on their upbringing and if they had any schooling 

before starting kindergarten at all” (Parent H). This idea of distinct and individual 

experiences for each child illustrates how readiness can be so difficult to grasp and 

define.  

When describing what kindergarten readiness means and how it is defined, a 

handful of teachers and parents discussed the high expectations (especially academic) 

that students are asked to meet at a young age. Teachers noted that students are asked to 

do more than in the past and that the pressure can be high, especially with common core 

standards. Parents also noted how they perceived changes in expectations and how the 
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expectations for learning to read and write could be overwhelming. In this vein, one 

parent, who identified as Hispanic, thought dual language programs were particularly 

important for native-Spanish-speaking children, to help children get up to standards of an 

English-dominant school system (Parent M). This illustrates a specific need for Spanish-

speaking community members who value language-based resources in schools and 

recognize dual language programs as a positive facilitator of getting children ready for 

school. 

Taken together, parents’ and teachers’ perspectives and voices demonstrate the 

intricate nature of understanding kindergarten readiness. Though school readiness is 

becoming a topic of growing interest, it can be a difficult subject to research because of 

how varied its definitions are. While kindergarten readiness can be understood in 

academic and social-emotional terms, it can also be connected to early experiences with 

school and structure. Readiness presents itself as a wide spectrum, and expectations for 

children shift and change over time. Families, siblings, parents and other relatives alike 

all play a role in what readiness looks like. So how does understanding families’ roles 

add to understandings of readiness? Knowing what backgrounds children and families 

bring to schools can illuminate important insights about educational experiences that stay 

with students throughout their lives. Further, having a basis of how teachers and families 

conceive of and discuss readiness in a particular community sets up analysis on how race 

and ethnicity influence said readiness. 

Families’ roles in shaping readiness 

 Related to the ways in which participants conceived of and defined readiness, 

teachers were asked about what roles families play in shaping kindergarten readiness, 
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while parents were asked what they thought influenced how ready their children were, 

and how they thought different aspects of their background (parents level(s) of education, 

racial/ethnic identity, languages spoken at home, and type of childhood/home 

environment) influenced how ready for kindergarten their children were. Similar to the 

ways in which parent role modeling and engaging children in conversations arose as 

important to understanding what comprises readiness, parental involvement and the 

importance of engaging with children was a major finding from the perspectives of both 

teachers and parents on the topic of families’ roles. One teacher described families as 

“everything,” explaining how,  

You can tell the students whose families just talk a lot with them, they 

take the time to explain, they take the time to just really come alongside 

their child and answer the questions that they have. And then you can tell 

those families that just kind of [see it as] our job to do it and they’re going 

to wait until their kids get to school to learn it or to have those questions 

answered. (Teacher A) 

Again, while there wasn’t an explicit discussion of race or ethnicity, this teacher still 

recognized and commented upon difference. The idea that families can talk to children, 

explain to them, answer their questions and encourage their learning, was also pointed 

out by other teachers. They described how every moment with parents shapes children 

(both good and bad), how both listening to and being heard by parents can shape 

readiness and be huge for children, and how reading with children and intentionally 

incorporating learning into play and every day routines, can really influence how children 

arrive to their kindergarten classrooms. Nearly all of the parents made similar comments 
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about parent involvement, recognizing the need for structure and support in the home, the 

importance of reading and spending time with children, the need to jugar con propósito, 

to play with purpose and let incidental learning happen “in the context of life.” Some 

non-Hispanic/Latin@ parents named how these experiences, reading and doing projects 

and participating in activities with parents, lead to children’s abilities to follow directions 

and concentrate on tasks, indicating an awareness of their roles in early experiences 

which translate into readiness.  

 While many respondents noted parental involvement as helpful, others still saw 

preschool as ideal, with the parental role being somewhat supplemental to a preschool 

experience. One parent who identified as Latin@ described the usefulness of preschool, 

but explained how not all families have access. She named how children need to know 

letters and numbers, how to socialize and how to follow routines, and suggested that 

preschool would be very helpful in these areas for children: 

Sería muy bueno que tuvieran preschool pero no todos tienen acceso. No 

todos los padres tiene tiempo de enseñarles y ahorita con los nuevos 

estandards, wow es muy alto lo que tienen que saber, letras al entrar ya por 

lo menos le pide que sepan veinte letras que cuentan al número veinte, y 

socializar también, que sigan rutinas, que es lo más difícil cuando están 

chiquititos, las rutinas… (Parent I) 

This idea, that it would be very good if children had preschool, sería muy bueno, shows 

how being academically and socially ready, including lo más difícil, the most difficult 

part for small children of being able to follow routines, que sigan rutinas, are all built in 

to preschool. Several parents, from both Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ 
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backgrounds acknowledged how preschool was clearly helpful for their own children. 

However, several non-Hispanic/Latin@ parents thought similar preparedness could be 

fostered at home and through playdates, with extra efforts, resources, time, and energy on 

the part of parents and families.  

 Relatedly, multiple respondents noted how some families lacked resources and 

needed extra support to be able to be involved and get children ready for school. Based 

on the expectations of kindergarten readiness and the value placed on preschool, several 

teachers thought there needed to be more services available for parents. Some 

participants explained that a few of the schools had implemented a free “Ready for 

Kindergarten” program, in which parents would attend one session each quarter in the 

year leading up to their child entering kindergarten, where they would receive some 

education on what they could be working on with their children. At these sessions, they 

would also receive resources such as flash cards or games or books to help teach children 

some of the skills they would be expected to know upon entering kindergarten in the fall. 

Three parents explicitly expressed their desire for more resources. They talked about 

wanting to be able to help their children more, and lacking information and knowledge 

about what work needed to be done with children. Notably, the three participants who 

expressed this all identified as Hispanic or Latin@, with one whom described more 

parent education for the Hispanic community as her sueño, her dream. This echoed the 

Hispanic parent who valued the dual language program, as both parents expressed the 

necessity of resources for Hispanic/Latin@ families.  

 Other parent responses seemed to fall into three categories: parents who were 

economically privileged or had access to resources and recognized how that influenced 
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readiness, parents who were economically privileged but did not recognize how it related 

to readiness, and parents who were economically underprivileged or lacked access to 

resources.  

Five parents who did explicitly recognize their privilege (all who identified as 

non-Hispanic/Latin@) described how their class-status provided resources that allowed 

for extra activities. They saw their time and energy as a luxury, and their ability of not 

having to work as a way for them to be present and engaged with children. One parent 

expressed feelings of gratitude for being able to provide stability, safety and security for 

her children. She also acknowledged that other families were not in as fortunate of a 

position as her, and continued by saying “when you’re worried about where your next 

meal is coming from, you’re not going to be concerned about if your child knows how to 

hold scissors” (Parent O). This scenario illuminates the degree to which different family 

backgrounds can shape children’s pre-kindergarten experiences.  

The several parents who had access to resources and indicated economic privilege 

but did not see how it related to readiness described their children’s background as a 

“basic upbringing” or explained their parenting as far from extraordinary and their 

children’s experiences as being simple, taking little extra effort. All of these parents 

identified as White (one whom identified their child as half-Latin@). Responding to the 

ways in which data gets used in education to reinforce difference, one parent expressed a 

deep issue with such representations: “I hate some of those assessments for them because 

just if they struggle one year on something, there's something going on in the family, oh 

it's because they're Hispanic or they're black, or something, or they live in this level of 

income, but it's like no, they're just having a bad year” (Parent P). While this sentiment 
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seemed to come from a place of disliking inequality, it still ignored the huge barriers that 

families of color and families from lower-income groups face. The ignorance expressed 

by these parents suggests that many non-Hispanic/Latin@ parents did not understand 

components of cultural capital that benefitted their own children. They did not see how 

other children were disadvantaged by a lack of such a “basic” parenting or how “just 

having a bad year” was tied to structures of racism. 

The third smaller group of parents, those experiencing a lack of resources and 

coming from economically underprivileged backgrounds, challenged the ideas put 

forward by those who did not recognize how their privilege influenced readiness. One 

parent described how overcoming a “troubled background” led to her child being un-

ready socially and academically. For this parent, instability caused by homelessness and 

violence led to a lack of routines and schedules, creating huge difficulties for the child to 

function in school (Parent D). Another parent described how in her Hispanic/Latin@ 

working-class family, the child had spent most of her time at home while the other parent 

worked, and while she thought her child was ready for kindergarten, she was surprised to 

find that she was not deemed ready by assessment models (Parent S).  

In short, while teachers and parents did not always explicitly discuss racial 

inequity, many participants recognized various forms of difference in families’ roles in 

shaping kindergarten readiness. Many non-Hispanic/Latin@ families noted how 

preparedness could be achieved outside of preschool, even though such preparation 

would require extra energy and resources. Parents ignorant of how their families’ 

privileged positions shaped readiness discounted the structural barriers and inadequate 

access to resources that many Hispanic/Latin@ families face. 
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Parent-teacher relationships 

Related to factors that influence kindergarten readiness, and definitions of 

readiness, looking at how parents and teachers interact with one another establishes a 

context for discussing perceived differences between Hispanic/Latin@ and 

non/Hispanic/Latin@ families. The Washington Kindergarten Inventory of Developing 

Skills (WaKIDS) is a process used in public schools throughout the state of Washington, 

designed to help foster parent-teacher relationships in kindergarten. The Washington 

Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction describes WaKIDS as a three-part process 

where: first kindergarten teachers meet with families before school begins to discuss 

children’s strengths and needs; second teachers complete assessments for children in six 

skill areas: social-emotional, physical, cognitive, language, literacy, and mathematics; 

and third early learning professionals and kindergarten teachers meet to share information 

(Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction).  

Regarding the relationship between parents and teachers, during interviews 

teachers were asked about what types of parent-teacher interactions had occurred, 

including specific questions about interactions related to WaKIDS and definitions of 

readiness. Teachers were also asked about the HDS forms, however most teachers were 

not as familiar nor as involved with the HDS forms in comparison to WaKIDS. In this 

sense, WaKIDS and the HDS forms can be grouped into a category of using numerical 

data in kindergarten, and in education more broadly. Both the WaKIDS assessment tools 

and the HDS forms can also be understood as measures that took place at the beginning 

of the school year. Teacher’s reactions to WaKIDS varied. While several teachers saw it 

as a sensible, useful tool, describing it as “seamless” and “natural,” others saw it as 
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frustrating and as creating misunderstandings between parents and teachers. One teacher 

described it as “high stress” for parents who thought their children were being judged 

(Teacher C). Several teachers also spoke of having to reassure parents that the 

assessments were simply being used as a baseline and that the teachers were there to help 

and get children up to speed, by using WaKIDS as a starting place. Other teachers saw 

WaKIDS as not helpful or even disruptive, and non-cohesive with other standards (such 

as the common-core used in schools). One teacher described WaKIDS as “belaboring the 

point,” asking teachers to complete too many assessments in too short of a time period, 

creating an “unrealistic expectation” for educators (Teacher E). Another teacher 

explained, “kids come to kindergarten as a full person… and I think we can get so 

itemized that we forget to look at the full kids. And I think that’s a problem” (Teacher D).  

In general, many teachers expressed the need for a connection between home and 

school, in which parents are involved and parents and teachers form a team-dynamic. 

One teacher explained that difficulties in working with children on readiness occur when 

there is a disconnect between school and home. Therefore, parents must provide ongoing 

support to make sure that learning from class carries over into home life. This teacher 

explained that learning from school must be extended and talked about in families. Other 

teachers recognized their role in this dynamic, by providing “parent friendly tips” to get 

parents on board with academic expectations for children and provide such extended 

learning. Another teacher described her important role for empowering parents (Teacher 

E), and another saw the importance of building a rapport between parents and teachers 

(Teacher A).  
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Many parents echoed the need for a team-dynamic between parent and teacher. 

Several parents expressed that they were already achieving such a dynamic. Half of these 

parents identified themselves or their family as Hispanic/Latin@. They commented on 

strong back-and-forth communication and conversations between parents and teachers, 

“not only about assessments but just about kindergarten life in general” (Parent H). 

Several other parents felt the communication was generally good and open. Another 

group of parents saw the communication between parents and teachers as generally 

positive, but felt that in reference to the topic readiness, conversations were lacking 

because their children were already meeting expectations and succeeding in school. Of 

respondents who perceived generally good communication between parents and teachers, 

the two parents who identified themselves or their family as Hispanic/Latin@ both 

worked at the schools their children attended. Thus, many participants in this category 

were non-Hispanic/Latin@ parents, signifying generally good parent-teacher 

relationships for this demographic. 

Another group of parents described the communication between parents and 

teachers as having room for improvement; nearly all of these parents identified 

themselves or their family as Hispanic/Latin@. For a few parents, this included the need 

for fewer papers and a more-electronically based system for communication (though 

another parent described the use of a cell phone app as great for communicating) (Parent 

R). Other parents desired more specific feedback from teachers on what types of learning 

they should work on in the home. Another parent commented specifically on the need for 

more education for parents, specifically those of Hispanic/Latin@ descent, so that parents 
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could have more resources and information about how to teach children and carry 

classroom learning over into the home (Parent I). 

 A strong relationship and communication system between parents and teachers 

represents a form of cultural capital in which families can be involved and actively 

participate in children’s education. Many non-Hispanic/Latin@ parents expressed that 

communication between teachers and parents was generally good, whereas nearly all 

parents who described the communication as needing improvement identified themselves 

or their family as Hispanic/Latin@. In sum, these relationships further suggest the need 

for resources for minority populations to have access to involvement in schools and 

learning. Hispanic/Latin@ identity influence readiness in this sense because of the role 

that families play in the system of players involved in kindergarten readiness. 

Teachers’ perceptions of differences in readiness 

 When asked if they thought differences in readiness existed between 

Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ students, and what those differences might 

be, teachers responses fell into five different categories. These categories were: 

socioeconomic status as the driving factor in difference, a wide spectrum of readiness 

across racial/ethnic difference, difference in Hispanic/Latin@ cultural values, difference 

in experience with language barriers, and no perceived differences. For several teachers 

who claimed that socioeconomic status was more relevant than Hispanic or Latin@ 

identity, they still explained such differences by talking about ethnic difference, with one 

teacher claiming that children of Latino descent often had stronger social emotional 

readiness and that non-Latino children had more often been to preschool (Teacher B). 
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One teacher elaborated upon the intersection between economic privilege and Latino 

identity: 

Because of socioeconomic reasons, our Latino families may not be 

able to afford preschool that our more affluent English-speaking 

families can. …Our more affluent families have more likely had 

more education, formal education, which again offers them the 

opportunity to be able to make more money and be able to pass 

that on to their kids and their experiences. So they will take them 

on trips, they can go to camps, belong to the Y, all those kinds of 

things. Where less affluent Latino families, even though they’re 

very hard workers and then want to help their children, they don’t 

have the means to be able to take them to Seattle to go to the zoo, 

or be able to pay for swimming lessons at the Y, and therefore 

don’t have money for a good quality child care. … A lot of [being 

ready for kindergarten] has to do with the amount of time. …Our 

Latino parents may also find hurdles when it comes to language. 

And that affects everything. Many of our parents come to us where 

they have gone to college in their native countries. But here we 

don’t value their diplomas and therefore they have to go to work in 

places like the fields or in a cannery, all sorts of different things. 

And those jobs, they don’t have flexible schedules, and they don’t 

have the option of choosing their schedule, and they are trying to 

provide a roof and food for their kids. And so it’s not like they 
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don’t want to help them, they do, they want what’s best for their 

kids. (Teacher H)  

Thus while many teachers seemed hesitant to specifically name racial or ethnic 

background as contributing to readiness, many of their responses showed how different 

socioeconomic backgrounds were tied to Hispanic/Latin@ identity and how 

socioeconomically, families of color brought different experiences and levels of readiness 

(as defined by schools and institutions such as the creators of WaKIDS).  

 A second set of teachers saw differences in readiness as varying across different 

racial and ethnic groups. When asked if they thought differences in readiness exist 

between Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ populations, one teacher explained, 

“I guess some [differences exist]. I hesitate to say that… I think there is some 

discrepancy there…Hispanic families that are able to have access to a lot of resources, 

that’s a very diverse population. And I think in the Caucasian population there’s also a 

very large discrepancy. [It has more to do with an] enriching upbringing [regardless of 

identity or language]” (Teacher D). A few other teachers had similar reasoning, 

describing the ways in which different types of families can all make time for children 

and give children early experiences with language and learning regardless of their 

background (including racial and ethnic background). 

 In the realm of difference, some teachers noted Hispanic/Latin@ cultural values 

and experiences with language barriers. One teacher noted how hard-working 

Hispanic/Latin@ parents were, whose strong work ethic seemed to be instilled in children 

(Teacher D). Another noted how Hispanic/Latin@ children seemed to be especially polite 

and driven in class, working hard to grasp academic concepts, with parents who 

65 



 

emphasized an importance on working hard and achieving academic success (Teacher F). 

Other teachers echoed this idea, asserting that Hispanic/Latin@ families placed a cultural 

emphasis on school and made education a priority in their families, holding education in 

a high esteem, which often translated to well-behaved children (Teacher I). 

In regards to language barriers, one teacher saw math as especially hard for native 

Spanish-speakers who had to learn both math concepts and English language to 

understand math vocabulary (for dual language programs in Walla Walla, math is taught 

in English) (Teacher F). Another teacher pointed out the various layers to language 

barriers, which can occur anywhere from communicating with cafeteria staff to meeting 

with principals, even at schools with bilingual staff members (Teacher H). The 

recognition of cultural and language differences demonstrates one dimension of cultural 

capital as it relates to readiness because it shows how students’ racial and ethnic 

backgrounds influence teachers perceptions and thus school experiences.  

 A final set of teachers, akin to parents who did not see their privileged 

backgrounds as influencing readiness, perceived no differences between Hispanic/Latin@ 

and non-Hispanic/Latin@ students. One teacher explained, “I wouldn’t say that there’s a 

difference based on ethnicity. …I don’t know if it’s cultural… when you say culturally, I 

think kind of as an American culture: we’re pushing, pushing, pushing, and I think some 

parents are saying no, I’m going to choose and I choose not to [enroll my child in 

preschool]” (Teacher A). This idea, that difference exists not on the basis of ethnic 

background, but instead upon a shared American identity, contrasts many of the other 

perspectives about difference.   
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To summarize, interview findings complicated the notion of racial and ethnic 

categories as solid and clear identifiers. Parents and teachers discussed kindergarten 

readiness in terms of social-emotional and academic readiness, noting perceived gaps and 

differences in such forms of readiness. Participants also recognized difference in 

families’ levels of involvement in shaping readiness. Several non-Hispanic/Latin@ 

parents ignored the structural privileges associated with readiness and a handful of 

teachers either perceived no differences in readiness between Hispanic/Latin@ and non-

Hispanic/Latin@ populations, or spoke of difference as linked to socioeconomic status. 

While participants did not specifically name cultural capital in their conceptions of 

readiness and difference, both parents and teachers discussed various aspects of families’ 

backgrounds that would increase readiness for different children, such as families with 

access to preschool or parents who stayed home and intentionally fostered social and 

academic skills for their children. 

DISCUSSION 

Uniting Numbers and Community Voices 

 By examining how Hispanic/Latin@ identities map onto racial identity, survey 

data with defined categories, such as those presented in Table 1, provides compelling 

support for Omi and Winant’s explanations about Hispanic and Latin@ ethnicities as 

unstable and changing categories shaped by social interactions and histories (31, 122). 

While it can be difficult to both conceptually separate and combine Hispanic and Latin@ 

categories, the findings from Table 9 demonstrate the difficulty of using racial 

terminologies as individuals understand such ethnic labels differently, often with some 

level of uncertainty or confusion. The fact that two-thirds of survey respondents who 
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identified with a Hispanic or Latin@ origin group also identified as White complicates 

the notion of a binary between White and non-White, where identities such as Hispanic 

or Latin@ are often assumed to fall under the non-White category. Teachers’ comments 

also complicated such a binary. The ways in which teachers discussed perceived 

differences between Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ families showed how 

assumed majority-minority and privileged-underprivileged dynamics still exist between 

the two communities, especially those teachers who commented on socioeconomic, 

cultural, and language differences. By looking at results from Table 1 and including 

perspectives from parents and teachers – examining both types of data together – a more 

complex picture emerges of how race and ethnicity function for families as they enter 

schools. This picture demonstrates the ways that race and ethnicity are conceptual 

categories shaped by various social and historical processes.  

The class paradigm of race put forth by Omi and Winant explains the economy as 

embedded in society and thus related to racial formation. Thus, social class intersects 

with racial identity. According to the American Psychological Association, 

“Socioeconomic status is commonly conceptualized as the social standing or class of an 

individual or group. It is often measured as a combination of education, income and 

occupation.” Because parents reported on their education levels both on the HDS forms 

and in the interviews, education can be understood as a driving factor in socioeconomic 

status for the purpose of this research. Tables 2 and 3 suggest a clear intersection between 

Hispanic/Latin@ origins and education levels (read: socioeconomic class). A larger 

percentage of non-Hispanic/Latin@ families reported having college degrees 

(Associate’s or higher), and more Hispanic/Latin@ identified families had an education 
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level below high school, for both Mothers/Parent 1 and Fathers/Parent 2. Non-

Hispanic/Latin@ individuals were also the only group reported to have Doctoral or Law 

degrees. These differences in education levels can be understood in terms of access to 

resources that families have in getting children ready for kindergarten, a topic that also 

arose from many conversations with parents and teachers who recognized the ways in 

which resources, time, and energy that stay-at-home parents and families with 

dispensable income have influence the types of experiences children can partake in prior 

to entering kindergarten.  

To revisit an idea put forth in an earlier section, viewing kindergarten readiness as 

a form of cultural capital can establish a new way for thinking about how access to 

resources translates into kindergarten readiness. What types of resources are connected to 

readiness outside of identification with different socioeconomic statuses? Parents who 

understand what readiness means and what comprises readiness themselves possess a 

form of capital in the ways that they create intentional environments and experiences for 

their children. The knowledge and experiences that some parents possess and other 

parents lack translate into levels of readiness as children enter school. The desire for 

additional resources expressed by Hispanic/Latin@ parents points to inequalities in 

readiness for minorities in the community. 

Both parents and teachers commented upon how Spanish-speaking families often 

face language barriers in schools, and how families’ varying levels of access to resources 

and privileges can lead to different levels of readiness for children.  Tables 4 and 5 help 

to contextualize this finding, and show how a fair portion (over a third) of 

Hispanic/Latin@ children speak and understand Spanish.  This may further help to 
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understand children’s abilities to navigate school, which may be shaped by language, 

especially for native-Spanish speakers (more likely of Hispanic/Latin@ origins) who are 

in English-only classrooms. Future research should consider why families choose dual 

language immersion programs and how they help to facilitate readiness and the transition 

into kindergarten, especially for Hispanic/Latin@ families and those whose native 

language may lead to language barriers when encountering schools.  

Further on the topic of stable, structured, and privileged backgrounds that parents 

recognized in varying degrees, Table 7 helps to add perspective on how involved and 

supportive families may be described. By examining social and environmental factors 

such as relationships with parents and siblings and fulfillment of basic needs of food, 

shelter and clothing, teachers’ and parents’ voices about families’ roles in shaping 

readiness can be understood in more concrete terms. While the survey measures 

presented in Table 7 are limited and don’t map directly onto dialogue with parents, 

connecting the two findings allows for a more holistic understanding about how families’ 

backgrounds influence readiness, especially in terms of Hispanic/Latin@ origins. From 

the context of Lareau’s sense of entitlement versus sense of constraint, familial 

background may have an even more profound impact than alluded to by parents and 

teachers in this research. Those families who construct structured environments 

(including preschool) and interact with children, encouraging their inquisitiveness and 

promoting their pursuit of knowledge, are those children who Lareau would deem as 

having a sense of entitlement through concerted cultivation (1-3). Parents who take 

initiative to build communication with teachers role model such behaviors for children 

and would have children who are more likely to show signs of readiness at the beginning 
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of school. In contrast, parents who feel they lack information or resources, or who are 

focused on having basic needs met for their families, would have children who are more 

likely to represent an accomplishment of natural growth and a growing sense of 

constraint, often times translating into a lack in readiness, particularly in terms of the 

social aspect of readiness (e.g. being able to share, interact, and have conversations). 

The interview findings show that many parents and teachers recognized the role 

of preschool and other structured, school-like environments and how these types of 

experiences help to prepare children for school: academically, socially, emotionally, and 

otherwise. Thus, the results from Table 6 help to illuminate more precisely what different 

types of structured, school-environments look like. While the percentages in Table 6 do 

not account for a large difference in sample size between Hispanic/Latin@ and non-

Hispanic/Latin@ participants, they still illustrate the variety of early learning experiences 

in the community. About 67% of non-Hispanic/Latin@ of respondents reported a year or 

more of participation in private preschool, whereas about 28% of Hispanic/Latin@ 

respondents reported a year or more. Building upon the findings from education levels 

(Tables 2 and 3) and understandings of socioeconomic status, the survey data on 

participation in private preschool demonstrates how Hispanic/Latin@ families in 

particular may lack access to preschool. This finding does not suggest a lesser value of 

other types of early learning experiences such as Head Start or daycare. Nonetheless, 

private preschool was the early learning experience most often reported, so these findings 

help acknowledge differences in access to and knowledge of early learning experiences. 

In this sense, race and ethnicity influence what types of early learning and preschool that 
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children bring to kindergarten, a finding which has strong implications for later 

educational experiences. 

 To return to the need for counter-stories and research which challenges 

majoritarian discourses about educational experiences, the present findings demonstrate 

how numerical and narrative data taken together can reframe understandings of 

kindergarten readiness to critically address the needs of Hispanic/Latin@ communities. 

Both survey data and community voices in interviews presented a need for more 

resources and opportunities that would lead to children entering school with various 

forms of cultural capital and thus kindergarten readiness. Findings from the present 

research enforce a racialized notion of cultural capital and establish a foundation to 

continue to challenge conceptions of achievement gaps.  

Limitations 

 While this research provides valuable groundwork for looking at how race and 

ethnicity and Hispanic/Latin@ identity influence kindergarten readiness, limitations did 

exist. In the case of both the HDS survey forms and interviews, the diversity of the 

sample was limited. For many of the tables where cross-tabulations were presented, a 

larger, more diverse sample would have allowed for more possibilities for statistical tests, 

such as chi-squared tests. In addition, a more balanced sample of interview participants 

would have allowed for more comparisons between Hispanic/Latin@ and non-

Hispanic/Latin@ families. Further, future studies could work to include more non-White 

participants who do not identify as Hispanic/Latin@ (such as individuals who identify as 

racially Black or Asian, categories that were not represented in this research). While the 

intent of this project was to seek counter-stories, some narrative accounts lined up with 
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majoritarian discourse about what it means to be ready for kindergarten. A broader 

sample would also lead to greater potential for counter-stories.  

 Time was also a limiting factor in this research. While over 30 parents expressed 

interest in participating in an interview, I was only able to conduct 19 interviews. 

Interviews took place within a five-week time span and had to be scheduled around 

various other commitments on the part of both the researcher and the participants. Future 

research with a larger time frame could include more participants and recruiting to have 

different schools and demographics more widely represented. Participants suggested that 

future recruiting could be done more closely around parent-teacher conferences, possibly 

setting up a booth at school book fairs, or through community organizations such as the 

Children’s Home Society. 

 Future research should also include more analysis about the merits of dual 

language immersion programs. While this was a topic that came up through the process 

of interviews, it could be a more central focus of looking at how race and ethnicity 

influence kindergarten readiness, and how language functions as a form of capital. In 

addition, future research could make clearer distinctions about different types of learning, 

such as how accredited preschools differ from daycare centers.  

 Though the usefulness of looking at the relationships between race, ethnicity, and 

social class has been discussed throughout this work, future research could consider more 

closely the drawbacks of conflating such categories. A more in-depth look at race and 

ethnicity for different social classes would reveal additional findings about racial 

formation and different experiences with kindergarten readiness.  
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Finally, a wider scope for future research could include more analysis on 

colorblind ideologies in how community members conceptualize and talk about 

kindergarten readiness. While colorblind ideologies seemed to be present in some of the 

interviews, such ideologies were not a focus of this research. Additional questions about 

race could bring about more findings on this topic. More information on colorblindness 

can be found in Racism without Racists by Eduardo Bonilla Silva.  

CONCLUSIONS  

In the introductory sections of this thesis, I set out to discuss the ways in which 

race and ethnicity, and more specifically, Hispanic/Latin@ identities, influence 

kindergarten readiness, given kindergarten as a critical beginning point in education. 

Because history intricately ties itself to present inequality, I gave brief explanations about 

histories of marginalization for Hispanic/Latin@ populations in Walla Walla and 

examined histories of racial segregation in schools. To approach this research, I first laid 

out the need for narrative stories and community voices in addition to group-level 

statistics and numerical data. Next, I discussed how kindergarten readiness has been 

understood and researched in prior literature. I also introduced kindergarten readiness as 

a form of cultural capital and examined how concerted cultivation/sense of entitlement 

and accomplishment of natural growth/sense of constraint may manifest themselves in 

kindergarten. I then reviewed factors of kindergarten readiness, such as experiences with 

early literacy, parent involvement, parent-teacher relationships, and the importance of 

researching the needs of minority groups.  

 My research consisted of data analysis of a district-wide survey with 241 

participants, and interviews with 28 teachers and parents. Results supported Omi and 
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Winant’s theory of Racial Formation, especially as it relates to the categories of Hispanic 

and Latin@. Findings on parents’ education levels, families’ language backgrounds, and 

children’s early learning and social/environmental experiences also supported prior 

research. The interview results demonstrated the complexity of definitions of readiness, 

and the interconnectedness of academic and social-emotional readiness. Further, the 

findings supported the formative impact of preschool for children, and of siblings and 

other role models. Overall, such findings highlighted how knowing the backgrounds of 

students, especially those students who identify with racial/ethnic minority groups, can 

lead to significant insights regarding early educational experiences which carry into later 

conceptions of academic achievement and inequalities in education. Interview findings 

also highlighted families’ roles in shaping readiness: through having conversations and 

engaging with children, and through providing resources that lead to opportunities for 

learning and readiness. Teachers and parents commented on their relationships with one 

another, and each group had different ideas about families’ privilege and backgrounds. 

Teachers discussed their perceptions of differences in readiness for Hispanic/Latin@ 

versus non-Hispanic/Latin@ communities. Perceptions of difference and 

acknowledgement of privilege ranged, from those who saw privilege and resources as 

driving differences, to parents who saw their backgrounds as insignificant in shaping 

readiness and teachers who perceived no differences.  

For many findings from both the survey data and the interview results, connecting 

the two types of data allowed for many concepts of inequality to be applied to 

kindergarten readiness. The joining of numerical data with community voices helped to 

create a picture of how race and ethnicity function at the beginning of school. Though 
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this research did include limitations, it opens the door for new ways of using data in 

education and highlights the importance of seeking counter-stories. Future research 

should continue to find new ways of challenging majoritarian stories and using Critical 

Race Theory to illuminate and challenge systems of inequality. In the scope of education, 

“achievement gap” discourse needs to be challenged and reconsidered, especially in its 

early education manifestations. Race and ethnicity influence kindergarten readiness 

through the ways in which racial/ethnic inequality translates to differences in access to 

resources and knowledge of readiness. Kindergarten readiness is a form of cultural 

capital that not all community members possess, and it can have profound impacts on 

students as they move through their educational careers. Before looking at achievement 

gaps and other forms of inequalities, we must first search for counter-stories to evaluate 

the ways in which race and ethnicity influence education. 

Kindergarten readiness provides an important site for challenging contemporary 

“achievement gap” discourse. In order to investigate kindergarten readiness and 

determine how race and ethnicity influence readiness, survey data and numbers must be 

used in conjunction with conversations and dialogues in the pursuit of counter-stories. In 

the case of Walla Walla, counter-stories from Hispanic/Latin@ individuals need to be at 

the forefront of understanding schools and the community at large. Race and ethnicity 

influence the types of cultural capital and the access to resources and opportunities that 

families possess. Schools must work to provide services and resources for 

Hispanic/Latin@ families to adequately prepare children for kindergarten. Formulating a 

general climate and picture of the present circumstances of families of kindergarteners 

provides a beginning point for understanding certain disparities (or lack thereof) between 
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Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ groups. Ongoing dialogue about educational 

experiences of non-majority groups will create an important and necessary supplement to 

numerical statistics and data. This type of approach to educational research for 

kindergarten and beyond raises important implications. While using surveys and statistics 

in education can reify complex categories of race and ethnicity, having conversations 

with teachers and families leads to deeper knowledge about perceived gaps and 

inequalities, and establishes a basis for challenging structures of inequality and 

oppression. 
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HDS Form – Page 2 of 2 
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Appendix B 
Letter to Parents –English 
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Letter to Parents – Spanish 
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Letter to Parents – Contact Information Form 
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Appendix C 
List of Interview Questions 

Teacher Interviews 
• What is your classroom like? How many students do you have? 
• What interactions have you had with parents?  

o Have you had any conversations with parents about WAKIDS/definitions of kindergarten 
readiness?  

o How did you collect the HDS forms? 
• How would you describe kindergarten readiness?  

o What factors influence readiness? 
• What role do families play in shaping kindergarten readiness? 
• Do you think differences in readiness exist between Hispanic/Latin@ and non-Hispanic/Latin@ 

students? If so, what are these differences?  
Parent Interviews 

• What do you think it means to be ready for kindergarten?  
 Can you describe factors that influence being ready for kindergarten?  

(prompt: enrollment in preschool, reading books at home, etc.) 
o ¿Para usted, que significa estar preparado para el kínder?  

− ¿Puede describir algunos factores que influyen la preparación?  
(ejemplos: jugar con otros niños, matricularse en la pre-escuela, leer libros) 

• Do you think your child was ready for kindergarten? 
 What do you think influenced how ready your child was?  

o ¿Usted piensa que su niño/a estaba preparado/a para el kínder?  
− Para su niño/a, ¿qué influyó más la preparación para la escuela?  

• What has the interaction with the kínder teacher been like (conversations around readiness)? 
o ¿Me puede describir como ha sido la relación con la maestra del kínder (¿conversaciones sobre la 

preparación?)? 
• Who are the primary adults who live in the home with child? 
o ¿Quiénes son los adultos que viven en la casa con el/la niñ@ del kínder? 
• What is your level of education? 
o ¿Cuál es su nivel de educación? 
• Do you identify as Hispanic/Latin@? 
o ¿Usted se identifica como hispan@ o latin@?  
• What language(s) are spoken most often at home?  
o ¿Cuál idioma o idiomas hablan en casa?  
• What race do you identify as? Do you identify with any ethnicities?  
o ¿Con qué raza se identifica? ¿Se identifica con una etnicidad?   
• How would you describe the overall environment your child grew up in prior to entering 

kindergarten? 
 (prompt: schedules, routines, activities, etc.) 

o ¿Cómo describiría usted el ambiente en que su niñ@ crecía antes del empezar el kínder? 
− (ejemplos: horarios, actividades, expectativas de casa) 

• Do you think these aspects [education, identity, etc.] influenced how ready for kindergarten your 
child was? 

o ¿Piensa usted que estos aspectos [educación, identidad racial, ambiente] influyeron la 
preparación para el kínder de su niño?  
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