


Letter from the Editors
It has been a pleasure to work on the first edition of the Undergraduate Research and Cre-
ative Activities (URCA) Journal. We received amazing submissions and were pleased to work 
with the amazing authors who were accepted for this edition. 
Throughout this process, we want to emphasize how impressed we are with our school and 
its undergraduate researchers! We received over 25 submissions from Math, Life, and Physi-
cal Sciences, Humanities and Fine Arts, and Social Sciences undergraduates. Their hard work 
definitely revealed itself in the amazing research papers we received. However, these first 
nine, representing all of the different disciplines, stood out above the crowd and demonstrate 
how important research by undergraduates are on the campus. Their unique topics, from 
pole dancing to poverty spending in Central, show how the perspectives and interests of UC 
Santa Barbara students can expand upon or contradict existing research.
As Professional Editing Minor students, we gladly put our new editing skills to the test for this 
journal. The papers published were edited specifically for grammar, content, and clarity. We 
focused on making sure that all of the papers are understandable to a general audience so 
that it reaches the widest amount of students. We would like to thank our Professional Editing 
professor, Craig Cotich, for teaching us how to be professional editors, and the authors for 
trusting us to work on the first edition of the URCA Journal. Finally, we would like to encourage 
you to check out these amazing research papers and their authors.
Go Gauchos!
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Sarah Allen-Sutter, URCA Journal Editor 
Sydney Leigh Martin, URCA Journal Editor-In-Chief
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Abstract
Goodreads elevates the user to a level of content producer, 
which increases student engagement with literature. As all the 
members within the group are simultaneously promoted in status 
and begin developing relationships, they create trust and are 
more willing to take book recommendations from each other, 
tying in the readers’ advisory component of the site. As a result, 
Goodreads users are being encouraged to read novels recom-
mended by their peers and are given autonomy to choose based 
off trusted recommendations. The combination of autonomy and 
connection that Goodreads offers creates not only a more cultur-
ally relevant classroom, but one filled with students more likely to 
see being a reader as part of their identity significant.
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Background 
As part of the techEQUITY program, Santa Barbara Unified School 
District has distributed iPads to all students in grades 4th through 
12th over the past two years. As a tutor in AVID classrooms, I have 
watched students transition to participating in a more intensive 
digital learning experience. I have noticed students often lack 
interest in their assigned reading or English classes and are hesi-
tant to participate in class discussions, while consistently turning to 
social media apps for entertainment and participating in online 
discourse in moments of free time. As a result, I began to wonder 
if a platform exists that combines social media and literacy, which 
led me to Goodreads. Goodreads, a social media platform, allows 
users to build an online bookshelf, participate in larger discussions 
via community groups, and message other users to build online 
connections. My research analyzed social groups on the site to 
track styles of communication that motivate users to read within a 
community of other readers. The goal is to accumulate guidance 
for secondary school educators to better engage their students 
within the humanities. 

Literature Review 
Students as Content Producers 
Historically, students have displayed their knowledge of literature 
to an audience of one, their teacher, in the form of a book report 
or an essay. However, with the rise of technology in classrooms, 
students’ work can now contribute to a larger public sphere 
online, elevating them to the role of content producers. In the 
article “‘Words with Friends’: Socially Networked Reading on ‘Go-
odreads,’” Lisa Nakamura examines the user relationship to Go-
odreads, comparing it to online shopping and other popular social 
networking sites. Goodreads’ familiar layout has similar features to 
Facebook and Twitter with an inbox, notifications, and ability to 
post status updates and comments. Hearing the ping of notifica-
tions “provides the psychic payoff of shopping without the cost” 
and building a public bookshelf contributes to an “egocentric 
network of public reading performance” (Nakamura, 2013, p.40).  
The content production and performance aspect of Goodreads 
provokes lively conversation among users about novels, a valuable 
element of processing literature that is lost in the traditional book 
report model. With every book a user reads and discusses, their 
status as a respected book reviewer is promoted. The motivating 
factor to gain this status is contributing to a community discussion, 
rather than attaining a grade. 
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According to Peter DePietro, the contribution element is a key 
component in engaging students. In “Social Media and Collabora-
tive Learning” he states: 

Social media are all about connecting individuals 
to communities of people who have elected to 
become part of that network, because these 
individuals want to engage as much as possible and 
as often as possible with that network. The quality of 
the engagement does not seem to matter as much 
as the amount of engagement, which for avid users 
of social media, is a lot. (DePietro, 2013, p. 47) 

Social media engages students within the classroom, and this 
engagement does not come from the quality, but the quantity 
of content. This is evident within these Goodreads communities 
as often the discussion does not consist of deep, long comments 
back and forth on the literature, but rather brief casual conversa-
tion. In the article “Introduction Social Media as a Component of 
Reading Courses,” Allison Bremer et al. details the implementation 
of Goodreads as a social media platform used within a college 
level writing class as a method to promote casual writing practice 
(Bremer et al., 2015, p. 56- 63). The professor notes how the class set 
up their Goodreads accounts and joined the private class group 
together, mentioning student relief at the realization that only their 
classmates would see their comments. The instructor explains that 
at the beginning they posted questions to spark discussion, but 
over time students became more comfortable within the group 
and started sharing on their own. Some students enjoyed the pri-
vate group so much, they joined public communities to meet other 
readers, and continued connecting on the site after the course 
concluded. These are markers for successful integration of the site 
into the curriculum. 
However, in order to garner this participation, social media must 
be integrated with a critical and ethical understanding of tech-
nology’s role in the classroom. In the late 1990s, Vanessa Domine 
published the article “‘Doing Technology’ in the Classroom: Media 
Literacy as Critical Pedagogy,” and although it is an older case 
study relative to today’s rate of technological innovation, its explo-
ration of the ethics behind integrating technology into the class-
room remains relevant today. It makes the point that:  

an educational climate of knowledge acquisition, 
technological proficiency, and efficiency 
overshadows and even undermines the critical, 
political, and ethical understandings essential for 
thriving as adults in a social and political democracy 
as well as global community. (Domine, 2007, p. 132) 
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In order to protect the “microcosm of democracy” that social me-
dia learning communities can be, educators must have a critical 
and comprehensive commitment to technology that views it as a 
tool to support learning rather than vice versa (Domine, 2007, p. 
132). Domine advocates for the development of media literacy 
within classrooms under an “interdisciplinary framework” because 
it strengthens students’ ability to apply information with deeper crit-
ical awareness (Domine, 2007, p. 134). Just as technology prompts 
teachers to be aware that “the medium of exchange in which ed-
ucation is conducted-language— can never be neutral,” it pushes 
students to grow in their awareness of “the conditions surrounding 
their own subjectivity as well as the subjectivity of others” (Bruner, 
1986, p. 121-122; Domine, 2007, p. 138). If these aspects of Do-
mine’s critical pedagogy around media and literacy are present in 
the integration of Goodreads into classrooms, students can have 
more freedom to express their opinions to a larger audience and 
experience contributing to a public sphere. 

Autonomy 
In a typical English class, students are assigned literature to read 
that is chosen by their teacher and the entire class reads the same 
set of books. In this model, students are introduced to a narrow 
reading selection as “academic,” and if they do not develop 
an appreciation for those genres, can develop the mindset that 
reading is not their forte. For any given student, it could just take 
one book for them to change that mindset, but if they are only 
assigned a limited selection, the odds that one book that incites 
enjoyment landing in the right student’s hands seems unlikely. As 
a result, students attempt and give up on yet another book that 
does not provoke interest and turn to sites like Sparknotes to give 
them enough of an understanding of the novel to get by in their 
class. Imagine if in that moment students had the option to turn to 
Goodreads to find another book better suited to their tastes. Rath-
er than settling for a superficial understanding of a book they do 
not enjoy, students could opt to have a deeper knowledge of a 
book of their choosing. 
Margaret Mackey’s article “Learning to Choose: The Hidden Art of 
the Enthusiastic Reader,” supports the significance of autonomy 
within English classes, giving students an opportunity to choose the 
books they want to read. Mackey further problematizes the notion 
that reading extended fiction is the only genre for academic read-
ers. After establishing that genre is not an indicator of ‘successful’ 
reading, Mackey claims that selection proficiency is what matters: 
“often…poor or non-readers are in fact simply poor choosers of 
reading material, a very different concern” (Mackey, 2014, p. 526). 
With Goodreads’s review and rating features, users can easily de-
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velop the skills to choose the best fit for them, taking the pressure 
off of educators to select literature that will create lifelong readers. 
Mackey argues for autonomy not for the sake of a ‘successful’ 
class, but to 

…support the ongoing significance of [reading as 
a] cultural act, if we want to sustain the novel, the 
biography, the history, the complex scientific or 
philosophical discussion, the play, the collection 
of poetry— if we want to keep readers reading as 
one significant part of our educational mission- then 
we need to be very clear that the importance of 
selection is still paramount. (Mackey, 2014, p. 523) 

If the larger aim of English courses is to produce global citizens who 
can read news articles, complex scientific journals, or thought-pro-
voking novels and contribute to public discourse in an educated 
and impactful way, then students must first acknowledge them-
selves as readers and be able to choose literature of their own 
accord. Following the acknowledgement of Mackey’s claim that 
reading is a “cultural act,” educators must then recognize that 
global citizens should not be assigned reading material but should 
be encouraged to choose for themselves. It is imperative that this 
element of autonomy is introduced and developed within educa-
tional settings early on. 
Following advocacy for autonomous reading selection in class-
rooms via social media, one must address concerns of implemen-
tation. The article, “If Not Us, Who? Social Media Policy and the 
iSchool Classroom,” addresses concerns from both students and 
educators “that current [social media] use was not well integrated 
into their coursework” (Nathan et. al., 2014, p. 123). Acknowledg-
ing the concerns raised about the constraints of technology in 
educational contexts, including accessibility and implementing it 
in support of learning, Lisa Nathan et. al advocates for an “adap-
tive design” regarding social media policy. By creating policy in 
the form of living documents that do “not to stifle innovation and 
learning,” according to Nathan et al., educators can be free to ex-
periment with giving students autonomy on social media platforms.  
Despite concerns expressed by participants in Nathan et al.’s 
study, “the majority of students believed that learning ‘about’ and 
‘with’ social media tools should be an essential part of the educa-
tion they receive” (Nathan et al., 2014, p. 123). Although concerns 
about implementation is valid, the benefits of autonomous social 
media use in educational contexts are longstanding. In 2005, Ulises 
Mejias wrote an article about experimenting with then referred to 
as “social software” use in his graduate course at Teachers Col-
lege, Columbia University. Mejias found student engagement in 
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“learning to learn by having them assume some of the responsi-
bility for integrating and maintaining the social software systems 
that allow learning to happen” (Mejias, 2006, p. 1). Mejias reports 
that by giving students a sense of control over pursuing their indi-
vidual research interests resulted in diversity, which enhanced the 
learning experience for all members of the course.  Giving students 
autonomy in choosing their reading material both benefits the indi-
vidual student and the larger group because it cultivates authentic 
interest in reading that translates to a more engaged, student-led 
classroom.  

Readers’ Advisory Component 
If the secondary school educator were to shift from assigning 
books to teaching students how to choose their own reading ma-
terial, the question of what specialists call “readers’ advisory” [RA] 
would be an invaluable component within that decision-making 
process. For decades, readers’ advisory, referred to as RA, was a 
term reserved for librarians who aimed to be able to recommend 
the perfect book to any patron. Now, as sites like Goodreads are 
on the rise, online reviewers and ratings have revolutionized the 
process of advising.  
In “Finding Good Reads on Goodreads: Readers Take RA into Their 
Own Hands,” Yesha Naik and Barry Trott delve into the relational 
aspect of Goodreads’ readers’ advisory, specifically from the per-
spective of a librarian. They emphasize how the “trust relationship” 
and the “real life” friendships Goodreads users seem to develop 
allows for more willingness to read recommended books. Often-
times, those recommendations take the form of “organic, natural, 
and sometimes messy online discussions and comments” (Naik & 
Trott, 2012, p. 320). In the study, the researchers noted how Go-
odreads users intuitively used RA strategies such as incorporating 
positive and negative appeal terms to promote and discourage 
reading specific books. The appeal terms used and flow of discus-
sion differed between threads, which Naik and Trott attribute to 
differences in the book genres. The difference in how readers com-
municate with each other depending on the book being reviewed 
is a testament to how individualized social media can make the RA 
experience. 
According to John Wesley White and Holly Hungerford-Kresser in 
“Character Journaling Through Social Networks,” the RA com-
ponent of social media use can engage students in a “culturally 
relevant” way. The authors argue that not integrating technol-
ogy would “hinder educators’ ability to teach appropriate uses 
of the technology, erase what could be a useful tool for a class-
room-home curriculum from the things that most interest our stu-
dents” (White, 2014, p. 642). Allowing users to bring their funds of 
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knowledge into a multimedia-collaborative space will enable 
them to “negotiate and create new meanings” of the text while 
strengthening their “adolescent identity via social connectedness” 
(Sweeny, 2010, p. 121). One of the successful aspects of this re-
search project is how “participants/readers were responsible not 
just to their teacher but to each other” (White, 2014, p. 649). Rather 
than the teacher being the only recipient of student work (often 
for the sole purpose of grading), social media sparks cooperative 
learning in that users often feel obligation to their peers to contrib-
ute to the discourse. 
In part, using social media in the classroom is culturally relevant 
because the open invitation to participate in RA transforms the 
users into “cultural curators,” as stated in Anna Kiernan’s “Future-
book Critics and Cultural Curators in a Socially Networked Age.” 
Kiernan quotes Mark Fidelman, a social media marketer, asserting 
that “‘there are no ‘professional’ critics that matter anymore. In our 
new social world, the crowd must decide’” (Kiernan, 2017, p. 117). 
Although there can be controversy in handing such power over 
to ‘the crowd,’ in this shift of power to the students, significant 
aspects of popular culture are being reclaimed from the hands of 
the elite. By allowing entire classrooms to participate in critiquing 
literature on social media platforms, educators are simultaneously 
facilitating the reclamation of the public sphere by young people 
of color, women, members of lower classes, and other marginal-
ized groups.

Methods 
Selection of Community Groups 
The communities that I researched were the YA Book Club with 
3,144 members, the YA Buddy Readers’ Corner with 11,709 mem-
bers, and the Perustopia Book Club with 19,089 members. YA Book 
Club’s biography states “We will be discussing books, and reading 
books together, and we’ll just get to have fun reading,” empha-
sizing reading as an engaging group activity. YA Buddy Readers’ 
Corner focuses more on creating space that generates “honest 
feedback” after reading books with a buddy. Perustopia Book 
Club emphasizes blogging and has links to both the moderators 
YouTube channels so members can watch videos about various 
books and topics as a supplement to the discussion boards. 
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Features of the Site 
On the banner across the top of the site, there is a Community 
Tab (image below) with a dropdown menu containing a variety of 
options to participate in a group. The first section on the menu is 
“Groups,” which can be public or private, and can be dedicated 
to any topic, genre, etc.

 On the top right corner of the screen, users receive notifications 
from friend requests, discussion boards, the general site, and a 
message inbox. 
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On the bottom right of the screen, each group is linked to Face-
book, Twitter, Pinterest, and Google Plus. By associating with these 
other big-name social media platforms, Goodreads is presenting 
itself as a social media form as well. The site mimics these other 
platforms by having cover photos, profile pictures, number of views 
visible, etc. 

To the right of the community group’s short description and avatar, 
the specific features of community groups are listed as detailed 
below:  

Results 
Total Views to Total Posts 
In “Social Media and Collaborative Learning,” Peter DePietro dis-
cusses the quantity of content being produced as a unique factor 
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to social media. The article points out that social media platforms 
are meant to create connection, and typically, for users, the em-
phasis is on the quantity produced over the quality. The result 
of this focus on quantity is the “organic, natural, and sometimes 
messy” form of conversation that Naik and Trott discuss in “Find-
ing Good Reads on Goodreads: Readers Take RA into Their Own 
Hands” (Naik & Trott, 2012, p. 320). 
To measure Goodreads’s quantity of interactions, I created a 
spreadsheet recording the topic, starting user, number of posts, 
number of views, and date of last activity of all the discussion 
boards within each community group. Comparing the number of 
posts to the number of views, I noticed that Perustopia Book Club 
and YA Book Club only averaged 4.12 and 4.75 views per post. 
Interestingly enough, in YA Buddy Readers’ Corner, the views per 
post was .87 meaning that not all users’ posts were being viewed. 
While other social media platforms, like Instagram, are far more 
centered around getting a good engagement ratio, meaning the 
proportion of comments, views, and likesto number of followers, 
these Goodreads community users seem more focused on contrib-
uting to a larger discussion than receiving validation from engage-
ment via a large number of likes, comments, and views. 

Diversity in Genres and Mediums 
The users in Goodreads community groups demonstrate their au-
tonomy within the variety of book genres they explore and medi-
ums through which they analyze literature. The YA Buddy Readers’ 
Corner has a bookshelf of 1,401 books and showed the most diver-
sity in genres represented in a sample of 100 of the most recently 
read books. Below is a pie chart to illustrate the breakdown of 
book genres represented within the sample.  
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As seen in the pie chart above, users in the YA Buddy Readers’ 
Corner are reading a mix of fantasy, science fiction, general young 
adult, romance, and fiction novels. Their freedom to choose is 
evident in the diversity of genres explored. As I scrolled down the 
bookshelf, I saw that it is not uncommon for a user to branch out to 
one genre, series, or author and then continue to read one or two 
more along the same thread. The users’ experimentation is shown 
in the “Other” category, which is made up of randomly placed 
Italian, thriller, or even children’s books in a new topic of interest. 
As stated in Mejias’ article, a sense of control over learning results 
in diversity, which enriches the educational experience for the 
larger group. 
In the YA Book Club community, the sample size of books from the 
group’s bookshelf was 50 due to its smaller collection. The shelf 
displaced a similar breakdown of genres to the YA Buddy Readers’ 
Corner as illustrated above. 
In the Perustopia Book Club, the two starting users made the 
channel to supplement their YouTube channels. Combined, their 
YouTube channels have 640,298 subscribers and 69,910,908 page 
views. While the bookshelf does not seem to be updated by us-
ers, the discussion boards and number of views per video signify 
engagement from the Perustopia group. The two videos with the 
most views from each channel are “5 Books That Will Blow Your 
Mind” at over 757,000 views and “My Favorite Fantasy Books” at 
over 303,000 views. Interesting to note, the second most watched 
video on one account is “How to Get Instagram Followers,” show-
ing that these groups are discussing and interacting across social 
media platforms. This is supported by different discussion boards 
across groups dedicated to sharing usernames on other social 
media platforms to connect. In future studies, it would be interest-
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ing to further investigate successful aspects of Goodreads pages 
that integrate other social media platforms and how that could be 
utilized in the classroom. 

Types of Discussion 
The conversations on review centered discussion boards are ca-
sual, and relatable to young users. Within dialogue, commonly 
used abbreviations are “LOL,” meaning “Laugh Out Loud,” and 
“OTP,” meaning “One True Pairing” or a fictional couple a user 
loves together. Additionally, there are many exclamation marks 
and smiley faces indicating excitement about different books or 
responses from other users on the thread. In one thread about The 
Fault in Our Stars, a user replied “waaaaaaaaah, I love TFIOS!” The 
elongated “waah” noise brings a sound to mind, as if you can hear 
the user’s own voice, instead of just reading the words. After an-
other user uploaded four books in one post, another user respond-
ed “Four books?!!! Really?? How do you do that???!!! lol!!” The use 
of excessive punctuation and abbreviations, like LOL, makes the 
receiver imagine a sound or physical cues indicating interest that 
makes the interaction feel more real and personal. All of the ques-
tion marks and exclamation points after “How do you do that” in-
dicate that the user is genuinely curious and really wants to know. 
As a result, a whole conversation began about staying up late to 
read and not getting enough sleep. From the springboard of a 
simple book review, the users have better insight into the everyday 
aspects of each other’s lives, down to their sleep schedule. 
As they do so, they become more aware of each other and the 
various interests represented in the community group within their 
reviews. For example, in a review, a user might suggest a book to 
another user based on that user’s interests, even if they did not 
personally like the book.  Similarly, users might say “fairies were a 
bit much for me! I gave it 3 stars. If fairies are your thing, I’d recom-
mend it.” These sorts of reviews show a sense of group awareness 
that develops in these users who are reading with other perspec-
tives or opinions in mind, creating a more open reader. If a reader 
is not just reading for their own tastes, then they could be more 
likely to finish a book that they did not immediately take pleasure 
in. 

Limitations 
This research is meant to explore the benefits of using social media 
in secondary school English classrooms as a means to promote 
literary engagement, which is dependent on students having 
access to technology. Ideally, implementation of Goodreads as a 
classroom resource would take place in schools that offer students 
individual iPads, but it could also take place in classes with access 
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to a computer lab. Another limitation to consider is the types of 
users naturally attracted to using Goodreads. In this study, I looked 
at pre-existing Young Adult community groups. After studying user-
names and pronouns used, it seems to be predominantly female 
users, which is something to note in co-ed classrooms. Lastly, social 
media is a relatively new phenomena, so it is difficult to predict the 
long-term effects of bringing it into the classroom. 
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Abstract
The purpose of this study is to gauge the effects of perceived 
general stress levels and acute stress on working-memory-based 
cognitive performance. Cortisol is the long-term stress hormone of 
the body, and is vital to enacting a quick and efficient stress re-
sponse. However, when chronically present at higher-than-normal 
levels—as often can be the case with long-term perceived stress—
cortisol has been known to negatively affect many bodily systems, 
including reproductive, immune, and cognitive function. Our study 
seeks to explore the effect that higherthan-average perceived 
general stress levels have on female students’ performance on two 
cognitive tasks: a math exam with gradually increasing difficulty, 
and a complicated traceable maze that participants must solve 
after being shown the answer key for a few seconds beforehand. 
This study will utilize a basic health questionnaire, a general stress 
questionnaire, a mental math exam that gradually increases in 
difficulty and has a time limit (thus creating increased stress with 
urgency to complete), and a traceable maze test that is intended 
to test working memory. This study has far-reaching implications in 
understanding the relationship between ambient stress, general 
stress and cognitive performance, and could pave the way for 
improvements in mental health resources, accessibility to these 
mental health resources in higher education, and women’s health 
in general.
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Introduction 
The stress response is one of the most valuable mechanisms human 
beings have. Finely tuned to any possible threat, it is incredibly sen-
sitive and has both short-term and long-term functions. In the short 
term, the stress response is governed by the hormones norepineph-
rine and epinephrine, which dilate peripheral blood vessels, inhibit 
digestive function, and increase heart rate. They serve to “turn off” 
any functions that are not necessary for escaping the danger at 
hand. During more long-term stress, the steroid hormone cortisol 
is released to activate glucose release and turn off even more 
energy-wasting bodily functions. It is important to note that these 
stress responses evolved to combat evolutionary stressors, such as 
escaping a predator or seeking out food. 
 In today’s industrial world, fast-paced, high-stress work and school 
environments have become synonymous with success and moder-
nity.  Unfortunately, our stress responses are not evolved to handle 
such long-term, chronically stressful situations, and chronic stress 
is doing far more harm than good. High levels of cortisol for long 
periods of time can completely impede some of the body’s most 
important functions, and this can result in serious issues like anxi-
ety, depression, memory and concentration problems, infertility, 
and gastritis. Specifically, in college students, high perceived stress 
levels have been observed, usually occurring during stereotypically 
stressful times such as midterms and finals (Lee & Jang, 2015). Addi-
tionally, further studies have shown that long-term high perceived 
stress levels are directly related to “high cortisol levels, which have 
been documented to have a negative effect on neurocognitive 
functioning and general mental wellness” (Suor et al., 2015). 
Higher education is notoriously expensive, and financial constraints 
can be a huge source of stress for undergraduates. Additionally, 
stress associated with leaving home and making the necessary 
adjustments to excel within the rigorous demands of university can 
also take a huge toll on students. These aforementioned sources of 
chronic stress are a large part of the reason that American college 
students consistently report a much higher level of stress than stu-
dents from most other countries (Misra & Castillo, 2004). 
Unfortunately, there is not much data on the effects of general 
stressors on the academic prowess of college students, as most 
research focuses on the effects of intense academic demand on 
college performance. Although cortisol has been linked to de-
creased memory and cognitive function, few connections have 
been drawn regarding the effects of chronic perceived stress on 
academic performance. For our study, we felt that approach-
ing the issue with a broader perspective would be more useful: 
do higher perceived stress levels negatively affect higher cogni-
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tive function? We felt that this was a useful approach because 
a marked flaw in many of these studies was that they measured 
perceived stress only before and after a exam, which failed to 
take into account other types of stressors, or the fact that some stu-
dents’ sources of stress might have chiefly been their preparation 
for the exam. Preparation for the exam introduced a confound-
ing variable, and thus it is difficult to pinpoint if the stress is what 
caused the students to score poorly, or if the stress was simply a 
result of the students knowing they were going to score poorly. Our 
study hoped to eliminate this variable by having students take a 
general stress questionnaire that gauges interpersonal, academic, 
financial, and health-related stress. We also chose to focus on a 
primarily female population, as ambient stressors have been shown 
to affect women very differently, and women often face a variety 
of specific stressors related to interpersonal relationships and vio-
lence (Gender and Stress, 2018; Joo, Durband, & Grabble, 2018).  
Additionally, we had participants take a timed, 32-question mul-
tiplication test, as well as a working-memory maze test, which 
eliminated the “preparation” aspect. We also introduced a poten-
tial reward of 12 dollars as a stressor, in which students could lose 
money from this reward based on their accuracy and speed. We 
predicted that we would observe a positive correlation between 
the total amount of stress participants reported and the amount of 
time they took to complete the tasks, the amount of money they 
lost, and the number of questions they answered incorrectly.  

Methods 
We chose a participant population of 30 female undergraduates 
from the University of California, Santa Barbara (30 female, ages 
18-24, M=19.41, SD=1.01). Participants completed a pre-test stress 
questionnaire, created by the researchers (see Figure 1), where 
they were asked to rate their General (overall stress), Interpersonal 
(roommates, intimate partners, friendships, classmates, professors), 
Financial (student loans, rent, food insecurity, school expenses), 
Academic (grades, degree choice, degree progress, schoolwork, 
falling behind), Familial (family issues, siblings, extended family, 
foster care), and Personal (mental health, body image, adjusting 
to college, fulfillment) stress levels on a Likert scale ranging from 
1 (“Not Stressed”) to 5 (“Extremely Stressed”). Participants were 
instructed that “Extremely Stressed” meant that they spent time 
on a daily basis worrying about this stressor, and that it affected 
their day-to-day functionality. They were also instructed that “Not 
Stressed” meant that they never thought about the given stressor. 
They were then asked to complete a 32-item math test (see Figure 
2), which tested single-digit and double-digit multiplication. Partici-
pants were instructed to attempt to finish in 2 minutes, but that that 
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the task would cut off at 3 minutes (180 seconds). The following 
consequences were outlined to the participant:  

• For every incorrect question, subjects were told they 
would lose 1 dollar from a starting point of 12 dollars.  

• For every 10 seconds over 2 minutes subjects took to 
complete the task, they would lose 75 cents. 

Next, subjects were asked to complete a maze intended to test 
working memory (see Figure 3). Researchers showed participants 
the answer key to a medium-difficulty maze for 5 seconds. The par-
ticipants were then asked to reproduce the answer on an unsolved 
maze. Subjects were told that they should attempt to finish in 1 
minute, but that the task would cut off at 2 minutes. The following 
consequence was outlined to the participant: 

• For every 10 seconds subjects took to complete the task 
over the allotted 1 minute, they would lose 50 cents off 
the amount they had left over from the math test.  

When processing data, the total amount of stress was added 
up via three categories: General, Financial, Academic, and In-
terpersonal (included familial, interpersonal, and personal). For 
data coding purposes, “Extremely Stressed” was given a 5, “Not 
Stressed” was given a 1, and so on. This was summed, and partici-
pants were given 4 scores.  

Results 
To examine the association between types of stressors and execu-
tive functioning, we conducted a bivariate linear regression anal-
ysis predicting the number of math mistakes and time to complete 
the task from different stressors. Results revealed a significant asso-
ciation between financial stress and the number of math mistakes 
(t(30) = 4.28, p < 0.001, one-tailed). All other stressors were not 
significantly related to math mistakes (see Table 2), nor were any 
stressors significantly related to performance on the working mem-
ory task (see Table 3). In addition, results revealed a significant 
association between financial stress and the amount of time taken 
to complete the cognitive task (t(30) = 0.31, p = .042, one-tailed).  
Participants with higher levels of financial stress tended to make 
more math mistakes and take longer to complete the task (b = 
7.99, B = 2.41; b = 173.78, B = 1.52) (see Table 1 & Figure 4). Al-
though this association was significant, the magnitude of the effect 
was moderate; financial stress explained approximately 38% of the 
variance in math mistake scores (r2 = .379). In addition, as indicat-
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ed by the unstandardized slope, for each increase of one point 
on Likert scales measuring financial stress, math mistake scores 
increased by 2.41 points on average. 

Discussion 
Overall, while the association between total stress and task perfor-
mance was not significant, there was a strong positive correlation 
between financial stress and general performance on the math 
task, meaning those who scored high in financial stress tended 
to make more math mistakes, to take more time to complete the 
math task, and, therefore, to lose more money during the task. This 
was a somewhat surprising finding, as we had earlier predicted 
that a high level of total perceived stress would be correlated with 
lower performance on the cognitive tasks. Importantly, the fact 
that financial stress was the only significant mediator for poorer 
scores points to a few salient implications.  
In the past, research has found financial stress to be a contributing 
factor to academic struggle and dropout rates (Joo et al., 2008). 
Additionally, financial stress is known to be a “root cause” stressor 
for a number of other stressors, such that those who report higher 
financial stress also report more “interpersonal stressors, greater 
psychological distress, and lower levels of psychological well-be-
ing” (Sturgeon et al., 2017). In the modern context, financial crises 
have had massive impacts on the physical and mental health of 
those affected; for example, studies have shown that the rise in 
unemployment, financial stress, increased work hours, and food 
insecurity during the 2008 Great Recession predicted a rise in car-
diovascular disease, dysthymia, and suicide in the general working 
population (Mucci et al., 2016). In our case, it is also likely that the 
financial stressor in the experimental conditions itself—the potential 
loss of money based on performance—had a greater effect on 
those who were already reporting high levels of financial stress. In 
fact, it is possible that the prospect of losing more money acted as 
an acute stressor in the moment, and may have played a role in 
performance on the math exam. Because financial stress has been 
known to have such a potent effect, on a number of health-re-
lated variables,  it follows logically that it might also play a role in 
cognitive performance, especially in a high-stress environment like 
a university.  
In terms of limitations, our study focused on a relatively small pop-
ulation. While we chose to observe a small population for accessi-
bility and compensation purposes, future studies might benefit from 
a larger population of female college students. That being said, 
age also presents another limitation to the study; it might be bene-
ficial for future studies to further explore the effect of financial stress 
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on cognitive performance within a diverse range of age groups. 
Additionally, it would be interesting to observe the role that socio-
economic status plays in cognitive performance, particularly in the 
context of math exams. A first-generation college student could 
be dealing with immediate financial stressors, as well as socio-cul-
tural expectations of providing for a family and community, which 
could have a large impact on their general stress levels and cogni-
tive performance. 

Conclusion 
Stress is a ubiquitous part of the college experience, academic or 
otherwise. However, although this stress has become the norm in 
our culture, it is useful and important to explore the effects of stress-
ors on our cognitive performance, as there are both optimal and 
detrimental levels of stress. Regarding financial stress, research on 
its relationship with academic performance and general well-be-
ing could lead to more informed policies surrounding financial aid, 
student mental health resources, and public policy.
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Appendix

EscApes: Stress Questionnaire 
 

1. How would you currently rate your general stress levels overall? 
a. Extremely Stressed 
b. Very Stressed 
c. Stressed 
d. Occasionally Stressed 
e. Not Stressed 

 
2. How would you currently rate your financial stress level? (ex. anxiety about student loans, rent, food 

insecurity, school expenses, etc.)? 
a. Extremely Stressed 
b. Very Stressed 
c. Stressed 
d. Occasionally Stressed 
e. Not Stressed 

 
3. How would you currently rate your academic stress level? (ex. anxiety about grades, degree choice, 

degree progress, schoolwork, falling behind) 
a. Extremely Stressed 
b. Very Stressed 
c. Stressed 
d. Occasionally Stressed 
e. Not Stressed 

 
4. How would you currently rate your interpersonal stress level? (ex. anxiety about roommates, intimate 

partners, friendships, classmates, professors) 
a. Extremely Stressed 
b. Very Stressed 
c. Stressed 
d. Occasionally Stressed 
e. Not Stressed 

 
5. How would you currently rate your familial stress level? (ex. anxiety about family issues, siblings, 

extended family, foster care, etc.) 
a. Extremely Stressed 
b. Very Stressed 
c. Stressed 
d. Occasionally Stressed 
e. Not Stressed 

 
6. How would you currently rate your personal stress level? (ex. anxiety about personal mental health, body 

image, adjusting to college, fulfillment, etc.) 
a. Extremely Stressed 
b. Very Stressed 
c. Stressed 
d. Occasionally Stressed 
e. Not Stressed 

 

 
Figure 1. Stressor Questionnaire
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Figure 2. Math Task

Figure 3. Maze Task



31

Spring 2019

Table 1

Table 2
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Table 3

Figure 4. Positive Correlation between Financial Stress and Math 
Mistakes
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Abstract
This research project examines the history of women’s involvement 
in internships. It looks at how women used internships to break into 
higher paying non-traditionally feminine employment while also 
discussing the problems that interns encountered with sexual ha-
rassment. This project explores the rhetoric that allowed for interns 
to be unpaid and unprotected against discrimination through-
out the 20th century. Through examining the rhetoric surrounding 
internships in the 20th century, this paper found that the framing 
of interns as students, rather than as workers, caused interns to be 
excluded from employee status and left them without legal pro-
tection from sexual harassment.
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Introduction
In 1995, a 22-year-old woman gained a sought-after unpaid intern-
ship position at the White House chief of staff’s office. She an-
swered phone calls and retrieved coffee, hoping that her unpaid 
labor would pay off with letters of recommendations or profession-
al connections. When the government shut down that November, 
she and her peers– unpaid interns and therefore not on the pay-
roll–continued to labor while all employees were barred from work. 
During this period, she became involved in a romantic relationship 
with her boss, President Bill Clinton. The Lewinsky/Clinton scan-
dal is often viewed as a moral failure on the part of President Bill 
Clinton. However, this scandal also encompasses many negative 
aspects of internship labor. The Starr report, the culmination of the 
investigation into the Lewinsky/Clinton scandal, stated that when 
terminating their sexual relationship, the “President had told Ms. 
Lewinsky that he hoped they would remain friends, for he could do 
a great deal for her.”1 Clinton’s promises demonstrate the power 
that he, like many other bosses and supervisors, had over interns. 
While the Lewinsky/Clinton scandal was distinctive due to its na-
tional and international scale, the core dynamic to the scandal is 
not unique in the slightest.  
Although internships have existed in a variety of career paths in 
the United States throughout the 20th century, scholarship has 
rarely covered the topic outside of medical internships, until the 
21st century. In 2011, journalist Ross Perlin published the first expose 
of “the exploitative world of internships,” revealing how the 2008-
2009 recession initiated the rise of the “Intern Nation,” wherein 
universities were pivotal in both legitimizing and perpetuating this 
form of highly exploitable labor.2 Some scholars such as Malcolm 
Harris have also addressed the world of internships. Harris argues 
that recent economic trends have placed the cost of producing 
“human capital” on the individuals by forcing potential employ-
ees to be economically responsible for their own training before 
attaining paid work.3 Additionally, both journalists and scholars 
have examined the legal foundations of unpaid internships. Schol-
arship on women’s involvement in internships has mainly revolved 
around sexual harassment law in the 21st century. In her analysis of 
the plight of unpaid interns, Jessica Greenvald discussed the 21st 

1 “The Starr Report; Full Text of Findings Sent to Congress – Part Five of 
Thirteen,” The New York Times, September 12, 1998, accessed March 03, 
2019. 
2 Ibid. 
3 Ibid., pg. 95. 
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century developments in sexual harassment protections for interns.4 
Here, Greenvald laid out how a limited number of individual states 
including California and Oregon have taken action against the 
lack of sexual harassment protections for interns.5  
This thesis broke with previous scholarship, which has focused on 
the 21st century, by taking the conversation back to the second 
half of the 20th century. This project examines Women’s Education-
al Equity Act-funded internship programs and utilizes a variety of 
news articles and legal documents to explore women’s experienc-
es with internships in the latter-half of the 20th century. Due to the 
uncertain job prospects of interns and the increasing rate of wom-
en interns entering male-dominated workplaces during this period, 
supervisors had positions of power of their interns that fostered 
sexual harassment and discrimination, making it a specific focus of 
this project.  Through taking a more historical approach, this thesis 
reveals that 20th century rhetoric framing internships as outside of 
employment resulted in interns being excluded from many Ameri-
can labor laws and Title VII Anti-discrimination, which includes sexu-
al harassment protections.  From the 1970s to the turn of the cen-
tury, internships were seen as an avenue to expand employment 
prospects and feminists also framed internships as a way for wom-
en to tackle “persistent barriers” to upward mobility. However, the 
rhetoric that was utilized framed interns as students rather than as 
workers by emphasizing the future benefits or compensation of the 
positions instead of the current realities of the labor. Throughout 
the 1990s, the compensation that unpaid interns were supposed 
to receive in the form of future benefits, were found to differ from 
the legal definition of compensation. This disconnect of meanings 
ultimately prevented interns who faced discrimination, including 
sexual harassment, from holding employers legally accountable 
throughout the 20th century. 

Analysis 
Since the induction of the Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) of 1938, 
employers are required to compensate their workers with a feder-
ally-mandated minimum wage; however, the Fair Labor Standards 
Act (FLSA) only covers employees.6 In 1947, the court case Walling 
v. Portland Terminal Co. placed trainees into a different category 
of worker than employees, which excluded them from the FLSA.7 
4 Jessica Greenvald, “The Ongoing Abuse of Unpaid Interns:How Much 
Longer Until I Get Paid?,” Hofstra Law Review, 45, 673 (Winter, 2016).  
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid., pg. 70. 
7 Natalie Bacon. “Unpaid Internships: The History, Policy, and Future 
Implications of  “Fact Sheet  # 71”.” Entrepreneurial Business Law Journal 6 
(2011): pg. 72. 
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In the years following Walling v. Portland Terminal Co., Congress 
created more exemptions, including in 1985 when the Department 
of Labor amended the FLSA to only cover employees who work 
with the expectation of financial compensation to establish that 
employers do not need to pay volunteers for their efforts.8 Thus, 
trainees and volunteers, both categories that courts have placed 
interns in, are considered exceptions to many American labor 
laws.  
American women have participated in internships throughout 
the 20th century, first in the medical field and then, later, in other 
professions in the creative, academic, and educational careers. 
When the economy took a downturn in the 1970s, a greater num-
ber of men and women undertook internships. By the early-1980s, 
an estimated one million people and one-in-five college students 
throughout the United States were participating in internship la-
bor.9 Throughout the 1970s and beyond, many American families 
could no longer support themselves through a sole breadwinner, 
making women’s economic contributions to the household in-
creasingly necessary. Although women’s wages were essential 
for many families, women were concentrated in lower-paid fields, 
mainly in the service sector.10 Some avenues around these eco-
nomic constraints were through education, training, and intern-
ships. To combat the barriers preventing women from breaking 
into higher paying fields and positions, feminist groups fought for 
the passage of the Educational Amendment of 1972 Title IX which 
states that: “No person in the United States shall, on the basis of 
sex, be excluded from participation in, be denied the benefits of, 
or be subjected to discrimination under any education program 
or activity receiving Federal financial assistance.”11 Thus, women 
were gaining greater opportunities and protections in education 
and career training.  
Throughout this period, women-specific internship programs began 
to pop-up at universities throughout the United States. For exam-
ple, in the mid-1970s, Pace University began advertising for their 
MS and Professional diploma programs in Educational Administra-
tion that included on-the-job supervised internships.12 There were 
also various community-based programs affiliated with universities 
such as Yale that included internships to aid women in entering 

8 “United States Department of Labor,” Elaws - Employment Laws 
Assistance for Workers and Small Businesses, accessed March 18, 2019. 
9 Ibid.  
10 Thomas L. Steiger and Mark Wardell, “Gender and Employment in the 
Service Sector,” Oxford University Press, Feb. 1995. 
11 Ibid.  
12 Classified ad 1488 – no title. New York Times October 23, 1977.  
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the “business or professional world on a higher level.”13 These in-
ternship programs often aimed to increase women’s ability to get 
higher paying and leadership positions in careers that were tradi-
tionally male-dominated.  
 

Women’s Educational Equity Act 
Although there were a number of internship programs aimed at 
increasing women’s employment opportunities, many of these 
were federally funded by one particular public policy: the Wom-
en’s Educational Equity Act. Driven by women’s concentration in 
low paying careers, feminists’ lobbying efforts culminated in the 
passage of the Women’s Educational Equity Act (WEEA), authored 
by Representative Patsy Mink as part of the Special Projects Act of 
1974, two years after Title IX.14 WEEA internships focused on giving 
women chances to demonstrate their competence and to create 
networking opportunities.15 The development of female or gender-
inclusive professional networks would reduce the exclusive nature 
of certain male-dominated professions that were controlled by 
“old-boys networks.” The existence of the “old-boys networks” as a  
cause for concern, was demonstrated by an all-male club in early 
1980s Texas.16 One of the 17 female administrators in Texas, none 
of which were invited to join the club, titled it part of the “Good 
old-boys network” that impedes women’s advancement because, 
like any sex-restricted group, it “put forth the goals of that sex at 
the expense of the other.’’17 Hence, WEEA-funded programs em-
phasized that women would have better chances of succeeding 
in careers they had historically been excluded from by neutralizing 
“persistent barriers.”18  
This thesis will now examine two of the numerous WEEA funded in-
ternship programs: Internships, Certification, Equity Leadership and 
Support (ICES) and Women’s Management for Professional Job Re 
Entry. Although it is unclear to what extent these specific programs 
influenced the intern market, they did make an impact through 
their visibility with their produced models that were distributed 
13 Classified ad 1425 – no title. New York Times December 9, 1979. 
14 Senate, Subcommittee on Education of the Committee of Labor and 
Public Welfare United States Senate, The Women’s Educational Equity Act 
1973, 93 Cong., 1st sess., S. Bill (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing 
Office). 
15 Ibid. 
16 “Administrators warm up cattle prods for initiation”. United Press 
International. January 15, 1984.  
17 Ibid.  
18 Women’s Educational Equity Act Annual Report 1987-1992, report, U.S. 
Department of Education, Women’s Educational Equity Act.  
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nationwide within their fields, which garnered interest from other 
employers, universities, and students who wanted to create and 
participate in similar programs.19 Further, these programs demon-
strate some of the common successes and concerns with female 
interns placed in male-dominated professions. 
ICES was formed in 1977 to combat the lack of women in educa-
tional administrative and decision making positions through plac-
ing thirteen women in administrative internship positions in school 
districts throughout the state of Kansas.20, 21 ICES strongly empha-
sized giving interns the opportunity to demonstrate their compe-
tence through using strategies such as daily logs in which interns 
had to determine if they were “passive” or “active” participants 
in the day’s activities.22 The ICES program attempted to make it 
easier for individuals heading single parent households to partici-
pate, ensuring that all interns were paid and providing each intern 
with a support team to aid in the transition; due to ICES’s numerous 
considerations, ten out of the thirteen participants received job 
offers in administrative positions.23  
However, the potential for sexual harassment as a major concern 
for women interns, was made evident in the self-reported de-
scription of ICES’s own successes. In the final section of the ICES 
report titled “Dissemination,” the author describes the progression 
of how people perceived the participating interns at the United 
School Administers (USA) National Convention for education ad-
ministration over the three years in which the interns attended.24 It 
is casually mentioned that the interns were initially considered as 
“oddities” and even as “sexual objects” at the convention during 
the first years.  However, by the last year, the interns were “treated 
as professionals.”25 The short mentioning of interns being treated 
as “sexual objects” suggests that this was a common occurrence 
and not viewed as a major concern to be dealt with in a serious 
manner. There is no mention of either the interns or facilitators of 
19 ICES, A Project of Internships, Certification, Equity Leadership, and 
Support Final Report. 
20 Ibid.  
21 Ibid., pg. 8.    
22 Judith Adkison, A Project of Internship, Certification, Equity-Leadership, 
and Support (“Example of a Daily  Log”), report, Sponsoring Agency: 
Women’s Educational Equity Act, Kansas University Lawrence School of 
Education (WEEA Publishing Center). pg. 58.  
23 Judith Adkison, A Project of Internship, Certification, Equity-Leadership, 
and Support, report, Sponsoring Agency: Women’s Educational Equity 
Act, Kansas University Lawrence School of Education (WEEA Publishing 
Center). pg. 1. 
24 Ibid., pg. 81.  
25 Ibid., pg. 82.  
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the internship programs attempt to alleviate this issue, and there is 
no inclusion of training or preparation for unwanted sexual harass-
ment, which had become a newly recognized issue in the early 
1970s, within the model.26 Thus, the ICES program, although careful 
to make the internships paid and educational, failed to prevent 
the participants from facing sexual discrimination.  
Similar to the ICES program, Goucher College’s Developing Wom-
en’s Management Program for Professional Job Reentry aimed to 
place women in leadership positions.27 The most significant element 
of the Goucher College’s model program was a timeshare model 
that provided schedule flexibility by allowing “displaced mothers” 
to intern on a part-time basis. Although these work-share pro-
grams were beneficial in making the internships more accessible 
and short-term, they resulted in low-rates of offers for permanent 
positions.28 The program creators stated that the internship should 
be regarded as a “transitional aid” rather than a direct route to 
employment since there “is no guarantee” of job offers.29 Further-
more, they emphasized that a “positive recommendation from the 
intern’s supervisor” and fostering “valuable contacts” would be 
essential in the women’s attempts to gain permanent positions.30 
Therefore, the benefits of internships on the participants relied 
heavily on the goodwill of the interns’ supervisors.  
The combination of the position of power, placing supervisors over 
their interns due to intern’s uncertain job prospects, and the fact 
that women interns were entering male-dominated workplaces, 
led to sexual harassment and discrimination. Despite this danger, 
the sample documents utilized to facilitate employer-intern-uni-
versity cooperation do not mention sexual harassment training 
under any terminology.31As for the educational training course of 
the program, unwanted sexual advances were only addressed 
once in a write-up question, but did not include steps for preven-
tative training.32 The write up gives hypothetical situation in which 
a “close working” male associate would act in an uncomfortable 
and sexual manner toward the intern, who would continually brush 
it off until the male associate committed a third offense.33 This hy-
26 Ibid., pg. 81-81.  
27 Judie Jubin, Developing Women’s Management Programs: A Guide 
for Professional Job Reentry, report, Sponsoring Agency: Women’s 
Educational Equity Act, Goucher College (WEEA Publishing Center). pg.1.  
28 Ibid.  
29 Ibid., pg. 117. 
30 Ibid.  
31 Ibid.  
32 Judie Jubin, Developing Women’s Management Programs: A Guide for 
Professional Job Reentry. pg. 218.   
33 Ibid.  
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pothetical implies that action would only need to be taken once 
the harassment had occurred multiple times rather than suggest 
that interns should inform supervisors or take other action imme-
diately. Additionally, the single hypothetical scenario would not 
prepare students to deal with sexual harassment if the perpetra-
tor was their supervisor or someone with power over their current 
and future career prospects. Both ICES and the Goucher College 
internship programs illustrate how internships could be utilized to 
help women attain positions in nontraditionally feminine career 
paths. However, the interns in these programs nevertheless faced 
job insecurity, uncertainty regarding the balance between edu-
cation and labor, economic inaccessibility, and lack of training or 
protections against unwanted sexual advances from their cowork-
ers and supervisors.  

Sexual Harassment Law Applicable to Interns 
Throughout the 20th century, both employees and students were 
able to take legal action against the institutions that failed to 
adequately handle their experiences with sexual harassment. The 
passage of Civil Rights Act in 1964 Title VII made sex-based discrim-
ination against an employee illegal in the workplace.34 In the initial 
years after the Act’s passage, the courts did not find that sexual 
harassment was discrimination eligible for protection under Title VII. 
35 However, in the 1970s a number women were able to successful-
ly utilize Title VII to sue their employers for sexual harassment, which 
was upheld by the Supreme Court in 1986 with Meritor Saving Bank 
v. Vinson.36 Similarly to Title VII, Title IX of The Educational Amend-
ments Act of 1972 prevented discrimination in an educational 
setting on the “basis of sex.”37 In 1992, with the case Franklin v. 
Gwinnett County Schools, the Supreme Court found that sexual 
harassment would be considered “discrimination on the basis of 
sex” for Title IX purposes.38 Therefore, by the early 1990s both stu-
dents, with Title IX, and employees, with Title VII, had clear legal 
avenues to contest the improper handling of sexual harassment by 
the institutions they were involved with. 
By definition and in practice, internships are work-experiences. 
However, due to the 1947 Walling v. Portland Terminal Co. decision 

34 MacKinnon, and Siegel. “A Short History of Sexual Harassment.” Yale 
Press, 2003. pg. 8.  
35 Ibid. 8-11. 
36 Ibid., pg. 9-11 and 20.  
37 Douglas P. Ruth, “Note title VII: Is Title VII The Exclusive Remedy for 
Employment Discrimination in the Educational Sector?,” Cornell Journal 
of Law and Public Policy, 5, 185 (Winter, 1996).  
38 Bernice Resnick Sandler, Title IX: How We Got It and What a Difference 
it Made, 55 Clev. St. L. Rev. 473 (2007)  
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that created the worker category of “trainee” and the cultural 
association of interns with youthful students, unpaid interns are not 
legally considered “employees.” Interns’ lack of employee status 
exempts them from Fair Labor Standard Act (FLSA)  protections, 
allowing them to legally be unpaid.39 Since interns lack “employ-
ee” status, they are also exempted them from the 1964 Civil Rights 
Act Title VII antidiscrimination protections.40 Therefore, throughout 
the 20th century, unpaid interns could not sue their employing 
institutions for either violating Title VII through direct discrimination 
against them or violating it by not adequately handling discrimi-
nation on the basis of race, color, religion, sex, or national orienta-
tion.41   
The 1996 court case O’Connor v. Davis established that unpaid 
interns qualify as volunteers rather than employees, for the purpos-
es of Title VII and that the institutions in which unpaid interns’ labor 
cannot be regarded as educational institutions for the purpose 
of Title IX unless educating is their “primary purpose.”42 The plain-
tiff-appellant Bridget O’Connor was enrolled at Marymount Col-
lege where she was required to conduct field work which led her 
to obtain an unpaid internship with Rockland Psychiatric Center 
where she received federal funding as “work study” for her labor.43 
O’Connor stated that while interning at Rockland, she was sexually 
harassed repeatedly by Dr. James Davis, a Rockland employee, 
who called her “Miss Sexual Harassment” and suggested that they 
participate in an orgy.44 O’Connor reported these occurrences 
to her supervisor, Lisa Punzone, who stated that Davis said similar 
things to her and that O’Connor should try to ignore him.45 Eventu-
ally, Punzone did report Davis’ behavior towards O’Connor to her 
own supervisor, who failed to take further action.46 In 1995, O’Con-
nor filed lawsuits against Marymount and Rockland claiming sexual 
harassment in violation of Title VII and Title IX. 
The district court concluded that O’Connor was not an employee 
under Title VII due to “volunteering” her labor at Rockland rather 
than receiving compensation for it.47 O’Connor argued that the 
district court’s decision was “improperly concluded” because she 
39 Ibid.  
40 Ibid.  
41 Ibid.  
42 O’Connor v. Davis, 126 F.3d 112, 1997 U.S. App. LEXIS 26401, 74 Fair 
Empl. Prac. Cas. (BNA) 1561 (United States Court of Appeals for the 
Second Circuit September 19, 1997, Decided).  
43 Ibid.  
44 Ibid.  
45 Ibid.  
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid. 
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satisfied the common-law agency definition48 and that she was 
compensated through federal work-study.49 
The Court of Appeals disagreed with O’Connor’s argument by 
stating that a “hire,” or agreement for compensation, by the 
institution itself must occur for the common-law agency definition 
to apply.50 Therefore, O’Connor would be considered a volun-
teer rather than an employee of Rockland, disqualifying her from 
claiming that the institution violated Title VII through their inade-
quate handling of Davis’ sexual harassment of O’Connor.51  
O’Connor also claimed that for the purposes of Title IX, Rockland 
was an educational institution because it “both receives feder-
al financial assistance either through the state, its patients, or its 
employees” and also operates “vocational training through an 
organized educational program.”52 However, the court of appeals 
also disagreed with O’Connor’s argument because it declined “to 
convert Rockland’s willingness to accept volunteers into conduct 
analogous to administering an “education program” as contem-
plated by Title IX.”53 The court concluded that Rockwell was not 
an educational institution because its “primary purpose” was not 
to educate. Ultimately, O’Connor’s unpaid intern status prevented 
her from gaining reparations for the sexual harassment that she en-
countered from the institution that inadequately handled the situ-
ation either through the utilization of Title VII or Title IX. O’Connor v. 
Davis was a significant case because it established that unpaid in-
terns would be limited in their legal options for fighting harassment 
or any other forms of discrimination since they are considered 
volunteers rather than employees. The term “volunteer” means 
that an intern is not controlled by the employer to the extent that 
an employee would be through the employers economic control 
over them meaning that they are not tied to the employer in a 
substantial way, allowing them to leave more easily.54 However, 
the issue with this reasoning is that in O’Connor, the intern’s educa-
tional career would be hindered by her leaving Rockwell without 
finishing her internship. Although O’Connor was able to be placed 
in another internship with the help of Marymount, this still raises the 
issue of how much control an employer really has over an unpaid 
intern. 

48 Where “Common Law Agency” means that employer has the agency 
to speak/take action on behalf of the employee. 
49 Ibid.  
50 Ibid.  
51 Ibid.  
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid.
54 Ibid.  
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A similar case, Lippold v. Duggal Color Projects (1998), was brought 
up in New York a year later where the Plaintiff, an intern named 
Jennifer Lippold, claimed that Duggal Color Projects violated Title 
VII by failing to adequately address her supervisor’s sexual harass-
ment of her.55 Lippold was training to become a teacher through a 
vocational program run by the Board of Education which required 
that she work at an outside site for three years leading to her be-
come an intern at Duggal Color Projects.56 Lippold argued that, 
“Duggal Color Projects exercised employment-type control over 
her hours, daily activity, and work assignments.”57 In order for Lip-
pold to get credit towards her educational program for her work 
as an intern, she was required to produce supervisor-signed time 
cards and evaluation sheets.58 While Lippold was interning at the 
company, her supervisor sexually harassed her and refused to sign 
her time cards and evaluation sheets. Although she argued that 
Duggal had “employment-type control” over her labor, the court 
cited cases such as O’Connor which established that in order to 
be considered an employee for Title VII purposes, the plaintiff must 
have been directly compensated by the employer. As in O’Con-
nor, Lippold’s claims against the corporation were “dismissed” be-
cause she was considered a “volunteer” and the corporation did 
not directly compensate her with a “wage or salary” or other forms 
of compensation such as health care. 59  

Conclusion 
 The O’Connor and Lippold cases established that although in 
order for someone to be an employee they should either paid or 
receive “other compensation.” They also established that direct fi-
nancial compensation was a prerequisite of employee status even 
when the intern position was “employee-like” and that unpaid in-
ternships are compensated through other means.60 As made clear 
by the WEEA-funded internship programs examined earlier, the 
benefit of the temporary internship position is the ability to increase 
your chances of gaining permanent employment through making 
connections and attaining recommendations from supervisors. 
Thus, advocates of women’s specific involvement in internships 
argued that the real compensation for their labor lay with the 

55 Lippold v. Duggal Color Projects, 1998 U.S. Dist. LEXIS 335, 1998 WL 13854 
(United States District Court for the Southern District of New York January 
15, 1998, Filed). 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid.
59 Ibid. 
60 Ibid.  
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potential for future economic compensation, through increased 
job opportunities, etc. Both O’Connor and Lippold were compen-
sated for their labor as unpaid interns through positive supervisor 
evaluation forms that were essential for them to gain credit at 
their educational institutions and advance their careers. Since that 
compensation was withheld from Lippold by her supervisor due to 
her rebutting his sexual advances, he had immediate control over 
her educational, financial, and career prospects. O’Connor and 
Lippold’s cases show the inconsistency of the utilization of the term 
“compensation” for interns. Moreover, this inconsistency demon-
strated the legal loopholes in which the categorization of interns as 
volunteers, regardless of the economic value for the intern of this 
form of labor, created.  
The breaking of the intern from the student identity allows for the 
labor essence of internships to be increasingly visible and the 
notion of mandatory compensation for internships more palatable 
even though it contrasts the rhetoric of early internship advocates. 
This thesis has stressed that work as an intern is indeed labor and 
that the framing of interns as student, trainees, or volunteers with-
out an adequate emphasis on their labor aspects established the 
foundation of pervasive concerns about and problems of sexual 
harassment in the intern economy. Moreover, the pro-internship 
rhetoric utilized by those attempting to expand opportunities for 
individuals, especially women, fostered problematic power-dy-
namics and legal ambiguities that made discrimination in the form 
of sexual harassment a real concern and a partially uncontestable 
legal issue, whose effects were felt by people just beginning their 
path towards employment.  
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How Remittances Are 
Changing Poverty Spending 
in Central America
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Abstract
In the past two decades, remittances have overtaken official 
development assistance to developing countries while eclipsing 
other vehicles of development such as foreign direct investment. 
This begs the question of how these multinational transfers be-
tween households are affecting the role of governments in mat-
ters pertaining to poverty alleviation. This project will answer this 
question by analyzing what the effects of remittances and levels 
of democracy have on government social spending in Central 
American countries. This project hypothesizes that as remittanc-
es increase, the level of social spending in those countries will 
decrease and that this effect will be stronger in more autocratic 
societies.
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Background
The purpose of this statistical analysis is to look at how an increased 
dependency on remittances coupled with a country’s level of 
democracy has affected Central American Countries’ spending 
on poverty alleviation. When it comes to Latin America, the study 
of these effects has typically focused on Mexico. Although Mexico 
does receive a large share of remittances, which are monetary 
transfers migrants send back to their home country, an argument 
could be made that the countries in Central America are more 
dependent on them. This argument is based on how remittances 
make up a larger share of these countries’ Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) (Bank, 2017).1 This paper uses GDP to show dependency 
because it measures the production output of a country and is 
used as an economic indicator of a country’s performance. If this 
dependency exists, it becomes even more important in light of 
President Trump’s refusal to renew temporary protected status for 
Salvadorans and Hondurans, as well as his policies which attempt 
to limit their entry into the United States.  His refusal means that 
these immigrants would not be able to send remittances back to 
their home countries. Therefore, to understand the effects of remit-
tances, it is important to branch out of the typical data samples 
so that one can create a more nuanced understanding of their 
effect.  
The relevance of probing the effects of remittances on poverty 
reduction is evident to all the scholars that have approached the 
question. These multinational monetary transfers are used as sup-
plementary income as well as substitution for income depending 
on the case (Fajnzylber, 2008).  In Central America, 20% of some 
countries’ populations live outside their nation of origin (Pew, 
2017). Through their remittances, these individuals have an ag-
gregate effect on macroeconomic indicators (Fajnzylber, 2008). 
As a result, the individuals residing in the home countries become 
dependent on these sums of cash to maintain their livelihoods. 
The dependency this creates is exemplified through the propor-
tion of the home country’s GDP that consists of remittances (Bank, 
2017). However, although there is a lot of existing research on how 
this dependency on remittances affects poverty, very little looks 
at whether the amount of remittances affects the government’s 
decision to spend on poverty. Considering that many studies find 
that there is a relationship between remittances and poverty, 
which governments claim that they are consistently trying to erad-
icate, would it be nonsensical to assume that there might be a 
relationship between government poverty eradication spending 
and remittances? If such a relationship existed, would the type of 
1 This excludes Costa Rica, Belize, and Panama which will not be 
analyzed in this paper. 



52

URCA Journal

regime prevalent in a particular country have any effect on this re-
lationship? These questions are what this analysis seeks to explore. 
Furthermore, this project will hypothesize that: 
1. In countries where the poor receive a larger than average 

share of remittances (El Salvador and Guatemala), the gov-
ernment will reduce their spending on the poor which will be 
indicated by the number of people receiving conditional cash 
transfers.

2. The effect mentioned in the first hypothesis will be stronger in 
less democratic countries.

There are many advantages to looking into Central America. Simi-
lar history, geography and resources make it a lot easier to under-
stand the factors driving conditional cash transfers, our dependent 
variable. Conditional cash transfers are transfers of money given to 
the poor by Central American governments to incentivize elemen-
tary school enrollment and prenatal care.  Furthermore, the cases 
selected in Central America all have 10% of their GDP or more 
coming from remittances (Bank, 2017) and are all within the part-
ly free ranking when it comes to their level of democracy scores 
(House, 2017). These similarities are helpful in that they create an 
appropriate environment for analysis. In addition to these factors, 
Central American countries also instituted similar poverty allevia-
tion policies (Programas, 2017). The similarity of these policies allows 
for a more robust evaluation of how remittances and democracy 
levels affect government spending. Lastly, the migration patterns 
for these countries are also alike, with the majority of immigrants 
moving to the United States in hope of fleeing violence and finding 
better economic opportunities (Kate, 2011). All these factors con-
sidered, it makes sense to look at Central America because the 
level of homogeneity that exists in that region allows one to better 
evaluate the degree to which democracy and remittances affect 
poverty alleviation. This study’s findings suggest that that El Salva-
dor and Guatemala experience a reduction in the proportion of 
people receiving conditional cash transfers as remittances go up 
and the regime becomes less democratic. For Honduras and Nic-
aragua, there is actually an increase in this proportion, and each 
finding is statistically significant except in the case of Guatemala.  

Methods 
This portion of the paper is a quantitative analysis that looks at the 
relationships between remittances, government spending, regime 
type and poverty. The majority of the data is drawn from multilater-
al institutions such as the World Bank and the rest comes from the 
Freedom House Index or the United Nations. The data which was 
gathered for this quantitative analysis spans roughly 30 years for 
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each variable. The analysis is conducted by using linear regression 
models whereby remittances and democracy are independent 
variables, and the proportion of people receiving conditional cash 
transfers is treated as the dependent variable. It is also important 
to note that due to the way Freedom House collects data, the 
higher the number is for the democracy variable, the less dem-
ocratic the country (House, 2017). This analysis looked at these 
effects on all the countries in one model and then proceeded to 
look at them individually.  

Quantitative Data 
In order to figure out how remittances affect poverty in light of 
regime, this study had to pick which type of remittances indicator 
it would use in order to represent remittances. The study ended up 
settling on remittances as a percent of GDP. As mentioned earlier, 
this indicator was picked because it is the best at measuring the 
strength of an economy and because there is consistent data for 
the study’s time frame. All of this data was available on the World 
Bank website and it was present for each Central American coun-
try in this study. The data for remittances as a percentage of GDP 
started in 1991 and ended in 2017. This time frame was chosen to 
analyze remittances at a time when they were not a significant 
portion of Central American economies to when they became 
one so that this paper could better track changes to the depen-
dent variable.    
The other variable that this study needed to measure was regime 
type. To do this, this study turned to the Freedom House index 
which measures levels of democracy within a country by putting 
them on a scale of 1 to 7 whereby a score of 1 is completely free 
and a score of 7 is the least free (House, 2017). Although the initial 
goal was to compare democracies versus autocracies, this study 
quickly encountered a problem due to Freedom House’s meth-
odology. To begin with, the majority of the countries examined 
were in the partly free range (3-5), meaning that they were neither 
totally free nor completely autocratic (House, 2017). To account 
for this, the study had to change the way it was describing regimes 
in its analysis. Rather than say if a regime falls into the dichotomy 
of either a democracy or an autocracy, this study instead chose to 
describe regimes as either being more democratic (lower scores) 
or less democratic (higher scores). This was done because this bet-
ter suited Freedom House’s data. In addition, this study was able to 
find the data it needed from 1991 until 2017. 
There were two aspects of poverty reduction that this study want-
ed to capture. The first was how much the government spends on 
poverty reduction and whether it fluctuates due to remittances. 
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Many studies have looked at education spending as an indication 
of government spending on poverty; however, this study wanted 
to capture the funds that go directly to the poor of a country. That 
is why this paper decided to look at conditional cash transfers 
because they are transfers of money that go directly to the poor 
to cover a variety of costs. The best data for conditional cash 
transfers in Central America was available on the United Nations 
website which keeps records of conditional cash transfer programs 
throughout Latin America. However, the amount the different 
governments spent on conditional cash transfer was often either 
an estimate or it was missing. Due to the gaps in this information, 
this study decided that it was better to look at the proportion of 
the population receiving conditional cash transfers rather than the 
dollar amounts being spent by Central American governments. Al-
though this data set had many gaps due to poor reporting, it had 
the best information on conditional cash transfers. Another ob-
stacle with this data set was that the majority of conditional cash 
transfer programs began in the early 2000s instead of the 1990s 
which is where the analysis conducted by this study began—which 
significantly lowered the sample size. 
The other aspect of poverty that this paper attempted to look at 
was the poverty headcount measure. This measure looks at the 
number of people under the poverty line within a country (Bank, 
2017). The purpose of looking at this measure was to see whether 
the number of people experiencing poverty is going down while 
remittances are going up and to further inspect if this relationship 
is stronger in less or more democratic regimes. Another purpose is 
to see how programs such as conditional cash transfers affect the 
population of individuals experiencing poverty. To get this data set, 
this study turned to the World Bank yet again. However, unlike in 
the case of remittances, there was missing data for most years, so 
this paper decided to discard this measure.  

Findings 
The first main model looked at how remittances affected the 
proportion of people receiving conditional cash transfers. In this 
case, remittances as a percentage of GDP was the independent 
variable while the proportion of people receiving conditional cash 
transfers was the dependent variable. This study hypothesized 
that as remittances got larger over time, the proportion of people 
receiving conditional cash transfers would decrease. This hypoth-
esis was tested by running a linear regression model. Upon doing 
running the regression, this study found that while remittances as a 
percentage of GDP got larger over time, the population of individ-
uals receiving conditional cash transfers decreased. However, al-
though the findings were consistent with the hypothesis, this finding 
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was not statistically significant which would suggest that something 
other than remittances is driving how many people receive condi-
tional cash transfers.
The second model looked at the effects of democracy on the 
number of people receiving conditional cash transfers. This study 
hypothesized that the less democratic a country was, fewer peo-
ple would receive conditional cash transfers. This was assumed 
because previous studies that have looked at democracy have 
concluded that the more democratic a country the more likely it is 
to engage in social spending (Jennings, 2014). Due to conditional 
cash transfers being a kind of social spending, this study hypothe-
sized that the effect seen in previous studies on regime type and 
social spending would translate to the analysis this study conduct-
ed. Upon running a linear regression model to test this, this study 
found that in terms of statistically significant results, the majority 
of findings showed that the dependent variable was going in a 
different direction than expected. The less democratic a country 
was correlated with a larger proportion of people within the coun-
try receiving conditional cash transfers. This finding was statistically 
significant and would suggest that lower levels of democracy cor-
relate with more expansive forms of poverty reduction.  

Table 1: Remittances and Democracy’s effects on Condi-
tional Cash Transfers 

Indicators Remittances Democracy 

 Model 1 Model 2 

Intercept -0.19771* -0.19771* 

 (0.08184) (0.08184) 

Conditional Cash -0.00127 0.09206*** 

Transfers 

 (0.00217) (0.02369) 

N 31    
 31 

R squared 0.349 0.307 

Table 1. Estimated coefficients and standard errors for the models comprising the Remittances 

and Democracy’s effects on the proportion of people receiving Conditional Cash Transfers. Significances codes 

are two sided tests, all calculated prior to rounding to two significant digits; 

0.01,***, 0.05**,0.10*. 
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However, in spite of these findings in Table 1, this study still had not 
tested the main hypotheses which was that as remittances as a 
percentage of GDP increased, the proportion of individuals receiv-
ing conditional cash transfers would decrease and that this effect 
would be more pronounced in less democratic countries. With the 
previous findings of remittances and democracy, this study decid-
ed that the only way to truly test the first hypothesis was to make 
the variables of democracy and remittances interact so that one 
could perceive their effect on conditional cash transfers. Further-
more, because four distinct countries were being looked at, this 
study decided to analyze them all individually so that it could see 
whether there were country specific factors that would create 
divergent effects. 
The first country this study looked at was Honduras. After a running 
a linear regression model where the interaction of remittances and 
democracy’s effect on the percentage of population receiving 
conditional cash transfers was analyzed, this study found that the 
effect was positive and statistically significant. This means that the 
increase in the variable that catches the interaction of remittanc-
es and democracy over time correlates with an increase in the 
population of individuals receiving conditional cash transfers. This 
finding goes against the previously stated hypothesis in which this 
study anticipated to see fewer people receiving conditional cash 
transfers under the assumption that less democracy and increas-
ing dependence on remittances would result in Central American 
governments spending less on their populations. 

Table 2: Honduras Findings 

Country  Honduras 

 Model 1 

Intercept 0.0312481 

 (0.0140081) 
Remittances and Democracy  

Interaction 0.0007998* 

 (0.0003183) 

N 7 

R squared 0.4742 

Table 2. Estimated coefficients and standard errors for the models comprising the interaction 
of Remittances and Democracy’s effects on the proportion of people receiving Conditional Cash Transfers in 

Honduras. Significances codes are two sided tests, all calculated prior to rounding to two significant digits; 

0.01,***, 0.05**,0.10* 
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Nicaragua had similar significant findings. This means that the inter-
action of remittances and democracy positively correlated with 
proportion of the population receiving conditional cash transfers. 
Furthermore, this relationship between remittances and democra-
cy as influencers of the number of people of receiving conditional 
cash is significant.  

Table 3: Nicaragua Findings 

Country  Nicaragua 

 Model 1 

Intercept -0. 0334046*     

 (0. 0129305) 
Remittances and Democracy  

Interaction 0. 0021069** 

 (0. 0004906) 

N 5 

R squared 0.7867 

Table 2. Estimated coefficients and standard errors for the models comprising the Interaction  
of Remittances and Democracy’s effects on the proportion of people receiving Conditional Cash Transfers in 

Nicaragua. Significances codes are two sided tests, all calculated prior to rounding to two significant digits; 

0.01,***, 0.05**,0.10* 

However, the findings in El Salvador and Guatemala showed that 
the dependent variable veered in the opposite direction when the 
interaction of remittances and democracy was analyzed. In the 
case of El Salvador, the findings showed that an increase in the 
interaction variable correlated with a reduction in the amount of 
people receiving conditional cash transfers. This means that in El 
Salvador, as remittances as a percentage of GDP increased and 
the regime became less democratic, there was a downward trend 
for the number of people receiving conditional cash transfers. Not 
only was this finding statistically significant, it was also consistent 
with the hypothesis stated earlier in this paper that such an interac-
tion would have a negative impact on the dependent variable.
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Table 4: El Salvador Findings 

Country  El Salvador 

 Model 1 

Intercept 0. 1103879***     

 (0. 0177761) 
Remittances and Democracy 

Interaction -0. 0019611*** 

 (0. 0003646) 

N 10 

R squared 0.7431 

Table 2. Estimated coefficients and standard errors for the models comprising the Interaction  
of Remittances and Democracy’s effects on the proportion of people receiving Conditional Cash Transfers in 

Nicaragua. Significances codes are two sided tests, all calculated prior to rounding to two significant digits; 

0.01,***, 0.05**,0.10*  

Guatemala had similar findings to that of El Salvador, minus the 
fact that the finding was not statistically significant. This means 
that there are other factors besides remittances and democracy 
that are probably driving how much of the population will receive 
conditional cash transfers, whereas remittances and democracy 
are poor predictors. However, this does not completely remove re-
mittances and democracy as influencers of the number of people 
receiving conditional cash transfers. It is also important to note that 
there was a lot of missing data for many of these countries which 
could have potentially swayed the outcome from statistical signifi-
cance. However, the finding still confirmed the hypothesis despite 
it being statistically insignificant. 
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Table 5: Guatemala Findings 

Country  El Salvador 

 Model 1 

Intercept 0. 60521     

 (0. 53232) 
Remittances and Democracy  

Interaction -0. 01003*** 

 (0. 01373) 

N 4 

R squared 0.1178 

Table 2. Estimated coefficients and standard errors for the models comprising the interac-
tion  of Remittances and Democracy’s effects on the proportion of people receiving Conditional Cash Trans-

fers in Guatemala. Significances codes are two sided tests, all calculated prior to rounding to two significant 

digits; 0.01,***, 0.05**,0.10* 

Discussion and Implications 
As noted in the findings section, the countries looked at in this 
study were split between seeing the interaction of democracy 
and remittances as having a positive effect on the percentage 
of people receiving conditional cash transfers and others having 
a negative effect. Honduras and Nicaragua both experienced a 
positive outcome while El Salvador and Guatemala experienced a 
negative outcome. Among these outcomes, only Guatemala did 
not have a statistically significant outcome while the others had 
one going in either direction. Furthermore, due to tests conducted 
at the beginning of this analysis whereby the effect of remittances 
and democracy on conditional cash transfers were looked at sep-
arately, it is clear to see that the level of democracy has a stronger 
influence on the outcomes.  
However, these findings do raise the question of what is influencing 
the interaction of democracy and remittances to have differing 
effects that are both statistically significant? Looking just at Hon-
duras and El Salvador, because scholars have explored Nicara-
gua in depth, it is apparent that there is an underlying factor that 
is unaccounted for that is causing these countries to have such 
differing outcomes. Furthermore, the levels of democracy seem 
to have stronger influence on the percentage of individuals re-
ceiving conditional cash transfers. Considering that both of these 
countries are within the same range when one considers levels 
of democracy and remittances as a percentage of GDP, a more 
thorough qualitative analysis is needed to examine what specific 



60

URCA Journal

aspects of these variables are causing these countries to diverge 
in outcomes. That is why the next portion of this project will focus 
on other aspects of the countries in attempt to provide a deeper 
understanding of what causes the divergence.  

About the Author
Kuvimbanashe Edwin Chikukwa is a 4th year Political Science major 
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Abstract 
The purpose of “White by Association: The Mixed Marriage Poli-
cy of Japanese American Internees” is to describe in detail the 
Mixed Marriage Policy, implemented during World War II regard-
ing the incarceration of Japanese Americans, and the reasons 
for its implementation. This policy allowed for specific multiracial 
Japanese Americans and those involved in mixed marriages with 
White males to exit the camps and return home to the West Coast 
if they could prove their lifestyles to be culturally Caucasian. This 
paper argues that the Mixed Marriage Policy was created in order 
to prevent White males from challenging the constitutionality of 
the Japanese American incarceration. 
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Introduction 
“One obvious thought occurs to me—that every 
Japanese citizen or non-citizen on the Island of 
Oahu who meets these Japanese ships or has any 
connection with their officers or men should be 
secretly but definitely identified and his or her name 
placed on a special list of those who would be the 
first to be placed in a concentration camp in the 
event of trouble.’ – Franklin D. Roosevelt, President of 
the United States, 1936.1 

The imprisonment of Japanese Americans in U.S. concentration 
camps during World War II violated the constitutional rights of the 
imprisoned American citizens and residents who were denied 
citizenship. The same right-violators who were responsible for this 
incarceration, were also the creators of the Mixed Marriage Policy, 
which allowed multiracial couples and individuals to return to their 
homes on the West Coast and avoid incarceration. I will be exam-
ining the contextual reasons why such a policy existed alongside 
an already established racialized imprisonment system known as 
the internment of Japanese Americans. 
The sudden imprisonment of almost 120,000 people was no easy 
task for the United States, on top of the fact that some within the 
government’s Justice Department and the FBI initially opposed the 
action entirely. Regardless of their opposition, most departments, 
members of Congress, and the American people favored “relo-
cation” or “evacuation” – nicer words for the forced dislocation of 
Japanese Americans used often in government policy. However, 
as quickly as evacuation and incarceration began, exemptions 
were made almost immediately to certain Japanese Americans, 
allowing them to stay or return to the West Coast. This paper exam-
ines why the selectivity existed.  
The Mixed Marriage Policy, first written in 1942, allowed for the re-
lease of Japanese Americans who fit the specific criterion of being 
multiracial or married to a non-Japanese, U.S. citizen. This policy, 
while gendered and racist, allowed certain ethnically full-blooded 
Japanese individuals to return to the West Coast within a couple of 
months after the release of Executive Order of 9066 which allowed 
for the ban of all Japanese Americans from this area. However, if 
the goal of the government was to protect national security from 

1 Robinson, Greg. “FDR Hawaii Memo,” Densho Encyclopedia, last 
modified October 10, 2016, https://encyclopedia.densho.org/FDR%20
Hawaii%20Memo/.   
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all Japanese descent individuals, then the creation of the Mixed 
Marriage Policy comes off as contradictory and bizarre. 
A fabricated justification for incarcerating Japanese Americans 
beyond just the national safety of the United States was the War 
Department’s claim to protect Japanese Americans from potential 
racism by White Americans and to assimilate Japanese Americans 
to White American culture. This claim became a useful tool as the 
threat of sabotage and internal conflict became more noticeably 
improbable. The government agencies in charge of incarceration 
were attempting to balance the constant public push for Japa-
nese expulsion and the illegal removal of the constitutional rights 
of Japanese Americans. Finding social justification and a way to 
circumvent the Constitution became the government’s priority in 
continuing the massive and invasive operation of incarceration 
based on race.  
This paper concludes that the reasoning behind the almost imme-
diate creation and utilization of a policy allowing the exemption of 
specific types of Japanese Americans was not done out of some 
need to preserve the Whiteness of these individuals and families, 
nor out of a sudden moral obligation from the policy-makers. 
Instead, I argue that the Mixed Marriage Policy was concieved as 
an attempt by the Western Defense Command, the War Reloca-
tion Authority, and the Executive Branch to avoid potentially win-
nable cases against the constitutionality of the entire internment 
and relocation process. This is due to how the policy was imple-
mented and how the criteria for exemption relied on a White male 
figure, shared children within the mixed marriage families and 
proof of a “Caucasian” lifestyle.  
I will support this argument by breaking down the Mixed Marriage 
Policy and how it was applied, and by analyzing the writers of the 
policy, their spoken worries of repressing the constitutional rights of 
Japanese Americans, and how they were still able to do this while 
also preventing White male interference.  

Part I: The Mixed Marriage Policy 
“The Japanese race is an enemy race and while 
many second and third generation Japanese born 
on United States soil, possessed of United States 
citizenship, have become ‘Americanized,’ the racial 
strains are undiluted.” – General John L. Dewitt, Head 
of the Western Defense Command, 1943.2 

2 DeWitt, John L. Final Report: Japanese Evacuation from the West Coast, 
1942 (Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1943), 34. 
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In the National Archives at College Park, Maryland lies a 
detailed copy of the Mixed Marriage Policy. This small booklet, 
approximately twenty pages, consists of the entire policy outline as 
well as the exemptee application forms and guidelines. This copy 
is dated September 24, 1943. The original Mixed Marriage Policy, 
however, began as a memorandum issued to all evacuation 
assembly centers, the original place holders for evacuated 
Japanese Americans until the opening of the official internment 
camps. This memorandum was issued by the Western Defense 
Command on July 12, 1942 and it outlined the detailed regulation 
of all accepted requirements to qualify under the Mixed Marriage 
Policy as well as the approach and procedure of assembly center 
personnel in charge of collecting information on all assembly 
center inhabitants who may have been eligible for exemption.3  

These personnel were required to collect all information on all 
mixed marriage families and multiracial individuals, in order for 
the Western Defense Command (WDC), and ultimately General 
DeWitt, to make the decision of granting exemption or not.4 The 
original memorandum states:  

…in contacting the mixed marriage families and 
mixed blood individuals in reference to this program, 
care should be taken not to promise said families or 
persons release from the centers. Every case will be 
carefully studied, and releases only authorized when 
the stated conditions have been met, and it appears 
that the release will not in any way be detrimental to 
the safety and welfare of this nation.5  

Here, two points are being made clear. First, assembly center 
personnel were required to take the utmost caution in collecting 
this information and to avoid false hope and potential hysteria. 
Second, even those who met all necessary qualifications were not 
guaranteed exemption.  

Within a few months, assembly centers across the West Coast 
began sending in lists of those with potential to qualify through 
the Mixed Marriage Policy. These lists included not only individual 
names, but the race, children and economic stability of each 
evacuee and their family. 

The Tanforan Assemble Center of San Bruno, California, responded 
to the memorandum’s request on July 16, 1942, with their lists of 
3 Memorandum from Herman P. Goebel, Jr. to A. H. Cheney on the 
release of mixed marriage families, July 12, 1943, MMP. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid.
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evacuees seeking release. We see one of many examples in the 
Cruz family: 

Name  Relationship  Sex Age Height  Weight 
Mildred 

Cruz Mother F 35 5’ 1/2 115 lbs. 

Theodore 
Cruz Son M 12 54 

inches 791/2 “ 

Carmen 
Cruz Daughter F 10 51     “ 77     “  

Anna 
Cruz       “ F 9 49     “ 69     “  

Theresa 
Cruz       “ F 7 46     “ 62     “ 

Kenneth 
Cruz Son M 5 43     “ 53     “ 

Donald 
Cruz   “ M 3 42     “ 41     “ 

Peter 
Cruz   “ M 11/2 331/2  “ 32     “ 

 The head of the above mentioned family is Alfonso 
Cruz, who is presently employed at the Richmond 
Shipyard No. 2, earning $1 per hour as a steamfitter’s 
helper. Mr. Cruz is a caucasian, American citizen, 
and the environment of the family has always been 
caucasian. 

Mrs. Cruz states that if she is granted a release for 
herself and family that they would reside with her 
husband at the home of his mother at 1332 Carolina 
Street, San Francisco, California. The plan for their 
support is Mr. Cruz’s continued employment at the 
Richmond Shipyard. 

The family states that they are able to provide 
transportation to San Francisco, and will require no 
assistance from this Administration.6 

6 Attachment to report from Tanforan Assembly Center manager Frank E. 
Davis to Operations Section Chief of the WDC Emil Sandquist regarding 
families of mixed marriages and mixed blood desiring release, July 16, 
1942, MMP. 
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We see in further documents that the Cruz family was granted 
exemption and allowed to return to the evacuated areas.7 
Countless other families were brought under the same scrutiny and 
judged by racial and gendered guidelines in order to maintain 
their rights as United States citizens.  
In all copies of the Mixed Marriage Policy (MMP), we are presented 
with strict classes of exemptible persons. However, over time 
new revisions were added to include more variants of potential 
exemptees. The original 1942 memorandum is clearest on who was 
exempt and to where they were allowed to return: 
1. Mixed marriage families composed of a Japanese husband, 

Caucasian wife and mixed blood children may be released 
from the Center and directed to leave the Western Defense 
Command area. 

2. Families composed of a Caucasian husband who is a citizen of 
the United States, a Japanese wife and mixed blood children 
may be released from the Center and allowed to remain within 
the Western Defense Command area providing the environ-
ment of the family has been Caucasian. Otherwise the family 
must leave the Western Defense Command area. 

3. Adult individuals of mixed blood who are citizens of the Unit-
ed States may leave the Center and stay within the Western 
Defense Command area if their environment has been Cau-
casian. Otherwise they must leave the Western Defense Com-
mand area.8   

All three of these requirements were gendered and geared toward 
protecting Caucasians. Those allowed to stay on the West Coast 
were married couples made up of White males and Japanese 
females with multiracial children and other multiracial individuals. 
In both situations, however, the families or individuals had to prove 
their environment to have been Caucasian. If a family was made 
up of a White female and a Japanese male with mixed children 
and had a Caucasian lifestyle, they could leave camp but had 
to move east. This option, however, was omitted by the time the 
1943 revision was released, which no longer allowed exemptions 
for White female/Japanese male couples or for any full-blooded 
Japanese male at all.  

7 Attachment to report from Major Ray Ashworth of the WDC to unnamed 
Special Agent in Charge of the FBI regarding a list of exemptions under 
the Mixed Marriage and/or Mixed Blood Policies, December 10, 1942, 
MMP.  
8 Memorandum from Herman P. Goebel, Jr. to A. H. Cheney on the 
release of mixed marriage families, July 12, 1943, MMP. 
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As mentioned, the 1943 outline included adjusted sections of 
the original policy and specifically changed the wording of 
qualifications from the previously used memorandum: 

II. Classes of persons entitled to return to evacuated 
areas for bona fide residence: 

a. Families which maintained bona fide 
residence in evacuated area immediately 
prior to evacuation or families whose unit 
was disrupted by voluntary evacuation of 
Japanese members of family where: 
(1) Environment of family has been Caucasian and 
head of family is 

United States citizen or citizen of friendly nation; 
and 
(a) Family consists of non-Japanese 

husband and full-blood Japanese wife. 
(b) Family consists of Caucasian mother, 

minor children sired by Japanese father 
who is dead, long since departed from 
family, is resident within War Relocation 
Authority Project or is resident outside of 
the evacuated area; or 

(c) Family consists of non-Japanese foster 
parents and adopted child or children 
of Japanese ancestry; or 

(d) Dependent full-blood Japanese mothers 
of exemptees.9  

The head qualifier for each potentially exemptible internee is that 
the, “environment of [the] family has been Caucasian.” This raises 
the question on how “Caucasian-ness” within each family could 
be measured. This was done through the initial interview process 
of those applying for exemption though the MMP. In some docu-
ments the results of these interviews are written in detail:  

Ogawa, Fukuzo – 63 Years – Japanese Citizen 
Ogawa, Nellie – 63 Years – British Subject

History: 

Fukuzo Ogawa was born of Japanese parentage at 
Kanagawa, Japan, in 1879. 

Mrs. Nellie Ogawa is of British descent born in England 
in 1882. She came to the United States in 1901, and 

9 Outline of the Mixed Marriage Policy by the Civil Affairs Division, General 
Staff, Western Defense Command, September 23, 1943, MMP. 
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applied for the first naturalization papers shortly 
after, but did not receive her final papers. 

Environment: 

Acquaintances – 70% Caucasian – 30% Japanese 

Diet – 100% Caucasian 

Customs – 90% Caucasian – 10% Japanese10  
By examining the details of a family’s diet, acquaintances, 
and customs, the WDC felt they could determine how White 
each family was and then decide if they were White enough 
to be released from the camps. The idea that race could be 
measured in percentages had long been accepted in U.S. 
policy, however, up to this point it was only measured using 
blood. Now, according to the army, your racial allegiance 
could be determined by your diet.  
The next item on the 1943 re-write of the Mixed Marriage Policy 
is the second category of requirements that allowed release: 

II.   Classes of persons entitled to return to 
evacuated areas for bona fide11 residence: 

      …  

b. Individuals of mixed-blood [1/2 Japanese or 
less], whether single or married, with or without 
children, provided such individuals maintained 
bona fide residence in prohibited areas prior to 
evacuation, and provided environment has been 
Caucasian.12 

When compared to the original MMP’s section on mixed-race 
people, there are significant differences: 

3. Adult individuals of mixed blood who are 
citizens of the United States may leave the Center 
and stay within the Western Defense Command 
area if their environment has been Caucasian. 
Otherwise they must leave the Western Defense 
Command area.13 

10 Summary of mixed marriage families, page 9, date unknown, MMP. 
11 Bona fide means genuine. This means that they can choose 
whether or not someone is “genuinely” a resident. 
12 Outline of the Mixed Marriage Policy by the Civil Affairs Division, 
General Staff, Western Defense Command, September 23, 1943, MMP. 
13 Memorandum from Herman P. Goebel, Jr. to A. H. Cheney on the 
release of mixed marriage families, July 12, 1943, MMP. 
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The 1943 version was updated to answer the likely numerous 
questions about who qualified as multiracial, what percentage 
of Japanese ancestry was allowed, and the lifestyle necessary 
of these individuals to qualify for exemption. It is also reasonable 
to assume that public backlash to the release of multiracial 
Japanese Americans had a role to play in the specificity of racial 
percentages. Note, however, that the necessity for a “Caucasian 
lifestyle” never changed.  

Part II: Breaking the Constitution 
“If it is a question of safety of the country, or the 
Constitution of the United States, why the Constitution 
is just a scrap of paper to me.” – John J. McCloy, 
Assistant Secretary of War, 1942.14  

Franklin Delano Roosevelt signed and issued Executive Order 9066 
on February 19, 1942, but the creation of this document, spanning 
over the course of two months, was plagued by doubt, disagree-
ment, public outcry, and the successful bending and breaking of 
constitutional rights. Many powerful members of the United States 
government played a role in the Order’s construction, such as 
much of the War Department, while others in the Justice Depart-
ment opposed its clear lack of necessity and breach of personal 
freedoms.  
While most of the War Department was on board with incarcer-
ation, Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloy, coming from a 
background in law, remained apprehensive to break it. This ap-
prehension juxtaposed to his priority in national security led him 
to make the controversial but unsurprising-for-war-time statement 
placed at this beginning of this section, ending with, “…why the 
Constitution is just a scrap of paper to me.”15 McCloy was ready 
to disregard the constitutional rights of Japanese Americans if it 
meant protecting the White ones.  
Secretary of War Henry L. Stimson, while in support of mass incar-
ceration, wrote in his personal diary on February 10, 1942, regard-
ing Japanese incarceration:  

The second generation Japanese can only be 
evacuated either as part of a total evacuation, 
giving access to the areas only by permits, or by 
frankly trying to put them out on the ground that 
their racial characteristics are such that we cannot 
understand or trust even the citizen Japanese. 

14 Bird, Kai. The Chairman: John J. McCloy, the Making of the American 
Establishment, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992), 149-150. 
15 Ibid., 149-150. 
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This latter is the fact but I am afraid it will make a 
tremendous hole in our constitutional system to apply 
it.”16  

Stimson, an open supporter of concentration camps and one of 
the key influencers of Executive Order 9066, was able at an early 
point to recognize the unconstitutionality of the entire ordeal. 
Yet, the order was still drawn and signed by February 19, 1942. 

A month later in April, Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloy 
then made an argument for a specific Japanese American’s 
exemption, “I wonder whether as a matter of law and as a 
matter of policy it might not be well to include some exemptions 
of Japanese.”17 McCloy’s biographer Kai Bird, in an attempt to 
analyze McCloy’s reasoning behind this change of heart, states: 
“He [McCloy] reasoned that a few such exemptions could well 
give the government the evidence it might later need in the 
courts to prove that the evacuation was not administered strictly 
on the basis of race.”18 According to Bird, McCloy had predicted 
the judicial implications of internment and attempted, as well as 
Stimson, to circumvent them.  

Immediately following McCloy’s suggestion, the writing and 
enforcement of the Mixed Marriage Policy commenced. However, 
McCloy’s wish for specific loyal Japanese Americans to be 
exempted did not match up with the Mixed Marriage Policy’s 
requirements for exemption. But by examining Bird’s analysis of 
McCloy’s argument of avoiding future judiciary issues on the 
constitutionality of internment, it is clear why the Office of the 
Provost Marshall General, Allen Gullion, so quickly produced the 
MMP. The sole purpose of this policy was not to show mercy to 
those of Japanese descent who had assimilated to White culture, 
but to adhere to the wishes of White men who chose to create 
relationships and families with Japanese American women, 
therefore protecting the United States government from these 
White men who could potentially fight in court for their rights to 
these choices and the rights to their chosen families.  

White American policy-makers were no longer afraid of the claims 
to the constitution by Japanese Americans. The public was on their 
side. America was at war with the Japanese, therefore anything 
was acceptable the sake of national security. But when U.S. policy 
began to infringe upon the rights of White American men, society 
and the courts were far less inclined to agree with it.  
16 Ibid., 151-153. 
17 Ibid., 160. 
18 Ibid., 160. 
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Sympathy for Japanese internees was not guaranteed nor likely, 
but when a White adult male or White child suffers, the White 
community and, therefore, White law makers, must listen. 

The power of the White voice in U.S. history is not only problematic, 
but extremely revealing. The powers behind Japanese 
incarceration were not naïve to this power and, by implementing 
the Mixed Marriage Policy, made it unlikely for it to interfere. If 
White male families were excused from the atrocities of internment, 
then there would be no reason for them to speak out and 
challenge the WDC in court.  
McCloy saw the problematic racism of Japanese incarceration 
and later took steps to fix it. When he pointed these issues out to 
the Western Defense Command, they quickly found a way to 
prevent powerful players, i.e. White males, from challenging the 
internment’s constitutionality. Thus, the Mixed Marriage Policy was 
born, and White male advocates against their Japanese families 
being incarcerated were appeased. 

Conclusion: Legal Injustice  
“I pointed out that what these foolish leaders of the 
colored race are seeking is at the bottom social 
equality, and I pointed out the basic impossibility of 
social equality because of the impossibility of race 
mixture by marriage.” Henry L. Stimson, Secretary of 
War, January 24, 1942.19 

While tens of thousands of Japanese Americans were kept behind 
barbed wire for up to four years, many had already returned years 
prior or had never entered the camps at all. The Mixed Marriage 
Policy allowed for multiracial couples made up of a White husband 
and Japanese wife and individuals no more than fifty percent 
ethnically Japanese, who were all able to prove their Caucasian 
lifestyles, to potentially be exempted from confinement in the 
concentration camps. This policy was a direct contradiction to 
the entire incarceration process that purposely dislocated and 
imprisoned individuals based entirely on their racial ties to Japan.  

The Mixed Marriage Policy was an attempt to prevent White male 
agents from challenging the constitutionality of the unlawful incar-
ceration of Japanese Americans. More than half of those incar-
cerated were American citizens, meaning that their imprisonment 
violated the 14th Amendment of the Constitution by denying them 
19 Personal Justice Denied: Report of the Commision on Wartime 
Relocation and Internment of Civilians. Washington (D.C.): Civil Liberties 
Public Education Fund, 1997.46. 
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their rights to due process and equal protection of the law--ex-
clusively because of their race. It took until December of 1944, 
three years into the government-mandated incarceration, for a 
Japanese American who challenged the process in court to win 
her case, Ex parte Endo,20 and for the Supreme Court to officially 
declare incarceration of loyal American citizens unconstitutional 
after multiple other cases such as Korematsu v. United States had 
attempted the same thing and lost. It took another year and a half 
after the Ex parte Endo decision for the total closure of internment 
camps and release of the remaining Japanese Americans. If a 
White male needed to challenge the governments actions sooner, 
due to his Japanese American wife and half-White children being 
imprisoned unlawfully, then this verdict would have come sooner 
and redress (official recognition, apology, and compensation by 
the government to those incarcerated) would not have taken until 
1988.  
It is time for us all to recognize not only the terrible actions com-
mitted against the Japanese Americans incarcerated during 
World War II, but the fact this was not the first, nor the last time a 
demographic group was imprisoned because of the color of their 
skin and where they or their parents were from. The enslavement 
of Africans and African Americans, the imprisonment of innocent 
Black men, and the incarceration of immigrant children at the 
Mexican border are all examples from our past and our present. 
We must acknowledge these atrocities and understand why they 
have happened and continue to happen. More often than not, 
they arise from the racial hierarchy this country was built on nearly 
250 years ago. 
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Abstract 
This research explores the relationship between multiculturalism, 
diversity, and altruistic behaviors. The researchers hypothesized 
that individuals with more accepting attitudes toward multicul-
turalism would be more comfortable with diversity and manifest 
more altruistic behavior compared to those with less accepting 
attitudes toward multiculturalism. In addition, the researchers also 
hypothesized that individuals primed with multicultural images 
would be more likely to be comfortable with diversity and show 
more altruistic behavior than those primed with American imag-
es. Multiple 2x2 ANOVA tests were utilized to study the effects of 
multicultural attitudes and cultural priming on comfort with diversi-
ty and altruistic behavior. No significant main effect of the priming 
strategies was found; however, attitudes toward multiculturalism 
did have a significant effect on all three of the dependent vari-
ables, such that participants that scored high on multicultural 
acceptance were more accepting of diversity and more likely to 
donate both time and money to a person in need. 
Keywords: Multiculturalism, diversity, altruism.                      
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Introduction 
The word multicultural seems to be more common nowadays, be-
cause culture plays a significant role in our daily lives. Culture is a 
lens that affects how we see the world (Hong, Morris, Chiu, & Ben-
et-Martinez, 2000), and a multicultural environment provides peo-
ple with the possibility to interact with people from other cultures 
(Bodziany, 2008). In addition, race seems to play an important role 
when forming new relationships. People often show a preference 
for those who are very similar to them, especially in terms of race 
and ethnicity (Clark & Tuffin, 2015). From the perspective of cultur-
al psychology, individualism and collectivism are constructs that 
outline the differences in relationships between individuals and 
societies, with collectivists tending to value interdependence and 
individualists tending to value independence 
(Oyserman & Lee, 2008). This study will examine multicultural-ac-
cepting attitudes and people’s preferences in establishing relation-
ships with individuals of diverse cultural backgrounds.  
 According to the Constructivist Theory, culture is based on con-
structs, constructs that vary depending on how we use them and 
how accessible they are. A perfect example comes from priming 
strategies that can activate a construct without the participant’s 
awareness that they are being primed (Hong et al., 2000). Certain 
strategies or methods can prime people to think in a collectivistic 
or individualistic way. When subjects are primed to have an indi-
vidualistic selfconcept, they are going to focus more on special or 
distinctive traits and attributes, and focus less on social roles and 
relationships (Oyserman & Lee, 2008). Previous researchers have 
used American and Chinese images to prime participants with 
either an individualistic or a collectivistic mindset, in order to try to 
identify differences between cultures (Hong et al., 2000).  
The attitudes that people form toward multiculturalism play an 
important role in culture and attitudes about other groups. While 
members of ethnic minority groups tend to favor multicultural-
ism, individuals in the majority group often see multiculturalism as 
a threat rather than a benefit (Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2006). In 
fact, Caucasians implicitly associate multiculturalism with exclusion 
compared to ethnic minorities (Plaut, Garnett, Flannery, Buffardi, & 
Sanchez-Burks, 2011). In addition, friendships with outgroup mem-
bers tend to have a positive effect on multiculturalism (Verkuyten & 
Martinovic, 2006). Following the System Justification Theory and the 
Social Dominance Theory, which focus on social identity, members 
that belong to minority groups are more likely to favor multicultural-
ism than members of the majority group (Verkuyten, 2005). 
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The conventional models of organization and organizational be-
havior recognize that cooperation is a fundamental concept to 
the survival of members of social units (Wagner, 1995). Individ-
ualism and collectivism have an effect on group cooperation, 
such that individualists, who are independent, are less inclined to 
engage in cooperative behavior compared to collectivists, who 
are interdependent (Wagner, 1995). Cooperation is stronger in 
collectivistic societies compared to individualistic societies (Mar-
cus & Le, 2013). This study will also examine if priming participants 
with a collectivistic point of view influences altruistic behaviors. The 
researchers hypothesized that individuals primed with multicultural 
images, or a collectivistic point of view, would be more likely to 
cooperate with or help someone in need compared to individuals 
primed with American images, or an individualistic point of view. In 
addition, the researchers hypothesized that participants who were 
primed with multicultural images would be more accepting of 
establishing relationships with people of diverse, multicultural back-
grounds, compared to participants who were primed with Amer-
ican images. Lastly, the researchers hypothesized that individuals 
with more accepting attitudes toward multiculturalism, who will be 
referred to in this paper as having “high multiculturalism,” would 
be more altruistic and more likely to establish relationships with 
people from other cultures, compared to individuals with lower 
multicultural acceptance, or those with “low multiculturalism.”  
The purpose of this research is to identify a relationship between 
multicultural attitudes and both comfort with diversity and altruis-
tic behaviors, and to see if priming participants with multicultural 
attitudes can influence their decision on forming relationships 
with people from diverse, multicultural backgrounds. Given that 
previous studies have shown a relationship between collectivism 
and altruistic behavior, researchers also wanted to investigate the 
influence of the priming methods on multicultural attitudes and 
altruistic behaviors such as donating both time and money to an 
individual in need.                                                        

Methods 
Participants 
An email was sent out to students of the University of California, 
Santa Barbara (UCSB), asking them to participate in an anony-
mous online survey. One hundred and nineteen responses were 
received from undergraduate students at UCSB. Demographics 
such as age, race, and gender were not collected. 
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Design  
A 2 (Cultural Prime: Individualistic/American vs. Collectivistic/
Multicultural) x 2 (Multicultural Attitude: High vs. Low) ANOVA was 
utilized to assess these variables’ effect on altruistic behavior and 
comfort with diversity. Three dependent variables were measured: 
comfort with diversity, hours willing to volunteer to help someone in 
need, and amount of money donated to help someone in need. 

Procedures  
First, a link was emailed to participants via Qualtrics.com that 
directed them to the survey, where they were presented with a 
consent form. If participants decided not to give consent they 
were simply directed to the end of the survey; if participants gave 
consent, they were asked to complete The Munroe Multicultural 
Attitude Scale Questionnaire (Munroe & Pearson, 2006).
Next, using Qualtrics, participants were randomly assigned to one 
of two conditions: American prime or multicultural prime. In the 
American prime condition, participants were presented with im-
ages of American icons, and in the multicultural prime condition, 
participants were presented with images of other cultures. After 
seeing the images, participants had to write 1-2 sentences reflect-
ing upon the images they saw. 
They were then presented with a short story about a person in 
need, and had to complete a short survey regarding their feelings 
and thoughts about the story, as well as their willingness to help the 
person in need with time or money. Additionally, participants had 
to complete the Miville-Guzman Universality-Diversity Scale (Miville 
et al., 1999). Lastly, participants were presented with a debriefing 
form that stated the purpose of the study as well as contact infor-
mation for additional questions about the study.  

Measures 
The Munroe Multicultural Attitude Scale Questionnaire (Munroe & 
Pearson, 2006) is a Likert scale consisting of 18 questions that as-
sess attitudes toward people of different cultural backgrounds, as 
well as religious affiliations and socioeconomic status. Participants 
responded on a scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly 
agree (7). This scale was specifically employed to measure high 
vs. low multicultural acceptance. A median split was performed 
to split participants into high or low multicultural acceptance, 
with participants who scored a 1 rated as low in acceptance of 
multiculturalism. The following sentences are an example of the 
questions in the scale: “I accept the fact that languages other 
than English are spoken.” “I respectfully help others to offset lan-
guage barriers that prevent communication.” The questions in the 
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scale were specifically measuring attitudes towards race, culture, 
gender, and socioeconomic status. This scale has been previous-
ly used by other researchers to measure multicultural attitudes of 
young people (Weiler, Helfrich, Palermo, & Zimmerman, 2013). The 
researchers used this scale as a valid form of measuring multicul-
tural attitudes.   
Additionally, participants were randomly assigned to either the 
American prime or to the multicultural prime. The American prime 
consisted of six images of American symbols: Uncle Sam, the Stat-
ue of Liberty, the American flag, the American bald eagle, the 
White House, and Mount Rushmore. These American images were 
employed to prime subjects to have an individualistic mindset. The 
multicultural prime condition consisted of six images of symbols 
from other cultures: a Mayan pyramid, a Chinese home, the Taj 
Mahal, a Mexican town, Vietnamese boys staring at a river, and a 
sculpted figure located in Cambodia. 
These multicultural images were employed to prime subjects to 
have a collectivistic mindset. In both conditions, participants were 
given 30 seconds to analyze the images and try to internalize their 
meaning and message. Immediately following the viewing of the 
images, the researchers asked participants to write 1-2 sentences 
on any common themes they found in the images presented to 
them. The purpose of having participants write the sentences was 
to make them reflect on the images they saw. Our study based this 
idea of priming participants from previous research in which Hong 
and colleagues (2000) primed participants with individualistic or 
collectivistic mindsets using either American or Chinese images. 
In addition, the researchers asked participants to read a fictional 
story about Jane Smith, a UCSB student who lost her father and 
younger brother in a car accident and was left with two siblings 
and no financial support. Then participants were presented with a 
set of questions that asked how distressed they felt about Jane’s 
situation, using a scale ranging from not at all distressed (1) to ex-
tremely distressed (5). 
We also asked how willing they were to help Jane, using a scale 
ranging from not at all willing (1) to incredibly willing (5).  Addition-
ally, participants were asked how much money they would do-
nate to support Jane if they were to receive $20. Participants had 
a bar ranging from $0 to $20 to signal how much they would like to 
donate (help money). Also, participants used a bar ranging from 
0 hours to 40 hours to report how many hours per week they would 
like to volunteer for babysitting and providing transportation (help 
time). The purpose of the story was to measure altruistic behavior. 
More specifically, the researchers’ objective was to measure who 
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would be more willing to help Jane: those primed with American 
symbols or those primed with multicultural images. 
Next, participants completed Miville-Guzman Universality-Diversity 
Scale (Miville et al., 1999), a scale consisting of 15 questions used 
to measure attitudes toward other races. Participants responded 
on a scale ranging from strongly disagree (1) to strongly agree 
(6), with participants who scored a 6 rated as more supportive of 
multiculturalism. Some of the questions were modified in order to 
make a more accurate measurement. The following are exam-
ples of questions in the scale: “I would like to join an organization 
that emphasizes getting to know people from different cultures.” 
“Getting to know someone of another race could be generally an 
uncomfortable experience for me.” 
With this scale, researchers intended to measure how comfortable 
an individual is being around people or socializing with people 
from different cultural backgrounds. Also, previous researchers 
have validated this scale by measuring diverse orientations on 
international Asian students (Kegel & DeBlaere, 2014). Researchers 
used this scale as a valid form to measure attitudes towards other 
races. Lastly, participants were presented with a debriefing form, 
which informed them about the design of the experiment. In ad-
dition, for further information regarding the study or the results, the 
debriefing form contained both the researchers’ and the profes-
sor’s email.                                                                                             

Results 
The researchers wanted to test the hypothesis that individuals with 
high multicultural acceptance would be more likely to perform al-
truistic behaviors and also more likely to establish relationships with 
people from other cultures, compared to those with lower multi-
cultural acceptance. Participants who scored low in multicultural 
acceptance (N = 119, 52.1%) were compared to individuals who 
scored high in multicultural acceptance (N = 119, 47.9%). The data 
was analyzed through SPSS using 2x2 ANOVAs in order to deter-
mine significant differences.  
The data was first analyzed using a 2 (Prime: Individualistic/Amer-
ican vs. Collectivistic/Multicultural) x 2 (High vs. Low Multicultural 
Acceptance) ANOVA on attitudes towards multiculturalism. It was 
hypothesized that participants primed with multicultural images 
would be more comfortable forming relationships with people of 
diverse cultural background compared to those primed with Amer-
ican images. The results showed no significant main effect of the 
primes on comfort with diversity [F (1, 115) = 1.16, n.s., Ms = 4.77 vs. 
4.88]; the fact that they were exposed to the multicultural prime or 
the American prime did not affect participants’ decisions in form-



83

Spring 2019

ing relationships with people of diverse cultural backgrounds. In 
addition, it was hypothesized that individuals with high multicultural 
acceptance would be more comfortable with diversity compared 
to individuals with low multicultural acceptance. The data showed 
a significant main effect of multicultural acceptance on comfort 
with diversity [F (1, 115) = 22.9, p < .001, Ms = 5.07 vs. 4.58], such 
that those who scored high in multiculturalism were more likely to 
feel more comfortable with diversity. In addition, it was hypothe-
sized that people with high multicultural acceptance who were 
primed with multicultural images would be the most comfortable 
with diversity compared to all other conditions. 
The results showed a marginal interaction effect of multicultural 
attitudes and the prime condition participants were exposed to 
on comfort with diversity [F (1, 115) = 3.01, p < .10], such that those 
who were exposed to the multicultural prime condition and who 
also scored high on multiculturalism were slightly more comfortable 
with diversity compared to those in all other conditions. 

      Figure 1: Comfort with diversity. 

A 2 (Prime: Individualistic/American vs. Collectivistic/Multicultur-
al) x 2 (High vs. Low Multicultural Acceptance) ANOVA was also 
used to measure the effect of these variables on altruistic behavior 
(money donated). It was hypothesized that participants primed 
with multicultural images would be more likely to donate money 
to someone in need compared to those primed with American 
images. The results showed no significant main effect of the primes 
on the amount of money donated [F (1, 115) = .31, n.s., Ms = 18.43 
vs. 17.89], such that participants were likely to donate money to 
someone in need regardless of the prime condition that they were 
exposed to. 
Also, it was hypothesized that individuals with high multicultural-
ism would be more likely to donate a larger amount of money 
compared to individuals with low multicultural attitudes. The data 
showed a significant main effect of multicultural attitudes on the 
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amount of money donated by participants [F (1, 115) = 4.36, p 
< .05, Ms = 19.18 vs. 17.15]. 
Individuals who scored high on multiculturalism were more 
likely to donate a considerable amount of money to someone 
in need. Lastly, it was hypothesized that participants with high 
multiculturaism who were primed with multicultural images 
would be more likely to donate money to an individual in need 
compared to participants in all other conditions. There was no 
significant interaction effect of participants’ multicultural atti-
tudes and the prime condition participants were exposed to 
on the amount of money they donated [F (1, 115) = 1.10, n.s.]. 
Individuals who were exposed to the multicultural condition 
and who also scored high on multiculturalism did not show any 
differences compared to other groups in donating money to 
an individual in need. 

     Figure 2: Amount of money donated. 

Finally, a 2 (Prime: Individualistic/American vs. Collectivistic/
Multiculturalv) x 2 (High vs Low Multicultural Acceptance) ANO-
VA was utilized to measure these variables’ effect on altruistic 
behavior (hours donated). The researchers hypothesized that 
participants primed with multicultural images would be more 
likely to volunteer time to someone in need compared to those 
primed with American images. The results showed no significant 
main effect of the primes on the amount of hours donated 
[F (1, 115) = 0.00, n.s. Ms = 7.76 vs. 7.79], such that the prime 
conditions had no effect on the number of hours participants 
were willing to donate to an individual in need. In addition, the 
researchers hypothesized that individuals with high multicultural 
acceptance would be more likely to donate higher numbers of 
hours compared to individuals with low multicultural attitudes. 
The data showed a significant main effect of multicultural 
attitudes on the amount of hours participants were willing to 
donate [F (1, 115) = 13.19, p < .001, Ms = 10.2 vs. 5.35], such that 
participants who scored higher in multiculturalism were more 
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likely to volunteer or to assist someone in need compared to those 
who scored lower. 
Finally, it was hypothesized that people with high multicultural 
acceptance who were primed with multicultural images would be 
more likely to donate hours to someone in need compared to all 
other conditions. No significant interaction effect of the prime con-
dition participants were exposed to and their attitude toward mul-
ticulturalism was found on the amount of hours they were willing to 
donate [F (1, 115) = 0.00, n.s.], such that the interaction between 
the priming conditions and attitudes towards multiculturalism did 
not affect participants’ decisions on donating hours to someone in 
need. 

      Figure 3: Number of hours donated.          

Discussion 
Based on previous research, the researchers hypothesized that in-
dividuals with high multiculturalism would be more likely to form so-
cial relationships with people of diverse multicultural backgrounds 
compared to those with low multiculturalism. Individuals often 
prefer to form relationships with those who are very similar to them, 
especially in terms of race and ethnicity (Clark & Tuffin, 2015), and 
the researchers hypothesized that this effect would be reduced 
by multicultural priming. Also, forming relationships with members 
of outgroups tends to have a positive effect on multiculturalism 
(Verkuyten & Martinovic, 2006). 
The results of this study showed significant effects of multicultural 
attitudes: individuals who scored high on multicultural accep-
tance were more likely to form relationships and be comfortable 
around people with diverse, multicultural backgrounds. Here, the 
researchers’ hypothesis was consistent with previous findings (Clark 
& Tuffin, 2015).    
In addition, based on previous research, the researchers hypoth-
esized that those with high multiculturalism would also be more 
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likely to help someone in need, because individuals who are more 
individualistic are less likely to engage in cooperative behavior 
(Wagner, 1995), and because cooperative behavior tends to be 
stronger in collectivistic societies than in individualistic ones (Mar-
cus & Le, 2013). The results for altruistic behavior were also signifi-
cant. Participants who scored high on multicultural acceptance 
said they would donate considerably more money and hours per 
week to help someone in need.  
There were some limitations in the study. The condition to which 
participants were exposed did not influence their decision to form 
relationships with members of an outgroup. 
Priming strategies are used to activate one construct without the 
participant’s awareness of the prime. Previous researchers have 
used American images and Chinese images to prime their par-
ticipants with either an individualistic (American) or collectivistic 
(Chinese) point of view (Hong et al., 2000); however, in our study, 
no significant main effect of the priming strategies used by the 
researchers was found. 
Nevertheless, there was a marginal effect of the interaction be-
tween the multicultural prime and high multiculturalism, suggesting 
that those high in multicultural acceptance who were also primed 
with multicultural images were slightly more likely to be comfort-
able around those with diverse backgrounds compared to all 
other conditions. As mentioned before, there was no main effect 
found for the primes used. Participants that were exposed to the 
multicultural images did not differ from participants that were ex-
posed to images of American icons; the images did not affect their 
decision to donate both time and money to someone in need.  
One limitation of this study is that its sample size is relatively small 
and very limited. The participants were undergraduate students 
from UCSB, which might have had an impact on the study. For ex-
ample, because it only consisted of college students, the sample 
may have been more liberal. Also, as a result of the median split, 
participants who scored a six were rated low in multiculturalism 
due to the generally high scores of participants on this scale, but 
in reality, scoring a six would mean that the participant has a fairly 
high acceptance of multiculturalism. 
The priming strategies used had no significant effect on any of the 
three dependent variables, possibly because the images present-
ed in the priming conditions were misinterpreted by some of the 
participants as religious rather than cultural. The misinterpretations 
could be avoided in future research by making the priming images 
better representations of multiculturalism.  
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Lastly, further research on multiculturalism should be conducted to 
have a broader understanding of the concept of multiculturalism 
and its relation to diversity and altruistic behaviors. This research 
should also be done in both a more diverse country and a less di-
verse one to make a comparison between the two populations. 
Also, as noted previously, different priming strategies should be 
used so that the images more accurately represent multicultur-
alism, which might increase the possibility of obtaining significant 
results from the prime. Future research could explore the potential 
benefits of forming relationships with people of diverse, multicultur-
al backgrounds. This research could be especially important con-
sidering our current situation in the United States, with the federal 
government focusing on making laws and policies that target 
immigrants and minorities. Research like this could have an impact 
on our society’s views and attitudes toward immigration. 

About the Author
Paola is a first-generation college student from Goleta, Califor-
nia. She will be graduating from the University of California, Santa 
Barbara in Spring 2019. She is a graduate from Santa Barbara City 
College, holding an Associates Degree in Social and Behavioral 
Sciences Psychology. Currently, Ms. Rivera is a Psychology major 
with a minor in Spanish. Education is her life’s biggest passion, and 
she truly believes in the importance of education. As a result, she 
would like to pursue further education and eventually obtain a 
Masters Degree in Educational Psychology. Paola believes in the 
importance of research and its benefits and contributions to so-
ciety. As a student of a research institution, she is determined to 
continue participating in research and apport her time and knowl-
edge to the best of her abilities.



88

URCA Journal

Works Cited 
Bodziany, M. (2008). Clash of cultures and identity. sociological 

aspects of multiculturalism in the age of social changes. Cul-
tural-Historical Psychology, 4, 76-81. Retrieved from https://
search.proquest.com/docview/1136165748?accountid=14522 

Clark, V., & Tuffin, K. (2015). Choosing housemates and justifying 
age, gender, and ethnic discrimination. Australian Journal 
of Psychology, 67(1), 20-28. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/
ajpy.12054 

Hong, Y., Morris, M. W., Chiu, C., & Benet-Martínez, V. (2000). Mul-
ticultural minds: A dynamic constructivist approach to culture 
and cognition. American Psychologist, 55(7), 709-720. doi: 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0003-066X.55.7.709 

Kegel, K., & DeBlaere, C. (2014). Universal-diverse orientation in 
asian international students: Confirmatory factor analysis of 
the miville-guzman universality-diversity scale, short form. Cul-
tural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 20(3), 469-474.    
   doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0034746 

Marcus, J., & Le, H. (2013). Interactive effects of levels of individu-
alism–collectivism on  cooperation: A meta analysis. Journal 
of Organizational Behavior, 34(6), 813-834. doi: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1002/job.1875 

Miville, M. L., Gelso, C. J., Pannu, R., Liu, W., Touradji, P., Holloway, 
P., & Fuertes, J. (1999). Appreciating similarities and valuing 
differences: The miville-guzman universality-diversity scale. 
Journal of Counseling Psychology, 46(3), 291-307. doi: http://
dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-0167.46.3.291 

Munroe, A., & Pearson, C. (2006). The munroe multicultural attitude 
scale questionnaire: A new instrument for multicultural studies. 
Educational and Psychological Measurement, 66(5), 819-834. 
doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0013164405285542 

Oyserman, D., & Lee, S. W. S. (2008). Does culture influence what 
and how we think? effects of priming individualism and collec-
tivism. Psychological Bulletin, 134(2), 311-342. doi: http://dx.doi.
org/10.1037/0033-2909.134.2.311 

Plaut, V. C., Garnett, F. G., Buffardi, L. E., & Sanchez-Burks, J. (2011). 
“What about me?” perceptions of exclusion and whites’ re-
actions to multiculturalism. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 101(2), 337-353. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/
a0022832 



89

Spring 2019

Verkuyten, M. (2005). Ethnic group identification and group evalu-
ation among minority and    majority groups: Testing the 
multiculturalism hypothesis.Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 88(1), 121-138. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/0022-
3514.88.1.121 

Verkuyten, M., & Martinovic, B. (2006). Understanding multicultural 
attitudes: The role of group status, identification, friendships, 
and justifying ideologies.International Journal of Intercul-
tural Relations, 30(1), 1-18. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.
ijintrel.2005.05.015 Wagner, J. A. (1995). Studies of individual-
ism-collectivism: Effects on cooperation in groups. 

 Academy of Management Journal, 38(1), 152-172. doi: http://dx.
doi.org/10.2307/256731 

Weiler, L. M., Helfrich, C. M., Palermo, F., & Zimmerman, T. S. 
(2013). Exploring diversity attitudes of youth placed in resi-
dential treatment facilities.Residential Treatment for Children 
& Youth, 30(1), 23-39. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/088657
1X.2013.751790      





A Black Feminist Approach to 
Recreational Pole Dancing  
Brianna A. Robinson 

Feminist Studies, University of California, Santa Barbara 

Abstract 
This research examines why Black women pole dance and how 
their participation contributes to building self-confidence and 
self-efficacy. This study demonstrates how Black women resisted 
and created spaces for Black women to be empowered and see 
themselves represented within the pole community. This research 
explored the ways and to what extent Black women can explore 
their sexuality through pole dancing as they oppose societal 
perceptions of Black women as hypersexual beings. I analyzed 
whether academic literature on Black families aligned with how 
family members of Black pole dancers received and accepted 
their involvement. 
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Introduction 
“Oh, you pole dance? … So that means you’re a stripper? … Can 
you do a little dance for me?” is the first response I receive from 
men after their astonishment and arousal passes from them hear-
ing that I am a pole dancer. By the time I tell them that being a 
pole dancer is different from stripping, they are dumbfounded. 
Unable to grasp the idea that women use pole dancing to reject 
male objectification and to reclaim their sexuality, these men and 
some women claim that pole dancing and stripping are the same 
because strippers are sexual with a pole too. 
As a young Black female pole dancer, I have encountered this 
situation many times and wonder why men and some women are 
convinced that I can only be a stripper on the pole. To distance 
myself from such hyper-sexualizations of my body, I further sup-
pressed my own exploration of sexuality and sensuality by avoiding 
sexual forms of pole dance. 
Without taking away from the hard work and physical and emo-
tional labor of strippers and acknowledging that pole dancing 
originates from strip clubs, this research paper asks two things: Why 
is stripping given such a negative association and tied inherently 
to the image of the hypersexual Black female body and how do 
other Black women contest this negative image? 
There is a long history of the sexual exploitation of black women. 
During slavery in the United States, white slave owners justified the 
rape and sexual assault of their Black female slaves under the 
assumption that they were “wanton creatures who were sexually 
immoral” and promiscuous, seen as fundamentally different from 
white women (Bell 2004: 372). 
Thus, for white men and women to control Black women’s sexuality 
and the exploitation of their bodies, the image of the “Jezebel” 
became central to the portrayal of Black women during slavery. 
The Jezebel was framed as a “whore” or “sexually aggressive 
woman” having “excessive sexual appetites” which was used to 
justify the numerous sexual assaults on Black women (Collins 1990: 
77). As Black women, the color of their skin alone served as an in-
vitation for white men to sexually abuse them. However, they were 
also masculinized and “desexed” through image of the “Mam-
my.” The Mammy was depicted as an “unsuitable sexual partner 
for white men” because of her overweight and undesirable dark, 
African features (Collins 1990: 78). With whiteness as the standard 
of beauty, anything that negated from this standard was deemed 
ugly and barbaric. Furthermore, their bodies were hypersexualized: 
they were deemed simultaneously ugly and desirable.  
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In addition, Black women’s sexuality has been understood in re-
lation to white women. White women represented the true cult 
of womanhood by their skin color and relegation to the home; 
therefore, Black women stood as the “antithesis of the American 
conception of beauty, femininity, and womanhood” (Hunter 
1998: 520). Although white women’s sexuality has been histori-
cally repressed, the feminist movement in the United States has 
challenged women’s sexual agency and allowed them to freely 
explore their sexuality. In contrast, contemporary representations 
of Black women’s sexuality remain the same, which restricts Black 
women’s ability to explore their sexuality through different modes 
of expression, such as pole dancing. With the image of the mam-
my and jezebel salient, Black women struggle to be seen on the 
pole as someone who is desirable beyond the extent of their bod-
ies.  
My research examines why Black women do pole dancing and 
how their participation influences and impacts those around them. 
In addition, I ask in what ways and to what extent Black wom-
en explore their sexuality through pole dancing. I focus on Black 
women because the Black feminist movement has different origins 
and struggles from mainstream white feminism and because Black 
women have different lived experiences distinctly due to racism, 
classism, and sexism. My article offers some insight into the Black 
woman’s experience of sexual liberation through pole dancing.  

Literature Review 
Samantha Holland, a white research fellow scholar with a focus 
on gender and subcultures and author of Pole Dancing, Empow-
erment, and Embodiment, is one of few researchers who have 
researched pole dancing and examined the various elements of 
pole classes and images of pole dancing. Holland (2010) argued 
that pole classes have become spaces where “women initiate 
agency and espouse liberation, and sometimes physical empow-
erment” take place (p. 2). 
Using a feminist ethnographic approach, her study offered an 
in-depth analysis of pole dancing by participating in pole classes 
and visiting strip clubs. Her research was extensive by interviewing 
participants in the United Kingdom and internationally, using on-
line questionnaires and taking field notes. Although her book does 
an effective job of looking at various aspects of pole dancing, it 
was also lacking in several areas. Holland’s book only discusses 
race and diversity on four out of 187 pages. Her engagement with 
diversity was limited due to the lack of women of color that par-
ticipated in her study. Her investigation of diversity remained sur-
face level, only observing the demographics in pole classes and a 
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closer look at one South Asian and British Asian participants’ expe-
riences and backgrounds (Holland 2010: 93-95). 
Holland’s examination of race is insufficient and leaves the unique 
experiences of women of color, who are largely misrepresented in 
pole dancing, unexplored. My research seeks to bridge this gap by 
centering on the pole dancing experiences of Black women. 
Scholars Mia Pellizzer, Marika Tiggemann, and Levina Clark have 
drawn from Holland’s research to examine pole dancing in Austra-
lia. As in Holland’s book, the demographics of their study lacked 
diversity, primarily focusing on white respondents. They argued that 
the relationship between “enjoyment of sexualization” and nega-
tive body image is not only a unidimensional construct of self-ob-
jectification, but also relates to embodiment which in turn relates 
to positive body images (Pellizzer, Tiggemann and Clark 2015: 35). 
Their study argues that “self-sexualizing behaviors,” those that pres-
ent bodies and persons in a sexual manner, have the potential to 
offer positive benefits for women to have power over their bodies 
and create a sense of empowerment (Pellizzer et al. 2015: 36-7). 
For recreational pole dancers, the enjoyment of sexualization is 
both positive and negative. 
While recreational pole dancing produces confidence and posi-
tive body images among pole dancers, Pellizzer et al. (2015) also 
argued that this results in women basing their value on appear-
ances and viewing their bodies as objects for consumption (p. 36). 
This view supports the notion that the enjoyment of sexualization 
can have negative consequences, suggesting that stripping could 
potentially have negative consequences as well, given that the 
profession involves being an object of consumption for economic 
exchange. 
Although the authors state other negative outcomes of self-objec-
tification relating to mental health issues and self-esteem problems, 
this definition does not consider a person’s agency in choosing to 
be an object of consumption and the sense of power and author-
ity held in such positions. Nor does this study consider race, ethnic-
ity, culturally valued body sizes, and other factors that affect per-
ceptions of oneself and how others may positively view being an 
object of consumption.  
This research addresses these issues by focusing on Black women’s 
agency and empowerment through recreational pole dancing. 
A Black feminist approach is best exemplified by the Combahee 
River Collective Manifesto (1986), which centers its commitment 
to combat major interlocking systems of oppression, like racism, 
heterosexism, and classism, to create a praxis that analyzes the 
multiple oppressions of women of color. A Black feminist approach 
values Black women and recognizes that their oppression is not 
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only against a patriarchal and male-centered society. By using a 
Black feminist approach to pole dancing, this study examines pole 
dancing through an intersectional lens that looks at the multidi-
mensional racial and gendered construction of Black women. In 
addition, this paper offers a more-nuanced understanding of the 
relationship between women of color and recreational pole danc-
ing, especially regarding sexual agency and expression. With Black 
feminist theorizing, these methods are able to “explore how ordi-
nary Black women understand their social condition and by work-
ing with and through them to engender their will and agency as a 
force for social change” in the realm of pole dancing and sexuality 
(Radfod-Hill 2000: xxii).   

Methods 
In order to recruit research participants, I gave out flyers to nine 
pole studios within Los Angeles County.1 Studios were selected 
based on a website search, where businesses explicitly stated or 
displayed that they are either a pole studio or have pole dancing 
classes. Flyers were also shared on social media platforms, includ-
ing Facebook and Instagram. 
 The original study recruited female participants between the ages 
of 18 to 45 years of age who resided within Los Angeles County. 
Participants also had to self-identify as Black or African-American 
and have been recreationally pole dancing for at least six months. 
The extended study allowed for the inclusion of any self-identi-
fied Black or African-American women within the United States of 
America that was 18 years or older and had been recreationally 
pole dancing for six months or longer. Eleven participants partici-
pated in the study. Interviews took place over the span of January 
to February of 2019 from online platforms, including Skype, Zoom, 
and in-person. Three interviews were conducted in person and 
eight were done through online video or audio chat. Interviews 
were between thirty and seventy minutes in duration.  
 Respondents all self-identified as Black or African-American. Their 
ages ranged from 23 to 58 years, with most respondents falling 
within their late twenties and early thirties. Five respondents resided 
in California, two in Florida, and with the others living in Pennsylva-
nia, Tennessee, North Carolina, and Georgia.  
Interested participants had to fill out an online form that was post-
ed on the flyer to confirm their age, how they racially identify, time 
spent doing pole dancing, and general location. Participants were 
given the option of using a pseudonym. The form also included 
information suggesting possible in-person interview times and dates 
1 I received URCA funding for my grant proposal and Human Subjects 
Approval for this research study.  
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and an alternative option to do an online interview. The interview 
was initiated with questions asking why the participant started pole 
dancing, their favorite part about pole dancing, what pole danc-
ing has offered them, and if their perceptions of the pole have 
changed over time. My questions then followed more specific top-
ics of race that included whether participants had been treated 
differently by their race or believed that pole dancing was experi-
enced differently among racial categories. Final questions focused 
on family perceptions and support of the participant’s involvement 
with pole dancing.  

Discussion 
The results suggested that eight out of eleven participants felt that 
their racialized gender affected their relationship to and/or expe-
rience of pole dancing. Five participants talked about body size 
or image during the interview, and some explained that body size 
played a bigger role than race in their experience with pole danc-
ing. In addition, eight participants reported positive overall recep-
tions of immediate family members to pole dancing. However, two 
respondents stated that their immediate family did not know, while 
one had both positive and negative reactions from immediate 
family members. Several respondents came from conservative, 
Christian backgrounds or similar religious traditions. 
 The way in which respondents discussed their relationship to pole 
dancing suggests that it has become a unique form of healing for 
Black women. Many respondents expressed that pole dancing did 
more than just give them confidence or an avenue to express their 
sexuality, as Holland (2010) and Pellizer et al. (2015) argue, but, 
rather, acts as a bridge for these women to get in touch with their 
bodies. For Michelle, a 41-year-old woman who had been danc-
ing for almost one year, the cultural pressures that told her how to 
view her body are contested by the way in which she viewed pole 
dancing as a humbling process.   

“Having the choice of, okay, are you going to 
appreciate your body right now today for what it 
can do? Are you going to be mad that you can’t do 
the thing that the other girl can do it at the next pole 
over? Um, and so having to make that choice of like, 
so you can be thankful to your body today and say, 
oh, thank you for stretching this way and bending this 
way and doing this thing…I always have to choose to 
be proud of what my body can do…to keep working 
on whatever it is, keep connecting…in some ways 
that like forces me out of the self-hatred, body-hatred 
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and shame that culture gives us…I can choose to 
hate myself more. But why? And for what?”  

People of different ages come into pole dancing with various phys-
ical strength levels and previous backgrounds in dance or gym-
nastics. Since pole is an activity where competition and ability are 
measured against oneself rather than against others, pole dancers 
must learn that they cannot compare themselves to others. The 
healing and mending of pole dance extend beyond connecting 
the individual with oneself, but also to one’s relation to the world. 
For Makeda, a 58year-old pole dancer of eight years, pole danc-
ing revitalized her spirit and connection to the earth: 

“Pole dancing has given me my divine feminine-inity 
back and has heightened it and turned me into a 
superwoman, a super divine feminine priestess temple 
goddess. Pole dancing has awakened me to who 
I am and who I was.... pole dancing has put me in 
alignment with mother earth because she spins and I 
spin with her when I’m on the pole...pole dancing is a 
sacred art. We as women used to gather in temples 
and dance and move and sing to nurture each other 
and now we go to pole dance studios and dance 
studios and we dance and sing and move around to 
music and nurture each other.”  

Makeda’s notion of healing is understood in relation to the ways 
that Black women’s bodies have been hypersexualized. For all the 
participants, pole dancing provided confidence and the ability 
to own their bodies. Given the history of Black women not having 
agency over their bodies, pole dancing serves to mend this histori-
cal wound and restore a sense of power. 
Makeda’s final remarks offer that pole dancing has also opened 
her ability to connect with other women. Likewise, other respon-
dents talked about the ways in which pole studios contained pole 
communities and referred to the community as a family. Moreover, 
these women built strong friendships with others in their studio and 
found a space that was encouraging, loving, and safe.2 
Contrary to original expectations when designing this project, re-
spondents reported that they received support overall from imme-
diate and or extended family members. Parental reactions ranged 
from being indifferent to enthusiastic support of their daughter in 
the form of attending showcases to participating in trying to do 

2 In this context, I refer to safe as a space that is free of judgement. 
Interviews did not go into depth on whether participants’ studios were co-
ed or not. The inclusion or exclusion of men from these spaces may have 
influenced how participants viewed the space. 
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a pole trick. Immediate familial support was especially solidified 
through a parent’s responses to other family members’ negative 
reactions. For example, Taylor, a 24-year-old, recalls how her moth-
er quickly responded to family friend’s perceptions of her during a 
phone call: 

“This somebody I knew like growing up calls my 
mom and says, ‘what the hell has gotten into your 
daughter? Um, what does she think she is, a stripper?’ 
My mom, my mom is awesome. She says, ‘Are you 
really calling me asking about my grown daughter’s 
business?’ 

Taylor’s mother continued to express her disapproval of the per-
son’s feelings of entitlement to condemn her daughter. Her moth-
er’s reply reflected that she not only respected Taylor’s maturity 
and ability to make her own decisions, but also that she did not 
feel that outsiders should be able to criticize and impose their 
personal feelings and assumptions on her or her daughter. Even for 
other families, the parents felt and shared the importance of pole 
dancing for their daughters. For example, Bree, a 28-year-old pole 
dancer of over two years, explains her parents support of her pole 
dancing:  

“They’re supportive of it. My mom, when we 
launched the blog [about pole dancing], was like 
crying and was like saying how like I really changed 
her perception of pole because she, yeah, she 
thought of it only one way as well. But like seeing 
all the work that we’ve done with the blog and like 
how much we love it. Like she’s like, it’s just amazing 
to her and she’s even come to like pole class with 
me and stuff and then she’ll come like if I have like 
a pole party, like she’ll come and then my dad has 
said, he was like, ‘Well I have no choice but to look 
at it different now cause my daughter is doing it.’ So 
I think even for him, he’s like, yeah, like kind of try to 
see it differently.” 
 

Respondents’ participation in recreational pole dancing forced 
some families to change their ways of thinking and viewing pole 
dancing. As a result, many parents were able to see pole dancing 
as something more than the dominant image of stripping. This shift 
in understanding is significant to note among the respondents’ 
fathers because of the sexualized associations of pole dancing 
to stripping. Fathers, like Bree’s dad, negotiated previous beliefs 
of pole dancing, although many displayed signs of awkwardness 
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or discomfort over seeing their daughters do more exotic styles of 
pole dance. 
Although a majority the respondents’ family members were sup-
portive, three respondents expressed mixed reactions from family 
members or stated that they had not told their family. Among the 
respondents who had not told their family or received mixed re-
actions, many pointed to religion and conservative values as the 
reason. Evelyn expressed that “pole dancing does not align with 
Christian values,” which accounted for some of the pushback from 
family. This reasoning coincides with the other two respondents’ 
decision to not share their activities with family members. Especially 
for Rhea, the role of religion from a West Indian context had cre-
ated a more intense tension. Out of all respondents, Rhea’s family 
appeared to be the most closely tied to traditional religious values, 
although other respondents identified their family upbringing as 
somewhat similar in conservative values.  
Even for respondents who do not identify with a religious back-
ground, they commented on the role of religion within the Black 
community. Bree, a non-religious respondent stated:  

“Just tradition, culture, society. I mean if you see a 
Black woman being sexual in the media, it’s usually 
she’s in a strip club, she’s shaking her ass or she’s 
a hoe or she’s getting raped on TV or something 
like that. So you don’t really see a lot of images 
of like positive sexual representation of Black 
women expressing themselves, sexually embracing 
themselves sexually. Then you have culture that tells 
you pole dancing is devil worship, you know, having 
sex and demonic, you know, like it’s evil. So you have 
that like cultural side of things. Um, from a traditional 
standpoint.” 

 
In this statement, Bree references Black religious culture. Bree 
highlights an important point that exists in religious contexts and 
within Black culture: controlling images of Black women’s sexuality 
within society and the Black community. Within both spheres, Black 
women’s sexuality has been routinely policed and scrutinized if 
they deviate from respectability politics (White 2001). Even though 
religion and Black culture continue to express the same sentiment, 
this cultural expectation did not permeate as deeply into how fam-
ily members responded to and accepted these women doing pole 
dancing.  
 While my research questions were focused on discussions of race, 
roughly half of the respondents talked about body size and im-
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age as being a defining aspect in their pole dance journey. Within 
the pole community, the presentation of body types doing pole 
dancing is limited to slender, white bodies. For “curvy girls,” a term 
expressed by Ebonynitro, a 37-year-old pole dancer of eight years, 
very few curvy girls are well-known in the pole world and even few-
er are instructors or students of pole classes. Both Lana, a 26-year-
old pole dancer of two years, and Michelle posed the notion of 
body type as being a more pressing issue than race. For Michelle, 
like the other respondents who discussed body size, she found it 
more challenging to see her body type represented and accom-
modated for in the studio: 

“Maybe even more than race, body type as an 
issue. Like, I did check before I went to the studio 
to see if they had any kind of big girls, ‘cause I 
would, I consider myself plus size, um, pretty solidly 
a size 14, sometimes 16. Um, and so, um, I wanted 
to know there were big women…but I do get 
frustrated sometimes because I feel like there isn’t an 
accommodation. I just do my own accommodations 
being a bigger person. But I sometimes feel like that’s 
not as taken into account… And the way I deal with 
it is my Instagram feed. Like the people I follow on 
Instagram, I’ve basically only follow plussize, women 
of color, um, and older polers. Those are probably, 
those are like my main criteria to follow you on it.” 

Especially for building a sense of empowerment, seeing one’s 
body type represented in class and online is important. However, 
large women are largely underrepresented. Images of women in 
the pole industry typically promote young, slim, athletic/muscular 
white women. This marginalizes women of color and women of 
various body types from being represented in pole dancing, which 
many women contend is troubling. Despite this setback, women 
like Michelle have creatively made new ways to see themselves 
represented in the pole community by using social media filtering. 
Other respondents had also filtered their social media accounts so 
that only pole dancers that represented their body type, age, and 
race could be accessible. This filtering out process resists dominant 
images and, instead, creates an alternative vision of what pole 
dancing may look like for these women. Going further, Makeda, 
Bree, and Evelyn, have all taken agency and contributed to re-
visioning pole dancing through hashtags, blogs, and Instagram 
pages that are meant for Black women. By moving beyond on-
line spaces that are dominated by one image of pole dancers, 
these women have made new spaces for Black women and other 
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groups of pole dancers to feel empowered by building a commu-
nity that represents and reflects them.  

Conclusion 
My results contradicted my original expectation that family recep-
tions to pole dancing would be negative. Academic literature 
has supported views of the conservative Black family, especially in 
relation to the “politics of respectability”, a term coined in 1993 by 
Afro-American Studies Professor, Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, to 
talk about Black women’s occupation with preserving respectabili-
ty within the race. Historian E. Frances White (2001) talks about Hig-
ginbotham’s analysis of the politics of respectability as an explana-
tion for the notion that a “politically active woman was consonant 
with a respectable black woman; it was her duty to uplift the race” 
(p. 36). 

Image 1: Here is a visual example of empowerment from pole dancing by 
Ebonynitro, one of this study’s participants. 

With the Black family being intrinsically tied to the values expressed 
by Black churches, respectability politics hold Black women ac-
countable to resist behaviors and actions that may perpetuate 
negative racial stereotypes. Other literature also assumes that the 
display and objectification of Black women’s bodies in strip clubs 
and rap videos means that “Black women [have] allowed the 
white women to be the opposite: Black ‘whores’ make white ‘vir-
gin’” possible” (Collins 1990: 176). Since pole dancing is oftentimes 
seen as stripping, it becomes problematic for those who attempt 
do recreational pole dancing. Although some respondents had 
family members who held a “white gaze” over others within the 
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family to deter and oppose so-called deviant behavior that would 
hurt “the race,” many parents did not hold onto this view.     
Furthermore, my findings support my expectation that women 
would discuss positive aspects of pole dancing around the en-
joyment of sexualization theory. The positive aspects for the Black 
women in this study extend beyond the ones stated by Pellizzer 
et al. (2016). In fact, the benefits to self-sexualizing behaviors tap 
into what Black feminist Audre Lorde (1978) calls “the erotic” (p. 
87). “The erotic” refers to a “resource within each of us that lies in 
a deeply female and spiritual plane, firmly rooted in the power of 
our unexpressed or unrecognized feelings” (Lorde 1978: 87). For 
Black female pole dancers, pole dancing has given women the 
opportunity to access “the erotic” and empower themselves from 
a strength held within. 
As a result, participants gained not only confidence, but also the 
opportunity to mend the severed gap between their “erotic” and 
their body and begin the healing process of the body through 
pole dancing. My findings are significant to developing a more nu-
anced understanding of pole dancing and the potential benefits 
that it offers for Black women and other women of color. This study 
contributes to research on recreational pole dancing by extend-
ing it to include discussions of race and embodiment in relation to 
women’s experiences with pole dancing.  
Future research should explore how pole dancing affects other 
women of color, queer people, and men. Since pole dancing has 
attachments to femininity, further research should explore how 
men and queer people navigate masculinity and/or femininity 
in these spaces. Women of color, queer people, and men are all 
sexualized in different ways, which may influence their experience 
to pole dancing.  
In conclusion, pole dancing is more than a “little dance” meant 
to entertain others. My research is important because of its con-
tribution to race in discussions of sexuality and sexual liberation 
for women with pole dancing. The pole has previously symbolized 
Black women’s economic status, sexual aggression and objec-
tification, and moral status. Today, pole dancing has become a 
reinvigoration for Black women to have sexual agency and to em-
brace their bodies. Throughout time, Black women’s bodies have 
been reduced to sexual objects for exploitation and consumption. 
As a form of resistance to this controlling image of Black female 
sexuality and their bodies, Black women have reclaimed the 
pole to serve a new function. Pole dancing has become a way 
for Black bodies to be a representation of power, of confidence, 
and of healing. Black women have used pole dancing to create 
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a new image of the Black women-one of beauty, self-love and 
inner-strength.  
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Abstract 
The purpose of this study is to compare the efficacy of two learn-
ing methods: the traditional slideshow method of disseminating 
information (control group) versus the usage of guided digital 
simulations (experimental group). Two hypotheses are proposed: 
interactivity hypothesis and distraction hypothesis. The distraction 
hypothesis predicts that the control group will learn better while 
the interactivity hypothesis predicts that the experimental group 
will learn better. The results showed no significant difference be-
tween the groups on transfer-scores, and the control group rated 
the learning activity as more enjoyable and easier than did the 
experimental group.  The results partially support the distraction 
hypothesis.  
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Introduction 
Objective and Rationale 
 Over the past 200 years, the education system and methods 
employed by institutions to train students have evolved concur-
rently with the technological revolution. As a result, many of the 
educational tools employed by schools and universities tend to rely 
heavily on the use of technology. One of the most common meth-
ods of teaching is the traditional lecture method, in which instruc-
tors often use digital media in the form of slideshow presentations. 
However, recent findings in the field of educational psychology 
demonstrate alternative methods of employing digital media to 
disseminate academic information to students, using methods 
such as games and digital simulations (Mayer & Moreno, 2001; 
Mayer, 2014a). 
The purpose of this study is to investigate interactive methods of 
instruction, specifically the efficacy of hands-on, guided digital 
simulations, compared to traditional passive slideshow methods 
of instruction. According to the interactivity theory, the interactive 
nature of guided simulations, compared to the passive nature of 
slideshows, allows students to learn information more deeply and 
enjoyably. On the other hand, according to distraction theory, 
the hands-on approach could introduce distraction in the form of 
extraneous processing and cognitive load, which could take away 
from the learning experience. In this study, participants were given 
a lesson on electrical circuits and Ohm’s law. Two groups were ran-
domly administered one of the two different methods of instruction 
compared in this study. Though both groups received the same in-
formation, the experimental group was administered the hands-on 
digital simulation, whereas the control group received a slideshow. 
In order to test for learning outcome, a transfer test was adminis-
tered, containing questions pertaining to Ohm’s law. 

Literature Review 
The use of multimedia instruction has potential to help students 
better engage with academic material and learn new information 
(Honey & Hilton, 2011; Mayer, 2009, 2014b). For example, a study 
done by Moreno and Mayer (2001) showed that introduction of in-
teractive pedagogical agents can promote meaningful learning in 
lessons using multimedia. In some ways, a guided digital simulation 
can function as an interactive pedagogical agent by inviting the 
learner to more actively participate. According to a meta-analy-
sis done by Vogel and Vogel (2006) about computer games and 
interactive simulations for learning, “Across people and situations, 
games and interactive simulations are more dominant for cog-
nitive gain outcomes.”  Thus, research is needed to determine 
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whether digital simulations can be used in a similar way as games, 
resulting in similar cognitive and learning outcomes. However, us-
ing digital media without any guidance might not be an effective 
method of learning. 
Results from a previous study done by Mayer and Moreno (2005) 
regarding the effects of guidance in a digital media learning study 
“support the appropriate use of guidance and reflection for inter-
active multimedia games.” This study also showed that interactivity 
with the proposed learning material is the factor that improves 
learning and retention rates. In addition, application of the self-ex-
planation principle—asking students to explain the material to 
themselves—in the guided simulation also helped students better 
retain information (Johnson & Mayer, 2010). 
The competing theory in this study is the distraction theory, which 
proposes that due to additional extraneous processing, a type of 
“cognitive processing that does not support the learning objec-
tive and is caused by poor instructional design” (Mayer, 2010), 
the guided simulation will detract from the learning objective. This 
negative effect on learning may occur because the guided simu-
lation would require a higher cognitive cost, including using a new 
interface, that could distract the learner from the core material.  

Theory and Predictions 
Based on the literature review in the previous section, the interac-
tivity hypothesis proposed in this study argues that due to an active 
and hands-on approach to learning, individuals who attempt to 
learn via guided digital simulations will retain more information, in-
dicating a better learning experience, and enjoy the activity more 
than those who learn passively through a slideshow. On the other 
hand, the distraction hypothesis proposed in this study argues that 
due to an increase in extraneous processing and cognitive load, 
the participants who learn through the guided digital simulation 
will retain less information, indicating a worse learning experience, 
and provide less favorable ratings of the activity than those who 
learn passively through a slideshow. In order to test both hypothe-
ses, participants were randomly assigned to one of two groups: the 
digital simulation group (experimental) or the slideshow presenta-
tion group (control). The subject material was Ohm’s law and the 
simple workings of electrical circuits. The digital simulation group 
was given a worksheet that not only acted as an instructional 
guide to direct the participants in building and measuring circuits, 
but also contained prompts for participants to predict what would 
happen to the flow of the circuit prior to creating it, measure the 
change in current, and reflect on why they think the flow changed. 
On the other hand, the control group was only given a slideshow 
presentation that contained pre-made screen-recorded videos of 
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the researcher constructing the circuits using the same instructional 
tools and process that the guided digital simulation would use, fol-
lowed by slides summarizing the videos in words. After the learning 
activity, both groups were administered a transfer test to measure 
how well they had learned the information presented in the activi-
ties, along with a self-rating questionnaire. 

Method 
Participants and Design 
The participants were 69 undergraduate students recruited from 
the psychology subject pool at the University of California, Santa 
Barbara. The students were between the ages of 18 and 25 (M = 
18.5, SD = 1.12), studying in various majors, but the majority of par-
ticipants were psychology, biopsychology, or psychological and 
brain sciences majors. There were 19 men and 50 women. On aver-
age, participants showed low prior knowledge about circuitry and 
physics based on a participant questionnaire (described below). 
This study was conducted using a between-subjects design with 
two groups: a control group (n = 34, 11 men and 23 women) and 
an experimental group (n = 35, 8 men and 27 women).  

Materials and Apparatus 
 Paper materials 
The paper materials consisted of an informed consent form, a 
participant questionnaire, a transfer test, and a post-questionnaire. 
The participant questionnaire contained questions about the par-
ticipant’s age, gender, major, and year in school, along with a pri-
or-knowledge assessment. A prior-knowledge score was obtained 
by assigning values to each question and adding up the values. 
The sum of values obtained from questions 1–6 yielded a subjective 
prior-knowledge score, intended to create an indication of each 
participant’s prior knowledge of the learning material involved in 
this study. 
The transfer test contained eight questions in the form of eight 
slides, each with two circuits displayed (see Figure 1). In order to 
judge the amount of information the participant learned, a trans-
fer score (ranging from 0 to 8) was determined by adding up all of 
the correct answers in the transfer test. The set of eight test items is 
shown in Appendix A. 
The post-questionnaire was used to solicit each participant’s opin-
ions about their learning experience. It contained five questions in 
which participants were asked to give ratings on a 5point scale for 
the following items: (1) How much did you enjoy this learning pro-
cess (1 – not at all, 5 - loving it)? (2) Would you do a similar activity 
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again (1 - not at all, 5 - definitely)? (3) During the lessons, my men-
tal effort was (1 - 0% mental effort, 5 - 100% mental effort) (4) How 
difficult was the lesson (1 - easy and 5 - impossible)? (5) How easy 
was it for you to learn the material (1 - easy and 5 - impossible)? 
 Instructional materials  
The instructional materials used in this study consisted of a slide-
show presentation (for the control group), a guided worksheet (for 
the experimental group), and a virtual Phet AC/DC Circuit Kit Lab 
Simulation created at the University of Colorado, Boulder (also for 
the experimental group; https://phet.colorado.edu/en/simulation/
circuitconstruction-kit-dc-virtual-lab). 
The experimental group subjects were given the digital simulation 
and a guided worksheet that contained instructions on how to 
construct five circuits using the Phet AC/DC Circuit Kit Lab Simu-
lation (see Figure 2). The exercises were designed to teach par-
ticipants how the flow of electricity in a circuit is affected when 
batteries and resistors are added to the circuit in series or parallel, 
based on Ohm’s Law. Each exercise also prompted the participant 
to measure the change in current (amps) using an ammeter. The 
virtual lab simulation and the experimental group worksheet ad-
ministered simultaneously created a guided simulation. The set of 
worksheets is shown in Appendix B. 
The control group subjects were given a PowerPoint presentation 
consisting of eight informational slides explaining how the flow of 
electricity in a circuit is affected when batteries and resistors are 
added to the circuit in series or parallel. Before each slide, a video 
was shown of the circuit being constructed in the PHET simulation 
(see Figure 3), which was followed by a slide explaining in words 
the concept covered in the video (see Figure 4). The videos were 
screen recordings (captured by the researcher) of the circuits 
being constructed on the lab simulation site, guided directly by the 
instructions in the experimental group worksheet. The screen-re-
cording program “Movavi Screen Recorder Studio 10” was used to 
create the videos displayed in the slideshow. The set of eight slides 
is shown in Appendix C. 
The purpose of the instructional material was to teach participants 
about eight different rules regarding circuits, based on Ohm’s 
Law: (1) When a battery is added in series, the flow of electrons 
(amps) increases. (2) When a battery is added in parallel, the flow 
of electrons (amps) stays the same. (3) When a resistor is added in 
series, the flow of electrons (amps) decreases. (4) When a resistor is 
added in parallel, the flow of electrons (amps) increases. (5) When 
a battery is removed from series, the flow of electrons (amps) 
decreases. (6) When a battery is removed from parallel, the flow 
of electrons (amps) stays the same. (7) When a resistor is removed 
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from series, the flow of electrons (amps) increases. (8) When a resis-
tor is removed from parallel, the flow of electrons (amps) decreas-
es. 
The apparatus consisted of three 21-inch iMac computers, each 
including a keyboard and mouse. 

Procedure 
 Participants were tested in groups of three, with each participant 
seated in a separate cubicle consisting of two opaque walls on 
either side, with a 21-inch iMac computer, a keyboard, and mouse 
on the desk in front of them. Each group of participants was ran-
domly assigned to either the control group or the experimental 
group. After participants signed the informed consent form, they 
were prompted to complete and turn in the participant question-
naire. Next, the slideshow was presented to the control group. 
Each participant viewed the slideshow independently on separate 
computers. Participants were asked to study the videos in the slides 
as well as the text explaining each video in subsequent slides. The 
experimental group was prompted to open the simulation and fol-
low the instructions on the guided worksheet in order to construct 
the circuits. Although the groups were timed, they were instructed 
to take as much time as needed to learn the information and finish 
the activities. 
After the slideshow or worksheet was completed, the activity 
materials were closed, and the participants were given the trans-
fer test. Once participants completed the transfer test, they were 
administered the post-questionnaire. The control group took an 
average of 5 to 10 minutes to complete the slideshow, while the 
experimental group took an average of 15 to 25 minutes to com-
plete the guided simulation and worksheet. It took the participants 
an average of 5 to 10 minutes to complete the transfer test. IRB 
approval was obtained and guidelines for treatment of human 
subjects were followed throughout the experiment.   

Results 
Do the Groups Differ on Basic Characteristics? 
A preliminary step was to determine whether the groups were 
equivalent on basic characteristics. The mean ages of participants 
in the experimental group (M = 18.86, SD = 1.38) did not differ sig-
nificantly from the mean ages of participants in the control group 
(M = 18.68, SD = 0.88; t(67) = 0.65, p = 0.52). The proportion of men 
and women in the experimental group (8 males, 27 females) was 
not significantly different than the proportion of men and women 
in the control group (11 males, 23 females) based on a Fisher’s ex-
act test (p = 0.43). The mean prior-knowledge score for the exper-
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imental group (M = 5.83, SD = 2.96) was significantly greater than 
the mean prior-knowledge score for the control group (M = 7.76, 
SD = 4.62; t(67) = -2.08, p = 0.04, d = 0.37). We concluded that the 
groups were equivalent on basic characteristics except for prior 
knowledge, so we included prior knowledge as a covariate in sub-
sequent analyses. 

Do the Groups Differ on Learning Outcomes? 
According to the interactivity hypothesis, the experimental group 
should score higher on the transfer test than the control group; 
according to the distraction hypothesis, the control group should 
score higher on the transfer test than the experimental group. Ta-
ble 1 shows the means and standard deviations for the two groups 
on the transfer test. A t-test showed that the groups did not differ 
significantly on transfer test scores (t(67) = -1.03, p = 0.31, d = 0.25). 
In order to compensate for pre-existing differences in prior-knowl-
edge score, we conducted an analysis of covariance on transfer 
score with prior knowledge as a covariate and control or experi-
mental group as the between-subjects factor. The ANCOVA statis-
tical analysis (analysis of covariance) showed that the two groups 
did not differ significantly on transfer score (F(66) = 0.36, p = 0.54), 
indicating that the differences found in prior knowledge did not 
affect our results. We concluded that the predictions of the inter-
activity hypothesis were not supported. 

Did the Groups Differ on Self-Reported Measures?     
According to the interactivity hypothesis, the experimental group 
should produce more favorable ratings on the post-questionnaire 
than the control group, but according to the distraction hypothe-
sis, the opposite should hold true. Table 2 shows the mean ratings 
and standard deviations for the two groups on each of the five 
post-questionnaire items. The first question asked the participant 
to rate how much they enjoyed learning from the activity. Results 
from a t-test showed that the control group enjoyed learning from 
the activity more than the experimental group (t(67) = -2.02, p = 
0.03, d = 0.53). The second question asked the participant to rate 
how likely they would be to do similar activities in the future. Results 
from a t-test showed that the groups did not differ significantly in 
their likelihood to do similar activities in the future (t(67) = -1.25, p 
= 0.22, d = 0.31). The third question asked the participant to rate 
how well they thought the activity helped them learn. Results from 
a t-test showed that the groups did not differ significantly in how 
well they thought the activity helped them learn (t(67) = -1.75, p = 
0.09, d = 0.42). The fourth question assessed the participant’s level 
of mental effort during the activity. Results from a t-test showed 
that the groups did not differ significantly in their level of mental 
effort during the activity (t(67) = 0.83, p = 0.41, d = 0.20). The fifth 
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question asked the participant to rate the difficulty of the activity. 
Results from a t-test showed that the control group thought that 
the learning activity was easier than did the experimental group 
(t(67) = 2.98, p = 0.00, d = 0.72). Overall, post-questionnaire test 
results showed that the control group perceived their lesson to be 
easier, while the experimental group perceived their lesson to be 
more difficult. Additionally, the control group enjoyed the lesson 
more than the experimental group did. 

Discussion 
Empirical Contributions 
The results obtained do not provide statistically significant evi-
dence that a guided digital learning simulation is a more effective 
learning tool than the traditional slideshow experience. In addi-
tion, results showed that the control group found the task to be 
easier and more enjoyable. One possible explanation for these 
results is that the control group is administered a passive learning 
experience that requires less time and effort than the experimental 
group’s activity, making it a more enjoyable and easier experi-
ence. 

Theoretical Implications  
The results provide partial support for the distraction hypothesis. 
Based on the predictions from the interactivity hypothesis, the 
experimental group should have performed better on the transfer 
test; however, the control group performed slightly better on the 
test than the experimental group did, albeit at a nonsignificant 
level. In turn, the results of the self-report ratings support the dis-
traction hypothesis and suggest that the experimental group may 
have been distracted by the complexities of the media apparatus. 
The argument can be made that the high level of initial cognitive 
cost in learning digital protocol prior to accessing the learning ma-
terial may introduce cognitive load, possibly decreasing the effica-
cy of the digital learning activity (Sweller, Ayers, & Kalyuga, 2011). 
The cognitive load, which would be introduced by the hands-on 
digital simulation and guided activity, is absent in the traditional 
slideshow learning method, which could be the reason for the 
improved ratings and performance of the control group. The cog-
nitive cost associated with learning the digital protocol during this 
experiment could have been mitigated with a digital pretraining 
session for the experimental group, so the participants would be 
familiar with the apparatus prior to learning the actual instructional 
material contained in the guided simulation. 
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Practical Implications 
Although the results from this study are inconclusive, the use of mul-
timedia and games in education could be impactful in making the 
learning experience more interesting and attractive to students. 
Due to the passive nature of learning from a slideshow presenta-
tion during a lecture, many students are often distracted by their 
own electronic devices, like mobile phones and computers. As a 
result, students may not engage with the information in this tradi-
tional manner of learning. By introducing effective hands-on multi-
media learning strategies, the education system can optimize the 
educational experience for students by actively engaging them 
in learning. Research, however, is needed to determine how to 
design effective interactive simulations. 

Limitations and Future Directions 
Since the transfer test was administered immediately after the 
learning task was completed, it is possible that the control group 
invoked working memory, rather than long-term memory, to com-
plete the transfer test, which would not be a true measure of 
retained learning. Administration of a ten-minute distraction task to 
both groups after completing the learning activity could prompt 
participants to clear the caches of their working memory, therefore 
making the transfer test a better measure of learning outcome. 
Due to time limitations, we were unable to implement these meth-
ods in this study. In addition, the time frame of this research project 
limited the number of subjects that were able to participate. 
Based on the results and explanations of this study, several relevant 
research ideas could be explored. One major concept that could 
be researched is the amount of cognitive load required to learn 
novel educational digital media protocols. For example, assessing 
how much cognitive effort is required to learn the digital protocols 
in this study prior to the lesson material itself might reveal complexi-
ties of the digital protocols that may be contributing to the distrac-
tion. Studying methods of optimizing guided lab simulations may 
allow students to learn a variety of topics in further depth.   

Conclusion 
While the results of this study did not prove the interactivity hypoth-
esis, it could be due to the various limitations of the study; there-
fore, additional investigation into the field of handson multimedia 
learning is necessary to yield more conclusive results. Digital media 
has the potential to revolutionize the learning process by creating 
immersive learning experiences that could help students deeply 
learn information in a practical manner while truly enjoying the 
process, thus enabling students to excel in learning throughout 
their lives. 
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Table 1 
Mean Transfer Scores (and Standard Deviations) for Experimental and 
Control Groups  

Group M SD

Experimental 5.03 1.38

Control 5.35 1.22

Table 2 
Mean Ratings (and Standard Deviations) on Five Items for the 
Experimental and Control Groups 

Question Experimental Group Control Group

M SD M SD

Question 1 
(enjoy) 3.78 0.73 4.18 0.80

Question 2 
(future) 3.74 0.78 4.00 0.92

Question 3 
(helped) 4.11 0.83 4.47 0.86

Question 4 
(effort) 3.37 0.81 3.21 0.84

Question 5 
(difficulty) 2.74 0.74 2.18 0.83
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    Figure 1. Transfer-of-training test sample question. 

 Figure 2. Circuit construction exercise sample. 
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Figure 3. Instructional video slide sample.   

 

Figure 4. Text description slide sample. 
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Appendix A 
The transfer test questions were displayed as eight separate pages 
in a packet, displayed in order below. 

1.  

2.  

3.  

4.  
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5.  

6.  

7.  

8.  
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Appendix B 
The experimental group worksheet contained five pages with 
instructions to construct the circuits in order to learn Ohm’s law, 
displayed in order below.  

 1.

2.   

3.   

4.   

5.   
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Appendix C 
The control group slideshow contained nine slides with a video 
showing a circuit being constructed followed by a slide explaining 
the video, in order to teach Ohm’s law. The slides are displayed in 
order below. 
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Impact of Ethnic Studies Pedagogy 
on Latinx Student Achievement
Jose Tapia 

Chicanx Studies, University of California, Santa Barbara 

Abstract 
Latinx students currently make up a large portion of the K-12 stu-
dent population in the U.S. Because the Latinx population is the 
fastest-growing ethnic minority in the U.S., it is critical to address 
the persistent educational achievement gap between Latinx 
students and White students, or the future of the U.S. economy 
will suffer. Many scholars in the field of educational studies have 
suggested including more culturally relevant pedagogy in K-12 
education. Culturally relevant ethnic studies have been shown to 
boost academic success and student engagement among K-12 
Latinx students, but more research must be done. This study exam-
ines the impact of an ethnic studies course, Mexican-American 
Literature, on a Latinx student in a Southern California high school 
and compares this to the narrative of a student who has never 
taken an ethnic studies course. The results show that both students 
believe that ethnic studies pedagogy can effectively improve 
student classroom engagement in K-12 education. The student in 
Mexican-American Literature expressed feeling more engaged in 
this class than in most of the other classes in his K-12 experience, 
and the other student expressed that she would have wanted to 
learn about her history and culture.  
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Introduction 
Latinx students currently make up 26% of the K-12 student 
population in the U.S. (National Center for Education Statistics, 
2019). In California, 54% of the student population is Latinx (Na-
tional Center for Education Statistics, 2019). Perez et al. (2015) 
report that the Latinx population continues to be the fastest 
growing ethnic minority group in the US. Unfortunately, the 
growth in baccalaureate attainment among Latinx students 
is not keeping pace with this statistic. The level of education-
al attainment among Latinx students continues to lag behind 
that of White students and other ethnic groups. For instance, in 
2014, 75% of White people 25 years or older obtained a bach-
elor’s degree, compared to only 6% of Latinxs. That same year, 
80% of White students graduated from high school, compared 
to only 54% of Latinx students (Perez, et al., 2015). There will be 
serious consequences to the U.S. economy if the Latinx popu-
lation does not receive adequate academic preparation and 
career training. In California alone, nearly 2 million jobs will be 
unfilled by 2030 if Latinx educational underachievement per-
sists (Excelencia Report, 2018).  
Researchers have suggested the need for culturally relevant 
pedagogy in U.S. K-12 schools as a way to help close the 
achievement gap (De los Rios, et. al, 2014). Scholars argue 
that ethnic studies courses can boost classroom engagement 
and encourage positive attitudes toward school among K-12 
Latinx students. In turn, better engagement will boost academ-
ic success. Ethnic studies is defined as curricula that centers 
around the socio-historical perspectives of ethnic minorities 
by emphasizing multiculturalism, community activism, social 
justice, intersectionality, personal narratives, and Critical Race 
Theory (Perez et al., 2015). The purpose of this interview study is 
to examine the impact of an ethnic studies course on student 
engagement. Therefore, two in-depth semi-structured narrative 
interviews with local Latinx high school students were conduct-
ed. The first interviewee participated in an ethnic studies course 
and the second did not.   

Literature Review  
Impact of Ethnic Studies on K-12 Latinx Students  
Multiple researchers have shown that ethnic studies pedagogy 
can help Latinx high school students significantly increase their 
school attendance and their grades. For example, research-
ers from Stanford University partnered with the San Francisco 
Unified School District, which has a 26% Latinx student pop-
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ulation, to launch an ethnic studies pilot program in four high 
schools (SFUSD School Site List and Summary, 2015). The research-
ers tracked 1,400 ninth graders enrolled in the ethnic studies pro-
gram for the entire school year and found that the participants 
increased their attendance by 21% and improved their GPAs by an 
average of 1.4 points (Dee & Penner, 2017).   
Furthermore, Altschul, Oyserman, and Bybee (2006) tracked 41 
Latinx students in three Detroit middle schools over the span of two 
years. The researchers interviewed the students about their ethnic 
identity and monitored their academic outcomes. On average, 
the students’ grades dropped as they moved from middle school 
to high school, but the grades of students with strong self-reported 
ethnic-identity pride dropped the least. This is critical because eth-
nic studies courses have been shown to instill ethnic pride in K-12 
Latinx students (Perez et al., 2015).  
Additionally, ethnic studies courses have been found to boost Lat-
inx students’ performance on standardized tests. Cammarota and 
Romero (2009) demonstrated that Chicanx students enrolled in 
the Social Justice Education Project, an ethnic studies program at 
Cerro High School in Tucson, Arizona, significantly outscored White 
students on state standardized tests. Among the participants, 34 
out of 36 students passed the reading exam, 35 out of 36 passed 
the writing exam, and 27 out of 36 passed the math exam. In per-
sonal interviews, the students consistently credited the ethnic stud-
ies program for their academic success. Also, Cabrera, Millem, and 
Marx (2014) sampled 26,022 Tucson Unified School District (TUSD) 
high school students, 80% of which were Latinx. The researchers de-
termined that students enrolled in TUSD’s Mexican-American Stud-
ies program were more likely to pass the standardized tests than 
students who were not in the program. 
Furthermore, Latinx students in ethnic studies programs are more 
likely to graduate from high school. Chicanx students in the Social 
Justice Education Program at Cerros High School attained gradua-
tion rates exceeding those of their White peers: 95% compared to 
84% (Camarota & Romero, 2009). Cabrera et al. (2014) also found 
that Chicanx students were much more likely to graduate high 
school if they were enrolled in Mexican-American Studies classes.  
Ethnic studies can also enhance literacy skills among Latinx stu-
dents. Gay (2010) examined the effects of the Multicultural Liter-
acy Program, which emphasized diverse authors, on students in 
grades K–8 in Ypsilanti, Michigan. The student population in this 
area is largely non-White and includes a 4% Latinx population. 
Through classroom observations and analyzing students’ work, the 
researcher found that students showed improvements in knowl-
edge of various writing forms and structures, vocabulary, reading 
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comprehension, reading fluency, and writing proficiency. Similarly, 
Morrell, Duenas, Garcia, and Lopez (2013) showed that students 
at Wilson High School in Los Angeles, where 92% of students are 
Latinx, improved their writing skills when their teachers approached 
their English classes using ethnic studies pedagogy (U.S. News & 
World Report, 2016).  
Morell et al. (2013) revealed that students in classes that imple-
mented ethnic studies pedagogy developed more positive stu-
dent-teacher relationships and felt more engaged in the class-
room. One Wilson High School teacher indicated that this style of 
teaching allowed her to “better understand her students and cre-
ate a classroom environment that is welcoming.” In fact, students 
feel more welcome and engaged in the classroom if the material is 
culturally relevant in terms of themes and content (Gay, 2010). 
De los Rios (2013) offers a case study of 35 Latinx students of dif-
ferent backgrounds enrolled in her Chicano/a-Latino/a studies 
program at Pomona High School. After analyzing weekly written 
reflections, recording class discussions, and conducting interviews, 
De los Rios concludes that the course gave students a stronger 
sense of belonging and solidarity within their school and their com-
munities. 
Lastly, Latinx students enrolled in ethnic studies programs feel 
more motivated to pursue higher education. Cabrera et al. (2014) 
found that students enrolled in Mexican-American studies classes 
conveyed intention to enroll in college at a higher rate than their 
peers. Ten of seventeen 
Latinx Cerros High School students enrolled in college after two 
years in their high school’s ethnic studies program (Cammarota, 
2007). Students overwhelmingly reported that the Social Justice 
Education ethnic studies program influenced them to consider 
attending college.  

Impact of Ethnic Studies on White and Non-Latinx Students
Hurtado, Engberg, Ponjuan, and Landreman (2002) sampled 8,051 
incoming first-year college students from three major universities 
about their K-12 education experiences. The sample primarily con-
sisted of 70.8% White students, 22.5% students of color, and 4.2% 
Latinx students. The researchers concluded that students who had 
significant interactions with peers of different ethnic backgrounds 
in their K-12 schooling were more likely to acknowledge the impor-
tance of social justice and displayed better critical thinking skills. 
This is similar to Social 
Contact Theory (Valencia, 2010), which posits that exposure to stu-
dents of different racial backgrounds can reduce the prevalence 
of racial discrimination and prejudice within student populations.   
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Vasquez (2005) examined the responses of 18 college students 
who were interviewed about their experience in a Chicano lit-
erature course. Eleven out of the eighteen students were Latinx, 
who all said the texts helped them develop a sense of community 
and empowerment; however, all seven of the non-Latinx students 
reported positive experiences as well. They found shared human 
issues in the texts that they could relate to while learning to sympa-
thize with the struggles of Latinx people.  

The Present Study 
Overall, the literature indicates that ethnic studies can enhance 
multiple achievement factors among K-12 Latinx students, includ-
ing improved attendance, grades, standardized test scores, high 
school graduation rates, literacy skills, classroom engagement, 
sense of belonging at school, and interest in attending college. 
While the benefits of ethnic studies on quantitative student out-
comes (grades, attendance, etc.) are clear, more research needs 
to be done on how ethnic studies can impact student engage-
ment. Therefore, the research question for this study is, How does 
taking an ethnic studies course influence classroom engagement 
and views on education? 

Method 
In order to examine the impact of ethnic studies pedagogy on 
student engagement and attitudes towards school, the research-
er conducted two in-depth, semi-structured narrative interviews 
of Latinx high school students to get a full understanding of their 
K-12 educational experience. Both students, who are high school 
seniors and 18 years old, were recruited using a convenience 
sample from a local high school in Southern California in which the 
student population is 56% Latinx, 3% Asian, 1% American Indian, 
38% White, and 1% African American (Santa Barbara High School, 
2018). Their identities will be kept confidential throughout the study 
and pseudonyms will be employed: “Cas” for the student who has 
taken an ethnic studies course and “Iris” for the student who has 
not taken one. In the interviews, the researcher analyzed (1) fam-
ily background, (2) K-12 educational experiences, and (3) future 
educational goals. After transcribing both interviews, thoroughly 
analyzing each transcript, developing codes, and searching for 
emerging themes in the data, three major themes emerged: stu-
dent frustration at the lack of accurate historical interpretation, the 
general importance of ethnic studies, and student differences in 
future education goals.  
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Results  
Lack of Accurate Historical Representation 
The interviews revealed that both of these students have noticed 
a lack of accurate historical analysis and representation of Natives 
and Mexicans in K-12 education. Iris repeatedly said that she has 
not learned about the history and culture of Mexicans in the U.S. 
in school. For instance, she expressed that she did not learn about 
the history of Santa Barbara as Chumash land or as one of the first 
Mexican pueblos of California. When I mentioned this historical 
background briefly, she seemed to believe that this lack of repre-
sentation in K-12 education is tied to larger societal discrimination 
against Mexican people. For example, when the researcher asked 
her, “Why do you think they don’t teach Mexican-American history 
in school?” She said, 
“They just want to hide it, or maybe not let us know...they don’t 
want Mexicans here.” Iris feels that ignoring the history of Mexicans 
in the U.S. within mainstream curricula is driven by a racist political 
agenda.  
Similarly, Cas explains that he has experienced continual dissatis-
faction with the emphasis on Eurocentric, colonial historical per-
spectives in mainstream curricula throughout his K-12 education:  

[Studying history in high school] is about, like, 
understanding a certain narrative and memorizing 
key aspects of a certain narrative and regurgitating 
that on a multiple choice test, and that’s not really 
historical analysis. It’s sort of frustrating and boring.  

In fact, Cas believes that most subjects in school are “tainted by 
colonial narratives and 
Whiteness”. He reports strongly disliking English classes in high 
school: “My traditional English experience has been—it was very 
much like White—really boring.” Cas is also highly critical of the 
standardization of pedagogy in the K-12 public schooling, as 
shown by the excerpt below: 

Pedagogically, a lot of the teachers are very much 
entrenched in the traditional Western style of 
teaching of top-down hierarchy within the class—
and that’s just reinforced by the bureaucratic system 
where teachers who try to innovate and stuff are 
restricted by the standardized and rules set over 
everything. 

 Cas is clearly critical of standardized pedagogy, which he has 
experienced in most of K-12 education. 
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Importance of Ethnic Studies in K-12 Education 
However, Cas posits that the ethnic studies class he is currently tak-
ing, MexicanAmerican Literature, deviates from the norm in terms 
of pedagogy: 

This class, coming from not only a literary perspective, 
but its context within conversations about race and 
borders and putting in that context gives a different 
value to what you’re reading, you know. It’s less 
obscure to some conversation about Shakespeare 
and Europe. This [Mexican-American Lit] class more 
relates to the conditions, you know, happening in 
Santa Barbara. 

Cas emphasizes the idea that the Mexican-American Literature 
class has presented narratives that are relevant to the social issues 
he sees in his community, especially immigration: “Chumash peo-
ple have to work with the immigrants affected by neocolonialism 
in Latin America and so the circles are very much interwoven.”  
In addition to challenging hegemonic historical narratives, Cas at-
tributes his positive experience in the Mexican-American Literature 
class to his relationship with the teacher. He relays: 

Yeah, I think there are teachers that really try to 
base their practice in like a creative and student-
driven approach, and I think that, definitely, Mr. V 
approaches it from that angle...like right now we’re 
incorporating theater into it—El Teatro Campesino 
[United Farm Workers theatre troupe] and their work 
in the classroom is for me just much more engaging. 

Cas reports feeling much more engaged by the content and 
teaching style within Mr. V’s class than by the content and teach-
ing styles within other classes. For example, Cas explains that he 
really enjoyed reading culturally relevant texts like the Popol Vuh 
[Maya creation stories]. 
Both students establish the fact that they have not learned much 
about their own cultural backgrounds in K-12 education, but they 
both assert that it is important to shape education in a way that 
represents the diversity of students in their school. Iris has not had 
any exposure to Mexican-American history or any other type of 
ethnic studies in school; however, when asked, “Why is it important 
for Latin-American people to know their history?” she explains how 
she thinks this type of education would be beneficial: 

To know about what has happened to us, I think 
it’s important to know their history... to know each 
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person’s history and understand how they are and 
how they feel. 

She believes that students from different backgrounds can relate 
to each other better if they understand each other’s history and 
culture. Similarly, Cas thinks that high school curricula should offer 
more critical analyses of history, which would include “indigenous 
people, Black history, etc.” Cas conveys the idea that ethnic stud-
ies pedagogy is necessary to give marginalized students better 
representation in the social sciences.  

Future Education Goals 
The two students had different perspectives on higher education 
and college. When asked what her goals were after high school, 
Iris expressed some interest in going to college, but she was unsure 
of what she wanted to study:  

[I applied] to SBCC [Santa Barbara City College]. 
[Interviewer: What are you interested in studying?] I 
don’t know.   

She did not express in concrete terms whether or not she would 
pursue a college degree. On the other hand, Cas stated that he 
will surely attend college: “I applied to a few different colleges and 
I’m seeing where I’m getting in. I see the importance of higher ed-
ucation, so that’s sort of the path that I’m going to take.” 
However, Cas stated that he will only stay in college and finish a 
degree if he feels a sense of belonging in the community and finds 
a fulfilling area of study. He said he is “skeptical” as to whether he 
will really enjoy the college academic experience, due to the fact 
that he has been so disillusioned by his K-12 educational experi-
ence. Cas describes feeling “jaded and angry”, but he hopes that 
college will offer a more wholesome experience.  

Discussion 
Ultimately, both students claimed they were proud of their ethnic 
identity. This is important because research has shown that stu-
dents with a positive ethnic identity are more likely to achieve bet-
ter academic outcomes (Altschul et al., 2006), which is why ethnic 
studies pedagogy tries to promote this (Perez et al., 2015). Cas says 
that he would have wanted to study Native history more in school 
to better understand his background and to feel more engaged. 
Iris is not able to discuss her indigenous roots in Mexico. Through 
centuries of colonization, many Mexicans have had their Native 
identities and histories erased. Reclaiming Native identity, history, 
and knowledge—the process of “decolonization”—is a central 
tenet of Chicano/a/x studies ideology, which Iris has not been 
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exposed to in her K-12 education. Due to the lack of this type of 
ethnic studies pedagogy, she has missed out on the opportunity to 
study her roots, as many Chicanx/Latinx students in college ethnic 
studies courses do.  
Cas’s positive relationship with his Mexican-American Literature 
teacher, Mr. V, is evidence that ethnic studies courses are often 
spaces that allow for more positive student-teacher relationships 
than traditional classes do (Morell et al., 2013). Also, as a Latino 
teacher with Mexican roots himself, Mr. V could serve as a positive 
role model, since Chicano teachers who share a similar back-
ground with their students can enhance the students’ learning 
more effectively (Valencia, 2010). Furthermore, Cas’s satisfaction 
with the class reading material is a testament to the fact that 
multicultural reading material can increase students’ enjoyment 
of reading (Gay, 2010).  However, he states that he would have 
developed a better sense of belonging if he had encountered 
ethnic studies before high school, an idea that is supported by the 
literature (De Los Rios, 2013). Cas clearly emphasizes that he would 
have felt much more engaged in his classes throughout his K-12 
education if he were exposed to more multicultural perspectives 
on language, history, natural sciences, and social sciences. On the 
other hand, Iris feels like she missed out on learning more about her 
own history and culture entirely.   
Both students clearly state that they believe K-12 education in the 
U.S. should include ethnic studies courses so students can better 
relate to each other. This is crucial, because students who learn 
about different ethnic backgrounds can develop broader social 
perspectives, better critical thinking skills, and increased social jus-
tice values (Hurtado et al., 2002). Students can also identify shared 
human issues and similar social conditions between ethnic groups, 
which allows them to build intergroup solidarity (Vasquez, 2005).  
Lastly, the literature indicates that ethnic studies courses can 
encourage students to pursue a college education. However, in 
this study, family influences had the greatest effect on shaping the 
participants’ future education goals. Although Iris is not sure about 
attending college, she is adamant about finishing high school 
because her parents did not have that opportunity. Likewise, Cas 
wants to attend college largely because family members who 
struggled in education have encouraged him to do so. Although it 
was not the ethnic studies course that inspired Cas to pursue high-
er education, he explains that his family and community members 
have exposed him to ethnic studies pedagogy in the way they 
critically analyze the history of colonization in Santa Barbara and in 
the books his father has shared with him at home.  Conclusion 
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  Overall, the literature supports many of the findings of 
this study. For instance, the literature reveals that ethnic studies 
courses can enhance K-12 student classroom engagement and 
attitudes. The researcher found that the student enrolled in the 
Mexican-American Literature ethnic studies course felt much more 
engaged by the course content and teaching style of this class 
than that of his other classes. The literature also shows that ethnic 
studies courses can create a better sense of belonging at school 
among Latinx students. In fact, the student enrolled in Mexi-
can-American Literature reported that he would have felt a better 
sense of engagement and belonging in elementary and middle 
school if he had been exposed to ethnic studies. Instead, he expe-
rienced constant disengagement due to the lack of diversity and 
culturally relevant pedagogy, and he felt like an outsider in pre-
dominantly White schools. This experience also makes him skeptical 
of finding meaningful diversity in college-level academia.  
While Iris had not taken an ethnic studies course, she stated that 
she would have felt more engaged in her K-12 history classes if the 
curriculum included opportunities to study her own cultural back-
ground. The literature demonstrates that non-Latinx and White 
students can gain critical thinking skills and democratic justice 
values through ethnic studies pedagogy. Both students agree that 
it is beneficial for all students to learn about the historical/cultural 
background of other students to better understand their struggles. 
Even though the literature indicates that students in ethnic studies 
courses are more likely to graduate from high school and pursue 
a college education, this study found that both students were 
primarily influenced by their families to succeed in school. Clearly, 
ethnic studies can improve classroom engagement among K-12 
Latinx students. Better engagement will lead to better academic 
outcomes, which is necessary to address the achievement gap 
between White and Latinx students in our increasingly diverse so-
ciety. K-12 public school educators and administrators must imple-
ment ethnic studies courses in order to help reduce this persistent 
academic disparity. Closing the achievement gap will ensure 
proper education and job training to fuel the vitality of the future 
U.S. economy.  
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