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Understanding Subtractive Schooling: The
Experience of US Mexican Youth

Subtractive schooling is a critical concept introduced by Angela Valenzuela in her
seminal work that examines the educational experiences of Mexican American youth in the
United States. This notion articulates how the educational system often subtracts vital
cultural, social, and linguistic aspects from students' identities, leading to detrimental
outcomes. In this article, we will delve into the implications of subtractive schooling, its
impact on Mexican youth, and the politics of caring as a counter-narrative to the
prevailing educational practices.

The Concept of Subtractive Schooling

Subtractive schooling refers to a process where the educational system marginalizes and
devalues the cultural and linguistic backgrounds of students, particularly those from
minority groups. Valenzuela's research highlights how this process manifests in various
ways:

Language Suppression: Schools often promote English-only instruction,
undermining the value of bilingualism and the rich cultural heritage that
accompanies it.

Curricular Irrelevance: The curriculum frequently neglects the histories and
contributions of Mexican Americans, leading to feelings of alienation among
students.

Low Expectations: Educators may hold lower expectations for Mexican youth,
which can lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy of underachievement.

These practices create an educational environment that not only fails to support but
actively hinders the academic and personal growth of Mexican American students.



Impact on Mexican American Youth

The consequences of subtractive schooling are profound and multifaceted, affecting
students academically, socially, and emotionally. Understanding these impacts can provide
insights into the urgency of reforming educational practices to foster inclusivity and
support for all students.

Academic Consequences

Students subjected to subtractive schooling often face significant academic challenges, as
evidenced by:

Lower Academic Achievement: Many Mexican youth experience lower grades and1.
standardized test scores, as the lack of culturally relevant pedagogy inhibits their
engagement and motivation.

High Dropout Rates: The alienating educational environment contributes to higher2.
dropout rates among Mexican American students, as they may feel disconnected
from their schools.

Limited Academic Opportunities: Students may have fewer opportunities for3.
advanced courses or extracurricular activities that could enhance their educational
experience.

These academic challenges often result in long-term consequences, including reduced
access to higher education and career opportunities.

Social and Emotional Consequences

Beyond academics, the effects of subtractive schooling extend into the social and
emotional realms:

Identity Struggles: The devaluation of their cultural identity can lead to confusion
and conflict regarding their self-worth and belonging.

Increased Stress and Anxiety: The pressure to conform to a dominant culture
while simultaneously being marginalized can contribute to heightened levels of
stress and anxiety.

Alienation and Isolation: Students may feel isolated from their peers, leading to a
lack of social support and community engagement.



These social and emotional challenges not only affect students' immediate well-being but
can also have lasting impacts on their future relationships and mental health.

The Politics of Caring: A Counter-Narrative

In response to the challenges posed by subtractive schooling, Angela Valenzuela advocates
for the "politics of caring." This framework emphasizes the importance of creating
supportive and nurturing educational environments that recognize and value the identities
of Mexican American youth.

Defining the Politics of Caring

The politics of caring is rooted in the belief that educators must actively care for their
students, fostering an environment that promotes:

Validation of Cultural Identity: Recognizing and celebrating the cultural
backgrounds of students can help them feel valued and understood.

High Expectations: Educators should hold high expectations for all students,
encouraging them to reach their full potential.

Supportive Relationships: Building strong, trusting relationships between students
and educators can create a sense of belonging and community.

This approach stands in stark contrast to the subtractive practices that often dominate
educational systems.

Implementing the Politics of Caring

To effectively implement the politics of caring, schools must adopt comprehensive
strategies that align with its principles. Key strategies include:

Inclusive Curriculum: Develop a curriculum that reflects the diverse histories and1.
contributions of all students, particularly those from marginalized communities.

Bilingual Education: Promote bilingual programs that validate students' linguistic2.
abilities and cultural identities.

Professional Development: Provide training for educators on culturally responsive3.
teaching practices and the importance of fostering a caring school environment.



Community Engagement: Involve families and community members in the4.
educational process, ensuring that their voices and perspectives are included in
decision-making.

By adopting these strategies, schools can create more equitable and supportive
environments that empower Mexican American youth to thrive.

Conclusion: The Way Forward

The challenges of subtractive schooling faced by Mexican American youth are critical
issues that require urgent attention and action. Angela Valenzuela's insights into the
politics of caring provide a powerful framework for rethinking educational practices. By
recognizing the value of students' cultural identities and fostering supportive
environments, educators can combat the effects of subtractive schooling and create
pathways for success.

In order to achieve meaningful change, it is essential for educators, policymakers, and
communities to collaborate and prioritize the needs of Mexican American youth. By doing
so, we can work towards a more inclusive and equitable educational system that not only
acknowledges but celebrates the richness of diverse backgrounds, ultimately leading to a
brighter future for all students.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Angela Valenzuela's
'Subtractive Schooling'?
The main thesis of Angela Valenzuela's 'Subtractive Schooling' is that the educational
system often marginalizes and undermines the cultural identities and academic success of
Mexican youth, leading to a process of subtractive schooling where students lose their
connection to their heritage and community.

How does Valenzuela define 'subtractive schooling'?
Valenzuela defines 'subtractive schooling' as a process where educational practices and
policies systematically diminish the cultural capital and academic potential of students,
particularly those from marginalized backgrounds, impacting their overall engagement
and success in school.

What role does 'the politics of caring' play in
Valenzuela's work?
In Valenzuela's work, 'the politics of caring' emphasizes the importance of nurturing



relationships between educators and students, advocating for an educational environment
that respects and values students' cultural identities, ultimately fostering their academic
and personal growth.

What impact does Valenzuela argue that subtractive
schooling has on Mexican youth?
Valenzuela argues that subtractive schooling negatively impacts Mexican youth by leading
to lower academic achievement, disengagement from school, and a disconnection from
their cultural roots, which can result in a cycle of marginalization and limited
opportunities.

How can educators counteract the effects of subtractive
schooling according to Valenzuela?
According to Valenzuela, educators can counteract the effects of subtractive schooling by
implementing culturally relevant pedagogy, building meaningful relationships with
students, and advocating for policies that recognize and promote the cultural identities
and strengths of Mexican youth.
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