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School preparations for La-
tino/Hispanic Heritage month 

often include finding perform-

ers, scheduling cultural events, 

coordinating assemblies, and 

planning special menus for the 

cafeteria. Pulling together these 

events can take a lot of time out 

of teachers' already overloaded 

schedules.  

But what do these events 

accomplish? Ironically, typical 

heritage month programs and 

celebrations may do as much to 

reinforce stereotypes as they do 

to challenge them. It is im-

portant to acknowledge margin-

alized histories, but special 

events in isolation can affirm 

stereotypes rather than negate 

them. If the events are limited to 

performances and food, for ex-

ample, we might be left with the 

impression that "Latinos only 

like to dance and eat." 

We can challenge ourselves 

to go deeper. In the same way 

that educational reform has rec-

ognized the benefit of instruc-

tion that is holistic and interdis-

ciplinary, a similar approach is 

called for in addressing cultural 

heritage. The following are 

some points to consider when 

planning Latino/Hispanic herit-

age events for your school. 

1. Determine what you want 

students to learn from the her-

itage celebrations.  

Spend the first meeting prepar-

ing a list of instructional objec-

tives ð what is it that you want 

the school body to learn from 

these events? Too often we skip 

this step and go directly to 

drawing up a list of possible 

presenters. In developing the list 

of instructional objectives, 

spend some time asking stu-

dents and parents of Latino/

Hispanic heritage what they 

would like their peers to under-

stand about their heritage. The 

broader school community can 

provide useful input to identify-

ing the stereotypes that need to 

be addressed and suggestions 

for addressing these issues.  

2. Recognize the long history 

of Latinos in the United States 

and their great diversity.  

There is a tendency to treat all 

Latinos as immigrants, when in 

reality Latinos have been on this 

land since before the pilgrims. 

There is also great diversity 

among Latinos in terms of eth-

nic heritage, religion, class, na-

tional origin, language, political 

perspectives, and traditions. 

There are Latinos of African, 

European, indigenous, and 

Asian heritage. Be sure that im-

ages of Latinos in the classroom 

reflect this rich diversity.  

3. Address the values, history, 

current reality, and power re-

lationships that shape a cul-

ture.  

Heritage months frequently fea-

ture the crafts, music, and food 

of specific cultures. While 

crafts, music, and food are im-

portant expressions of culture, 

in isolation they mask the obsta-

cles that people of color have 

faced, how they have confronted 

those obstacles, the great diver-

sity within any cultural group, 

and the current reality of people 

in the United States. A few ex-

cellent titles are: Open Veins of 

Latin America (Galeano), Occu-

pied America (Acu¶a), or    
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Caribbean Connections: Mov-

ing North (Sunshine). 

4. Learn about food and dance 

in context.  

Have students or teachers inter-

view parents about the dishes 

they plan to prepare. Instead of 

collecting recipes, collect sto-

ries. Ask parents how they 

learned to make the dish and 

what they remember about the 

person who taught them the rec-

ipe. These cultural texts can be 

posted next to the dishes at the 

dinner or bound into a class-

room reader. In other words, 

donôt ban potlucks and dance 

performances; just make them 

more meaningful. 

Students can interview guest 

dancers or musicians about the 

stories behind their performanc-

es. Additionally, students can 

learn about the life of an artist in 

childrenôs books such as The 

Pi¶ata Maker (George Ancona, 

http://

www.georgeancona.com/). 

5. Introduce leaders in the 

context of their organizations.  

Children are given the false im-

pression that great people make 

history all on their own. Instead 

of serving as an inspiration, the 

heroes are portrayed as superhu-

man. Children often cannot pic-

ture themselves in this history. 

Instead, we can teach about or-

ganized movements for change. 

Children must learn from histo-

ry about how change really hap-

pens if the curriculum is to 

serve as a tool for them to build 

their future.  

For example, thousands of peo-

ple are responsible for the gains 

of the United Farmworkers 

(ufw.org), yet students are given 

the impression that Cesar Ch§-

vez singlehandedly launched the 

grape and lettuce boycotts.  

6. Examine school policies and 

practices. 

Heritage months are often used 

to divert attention from inequal-

ities in a schoolôs policies. Her-

itage month posters in the hall-

ways feature African American 

and Latino leaders, but a dispro-

portionate number of African 

American and Latino children 

are suspended each week. Herit-

age month greetings are spoken 

in multiple languages during the 

morning announcements, but no 

effort is made to help children 

maintain their native language.  

Honor Latino/Hispanic Heritage 

month by forming a student-

parent-teacher taskforce whose 

mission would be to take a seri-

ous look at Latino/Hispanic stu-

dentsô experiences in the school 

and to make recommendations 

for improvement.  

7. Examine the schoolôs year-

long curriculum.  

Are we using Hispanic Heritage 

month to celebrate the integrat-

ed curriculum, or do we try to 

squeeze all of the Latino/

Hispanic History into four 

weeks? If the overall curriculum 

is still largely Eurocentric, then 

one can assume students learn 

that white people are more im-

portant and that everyone else 

plays a secondary role.  

Honor Latino/Hispanic Heritage 

month by providing time for 

teachers to deepen their own 

background knowledge and 

make plans to infuse Latino his-

tory into their curriculums; for 

instance into class discussions 

of books or movies.  

 

By Deborah Menkart, based on an 

article in the Teaching for Change 

publication Beyond Heroes and  

Holidays: A Practical Guide for K-

12 Anti-Racist, Multicultural Edu-

cation and Staff Development. 
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