Sample 1

The scene when Rodriguez reflects on what happened to his mother at the park demonstrates how he believes schools shape the lives of young Latinos.  As he thinks about the way that his mother is cursed out by the white woman, Rodriguez associates this experience with all of the other things that pose obstacles to Latinos. Angrily denouncing the injustices he sees, Rodriguez blames schools that “provided other restrictions” by not allowing students to “speak Spanish” and by suggesting that Mexican students “don’t belong” (19). For Rodriguez this kind of discrimination isolates Latino students by making them feel like outcasts. When young people feel like outcasts, they give up on school and turn to things like violence, gangs, drugs, and thievery. In Rodriguez’s view, schools drive students away and make poor communities worse not better.

Sample 2


In Chapter 6, Rodriguez describes how poverty shapes the lives of young Latinos when he tells the story of how Luis and his friends try to leave a restaurant without paying the bill. In this scene, Chicharrón and Luis corrupt a new, friend “Arnie,” who at first objects to their scheme: “What are you saying. Just walk out and not pay?” Luis responds to this objection by declaring “There’s only one thing to do.” By presenting Luis’ sense that he has no other option and Arnie’s resistance to the idea, Rodriguez makes it clear that the boys know leaving the restaurant without paying the bill is wrong. They were not born thieves, Rodriguez suggests, but became thieves in response to their economic conditions. As the sixteen year-old Luis says to Mr. Kurley, “I understand I did wrong;” Despite this moral awareness, Luis has to balance the law against his hunger and his poverty. “I was hungry,” he tells Kurley, “I don’t have no money. So I got something to eat” (143-144). In Rodriguez’s view, Luis and his friends steal from the restaurant not because they are criminals but because they are poor. Poverty, according to Rodriguez, limits their options and drives these young men to desperate measures.
