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Abstract: Latinx students make up nearly 30% of U.S. public school 

students, making them the largest and fastest-growing student 

population in the United States. Yet at every level of the educational 

pipeline, from gifted and talented identification in elementary school to 

Advanced Placement enrollment in high school, Latinx students remain 

chronically underrepresented in advanced programs and 

overrepresented in remedial coursework, disciplinary referrals, and 

dropout rates. This article argues that a foundational explanation for this 

persistent inequity is the systematic failure of schools to create 

authentic belonging for Latinx students. Extending the Room 202 

home-guest analogy (Ford, 2005) through the culturally resonant 

framing of mi casa es tu casa (“my home is your home”), the author 

examines Belongingness Theory and research as appliedto Latinx 

students across three developmental contexts: elementary school (P–5); 

middle school (6–8); and high school (9–12). Drawing on Baumeister 

and Leary (1995), Gay (2000, 2018), Hurtado and Carter (1997), and 

Yosso (2005), along with the revised Bloom-Banks Matrix (Ford, 

2010), the article provides grade-specific recommendations grounded 

in current research on Latinx students’ educational experiences. Special 

attention is given to belonging threats related to immigration stress, 

anti-Latinx bias, language devaluation, and cultural discontinuities 

between home and school. A revised conceptual table organizes 

recommendations by grade level and theoretical framework. The article 

concludes with a call for structural, not merely relational, belonging, 

emphasizing that this is a matter of both academic equity and 

psychological well-being for Latinx students.  
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Introduction: The Home That Was Never Built 

 

Mi casa es tu casa. My home is your home. This is among the most generous expressions 

in the Spanish-speaking world, an unconditional welcome that signals not only hospitality, but also 

belonging. The phrase reflects a cultural orientation grounded in relationality, shared identity, and 

the dissolution of boundaries between guest and family member. Yet for many Latinx students, 

schooling in the United States reflects the opposite condition (Alexander, 2012; Ford, 2013; López, 

2018). The home was never built with them in mind. In an earlier work, Ford (2005) used the 

analogy of a host and dinner guest to examine what it means for educators to create welcoming, 

culturally responsive classrooms/schools. That analogy positioned the classroom as a home and 

educators as hosts responsible for preparing environments that affirm students’ identities and 

experiences. It illuminated the relational dimensions of teaching that often remain unexamined, 

particularly within culturally responsive pedagogy (Gay, 2000, 2018; Hammond, 2015; NYU 

Metropolitan Center for Research on Equity and the Transformation of Schools, 2020). However, 

a more recent revisitation of this analogy revealed an important consideration: guests and visitors 

are, by definition, in someone else’s house, not their own. Mi casa es mi casa is more accurate in 

conveying that students should not be treated as guests or visitors in schools and classrooms. These 

spaces belong to students as much as they do to educators. 

For Black and Latinx students, this condition is not metaphorical but structural. Schooling 

in the United States has long been shaped by racialized and assimilationist logics that position non-

white communities at the margins (Alexander, 2012; Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Valenzuela, 1999; 

Woodson, 1926, 1933). These dynamics are further complicated by the layered identities of Latinx 

students, including Indigenous, racialized, and transnational dimensions, which are often rendered 

invisible within dominant and cultureblind educational narratives (Calderón & Urrieta, 2019; 

Urrieta, 2003; 2009; Ford, 2010). These dynamics intersect with race and ethnicity, gender, and 

space in ways that further shape how students experience belonging and exclusion within (their) 

schools (Grande, 2004; Troutman et al., 2026) As a result, the curriculum, language practices, and 

institutional norms of schools frequently fail to reflect and sustain Latinx students’ cultural and 

epistemological realities (Bishop, 1990; Yosso, 2005). Belonging is not incidental to these 

conditions. It is foundational. A robust body of research demonstrates that students’ motivation, 

engagement, and academic persistence are closely tied to their sense of belonging within 

educational contexts (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Hurtado & Carter, 

1997). Yet, for many Latinx students, belonging/belongingness is systematically undermined 

through experiences of discrimination, immigration related stress, linguistic marginalization, and 

broader social and structural inequities (Cardoso et al., 2021; Easton-Brooks et al., 2022; Migration 

Policy Institute, 2020; Rasheed et al., 2020). These conditions do not reflect isolated challenges. 

They reflect enduring opportunity gaps shaped by policy, practice, and ideology that do not center 

on racial and ethnic needs and considerations. This article advances a shift from hospitality to 

belonging. It argues that mi casa es tu casa must move beyond a symbolic gesture to become an 

institutional commitment grounded in culturally sustaining and justice-oriented practice (Paris & 

Alim, 2017; Zamudio et al., 2011). Schools must be reimagined not as spaces where Latinx students 

are welcomed as guests and renters, but as communities where they are recognized as full members 

and owners. This requires centering their languages, identities, and cultural knowledge as essential 

to the educational project. Only then can the home be built. This article contributes to the 

educational field by reconceptualizing belonging as a structural condition of schooling, advancing 

a culturally grounded framework (Banks, 2004; Collins, 1990; Crenshaw, 1991; Valenzuela, 1999; 

Villenas, 1996; Yosso, 2005) that centers Latinx students’ identities and experiences across the P–
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12 pipeline, and offering developmentally informed, theory driven recommendations for 

transforming educational spaces into sites of equity, inclusion, and human dignity (Freire, 1970, 

1973; Giroux, 2023; McLaren, 2022). 

 

The Landscape: Who Latinx Students Are and What They Face 

 

Before examining belongingness, it is essential to clarify who is represented by the terms 

‘Latino’ and ‘Hispanic.’ These are not monolithic categories. They encompass Mexican, Puerto 

Rican, Cuban, Salvadoran, Dominican, Guatemalan, Colombian, and several other national-origin, 

linguistic, and cultural identities. Latinx students may be first-generation immigrants, third-

generation U.S.-born, undocumented, eligible for Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals, English-

dominant, Spanish-dominant, or bilingual. They bring diverse histories, cultural practices, and 

educational experiences shaped by transnational, racialized, and Indigenous identities (Calderón & 

Urrieta, 2019; Urrieta, 2003). ‘Latinx’ is a gender-inclusive pan-ethnic term that centers 

intersectional identities and resists binaries, consistent with Critical Race Theory (CRT) and 

Latina/o/x Critical Race Theory (LatCrit). It is preferred over ‘Hispanic,’ a government label that 

can erase Indigenous, Afro Latino, and gender-diverse experiences (Boykin, 1994; De La Cruz, 

2019; López, 2018; Martínez, in review). 

What many share, however, is an educational system that remains insufficiently prepared 

to serve them. Latinx students face persistent disparities in educational attainment and opportunity, 

including lower rates of high school completion and college access, as well as inequities in school 

resources, teacher expectations, curriculum representation, disciplinary practices, and access to 

advanced coursework (Carter & Welner, 2013; Ford, 2013; National Center for Biotechnology 

Information, 2009). These patterns are further reinforced by deficit-oriented frameworks and 

structural inequalities embedded in schooling systems (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Ford, 2014; Gorski, 

2017; Valencia, 2010). National data illustrate the scope of these inequities. Latinx students are 

significantly underrepresented in gifted and talented programs and in Advanced Placement 

coursework (often by 40%), reflecting systemic, structural, and educator-discretionary barriers to 

identification and participation (Education Trust, 2020; Ford, 2013; Padilla, 2001). These outcomes 

are not neutral. They result from institutional policies, practices, and beliefs that shape access and 

opportunity (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Esposito & Evans-Winters, 2021; Matias, 2021). 

A common thread across these conditions is belonging, or more precisely, its absence. 

Research shows that when students perceive themselves as marginalized or devalued in school 

contexts, their academic engagement and persistence decline (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 

Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Hurtado & Carter, 1997). For many Latinx students, belonging is not 

merely an interpersonal experience but also a structural condition shaped by how schools 

recognize, include, and sustain their identities (Grande, 2004; Gray et al., 2024; Ialuna et al., 2024). 

Collectively, these patterns underscore the need to move beyond descriptive accounts of inequity 

toward a deeper theoretical understanding of belonging as both a psychological and structural 

phenomenon. The following section develops this framework by examining theoretical and 

philosophical perspectives on belonging alongside critical and culturally sustaining perspectives to 

explain how belonging is produced, denied, and transformed within educational contexts for Latinx 

students. 
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Belongingness: Theoretical and Philosophical Perspectives and Their Particular Weight for 

Latinx Students 

 

This article advances the Structural Belonging Framework, which conceptualizes belonging 

not as an interpersonal outcome but as a condition produced by the interaction of institutional 

structures, cultural recognition, and relational practices within schools. 

 

The Fundamental Need Across Grade Bands (P–12) 

 

Baumeister and Leary (1995) established belonging not as a preference but as a 

fundamental human motivation, as essential to human functioning as safety and sustenance. When 

belonging is disrupted, cognitive engagement declines, motivation weakens, and psychological 

distress rises. In educational contexts, a sense of belonging is linked to measurable academic and 

socioemotional outcomes (Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Hurtado & Carter, 1997). Schools that fail 

to cultivate belonging do not merely fall short of supporting students. They reproduce conditions 

that undermine learning and well-being, particularly for students navigating inequitable and 

racialized environments (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). 

For Latinx students, belonging must be understood within broader structural, cultural, and 

intersectional conditions. Students' sense of belonging is shaped by whether their identities, 

languages, cultural knowledge, and lived experiences are recognized and valued in school contexts 

(Gay, 2000, 2018; Yosso, 2005). LatCrit scholars have emphasized that educational experiences 

are shaped by the intersections of race, language, immigration status, socioeconomic class, gender, 

and sexuality, requiring attention to multiple, overlapping systems of marginalization (Ríos Vega, 

2020; Martínez, 2026). When schools fail to affirm these dimensions, Latinx students are more 

likely to experience marginalization and disengagement (Flores & Rosa, 2015; Valenzuela, 1999). 

For example, Latinx students from low-income backgrounds and LGBTQIA+ Latinx students may 

face additional barriers to belonging and opportunity as they navigate multiple forms of exclusion. 

These patterns reflect systemic inequities rather than individual deficits and persist across the P–

12 continuum (Gabriel et al., 2015; Horne et al., 2024; Martínez & Ford, in review). 

 

Before Middle School: Early Foundations of Belonging (P–5) 

 

Within the Structural Belonging Framework, the foundations of belonging are laid in the 

early grades through emotional safety, relational trust, and identity affirmation. Young children 

develop their sense of self in relation to their environments, making early schooling a critical site 

for shaping Latinx students’ understanding of their cultural and linguistic identities (Gay, 2000; 

Hammond, 2015; Yosso, 2005). Classrooms that reflect students’ languages, cultures, and lived 

experiences foster a sense of belonging that extends beyond home and community (Banks, 2004; 

Bishop, 1990). Conversely, early experiences of language correction, cultural erasure, or deficit 

framing can disrupt a sense of belonging at a formative stage (Flores & Rosa, 2015; Martínez, 

2020; Valenzuela, 1999). These early conditions shape how students see themselves in relation to 

schooling, influencing later engagement and identity development, particularly as belonging 

becomes more fluid and context-dependent during middle school (Gray et al., 2024; Ialuna et al., 

2024). 
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Middle School: The Critical Juncture (Grades 6–8) 

 

Within the Structural Belonging Framework, middle school is a critical juncture where 

belonging trajectories are shaped, reinforced, or disrupted. Early adolescence is a period of 

intensified identity development, as students negotiate racial, cultural, and academic identities 

within increasingly complex social environments (Martínez, 2016; Steele, 1997; Urrieta, 2003; 

2009). During this stage, belonging becomes more fluid and context-dependent, varying across 

classrooms, peer interactions, and daily school experiences (Gray et al., 2024; Ialuna et al., 2024). 

For Latinx students, these dynamics are compounded by cultural disconnection, linguistic 

marginalization, and inequitable school structures that shape access to opportunity (Valenzuela, 

1999; Yosso, 2005). Research indicates that inequitable school experiences during this period have 

lasting consequences for students’ academic pathways and engagement (National Research 

Council, 2009). In the absence of culturally sustaining and relationally supportive environments, 

belonging often erodes, leading to disengagement and diminished academic trajectories. This 

developmental window is pivotal. Middle school is when belonging is most vulnerable for Latinx 

students and when intentional, culturally grounded interventions have the greatest potential to alter 

long-term outcomes. 

 

High School: Belonging, Access, and Future Pathways (Grades 9–12) 

 

Within the Structural Belonging Framework, high school marks the culmination of 

belonging trajectories and their translation into academic pathways, opportunity structures, and 

postsecondary futures. By this stage, patterns of inclusion or exclusion have often been 

institutionalized through course placement, access to advanced coursework, and school climate 

(Education Trust, 2020; Ford, 2014). For Latinx students, belonging in high school is shaped not 

only by interpersonal relationships but also by structural conditions that affect access, recognition, 

and opportunity. Experiences of racialized expectations, limited representation in advanced 

programs, and systemic barriers to college access contribute to disparities in academic outcomes 

(Bazo Vienrich et al., 2022; Valenzuela, 1999). Immigration-related stress and broader 

sociopolitical contexts further shape students’ sense of safety and belonging, affecting engagement 

and long-term planning (Cardoso et al., 2021; Migration Policy Institute, 2020; Suriel et al., 2026). 

At the same time, high school is a critical site of possibility. When schools intentionally cultivate 

culturally sustaining environments, expand access to rigorous coursework, and affirm students’ 

identities and aspirations, belonging can be restored and leveraged as a foundation for academic 

success and future opportunity (Martínez et al., 2025; Paris & Alim, 2017; Yosso, 2005). In this 

sense, belonging is not only an outcome but a structural condition that determines whether 

pathways to higher education and beyond remain open or foreclosed. 

 

The Teacher-Student Relationship as a Central Mechanism Across Grade Bands 

 

Within the Structural Belonging Framework, the teacher-student relationship is a primary 

mechanism through which belonging is enacted across developmental levels. Supportive, affirming 

relationships are linked to greater student motivation, engagement, and achievement (Goodenow 

& Grady, 1993; Hurtado & Carter, 1997). For Latinx students, these relationships are especially 

consequential when they include cultural recognition and high expectations. Culturally responsive 

teaching strengthens these relationships by aligning instruction with students’ cultural and 
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linguistic identities (Gay, 2000, 2018; Hammond, 2015; NYU Metropolitan Center for Research 

on Equity and the Transformation of Schools, 2020; Talleyrand et al., 2026). Interrupting implicit 

and explicit biases through reflective, intentional pedagogical practices is essential to cultivating 

culturally responsive, belonging-centered classrooms (Martínez et al., 2024; Razzaque & Martínez, 

2026). When relationships are marked by cultural dissonance or deficit perspectives, belonging 

diminishes and disengagement increases. Conversely, representation and cultural affirmation serve 

as belonging interventions that support student engagement and persistence (Gabriel et al., 2015; 

Gershenson et al., 2016; Valenzuela, 1999). 

 

Immigration-Related Stress as a Cross-Grade Band Belonging Threat 

 

Belonging among Latinx students cannot be understood apart from the sociopolitical 

context of immigration. Immigration-related stress and fear of enforcement, including the threat of 

deportation and family separation, significantly affect students’ psychological well-being and 

academic engagement across grade levels (Cardoso et al., 2021; Martinez , in review). These 

conditions are further shaped by broader systems of structural inequality and racialized ideologies 

that position Latinx students as outsiders (Alexander, 2012; Bonilla-Silva, 2006). These effects 

extend beyond undocumented students to those in blended-status families, where the risk of 

deportation shapes daily experiences of safety, stability, and trust (Bazo Vienrich et al., 2022; 

Migration Policy Institute, 2020). Within this framework, immigration-related stress is understood 

as a structural disruption to belonging that follows students across developmental stages and 

intersects with identity formation and cultural negotiation (Flores & Rosa, 2015; Urrieta, 2009). 

Schools are not neutral environments for students navigating these realities. Addressing these 

realities requires institutional responses that proactively center and prioritize safety, trust, and 

culturally responsive support (NYU Metropolitan Center for Research on Equity and the 

Transformation of Schools, 2020; William T. Grant Foundation, 2024; Yosso, 2005). 

 

Racial Climate as a Determining Condition Across Grade Bands 

 

A central tenet of the Structural Belonging Framework is that school racial climate shapes 

the conditions under which belonging is produced or denied across the P-12 continuum. School 

environments communicate powerful messages about whose identities are valued and whose 

knowledge is legitimized (Carter & Welner, 2013; Ford, 2010, 2013; Steele, 1997). When Latinx 

students encounter environments that devalue their language and exclude their culture, belonging 

is systematically undermined (Valenzuela, 1999; Yosso, 2005). Belonging, therefore, is not 

produced solely through individual relationships. It is constructed through the interplay of policy, 

pedagogy, and school culture. For Latinx students, creating conditions of belonging requires 

transforming these structures so that schools affirm and sustain their identities, languages, and lived 

experiences. That is what mi casa es tu casa, as an institutional commitment, must transform (Ford, 

in review). 

 

Mi Casa Es Tu Casa Across the Pipeline: Grade Band Recommendations 

 

The following sections present belonging-centered recommendations organized by 

developmental levels. These are not exhaustive checklists but integrated orientations that clarify 

the specific belonging needs and risks Latinx students face at each stage of their P–12 experience. 

Figures 1, 2, and 3 provide a comprehensive cross-band summary with theoretical anchors. 
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Elementary School (P–5): Constructing Foundations of Belonging Through Identity, 

Language, and Culture 

 

For Latinx children in elementary school, belonging begins with the most basic questions: 

Am I seen here? Does my language belong in this classroom? Do the texts, images, and interactions 

reflect my experiences? Research on curriculum representation remains foundational (Banks, 2004; 

Ford, 2010). Bishop (1990) argues that students need mirrors that reflect their lives, windows into 

others’ experiences, and opportunities to see themselves as part of the academic world. When these 

mirrors are absent, students receive explicit messages about which knowledge and identities are 

valued and which are devalued (Grande, 2004; Yosso, 2005). They are unwelcome guests in the 

curriculum, classrooms, and schools. 

Language is central to this process. Home languages serve as vehicles for identity, family 

connection, and cognitive development. When schools frame Spanish as a deficit rather than an 

asset, they undermine belonging and learning (Valenzuela, 1999; Yosso, 2005). In contrast, 

culturally responsive and sustaining approaches that affirm bilingualism and integrate students’ 

linguistic repertoires support identity development and academic achievement (Gay, 2000, 2018; 

Paris & Alim, 2017). Empirical research further shows that culturally responsive practices, 

including the integration of cultural content and heritage language supports, are linked to improved 

academic outcomes for Latinx students (López, 2016; Matthews & López, 2019). The revised 

Bloom-Banks Matrix (Ford, 2010) offers a practical framework for embedding multicultural 

content within rigorous academic instruction, ensuring that cultural affirmation is not peripheral 

but integral to learning. Consistent with the Structural Belonging Framework, Figure 1 presents a 

visual representation of belonging-centered recommendations for Latinx elementary school 

students. 

 

Figure 1 

Mi Casa Es Tu Casa: Elementary School (P–5) Belonging Framework 
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Note: Figure 1, adapted from Ford’s (2005) culturally responsive classroom framework, as 

presented in “Welcoming All Students to Room 202.” 

 

Teacher-Student Warmth as the Elemental Bond 

 

During the elementary years, belonging is fostered through daily interactions with teachers. 

Supportive, consistent, and affirming teacher-student relationships are strongly linked to student 

motivation and engagement (Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Nieto & López 

Nieto, 2024). For Latinx students, these relationships are especially meaningful when they reflect 

cultural understanding and high expectations. Cultural values such as familismo, which emphasize 

relationality, collective responsibility, and interdependence, can be leveraged as strengths in 

classrooms. Instructional approaches that incorporate collaboration, family engagement, and 

community knowledge align with these orientations and support a sense of belonging (Horne et al., 

2024; Martínez & Ford, in progress; Yosso, 2005). Conversely, when schools privilege 

individualistic norms and fail to connect with students’ cultural contexts, belonging is weakened. 

 

Middle School (Grades 6–8): Belonging at the Critical Juncture of Identity and Opportunity 

 

Middle school is the most consequential period for belonging in the P–12 pipeline. As 

students enter adolescence, they engage more deeply with questions of identity, including race, 

culture, and language, while navigating increasingly stratified school structures (Steele, 1997; 

Urrieta, 2003). This intersection heightens vulnerability to disengagement. Research shows that 

belonging in middle school is dynamic and context-dependent. Students’ sense of belonging can 

vary across classrooms and is closely tied to engagement and participation (Gray et al., 2024). 

These findings underscore that belonging is not an individual trait but a condition shaped by 

classroom environments and institutional practices. Belongingness must not be decontextualized 

or treated as ‘culture blind,’ as Ford calls it. Figure 2 extends this framework to the middle school 

years, highlighting critical developmental and institutional considerations. 

 

Figure 2 

Mi Casa Es Tu Casa: Middle School (Grades 6–8) Belonging Framework 
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Note: Figure 2, adapted from Ford’s (2005) culturally responsive classroom framework, as 

presented in “Welcoming All Students to Room 202.” 

 

Responding to Racial Climate and Immigration Related Stress 

 

During middle school, experiences of racialization, peer exclusion, and identity-based 

discrimination often become more pronounced as adolescents develop heightened awareness of 

social group membership and status. When schools fail to address racial incidents or provide 

meaningful support, students may disengage academically and socially (Carter & Welner, 2013; 

Gorski, 2017). These experiences are often compounded by implicit bias in classroom interactions, 

which can shape disciplinary decisions, teacher expectations, and students' perceptions of school 

climate (Razzaque & Martínez, 2026; Zamudio et al., 2011). 

For many Latinx youth, concerns related to immigration policies and family stability further 

contribute to emotional stress and uncertainty. Research indicates that immigration-related fears 

can negatively affect concentration, attendance, and overall school engagement regardless of 

students' own immigration status (Bazo Vienrich et al., 2022; Cardoso et al., 2021). Schools that 

cultivate affirming relationships, respond promptly to incidents of bias, and provide culturally 

responsive supports help create psychologically safe environments where students can fully 

participate and thrive. 

 

Curriculum Rigor and Advanced Access 

 

Middle school is a pivotal transition point where course placement decisions often 

determine future access to honors, Advanced Placement, dual enrollment, and other advanced 

academic opportunities. Yet Latinx students remain disproportionately underrepresented in 

rigorous academic pathways due to biased referral practices, deficit-oriented assumptions about 

ability, and structural barriers embedded in educational systems (Ford, 2013). 

To promote equitable access, schools should systematically examine enrollment patterns 

using tools such as Ford's Equity Index and critically evaluate placement procedures that may 

unintentionally exclude culturally and linguistically diverse learners. In addition, Ford's (2010) 

Bloom-Banks Matrix offers a useful framework for designing instruction that combines high 

cognitive demand with cultural relevance. Expanding access to rigorous learning opportunities in 

middle school is essential to strengthening college and career readiness and to disrupting 

longstanding patterns of academic underrepresentation. 

   

High School (Grades 9–12): Belonging, Access, and the Politics of Future Pathways 

 

For high school students, belonging is closely tied to both academic opportunity and socio-

political context. Immigration-related stress has been shown to significantly affect Latinx 

adolescents’ mental health and academic engagement (Cardoso et al., 2021; Padilla, 2001). 

Students navigating these conditions often face additional barriers in the college-preparation 

process, including policy restrictions and limited institutional support. Research shows that these 

barriers shape students’ perceptions of access and belonging within higher education pathways 

(Bazo Vienrich et al., 2022; Martínez, 2016). Schools that fail to address these realities foster 

exclusion rather than belonging. These inequities are compounded for students navigating 

intersecting identities, including race and gender, which shape access to opportunity and 
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experiences of belonging (Martínez et al., 2025; Troutman et al., 2026). Figure 3 illustrates how 

belonging, access, and opportunity converge during high school to shape postsecondary pathways. 

 

Figure 3 

Mi Casa Es Tu Casa: High School (Grades 9–12) Belonging Framework 

Note: Figure 3, adapted from Ford’s (2005) culturally responsive classroom framework, as 

presented in “Welcoming All Students to Room 202.” 

 

Advanced Access as a Belonging Condition 

 

At the high school level, belonging is closely tied to access to advanced coursework and 

academic opportunities. Latinx students remain underrepresented in gifted and talented programs 

and Advanced Placement courses, reflecting cumulative inequities from earlier grade levels 

(Education Trust, 2020; Ford, 2013). These patterns send implicit messages about students’ 

academic potential and their place within the institution. Addressing this requires both structural 

and instructional change. The Bloom-Banks Matrix (Ford, 2010) supports the integration of a 

rigorous, culturally sustaining curriculum, while the Equity Index (Ford, 2013) provides 

accountability for equitable representation. When schools expand access and affirm students’ 

identities simultaneously, belonging becomes a driver of persistence and achievement. 

 

Yosso's Community Cultural Wealth: Strengths the School Ignores 

 

Yosso’s (2005) framework of community cultural wealth offers a critical counter-narrative 

to deficit-oriented perspectives that have long shaped the misunderstanding of Latinx students in 

schools. Rather than positioning students and families as lacking, the framework identifies six 

forms of capital cultivated within communities of color: aspirational, familial, social, navigational, 

resistant, and linguistic. These forms of capital reflect the knowledge, skills, and networks that 

support resilience and persistence within inequitable systems. These assets are central to identity 
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development and belonging. Linguistic capital, including bilingualism and the ability to 

communicate across multiple contexts, is a significant intellectual resource, while familial and 

social capital ground students in networks of care, cultural knowledge, and intergenerational 

strength (Nieto & López Nieto, 2024; Padilla, 2001; Zamudio et al., 2011). 

Deficit perspectives and dispositions obscure these strengths by framing Latinx students in 

terms of what they are perceived to lack. Such perspectives are rooted in deficit-thinking traditions 

that attribute educational inequities to students and families rather than to systemic conditions 

(Alexander, 2012; Valencia, 2010). These ideologies normalize inequality and sustain racialized 

hierarchies within schooling (Bonilla-Silva, 2006). Research on teacher preparation further shows 

that deficit thinking can be reproduced through educational practices unless intentionally disrupted 

(Gabriel et al., 2015; Suriel et al., 2026). In contrast, culturally responsive and sustaining 

approaches emphasize recognizing and building on students’ cultural assets as foundational to 

learning (Gay, 2000, 2018; Paris & Alim, 2017). Within the Structural Belonging Framework, 

integrating community cultural wealth is not an enhancement to practice but a requirement for 

belonging. Schools that fail to recognize these assets do not merely overlook strengths. They 

reproduce conditions of exclusion. 

 

Implications for Practice: The Structural Demand Beyond Relational Belonging 

 

It is essential to clearly define what belonging-centered education for Latinx students 

requires at the structural level. Individual teacher warmth, however genuine, is insufficient in the 

face of institutional inequity. A Structural Belonging Framework requires embedding belonging 

across policies, practices, and organizational design. Without such alignment, relational efforts 

remain constrained by systems that reproduce exclusion (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Gorski, 

2017). Thus, mi casa es tu casa must be understood not merely as a welcoming sentiment but as an 

institutional commitment that demands structural transformation. This commitment requires 

coordinated, sustained action across multiple dimensions of schooling: 

• Equity audits are conducted annually using the Equity Index to examine 

disproportionality in gifted and talented identification, Advanced Placement 

enrollment, honors coursework, and disciplinary outcomes, with data 

disaggregated by race, ethnicity, and language status (Carter & Welner, 2013; 

Ford, 2013). 

• Policies that ensure the safety and dignity of students in blended-status 

families, including protections for privacy and well-being, recognizing that 

immigration-related stress directly affects students' mental health and academic 

engagement (Bazo Vienrich et al., 2022; Cardoso et al., 2021; Migration Policy 

Institute, 2020). 

• Diversifying the educator workforce through intentional recruitment, 

retention, and support for Latinx teachers, alongside the preparation of all 

educators to implement culturally responsive and sustaining practices that 

affirm students’ identities and experiences (Gay, 2000, 2018; Gershenson et al., 

2016; Nieto & López Nieto, 2024). 

• Curriculum reform grounded in the Bloom-Banks Matrix integrates Latinx 

histories, cultures, and intellectual traditions across disciplines at high levels of 

cognitive complexity rather than treating them as peripheral content (Ford, 

2010; Martínez & Ford, Matrix In Progress). 
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• Sustained partnerships with Latinx communities and organizations, 

recognizing that community spaces often cultivate belonging and cultural 

wealth that schools have historically overlooked (Valenzuela, 1999; Yosso, 

2005). 

• Comprehensive educator preparation and professional learning focused on 

anti-Latinx bias, stereotype threat, culturally sustaining pedagogy, and 

interrupting implicit bias are positioned as essential to effective teaching rather 

than optional training (Gay, 2018; Paris & Alim, 2017; Razzaque & Martínez, 

2026; Steele, 1997). 

An intersectional approach to belonging is also necessary (Isikli & Fazlioglu, 2026). Latinx 

students do not experience schooling solely through race, ethnicity, or language. Belonging is 

further shaped by socioeconomic class, gender, sexuality, immigration status, and other intersecting 

identities. Consequently, schools must attend to the unique needs of students facing multiple, 

overlapping forms of marginalization, including Latinx students from low-income backgrounds 

and LGBTQIA+ Latinx students. Belonging-centered policies and practices are most effective 

when they recognize and respond to the complexity and diversity of students’ lived experiences 

(Ríos Vega, 2020; Martínez, 2026). Together, these structural commitments move belonging from 

a relational aspiration to an institutional reality. Without them, mi casa es tu casa remains a phrase. 

With them, it becomes a promise realized through policy, practice, and purpose. 

 

A Final Word Regarding Schools: Whose Home is This? 

 

Mi casa es tu casa is more than a hospitable phrase. In the context of Latinx students’ 

educational experiences, it is a moral claim that U.S. schools have yet to fully honor. Latinx 

students make up nearly 30% of U.S. public school students. They are central to the present and 

future of public education. Yet research on belonging and educational inequality reveals a 

consistent pattern shaped by structural conditions rather than by individual limitations (Bonilla-

Silva, 2006; Calderón & Urrieta, 2019; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Valenzuela, 1999). Latinx 

students continue to navigate schooling environments that were not designed with their identities, 

languages, or lived experiences in mind. As a result, many are positioned as outsiders within 

institutions where they are expected to succeed, adapting to dominant norms while their cultural 

and linguistic resources are marginalized (Bishop, 1990; Urrieta, 2009; Yosso, 2005). 

Belonging is not a supplement to academic equity. It is its precondition. Students are 

unlikely to fully engage or achieve in environments where they do not feel recognized, valued, and 

safe. Research on belonging, culturally responsive pedagogy, and structural inequities consistently 

shows that both relational and institutional conditions shape student engagement and persistence 

(Easton-Brooks et al., 2022; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Rasheed et al., 2020). These findings 

converge on a shared implication: schools must move beyond symbolic inclusion toward structural 

transformation that affirms Latinx students’ identities, languages, and experiences (Hammond, 

2015; Paris & Alim, 2017; Yosso, 2005). Latinx students do not need an invitation to belong in 

their own schools. Mi casa es tu casa is not an expression of generosity but a declaration of 

educational justice. This is our home, not because it has been offered to us, but because it has 

always been ours. Schools do not exist without students (Martínez, 2020; Urrieta, 2023). 
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