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CULTURES 
 
 
 

THE MEXICAN AMERICANS 
 
 
 
CULTURAL FACTORS 
 

Family composition and organization - Within the Mexican culture, the fami1y is the most valued 
institution, and is the main focus of social identification.  Nuclear families are commonly found among 
Mexican Americans, but there still exist many extended families which extend to over three generations.  
Traditional females display subdued qualities, While males have been the authority figure in the family.  
Each person in the family has the potential for increasing community respect for the family by their 
personal behavior. 
 
 
EDUCATION 
 

Most Mexican Americans appreciate and value the American educational system.  Traditional 
Mexican American students have been taught to respect older members of their community, teachers 
and employers.  Many students experience our educational system with little or no difficulties.  At the 
same time, there are Mexican American students that have difficulties due to cultural differences and/or 
lack of English proficiency skills.  Some students are unable to fully benefit from the educational system 
because of economic conditions that force them to be employed to maintain themselves.  Also, the rate 
of mobility between the U.S. and Mexico affects the education of the students. 
 
 
WORK ETHIC 
 

In the Mexican American culture there is a strong loyalty and solidarity in the family  
unit.  This family loyalty often is transferred to the work setting.  This loyalty translates into 
work behaviors such as willingness to do additional tasks without being asked, working additional 
hours, or providing moral support to their supervisor and/or coworkers; therefore, Mexican Americans 
become valued employees.  In the educational setting, Mexican American students work particularly 
well in groups.  Another common characteristic relative to the work ethic is that parents encourage their 
teenage children to find employment.  Many parents view it as an opportunity to understand the world 
of work, and the value of earning money.  In some poor families, the children's earnings are necessary in 
order to feed and clothe the family members. 
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THE HAITIANS 
 
 

Many adult Haitians who are migrant laborers came to this country as "boat people" in the early 
1980's.  Often they were attempting to escape the political and economic hardships of their native 
country.  It is likely that your Haitian students were born in this country, but that their parents may have 
"another family" (spouse and children) in Haiti.  Siblings often have different surnames and may refer to 
brothers and sisters still living in Haiti. 
 
 

Social Values in Haiti 
 

Haiti, predominantly a nation of Blacks, is a stratified society.  The family is the nucleus of 
Haitian society.  The patriarchal system is very prevalent, even though many women raise children 
without the consistent presence of the father.  By tradition, the father is the breadwinner and authority 
figure.  The mother is the household manager and disciplinarian. 
 

Parents do not consider themselves "buddies" or friends to their children.  The parental role is 
authoritarian, but not always consistent.  Parents rarely joke with their children and seldom talk to them 
except to give directions or to correct them.  Children are not allowed direct eye contact with adults 
when they are being scolded.  Therefore a Haitian student may not look directly at you when being 
disciplined. 
 

From birth, males are granted more freedom and deference from adult members of the family.  
The male "macho" image is admired since men are perceived as playing the dominant role in society.  
Physical aggressiveness, especially among boys, is common, and may not be punished at home.  Often, 
an extra measure of patience is required when disciplining Haitian children. 
 
 

Language 
 

Although French is the official language of Haiti, it is primarily the language of the upper class.  
Most Haitians speak Creole, which is a mixture of French vocabulary with the addition of African, 
Spanish and Indian words.  Until recently, all books in school were in French; few Haitians (only one in 
ten can read and write) have literacy skills in any language.  Haitian children in America often speak 
better English than their parents and appear to be fluent when in reality their English is quite limited and 
Creole is still spoken in the home. 
 

Adapted from A Handbook for Teachers of Haitian Students in New Jersey, 1984 by the 
New Jersey Department of Education, Trenton, NJ 08625 
 
 
 


