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Educational leaders address fear in Latino
community after El Paso

Olivia Attaguile holds her brother Jonny Attaguile during a candlelight vigil on August 5, 2019 for victims of a mass shooting at a shopping
complex on August 3 in El Paso, Texas. Photo by: John Locher/AP Photo

This summer has seen another wave of mass shootings. Thirty-five people have been killed in

three separate gun rampages. There's also been a rise in racist ideology that prompted the

deadliest of the attacks in El Paso, Texas.

Now, school is set to begin in El Paso and nationwide. With it, Latino parents and students are

dealing with a new, awful possibility: If they can be targeted in public places like a Walmart —

where many families from El Paso and Ciudad Juarez, just over the Mexican border, had gathered

to do their back-to-school shopping on August 3 — could they also be targeted in schools?

It's a real fear for Roman Pastrana, a senior at Eastlake High School in the Socorro school district

in southeast El Paso.

"I am Hispanic, and this was solely targeted toward the Hispanic culture and Mexicans," said

Roman, age 17. "My family is documented and we're residents, but regardless of that fact, we're
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just scared. We're afraid that something can go down. Personally, I didn't want to go to school.

Anywhere I go, I feel threatened."

Feeling Like A Target Is On Their Backs

"A teenager shouldn't have to be saying this," Roman continued. His words echo those from

students in Parkland, Florida, who made the same point after the massacre last year at Marjory

Stoneman Douglas High School. 

Superintendents of largely Hispanic and Latino school districts also feel the same way. 

"It's the first catastrophic, mass-killing event that targeted individuals — adults, children — just on

the basis of being Hispanic, being Latino, during a time when everybody knew that these

individuals were preparing for school," said Alberto Carvalho, the superintendent of the Miami-

Dade district in Florida. Seventy-one percent of students in his district are Hispanic. "That to me is

a very sad and disturbing game-changer."

President Donald Trump condemned the racism behind the shootings, however, his post-shooting

remarks differ greatly from his record. Since announcing his candidacy for president he has used

anti-immigrant and racist language. This includes referring to Central American migrants crossing

the border as an "invasion."

Schools are statistically among the safest places for children to be. Despite last year's tragedies in

Parkland, Florida, and Santa Fe, Texas, school shootings remain exceedingly rare. Still, the

violence in August touched all three of the largest El Paso-area school districts.

A high school student attending the Clint district, to the east of El Paso, was killed, according to

the district's Twitter feed. Students and their families in the district held a vigil in a high school

stadium to commemorate their slain classmate, 15-year-old Javier Amir Rodriguez.

Superintendent Juan Martinez broke down at the memorial.

"Not one more," he said. "Please, not one more."

The targeting of the Hispanic community in El Paso was wholly unexpected, education leaders

said.

"I don't think any of us has ever felt unsafe being a person of color in this community, because we

are the majority in this community," said Melissa Martinez, a spokeswoman for the El Paso

district. "That's just a conversation we never, ever thought we would be having. It's unimaginable

to us."

"It has been heartbreaking to say the least thinking there are students, parents, and employees

who may think we now have a bullseye on our back," said Socorro Superintendent José Espinoza.

"It does cross your mind. I've got two little ones, God forbid; it is just heartbreaking."

Educators Concerned About Stress On Students

Other leaders worry about the long-term effects of that stress on student learning.

"Children do not deserve this, or need this. This is reprehensible. It has immediate emotional

impact on their lives. It is fear-causing, it is anxiety-causing, it is stress-causing. It is one more

important element that gets in the way of learning," said Carvalho of Miami-Dade. "Children are
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listening, children are watching, children are learning, and it's very difficult to unlearn the hatred,

intolerance, and the fear instilled in you as a young child. That's my fear."

The El Paso-area superintendents are now working on two main goals: First, the school district is

reassuring parents that their children are safe in school, and secondly, schools are making sure

kids feel loved and taken care of while they're in the classroom.

Many Texas districts took steps in the wake of the 2018 Santa Fe, Texas, school shooting to beef up

security. They hired police officers, installed cameras and now require all visitors to show

identification.

"We must ensure that our actions as school superintendents speak louder than words," said

Espinoza. 

All three El Paso-area districts interviewed by Education Week said they would have counselors on

hand for students in the days and weeks to come. Counselors offer support for mental and

emotional health.

Classroom-Appropriate Discussions

Leaders in other districts outlined steps they want to take to help calm the fears of their Hispanic

students.

In Miami, Florida, Carvalho promised there would be "age-appropriate" discussions of the tragedy

when students return to school. Students will have the opportunity to voice their concerns and be

reassured that school is a safe zone, he said.

"Let's not make believe that somehow because it did not happen here our kids are not thinking

about it," he said.

In Elk Grove Village, Illinois, principal Paul Kelly and his staff have spent years building trust

between the school, parents and the community. About half of Elk Grove High School's 1,950

students are Hispanic.

"No one can guarantee everything is going to be perfect for every kid," Kelly said. "But what we can

do is to have our kids feel like while they are here, there is emotional safety, and they can focus on

their long-term goals, be successful, and reach the outcomes that their parents dreamed of for

them."

For students like Roman Pastrana in Socorro, it is still a terrifying moment for him. He is standing

on the cusp of adulthood, unsure of what comes next. Meanwhile, racism and white supremacy are

taking hold of the country led by a president who routinely uses racist and divisive language about

people of color and immigrants.

White supremacists have the belief that white people are better than people of other races. This is

hateful and wrong.

"This is what will destroy our country," said Roman. "Frankly, this is destroying our country."


