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UVA Spanish Department professor Amy Frazier Yoder requested help from Linda Hemby, sociologist and CJ Executive Committee member, for a community service project for her Spring 2009 Spanish class.  
The project involves students, from Amy’s and other UVA Spanish language classes, who will be approaching Latinos in the Cville area to develop articles that may be published in the Spanish language newspaper Nuevas Raices. 
Linda and Amy met to identify both possible topics and contact information for key informants.  The document was shared with students.
Linda also provided a presentation on interviewing and cultural sensitivity to stress the importance of this project and to give students ideas on where and how to approach Cville’s Latinos.  Three UVA Spanish Department professors and some 60 students attended the presentation on February 9, 2009.

Below is Linda’s presentation.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------
Good evening.

First, I’d like to thank Amy and other UVA professors who understand the importance of exposing their students to the community and offering them opportunities for real life experiences that are often more meaningful than lectures, labs or books.

This project you’re working on – preparing articles about area Latinos and issues related to them – is extremely important.  

As a sociologist I can tell you that because much of what we learn in the U.S. comes from the media, what the written and broadcast media decide to write or not write about has a powerful impact on the way people think.  

This is especially true when it comes to groups of people we seldom interact with.  For example, for many, their sole knowledge of gays, Latinos, and the poor, come from stereotypes generated – intentionally or not – by the media.  

Like most groups that typically capture media interest only in a negative way, Latinos are underrepresented in media offices.  It ‘s also rare to find bilingual reporters outside of the Spanish language media and when they exist, they are often not bicultural, that is, they have no connection to – no history with the Latino community.  

These are some of the reasons why Latinos are rarely covered in the media and when they are, the stories focus only on their undocumented status or “illegality” or on them perpetuating crime or being involved in gangs.  
The project you’re involved with – developing articles about Latinos in our area and trying to have as many of them published in the Spanish language newspaper – is extremely important to give a voice to a community, to Latinos, who otherwise go unnoticed or misrepresented.  

The project is a super teaching tool for each of you to learn about Latinos and in turn, to help dispel myths about them by teaching others in your class, your friends and family, about what you have learned.

So, congratulations to each and every one of you who enthusiastically goes out into the Latino community to learn about and ultimately, write about an issue confronting it or a personality making a difference in it.

It’s an honorable project.
Before I talk about interviewing practices and suggest how you might come upon a topic, I’d like to make sure we’re all on the same page in terms of Latino demographics.  Since I know you have already read about or discussed some statistics in class I’ll only provide a few details to remind you of them.

The US could be considered the 5th largest Latin American country in the world.  46 million Latinos reside here (not including residents of Puerto Rico).  Half of US Latinos are Mexicans; other large Latino populations are Puerto Ricans,  Cubans, Salvadorans and Dominicans.
Virginia has around 500,000 Latinos, mostly Mexicans, Salvadorans, Guatemalans and Hondurans.  A half of Virginia’s Latinos are US born.  13% are naturalized US citizens.  The rest are living in Virginia with or without legal authorization. 85% of Virginia’s Latino children under 18 are U.S. born.

Locally, we have 5 - 6000 Latinos.  Most live in Albemarle county where cheaper housing is more available.  At least a half is from Mexico; the two other large populations are Salvadorans and Hondurans.
Our Latinos are somewhat unlike Latinos nationally and sometimes even differ from Latinos in other parts of Virginia. 

The adults are typically undocumented; their school age children are, with rare exception, US born, and right here at UVA hospital.

Parents are usually illiterate in Spanish, having come from rural areas of Mexico, El Salvador and Honduras where a third grade education is about as far as most go.

The Salvadorans have generally been in the US for many years, moving from place to place.  This is somewhat true for area Mexicans, even though there are many who have been in the US for only a few years.  Hondurans as a group are the newcomers.
Now let’s talk about interviewing Latinos in Cville.

First, where do you find them?
This time of year, when it’s cold outside, is not ideal for running into Latinos doing landscaping or migrant work.  

On an unseasonably warm day you can find Latinos handing outside their homes in one of many Latino enclaves, including 4 trailer parks within 5 to 10 minutes from campus, in the apartment complexes behind Fashion Square Mall … I prepared maps of Latino neighborhoods and if you’re interested, please ask Amy to take a look at them.
Latinos can always be found at the busy Carlton commercial center, close to Cville Market, washing clothes at Bubbles, getting their haircut at Anna’s, shopping at Guadalupana, or eating at Aqui es Mexico.  

There are other Latino grocery stores and restaurants where Latinos congregate.  Few are not Mexican.  Salvadorans prefer Mercado World, behind Taco Bell by Carmike movie theatre.  They shop there, send items to El Salvador, and eat pupusas and other Salvadoran cuisine prepared by the owner’s mother who is Salvadoran.  Salvadorans also frequent Cason Tropical, across the street from Lowe’s and next to the Mexican restaurant Amigos.  Cason Tropical offers Salvadoran, Honduran and Dominican food. 
The area has four Latino churches in addition to Incarnation and Word of Faith churches that offer Spanish language services for their large Latino congregations.
There are some Latino oriented programs in the area – like AAA, held at Incarnation church; a mother’s group operated out of Word of Faith church, coordinated by Social Services and Albemarle Schools; a group of Latina high school women, coordinated by Albemarle Schools; a group of Latina health promoters.  Among other initiatives where you can find Latinos are ESL classes held in the evening at Albemarle High School or elsewhere in Cville.  

For a directory of churches, ESL programs, and other initiatives oriented to Latinos, visit the Sectionn Local Latino Focused Initiatives on the CJ website.  You can always contact the leader of one of these projects to ask permission to stop by, listen, and then to mix with participants afterwards.
How do we approach Latinos in our area?

Whether you are an amateur reporter or sociologist it’s important to be sensitive to a group’s culture:  their level of literacy, including their knowledge of the world; where they are from; their values; their concerns and fears; etc. 
Up until a month or so ago, Latinos in our area were extremely fearful of immigration detentions.  Workplace immigration raids, ICE agents knocking at doors of Latino homes, immigration detentions at traffic stops were at an all time high between mid 2007 and October 2008.  While their concerns have recently shifted from fears about immigration detentions to fears of losing their jobs, Latinos here are still uneasy about anti-immigrant sentiment that wasn’t only national, but also rabid in Virginia counties an hour away from Cville.  Too, some Latinos here lost jobs last year when local employers became fearful they might be targeted by Immigration.
So when we approach a Latino, especially if we don’t physically fit the stereotype of a Latino, it is important to be sensitive to this reality.  How?  
Approach them slowly, friendly, humbly and informally with smiles, maybe a touching of their arm, hand, or shoulder.  
When talking use the tu not formal usted form.  
If small children are present, always acknowledge them with smiles and touching. 
All of this  is common communication practice in rural Mexico and also in El Salvador and Honduras.

Immediately apologize for confronting a Latino (also typical in rural Mexico and in El Salvador and Honduras) and  identify yourself as a UVA student: disculpe por favor la molestia, pero soy estudiante de la Universidad y quiero saber si me puedas ayudar. 
 It’s not important to say UVA student because here the only university recognized by Latinos is UVA.  Tell the Latino/s you are working on a school project to learn more about Latinos.  
Admit you don’t know any Latinos and that you would really appreciate their help.  That you will only take a few minutes of their time, and keep reminding them that you will be really appreciative if they can help out by answering a few questions.

After the first few minutes, if you feel you haven’t gained their trust, give them the handout, explaining that if they have any questions they can contact your professor whose phone is on the handout.  Tell them too that if they have any problem (with Medicaid for their children, contacting a school or social services, with immigration, etc.) there is a woman in town who advises Latinos where to call to get help.  Point out that she (Martha Trujillo) is Mexican and knows the Latino community well.
After this, you can continue to ask questions by saying:  una cosa mas … 

Don’t forget to give Latinos the handout after you finish speaking with them.  It’s both polite and respectful to do so after you have taken up their time.  If you have the United Way pocket Resource Guide in Spanish, give them a copy, telling them Martha Trujillo prepared it.  Don’t emphasize United Way – many Latinos in our area don’t understand service groups and will only be confused if you even mention United Way by name.  Also, don’t attempt to answer I & R (information & referral) questions yourself.  Defer to Martha Trujillo who will refer the person to appropriate  bilingual resources.

Naturally, it will be easier to approach a Latino if you are engaging in something they are doing.  Eating at the same restaurant; attending the same church service; washing clothes; purchasing an item in a Latino store; etc.  But if you can’t do this, then keep in mind the culturally sensitive techniques I mentioned.

Now, some of you will be interacting with Latino service providers.  These are, more often than not, Latinos who are bilingual, who have lived in the US for a while, who have a college education, and who don’t have as many trust issues as the Latinos they are serving.  They like to speak Spanish and will appreciate you doing so.
What about a topic?
I understand Amy has shared a list of possible topics with you that she and I worked on.
You can also follow up on an article already written in one of the local papers.  Or explore a question that enters your mind after you visit the CJ website.

Mostly, I encourage you to be open and creative.  A good reporter, like a good sociologist, goes into a situation with an open mind and frequently comes out with a story that is very different than what was expected at the beginning.

The more relaxed your conversation is, the more likely the person you are interviewing will open up and will start talking about things that might be more important than the topic you were planning on writing about.

Sometimes instead of a topic, like how concerned the person is about the economic situation, you’ll want to write about that person … his/her experience of going forward in life after being abandoned by a spouse.

Instead of writing about a project, like health promoters, you might decide to write about the Colombian doctor who coordinated the project and what it has been like for her to live in the US and not be able to practice medicine … what language barriers and discrimination she has encountered.

Instead of writing about the language barriers a parent has in communicating with his child’s school, you might find the more important problem is writing about the acculturation conflicts between the parent and child.  How the child is becoming “gringoized” much to the parent’s chagrin.

And speaking of children, don’t forget there are many articles you can write after interviewing a child or teen or group of them.  You can ask them about their experience living in the US; what fears they have about immigration; what problems they confront being Latino and what being Latino means to them.
Be open.

And remember that what you’re doing is important no matter if you are finding out who makes the best pupusa in town or why the Albemarle Police didn’t fund the transportation of the remains of a Salvadoran woman, back to El Salvador, after she had been run over and killed by an Albemarle policewoman.

Your interest in our Latino population is important as is this opportunity for you to get to know them.
