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Stigma and Discrimination: 
Perspectives From Mexican and Puerto Rican Mothers of

Children With Special Needs

The purpose of this study was to investigate the experiences of stigma-related dis-
crimination in 50 Puerto Rican and Mexican single mothers of young children
with disabilities. Mothers were interviewed on issues related to raising a child

with disabilities. This was a preliminary exploration of the stories mothers told specif-
ically related to discrimination. A qualitative analysis of the transcripts revealed clear
evidence of discrimination as a result of culture, disability, and a combination of cul-
ture and disability. Professionals and strangers were responsible for the majority of the
discrimination. Experiences were related to the higher number of interactions with ser-
vice providers, lack of English language proficiency, being the solitary caregiver for
their child with a disability, their status of “other,” and the internalization of that status.
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According to the latest report from the U.S. Census
Bureau (2003), Latinos are the largest minority group in
the country (see Note 1). They account for 13% of the
population living in the continental United States.
Latinos have higher unemployment rates, receive lower
wages, and are more likely to live in poverty than non-
Hispanic Whites (Therrien & Ramirez, 2001). The ma-
jority of the Hispanic population (35%) consists of
youths under the age of 18 (Guzman, 2001). Latino chil-
dren and youths experience poor outcomes in multiple
areas, placing them at risk for poor cognitive and edu-
cational outcomes (Artiles, Rueda, Salazar, & Higareda,
2002; Fideler, Foster, & Schwartz, 2000; Frankenberg
& Lee, 2002; Moore & Redd, 2002). They are more
likely to live in poverty and face disproportionate health
risk factors, including lack of access to care and higher
rates of asthma and diabetes, and are at high risk for be-
havioral and developmental disorders resulting in early
placement in special education (Flores et al., 2002;
Moore & Redd; Therrien & Ramirez). Furthermore, sev-
eral studies report that discrimination is a factor for a
majority of Latinos, resulting in significant negative im-
pact on their success in both school and the workplace
(Brodie, Steffenson, Valdez, Levin, & Suro, 2002; Villa-
rruel et al., 2002).

The increased risk of developmental and behavioral
disorders results in early and possibly frequent interac-

tions with a variety of service providers in both early in-
tervention and pre-K–12 settings. These interactions may
be difficult for parents from different cultural and lin-
guistic backgrounds who are unfamiliar with the special
education system. Prevailing views by professionals of
culturally and linguistically diverse groups of parents as
in need of “fixing” indicate a continuing lack of cultural
awareness that may result in stigmatization and subse-
quent discrimination (Correa, 1992; Ferguson, 2002;
Harry, 1992, 1997; Kalyanpur, 1998; Kalyanpur, Harry,
& Skrtic, 2000; Kalyanpur & Rao, 1991; Thorp, 1997;
Villenas, 2001). Perceptions of discrimination and bias
play a role in parent involvement and advocacy, both of
which are necessary in the special education system. For
Latinos, lack of English language proficiency may fur-
ther impede their ability to engage fully in the education
of their child and may hinder receipt of available services
for their child.

For single mothers of color, the situation becomes
even more complex. Their solitary status as primary
caregiver places these mothers in a position of increased
interactions with service providers and the special educa-
tion system. Single mothers, especially single mothers of
color, are often negatively stereotyped, further increasing
the possibility of stigmatization and higher levels of dis-
crimination (Dowd, 1997; Gottlieb, 1997; Polakow, 1993;
Sloan, Jason, & Addlesperger, 1996).
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There is scant research specific to the Hispanic pop-
ulation that looks at multiple stigmatizing factors that
may result in increased levels of discrimination. Fur-
thermore, little is known about the interaction of culture
and disability on stigma and discrimination among
Latinos. This article describes reported experiences of
stigma-related discrimination by single Mexican and
Puerto Rican mothers of a young child with a disability
and their responses to those experiences.

STIGMA

Goffman (1963) defined stigma as a discrediting attribute
assigned by society to those who differ in some manner
from society’s expectations, customs, and mores. It re-
sults from a social categorization process that allows for
the quick identification of those who are similar and
those who are different and can therefore be considered
as “others.” It is not simply the act of categorization that
results in stigmatization of certain groups, but, rather,
the coupling of negative value judgments with particular
characteristics that results in an adverse reaction to dif-
ference (Goffman; Susman, 1994). The adverse reaction
takes the form of discrimination, or beliefs, attitudes,
and actions directed at individuals due to “phenotypic
characteristics or ethnic group affiliation” that result in
disparate life chances or unequal outcomes (U.S. Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services, 2001). Disability
and ethnicity are two such characteristics used to catego-
rize individuals into stigmatized groups. There are multi-
ple other stigmatizing characteristics, including female
gender and single motherhood.

Link and Phelan (2001a, 2001b) developed a con-
ceptual framework for stigma that addresses the social
element inherent in the stigmatization process. Their
framework is based on interrelated components that
look beyond the individual, and it addresses the role of
power in discrimination. Within their framework, stigma
is conceptualized as a five-stage process: (a) Differences
are identified and labeled; (b) differences are linked to
negative stereotypes; (c) stereotyping allows for catego-
rization and placement of stigmatized individuals into
distinct groups, separate from the dominant culture; (d)
separation allows for loss of status and discrimination;
and (e) a power differential exists between the labeler
and the labeled, making discrimination possible.

Link and Phelan (2001a, 2001b) identified three
sources of discrimination: (a) direct or overt, (b) structural
or systemic, and (c) social–psychological processes oper-
ating through the stigmatized individual. The final source,
social–psychological processes, describes socialization of
stereotypical perceptions and the internalization of such
perceptions resulting in behaviors that may lead to self-

perpetuating discrimination. With this source of discrim-
ination, individuals who believe that they will be dis-
criminated against may respond by withdrawing and
avoiding social contact, thereby negatively affecting their
support network and increasing their levels of stress.

Fear of stigmatization and subsequent discrimina-
tion may influence how individuals interact with others.
Concealment of the condition, advocacy, and with-
drawal have been identified as possible responses to real
or perceived stigmatization and discrimination (Green,
2001, 2002; Link, Cullen, Struening, Shrout, & Dohren-
wend, 1989). Green (2001, 2002) described how the way
in which the effect of individual responses to stigmatiza-
tion and discrimination is important. Her study found
that mothers of children with disabilities who feared dis-
crimination were less likely or willing to interact with
others. Their children were also less likely to interact
with peers. This response has implications for both the
mother and the child, possibly limiting opportunities and
life chances.

STUDY PURPOSE

Disability, ethnicity, female gender, and single mother-
hood can be considered stigmatizing characteristics that
may result in discrimination. The special education sys-
tem can also be stigmatizing and discriminating. Being a
single Latina and having a child with a disability are
compounding factors that may have cumulative effects.
Currently, little is known about the interactions among
these four characteristics. The purpose of this study was
to describe, through qualitative methods, the basis of re-
ported experiences of discrimination by Mexican and
Puerto Rican single mothers of a child with a disability
and to examine how these mothers responded to their
experiences.

METHOD

Participants
This study utilized existing data from the Latino Family
Study Project conducted by the University of North Car-
olina, Chapel Hill, and the University of Florida (Bailey,
Skinner, Rodriguez, Gut, & Correa, 1999). The purpose
of the project was to describe and explain associations
between child and family characteristics, beliefs about
disability, perceived family needs, and use of professional
service (Bailey et al., 1999; Bailey, Skinner, Rodriguez,
Gut, & Correa, 1999; Skinner, Bailey, Correa, & Rod-
riguez, 1999). It employed a mixed method design in-
volving in-depth interviews conducted at two points in
time.

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 17, 2016tec.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tec.sagepub.com/


Stigma and Discrimination 133

The participants in the original study consisted of
250 Mexican or Puerto Rican parents of a child with a
disability who were receiving special education services
through Part C (early intervention) or Part B (ages 3–5
years) of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA). Participants were recruited through phone con-
tacts of personnel from various agencies and through in-
formation packets distributed to school districts, early
intervention programs, religious institutions, and private
organizations. Upon receipt of verbal consent to contact,
the researchers or an identified contact person from the
referring agency met with the family to verify eligibility,
obtain informed consent, and schedule the interview. Of
the 250 participants, 200 were married and 50 were sin-
gle mothers.

This article focuses on the 50 single mothers (25 Mex-
ican and 25 Puerto Rican) from the original study who
participated in the initial round of data collection.
Demographic information for the single mothers is dis-
played by country of origin in Table 1. Both groups were
similar in socioeconomic status, mean age for mother
and child, child’s behavior rating, and years in the United
States. Statistically significant differences were found in
location of residence, type of community they lived in,
and education level. The majority of the Mexican mothers
resided in Arizona (84%), whereas all of the Puerto Rican

mothers resided in Florida. A higher percentage of the
Puerto Rican mothers lived in suburban or urban areas
compared to the Mexican mothers (91.7% vs. 76.0%, re-
spectively). Mexican mothers reported lower levels of edu-
cation. A larger percentage of Mexican mothers (46%)
reported finding speaking English to be extremely easy,
compared to the Puerto Rican mothers (20%). The ma-
jority of the interviews were conducted in either Spanish
(Mexican mothers 56%, Puerto Rican mothers 72%) or
Spanglish, which is Spanish characterized by numerous
borrowings from English (Mexican mothers 36%, Puerto
Rican mothers 16%).

Measures
The interview protocol was 16 pages long and consisted
of 160 questions, both open-ended and embedded Likert-
style survey questions. The protocol addressed five do-
mains: the child, initial identification/perception of
cause, help-seeking behaviors, family life, and ideas and
concepts of childrearing. Interviews were conducted in
Spanish, English, or a combination of both based on the
parent’s preference and were scheduled to accommodate
the parents. Transcripts were translated into English and
then reviewed by the interviewer for accuracy.

TABLE 1. Family and Child Variables of Single Mothers by Country of Origin

Variable Mexican Puerto Rican Total

Family on public assistance (%) 94 88 91

State of residence (%)
Florida 16.0** 100.0** 58.0
Arizona 84.0** 0.0** 42.0

Metro status (%)
Rural & small town 24.0** 8.3** 16.3
Suburban & urban 76.0** 91.7** 83.7

Socioeconomic status
Hollingshead score & (SD) 17.2 (8.3) 20.9 (11.6) 19.1 (10.0)

Highest education level completed 10.0 (3.8)* 12.0 (2.8)* 11.0 (3.3)

Mother/age in years & (SD) 27.7 (9.3) 27.3 (6.8) 27.5 (8.1)

Child/age in years & (SD) 2.8 (1.6) 3.1 (1.3) 3.0 (1.5)

Child gender (% female) 44.4 29.2 36.7

Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scales
Total score mother’s report & (SD) 63.5 (17.6) 61.3 (13.7) 62.4 (15.7)

Language proficiency (self-report) (%)
None–some difficulty 54.0 80.0 67.0
Extremely easy 46.0 20.0 33.0

Note. N = 50. Vineland Adaptive Behavior Scales (Sparrow, Balla, & Cicchetti, 1985).
*p < .05. **p < .01.

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 17, 2016tec.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tec.sagepub.com/


134 Topics in Early Childhood Special Education 25:3

Procedure
Two researchers, one of whom participated in the origi-
nal study, conducted this study. The researcher unfamil-
iar with the original study read 10 randomly selected
transcripts to determine if any theme emerged beyond
the specific information sought by the original protocol
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). A portion of the protocol
dealt specifically with social acceptance and perceptions
of discrimination (see Table 2), but the holistic analysis
of the transcripts revealed that discrimination was a very
real part of these women’s lives and substantial enough
to warrant further analysis. From these findings, the fol-
lowing two research questions were posed:

1. What are the reported experiences of 
perceived discrimination among Latina 
single mothers of young children with 
disabilities?

2. How do Latina single mothers of young
children with disabilities respond to ex-
periences of perceived discrimination?

Analysis
Twenty transcripts (10 per ethnic group) were randomly
selected and independently analyzed and coded by both
researchers. Analysis utilized grounded theory method-
ology (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), and entailed multiple it-
erations of the data (see Table 3). Researchers conducted
an initial reading to become familiar with and gain a
sense of the mothers’ responses, as well as to begin to
identify possible themes. Preliminary findings were dis-
cussed. Both researchers conducted a second reading and
identified specific quotations or sections of the tran-
scripts that indicated experiences of discrimination and
contained sufficient context to allow for interpretation.
Experiences of discrimination were defined as any ex-
change indicating disparate treatment that could or did
affect life chances. Each quotation was coded based on

the source of the discrimination, the recipient of the dis-
crimination, the basis of the discrimination, where the
experience occurred, and how the recipient responded to
the discrimination. These data were then compared to
ensure trustworthiness of the data. Discrepancies were
discussed and consensus reached.

All of the transcripts were then analyzed and coded
in this manner by one of the researchers. The 50 tran-
scripts totaled 1,239 pages, from which 135 pages of
quotations emerged. Upon completion of the analysis,
20% of the transcripts were again randomly selected and
analyzed by the second researcher to ensure reliability.
Most quotations provided information describing the
perceived discrimination, including who was responsible
for delivering the discrimination, the person to whom the
discrimination was directed, the context of the discrimi-
nation, the basis of the discrimination, the type of dis-
crimination, and the response. Therefore, codes were
sorted according to each of those categories. Any in-
stance of perceived discrimination was coded as such and
no attempt was made to determine a threshold level indi-
cating at what point an instance of discrimination would
be determined as significant enough to warrant coding.

Researcher Identities
One of the critiques of studies on stigma is that those
who study it rarely belong to the stigmatized group
(Kleinman et al., 1995; Link & Phelan, 2001b). Both re-
searchers for this article are Latinas and both have expe-
rience as teachers in special education. One of the
researchers is also a mother, although not of a child with
a disability. Such multiple identities are part of every re-
searcher and play a role as he or she goes about the task
of analyzing and interpreting data (Harry, 1996).
Minimal participation in the data collection process
(conducting one interview and assisting in two others) in
the original project by one of the authors would indicate
that her identity as a Latina with experience in special

TABLE 2. Social Acceptance and Discrimination Questions 

Number Protocol question

127 If you spoke perfect English and didn’t tell anyone that you are of Latino background, do you think that 
people would accept you as they would any other American?

128 Why do you think you would definitely not be accepted like any other American? And your children when 
they become adults? 

129 Have you felt discrimination for being [ethnicity]?

130 For having been born in [country of origin]?

131 Why do you think that you have been discriminated against?

Note. Questions 127, 129, and 130 have Likert-scale responses. Question 128 is skipped if the response to 127 indicates full acceptance. Question 131 is
skipped if the response to 130 indicates no experiences of discrimination.
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education did not influence maternal responses. How-
ever, membership in these groups could have affected
analytic interpretations. Both researchers were cognizant
of their individual identities and thus engaged in self-
reflection and discussion to ensure that interpretations
were, to the extent possible, accurate portrayals of the
women’s lived experiences.

RESULTS

Research Question 1
What are the reported experiences of perceived

discrimination among Latina single mothers of young
children with disabilities? Experiences of perceived dis-
crimination revolved around three themes: culture, dis-
ability, and a combination of culture and disability.
These experiences involved all three sources identified by
Link and Phelan (2001a, 2001b): direct discrimination,
structural discrimination, and social–psychological pro-
cesses within the individual. Although many of the moth-
ers discussed a lack of support due to their status as a
single mother and the fact that their families were still in
either Mexico or Puerto Rico, there were no instances
that clearly revealed discrimination resulting from their
status as a single mother. All but three of the Mexican
mothers and two of the Puerto Rican mothers reported
some experience of discrimination.

Discrimination Based on Culture
Culture is used here as an umbrella term encompassing
ethnicity, language, customs, and appearance. Discrimi-
nation based specifically on culture usually took place in
the context of society at large. It often involved strangers
and was evident in a variety of locations, including place

of employment, department stores, restaurants, and li-
braries. Many mothers recounted experiences of direct
discrimination related to specific incidents that were
hurtful, disrespectful, and demeaning. One mother spoke
of being called a wetback at her place of employment. At
a local fast-food restaurant, one mother was told, “If you
don’t bring your interpreter, we are not going to help
you.” Another mother described how a store employee
told her that “customers were complaining because there
are more and more Latinos. [Customers] don’t like it
when [employees] speak Spanish.”

The mothers described similar situations about
their attempts to obtain social services. Maria described
one such encounter with a social services employee (see
Note 2).

That day, I went in order to pick up my food
stamps. I had always used the same card in 
order to pick them up, but this day a different
lady was there. When she checked the card,
she told me something—I could not under-
stand her very well—so I told her that I did
not speak English that well. She just grabbed
the card and threw it at me [me la zumbó].
And she did not explain anything to me.

Elena shares this experience at her place of employ-
ment, which has implications for life chances and finan-
cial status:

There are some customers which come up to
me and say they don’t want any Puerto Rican
to clean their car. They look for an American
boy to help them.

Discrimination in the form of social–psychological
processes was evident in the stories several of the moth-

TABLE 3. Iterative Process

Level Purpose Process

First iteration Sample analysis • 10 transcripts randomly selected and read for emerging themes beyond
scope of original study

Second iteration Initial content analysis • 20% of transcripts randomly selected and independently analyzed for 
themes

• Results compared and discussed

Third iteration Descriptive coding • Quotations from sample transcripts identified and independently coded 
• Results compared and discussed

Fourth iteration Content analysis • Coding of all transcripts by one researcher

Fifth iteration Reliability • 20% of the interviews (10 from each group) randomly selected and coded 
by second researcher 

• Results compared and discussed

Sixth iteration Categorization • Codes are sorted into categories
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ers told of being part of the “other,” with no specific in-
cident or person in mind. They referred to the discrimina-
tion in terms of “them.” Some seemed puzzled, unable to
explain exactly why people treated them with disrespect:

They treat you weird, they look at you long,
and you know. 

Maybe because of my way of dressing. I don’t
know. Maybe it is because of customs. 

Just the way people look at you when you are
in certain areas of town. 

I like to chat with different people, and I’ve
noticed that they cut their conversations with
me and they don’t want to continue to talk to
me. I think that’s strange. 

Some felt there was an automatic assumption re-
garding language proficiency based simply on appear-
ance. Although most of the mothers did not speak
English, a few did. One mother describes being at a li-
brary and having two women standing next to her begin
talking in English about her hair:

I don’t know how she can stand that hair in
this heat. . . . I turned around and told her, I
feel perfectly fine with my hair this way. . . .
She thought I wasn’t going to understand her.

Structural discrimination, which has implications
for life chances, was apparent in the story Isabel told of
being overlooked for a raise:

The girl I work with, she’s White. Some people
would rather speak to her than come to me
and I’m nice to everybody. She got a raise and
I had been there longer. When I asked the
owners, who are White, about [why I didn’t
get a raise], they said they didn’t think about it.

Doris describes the following exchange demonstrat-
ing disparate treatment at a doctor’s office:

I arrived 15 minutes late. And another one, who
was from here (American), arrived 30 minutes
after the appointment. Well, she got in and I
did not. And the receptionist was even yelling
at me: “For the next one, come earlier. Take
the bus.” I don’t know the bus route; I have to
ask for a ride. She replied, “Learn.”

Many mothers felt they would not be accepted, even
if they spoke perfect English, because of their appear-
ance. Consistently, they brought up their features and
skin color as indicators of their ethnicity that would im-

mediately single them out and result in differential treat-
ment.

One mother said, “They will always know that I am
Latina, even if you take away my accent. It’s a mancha
del platano.” The literal translation of mancha del pla-
tano is a stain on a plantain. In Puerto Rico it is a saying
that refers to how your hands stain from peeling and
cooking so many plantains. What she means here is that
she cannot hide her ethnicity; it is always evident, there
for all to see and react to. Differences in treatment based
on skin color were exemplified by one mother’s comment
that “when one is a little dark, they treat you like gar-
bage.”

Instances of perceived discrimination related to
culture were attributed to ethnicity, language, customs,
and/or appearance, with language and appearance
accounting for a larger portion of these experiences. Dis-
crimination was direct, structural, and/or a result of 
social–psychological processes within the individual.
Experiences took place in public settings, including ser-
vice agencies, and had implications for life chances.

Discrimination Based on Disability
As with discrimination based on culture, discrimination
based on disability was apparent in interactions with
various individuals and entities. Strangers and profes-
sionals were accountable for the majority of the interac-
tions, followed by people within the family, specifically
the father. Discrimination as a result of disability also
took on various forms.

Similar to discrimination resulting from culture, a
majority of the discrimination from people in society was
direct in nature. One mother described an exchange be-
tween herself and a stranger as they were waiting for a
city bus. “I had my son; some lady asked me why was he
so little. I said, ‘Well, he was premature.’ ‘Sure,’ she said,
‘You were probably doing drugs.’ ” Discrimination re-
lated to social–psychological processes was also evident
within this theme. Although the primary recipient of dis-
crimination related to disability would be considered the
child, the mothers, by virtue of their adult status, rec-
ognized and responded to the discrimination. Elena
demonstrates this reaction and response in the following
comment:

There are times in which people look at me
like “What is this? You don’t know how to
control your boy?” Well, I cannot put a sign
on him saying “insane” or a poster saying this
child is autistic. . . . He doesn’t need to know
that he has a label.

Most mothers felt uncomfortable and unsure how
to respond to questions about what was “wrong” with
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their child. One mother did not want to say her child was
blind because others “would pity him.” Faced with in-
quiring adults, the mothers also had to deal with the re-
actions from other children. One mother told a story
about going to enroll her child with hydrocephaly in
school and being surrounded by children who began
shouting, “Here comes the monster; look at how big her
head is.” She went on to explain that although she cried,
the greater emotion was anger at her impotence in not
being able to say anything to them. Even so, there were
minimal experiences related to discrimination by other
children. This may be a result of the isolated status of the
child with the disability; most mothers explained that
they did not allow their child to interact a great deal with
other children.

Many mothers spoke of experiencing frustration
and disappointment upon learning the initial diagnosis
of their child. Their frustration continued as they at-
tempted to obtain services for their child. They were left
feeling that no one really listened to them and that many
professionals simply placated them. Most of the mothers
told of minimal expectations in the prognosis of their
child. One was told, “Don’t get your hopes up; he’s not
going to live.” Consistently, the messages they received
dealt with the child’s inabilities: “ ‘He can’t do this; he
won’t be able to do that.’ They treat you like your child
is useless.”

Prior to formal diagnosis, many of the mothers re-
ported being instinctively aware that their child was in
need of services. Professionals occasionally dismissed the
mothers’ concerns as overreactions or needless worrying.
One mother was told to “take two Tylenol and relax”
when attempting to explain her concerns about her child.
Another mother of a child with autism described this in-
teraction with her pediatrician:

I asked the doctor to examine her. I told him
that she had something. I explained what she
did and her behavior. “The girl is fine; she
doesn’t have anything,” he said. I told him
that she had something because she didn’t talk.
[The doctor said,] “She doesn’t want to talk to
me because I’m a stranger. . . .” “I live with her
every day. I know that she’s got something,” I
said. “No, she’s normal,” he said. “I have a
four-year-old and she’s like that sometimes.”

Discrimination Based on Disability:
Fathers’ Responses
Although occasionally mothers spoke of family members
who became distant or were fearful of caring for the
child, the majority of instances of discrimination based
on disability by people within the family were by the fa-
ther. In these situations, the end result was rejection of

the child by the father and separation or divorce from
the mother. Discrimination by the father is closely mir-
rored in Link and Phelan’s (2001a, 2001b) conceptual
framework. The child was labeled as different by virtue
of his or her disability. There was an adverse reaction to
the disability as a result of associated negative stereo-
types. The ultimate result was a rejection of the child,
which also had social and financial repercussion for the
mother, as indicated by several respondents:

Her father completely refused to acknowledge
her. 

After he found out what was wrong, he
backed off. 

He just couldn’t handle it. 

He didn’t accept that his child could have that
impediment, and that’s the reason he left. . . .
He couldn’t stand it. 

In most instances, it was the father’s decision to
leave the family. Occasionally, the mother would make
the decision to leave or have the father leave. The moth-
ers had assumed full responsibility for taking care of
their child and had little patience for a father who was
not equally committed. Faced with such a decision, one
mother stated, “I had to choose between a child with
problems and a man acting like a child. I dedicated my
life to my child…. ‘You can go ahead without me.’”
Another told her husband, “This is my child, and he
needs me more than you need me.”

Courtesy stigma, or stigmatization by virtue of close
association to a stigmatized individual, was apparent in
discrimination based on disability. In this category, in-
stances of discrimination were directed specifically at the
child, but because of the mother’s role as the caregiver
and the young age of the child, the mother experienced
the discrimination more so than the child. Again, in-
stances of discrimination were direct, structural, and/or
a result of social–psychological processes within the in-
dividual. Experiences took place in public, at the offices
of service providers, and at home. Many mothers indi-
cated that the fathers were unable to cope with the dis-
ability of the child. Their status as a single mother was
often a direct result of the father’s response to the child’s
disability.

Discrimination Based on Both 
Culture and Disability
Perceived discrimination resulting from the interaction
of culture and disability most often took place in the
context of obtaining services. Not surprisingly, the lan-
guage barrier was the main factor as mothers attempted
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to maneuver the social service system. They reported re-
ceiving most, if not all, of the information pertaining to
their child in English. One mother noted that even the
evaluations were in English. As one of the few mothers
who spoke both languages, her concern was for “those
that didn’t.” One mother said all of the papers she re-
ceived were “all in English . . . I don’t know; I don’t sign
them.” Another spoke of trying to call somewhere to get
services, but there was no one available who spoke
Spanish: “I felt terrible . . . call a nurse but how was I to
speak to her?” One mother described how during an ap-
pointment “the nutritionist tore up my papers and told
me to get out. . . . ‘When you learn to speak English,
come back.’”

Again, discrimination experienced as a result of both
culture and disability was direct, structural, and/or a re-
sult of social–psychological processes within the indi-
vidual. The majority of the instances in this category
occurred during interactions with professionals and ser-
vice providers. The mothers’ role as the primary care-
giver of the child, the need for medical and support
services, and, for many, the lack of a local informal sup-
port network all play a role in the cumulative effects of
discrimination in this category.

Summary
The experiences of perceived discrimination among
Latina single mothers of young children with disabilities
were a result of culture, disability, and the interaction of
culture and disability. Discrimination related to culture
centered on issues of language and/or appearance, in-
volved society at large, and had clear implications for life
chances. Discrimination related to disability was directed
at the child but experienced by the mother as a result of
her caregiver role. Discrimination related to both culture
and disability was most apparent with service providers
and had clear implications for help-seeking behavior.
Discrimination was direct, structural, and/or a result of
social–psychological processes within the individual.

Research Question 2
How do Latina single mothers of young children

with disabilities respond to experiences of perceived dis-
crimination? Responses were not clearly evident in each
instance of perceived discrimination. Coded responses
were categorized as either deliberative or assertive. For
the purposes of this study, a deliberative response was
one that was nonconfrontational. Deliberative responses
may seem passive, giving the impression of a level of ac-
ceptance. It is our view that there is not sufficient infor-
mation to identify these responses as passive, because it
is quite possible that the passive response was the moth-

ers’ survival mechanism or their means of maneuvering
through an unfamiliar system. For this reason, we have
chosen to use the word deliberative, rather than passive.

Deliberative responses included instances in which
the mothers described feeling embarrassed, being fearful
of losing services, or simply feeling hurt. “It makes me
feel bad, but I try not to show it.”

Sometimes, lack of language proficiency affected the
women’s ability to respond to situations in a more as-
sertive manner. Juanita’s response illustrates this in the
following remarks:

Because if I knew how to respond when they
come out with their crude remarks—because 
I don’t understand you, or I don’t know what
you’re saying to me. If I knew how to answer
them, I think they would help me. Because if 
I knew how to speak English like I know how
to speak Spanish, I’m sure they would have
paid attention to me.

Some of the mothers spoke of being more com-
fortable in segregated or solitary settings, where they or
their child were less likely to face discrimination. When
asked who her neighbors were, one Mexican mother re-
sponded, “Mexicans. All. This is fine. Less trouble.”
Another explained that she had not gone to a meeting
for parents with children with a disability “because all
the cases are Americans, the majority. And to avoid the
way that they speak to me, it’s better that I stay in my
house.”

Many preferred to avoid social situations due to the
reactions they received from strangers and friends alike.
Margarita’s comments relating to people within her com-
munity were similar to other mothers’:

I go out less. . . . I try to bother the others as 
little as possible. They make faces . . . because
they don’t understand about a disabled child.
They get upset and they think he must be
dumb, or he must be stupid, and I try to avoid
this. He doesn’t need anyone else but us.

Assertive responses were more often directed at a
professional when the mothers were in need of a diagno-
sis or of services for their child. One mother explained
how she caused a “commotion” when she was unable to
enroll her child in an early childhood program and the
school finally admitted the child. Another mother said,
“They call me ‘annoying.’” When faced with the possi-
bility of her son having to change schools as a result of
an evaluation with which the mother did not agree, the
mother emphatically said, “I am going over her head if
they do that.”

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 17, 2016tec.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://tec.sagepub.com/


Stigma and Discrimination 139

Summary
Results reveal that the single mothers in this study had
multiple experiences of discrimination. Experiences were
related to the higher number of interactions with service
providers, the lack of English language proficiency, being
the primary caregiver for their child with a disability,
and their status of “other” and the internalization of that
status. This study can be construed as a preliminary ex-
ploration of experiences of discrimination of Latinas
demonstrating the need for future research in this area.

DISCUSSION

Data analysis suggests that discrimination is complex
and multifaceted. The reported experiences of discrimi-
nation were based on culture, disability, and/or a combi-
nation of culture and disability. There was not sufficient
information to ascertain the role of single-mother status
on discrimination, because there were no experiences
that could be specifically attributed to being a single
mother. It is important to note that a majority of the
mothers received public assistance, increasing their inter-
actions with service providers. Some of the reported ex-
periences of discrimination by service providers as a result
of culture may have been directly related, ipso facto, to
interactions with public assistance providers. In other
words, if these mothers were not on public assistance,
some of those interactions would not have occurred.

Professionals and strangers were responsible for the
majority of the discrimination experienced by these
mothers. Discrimination was directed at the mother as
well as the child, although it can be said that mothers
bore the brunt of all instances of discrimination by virtue
of their role as guardian and protector of their child.
Fathers were also responsible for discrimination directed
at the child with the disability, although to a lesser de-
gree. Rejection of the child by the father may have re-
sulted in economic hardship for the mother, making it
necessary to receive public assistance and thus increasing
her interactions with service providers.

A majority of the mothers experienced some form
of discrimination that they attributed to their ethnicity.
Although lack of English proficiency was seen as a factor
in discrimination, the fact that the mothers looked dif-
ferent from the majority culture seemed to play a more
important role in their perception of others’ reactions to
them. The color of their skin was repeatedly cited as a
major factor in being viewed as different and unable to
fit in. Their customs were also cited as factors in discrim-
ination. Oftentimes, strangers and professionals used
these differences as justification to refuse services rang-
ing from being served at a fast-food restaurant to enroll-

ment in an early childhood program. This would indi-
cate that English-language proficiency would not be suf-
ficient in reducing discrimination and ensuring equitable
treatment. It may be that physical characteristics and
skin color play a larger role in discrimination than lan-
guage alone. This begs the question: If families inter-
viewed in this study spoke English, would they continue
to experience this level of discrimination?

Responses to the discrimination were varied and
replicated those identified in previous studies (Green,
2001, 2002; Link et al., 1989). Concealment was evident
only in regard to the child’s disability, because the ma-
jority of the mothers felt that their ethnicity could not
be concealed, because of either their appearance or
their lack of English-language proficiency. This lack of
English- language proficiency also made it difficult to as-
sume an advocate role. 

Socialization as a stigmatized group resulted in some
mothers purposely avoiding social interactions, prefer-
ring to remain either alone or with others from their own
cultural group. Therefore, it is possible that a lack, or
limited number, of reported experiences with discrimina-
tion by mothers who were isolated was a result of mini-
mal interactions with members of the dominant culture.
If these mothers were in more heterogeneous settings,
would the level of discrimination increase?

Even if the mothers were not physically isolated,
their lack of proficiency in English resulted in verbal iso-
lation, and many expressed dismay that none of the doc-
uments they received were in Spanish. One mother
specifically stated that she did not sign anything sent
home by the school for that reason. Although her reac-
tion is understandable, it may convey to the school that
she is not interested in her child’s education, thus fur-
thering a deficit view of culturally and linguistically di-
verse families.

Researchers attempted to categorize responses as ei-
ther assertive or passive. This was difficult to do because
some passive responses may have been deliberative in na-
ture. It may be that mothers believed that assuming a
passive stance would help ensure receipt of services. Yet,
a passive response may be misconstrued as a sign of com-
pliance or indifference. As such, the rationale for their
responses may be as important as, or more important
than, the actual response. How do preconceived values
and beliefs, by both the mothers and those they interact
with, affect communication patterns and responses?
Also, how do those responses support or negate stereo-
typical views of both culturally and linguistically diverse
individuals and service providers?

Professional dominance (Freidson, 1970; in Selig-
man & Darling, 1997) was evident as mothers, instinc-
tively aware that their child had special needs, attempted
to obtain a diagnosis. Mothers recounted numerous in-
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stances in which the level of expectations differed signif-
icantly between the mother and the professional. Their
attempts to prove that their children could do more than
expected were often met with doubting looks by the ser-
vice providers. These reduced expectations on the part of
professionals could be considered discriminatory be-
cause they may limit child outcomes. Determining the
appropriate level of expectations is a difficult task that
must balance reality with hope. Experiences of discrimi-
nation when seeking services may result in avoidance of
or delay in seeking services. Is it possible that undesir-
able conditions in the intervention setting make seeking
help far less desirable than it would otherwise be? Does
it keep mothers from seeking services elsewhere?

Country of origin did not seem to be a variable that
differentiated the level or type of discrimination experi-
enced. Even though these women appeared to be experi-
encing discrimination at similar levels, examination of a
larger sample might have revealed differences based on
country of origin. Moreover, a more heterogeneous
group of single Latina mothers might have demonstrated
a greater range of stigmatization and discrimination.
Future work examining level and/or form of discrimina-
tion reported by single mothers versus married mothers
may provide valuable information on specific supports
needed based on marital status.

The interview protocol contained a variety of
open-ended questions and two survey questions related
to acceptance and discrimination. In several instances,
responses to these two forced-choice questions were neg-
ative, indicating that they had not experienced discrimi-
nation. This was inconsistent with the information
obtained through the open-ended questions, a finding
demonstrating the need for qualitative methods when re-
searching discrimination.

Limitations 
This study did not seek to make generalizations. Rather,
it was meant to provide a window into the experiences
of a small group of single Latino mothers with a child
with a disability. The study has several limitations. The
sample size is small and is drawn from two states with
large Mexican or Puerto Rican populations. The study
only looks at two Hispanic groups. It is possible that re-
sults may vary in states with smaller Hispanic popula-
tions and may vary based on country of origin and
immigration status.

The fact that this was a secondary analysis meant
there was no opportunity to probe or seek clarification
of responses. There was no opportunity to conduct
member checks on the findings. As a result, interpre-
tations of the reported experiences are based on the
researchers’ perspectives. Furthermore, although the in-
terviewer had an opportunity to review and correct the

translated transcripts, it is possible that some subtle as-
pects of stigma and discrimination may have been lost in
the translation.

Conclusions
As noted, all of the children with disabilities were below
6 years of age, with the average age being 3. A majority
of the children was currently being served in pre-K set-
tings. Mothers had developed specific behaviors in re-
sponse to their relationships with service providers and
the majority culture—behaviors that will play a role in
the relationships that develop once their child enters
school and the shift in focus is made from the family to
the child. Of concern are the possible implications with
regard to placement as these children progress through
the educational system. This is a critical issue. The moth-
ers in this project were involved with the special educa-
tion system at a very early stage of their child’s life. Early
experiences, either positive or negative, set a precedent
for expectations of future interactions. If these experi-
ences are fraught with bias and discrimination, it is likely
that mothers may become defensive, distrusting, and sus-
picious of future interactions with professionals. It is
possible that they may become overwhelmed and with-
draw, believing that they are unable to help their child,
given the bureaucracy and barriers inherent in the sys-
tem.

The preliminary findings of this study lend support
to the necessity for developing a research agenda to bet-
ter understand the impact of culture, social issues, stigma,
and discrimination for the purpose of establishing that
they exist and acknowledging the need for action. Re-
searchers must move beyond identifying barriers such as
lack of English-language proficiency and begin to study
the complexities and multiple faces of discrimination ex-
perienced by Latinos. Understanding the complexity of
discrimination requires moving past the assumption that
these families will experience discrimination simply as a
result of their ethnicity. Multiple stigmatizing conditions
increase the likelihood of experiencing discrimination.
Thus, it is necessary to examine the interaction of ethnic-
ity and disability as stigmatizing conditions, considering
that experiences with frontline service providers due to
the disability may shape future attitudes and biases as
families begin their journey within the special education
system.

As Latinos interact with the macroculture of the
United States, the issue of power and the role it plays in
stigmatization, discrimination, and disparate life chances
must be examined. It is imperative that we identify how
to best give culturally and linguistically diverse families
the “cultural capital” to understand the system so that
they may advocate for the betterment of themselves and
their children.◆
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NOTES

1. The terms Latino, or Latina, and Hispanic are used interchangeably
in this article, although Latino/a is used predominantly throughout.

2. Pseudonyms have been used throughout.
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