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I remember the invitations: 
red text on a white background, the name of  the ev ent in curl y  bol d f ace s urrounded by  a 
crudel y  drawn p iñ ata, a f l op p y  broad s ombrero, and a dancing cu ca r a ch a .  A  f ourth 
grader that y ear, I  gus hed with enthus ias m about thes e s orts  of  cul tural  f es tiv al s —the 
dif f erent, the al ien, the other—dancing around me, a das h of  s p ice f or a chil d of  white 
f l ighters .  M s .  M anning dis tributed the inv itations  in mid-A p ril , p rov iding my  p arents  a f ew 
weeks  to p l an f or the ev ent, which occurred the f irs t week of  M ay , on or around C inco 
de M ay o.   

A  f ew weeks  l ater my  p arents  and I , al ong with a coup l e hundred other p arents , 
teachers , s tudents , and adminis trators  crowded into the caf eteria f or G uil f ord E l ementary  
S chool ’ s  annual  T aco N ight.  T he occas ion was  f es tiv e.  I  s tared at the col orf ul  decorations , 
l ike the p ap ier machet p iñ atas  des igned by  each cl as s , then watched my  p arents  try  to 
s q ueez e into caf eteria s ty l e tabl es  buil t f or eight-y ear-ol ds .  S ometimes  the s chool  hired a 
M exican s ong and dance troup e f rom a neighboring town.  T hey ’ d s wing and s way  and 
s ing and s mil e and I ’ d watch, bouncing dutif ul l y  to the rhy thm, hop ing they ’ d p l ay  L a  
B a m b a  or O y e  C o m o  V a  s o I  coul d s ing al ong, p retending to know the words .  I f  it 
hap p ened to be s omebody ’ s  birthday  the mus ic teacher woul d l ead us  in a l iv el y  
p erf ormance of  C u m p l e a ñ o s  F e l i z  and giv e the kid s ome M exican treats .   

 ¡ O l é !  
G ranted, not a s ingl e M exican or M exican-A merican s tudent attended G uil df ord at 

the time.  A l though I  do recal l  M s .  M anning as king A dol f o, a cl as s mate whos e f amil y  had 
immigrated f rom G uatemal a, whether the T aco N ight tacos  were “ authentic. ”  H e 
ans wered with a s hrug.  G ranted, too, there was  l ittl e educational  s ubs tance to the 
ev ening;  I  knew l ittl e more about M exico or the M exican A merican exp erience up on 
l eav ing T aco N ight than I  did up on arriv ing.  S til l , hidden within T aco N ight and the 
s imul taneous  abs ence of  real  curricul ar attention to M exicans , M exican A mericans , 
C hicanos , and other L atinos , were three critical  and cl arif y ing l es s ons :  ( 1 )  M exican cul ture 
is  s y nony mous  with tacos ;  ( 2 )  “ M exican”  and “ G uatemal an”  are s y nony mous , and by  
extens ion, al l  L atino p eop l e are the s ame, and by  f urther extens ion, al l  L atino p eop l e are 
s y nony mous  with tacos  ( and, to a s imil ar extent, s ombreros  and dancing cu ca r a ch a s ) ;  and  
( 3 )  white p eop l e real l y  l ike tacos , es p ecial l y  in thos e hard, crunchy  s hel l s , which, I  l earned 
l ater, don’ t actual l y  exis t in M exico.    

T hus  began my  div ers ity  education, my  introduction to the cl earl y  identif iabl e 
“ other. ”  A nd I  coul d hardl y  wait until  P iz z a N ight.  
 


