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Latinx Studies now at HCC

IVE

New academic concentration
studies Hispanic issues, culture

s a new student at Holyoke Community
College in 2018, Alexandra Santiago start-
ed out as a communications major.

But last fall she signed up for a class at the
college that took her in an entirely different

direction.

That was Teatro Nuestro, a learn-
ing community course that explored
identity through the literature, cul-
fure, history, politics, movements,
and influence of people of Mexican,

Central-American, South-American
and Caribbean descent.

Teatro Nuestro — Our Theater in
English — actually combined two
classes from different academic

Holyoke
Communi-
ty College
theater
professor
Patricia San-
doval leads
students in
an acting
exercise in an
HCC Learn-
ing Commu-
nity course
called Teatro
Nuestro, a
combination
of Intro-
duction to
Theater and
Introduction
to Latinx
Studies.
(HOLYOKE
COMMUNITY
COLLEGE PHOTO)

areas, Introduction to Theater and
Introduction to Latinx Studies, The
latter was the first course in the
college catalog with the prefix LAX,
which denotes Latinx Studies, a new
program and academic concentra-
tion introduced at HCC for the fall
2019 semester.

“Iwanted to learn more about
the history of where I come from,”
said the 21-year-old Santiago, who
moved to Holyoke from Puerto Rico
after Hurricane Maria devastated
theisland in September 2017.

By the time the course conclud-
ed in December, Santiago had
switched her major to Latinx Stud-
ies. She will be taking two more
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Latinx  The Latinx Studies program grew out of
a $120,000 Bridging Cultures grant HCC
received from the National Endowment for
the Humanities in 2015.
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courses required for her new

major during the spring 2020
semester, Latinx Literature,
an honors class; and Latinx
Politics, a class co-taught by
HCC political science profes-
sor Mark Clinton and Sony
Coranez Bolton, an assistant
professor of Spanish and
Latinx and Latin American
Studies at Amherst College.

“Ifound that I was interest-
ed in politics,” said Santiago.
“With a major in Latinx Stud-
ies, I can focus on that. I want
to advocate for Latinx people,
in some way or another.”

Teatro Nuestro was co-
taught by HCC theater pro-
fessor Patricia Sandoval and
assistant professor of Spanish
Raul Gutiérrez, co-founder
and chairman of the Latinx
Studies program. Gutierrez
said he hopes more students
like Santiago will decide to
pursue Latinx Studies, which
is offered as a concentration
option to an associate degree
in liberal arts.

As far as Gutiérrez knows,
HCC is the only community
college in Massachusetts to
offer a Latinx, Latino or Latin
American Studies program.

“It makes perfect sense for
HCC to have this program be-
cause we are an HSI (federally
recognized Hispanic Serving
Institution),” and we have
a large population of Latino
students, or Latinx students,
especially those from Puerto
Rico,” he said.

The term Latinx (pro-
nounced Latin-X) has evolved
on college campuses in recent
years as a gender-neutral
alternative to Latino. But
Gutiérrez says the use of Lat-
inx at HCC does not represent
an initiative to replace one
word with the other. Rather,
the choice should be personal,
and exploring identity and
self-identity is a significant
part of the course.

“Being Latino or Hispanic or
Latinx or Puerto Rican or Mex-
ican —that’s a difficult thing to

unpack, and we take a whole
semester talking about it,”
said Gutiérrez, who was born
in Mexico, grew up in Chicago,
and now lives in Holyoke. “We
chose Latinx because itis the
most inclusive term, but that is
still problematic. I'm not going
to sayit’s not.”

The Latinx Studies pro-
gram grew out of a $120,000
Bridging Cultures grant HCC
received from the National
Endowment for the Human-
ities in 2015. The goal was to
help the HCC faculty incorpo-
rate Latinx Studies material
into existing courses with an
eye toward new ones,

“In three years, we trained
15 faculty members to be more
inclusive and more responsive,
adding Latinx Studies materi-
al into their coursework,” he
said, “whether that be a histo-
ry class or an English class, for
example. In the process, we
were creating curriculum.”

The result was courses that
became cornerstones of the
new major: Latinx Literature,
Latinx Politics, History of
Puerto Rico and the Carib-
bean, and Introduction to
Latinx Studies. Requirements
for the major also include
an internship or Latinx civic
engagement project and
electives from a wide variety
of other areas of study, such
as anthropology, sociology,
communications, history race
and ethnicity, and Spanish.

The program prepares
students for transfer to a
four-year institution for those
who want to complete their
bachelor’s degrees and pursue
careers such as community
organizing, law and advocacy,
city and urban planning, pol-
itics and policy, counseling,
and international relations.

“The great thing about
Latinx Studies is that you can
go in any direction,” Sandoval
said to students on the first
day oficlass.




