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The purpose of this study was to examine how three bilingual adolescents used 

their academic and non-academic language and literacy practices to engage in identity 

(re)constructions and navigate both their school and non school worlds. Paradigms that 

understand language and literacy use as a purposeful social practice (Gee, 1996; Street, 

1984), identity as a dynamic construct that is based on every day activity (Holland, 

Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998), and the bidirectionality of the relationship between 

literacy and identity (McCarthey & Moje, 2002) were used to guide this study.  Data 

were collected through participants observations, interviews, home visits, and informal 

conversations with three Mexican-origin seventh grade female students and their families 

both in school and at their homes. Data were analyzed inductively and recursively, with 

the theoretical frameworks used as lenses in the later stages of the process. The three 

Mexican-origin bilingual adolescent girls displayed a strategic and situational use of 

English and Spanish and a specific understanding of literacy that felt disconnected from 
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but also accommodated to the literacy instruction offered at school.  Through their 

particular language and literacy practices, these young women (re)constructed their 

school and non-school identities that they used to navigate the different social contexts in 

which they were living. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

As a bilingual, biliterate, and Mexican national doctoral student in the area of 

Language and Literacy, it was almost “natural” that I became interested in the language 

and literacy practices of Mexican-origin adolescents. I have always been fascinated by 

the different ways the numerous languages of our multilingual world function, 

communicate, play with words, and make human life possible, and I have always been 

intrigued by the language behaviors of multilingual individuals as they go about their 

lives. This fascination matured and evolved as I began my doctoral studies in the United 

States and started reading about the often times unfortunate educational experiences of 

the thousands and thousands of Spanish-speaking and bilingual students in this country.  

There was something that was not quite right.  I read study after study about bilingual 

education and language minority students in this country that discussed and questioned 

one common underlying assumption: speaking a language other than English was seen by 

some as a problem to be resolved since a connection between non-English language and 

social problems (e.g. poverty, low educational achievement, little social mobility) seemed 

to have been established at some point (Ruiz, 1984). I soon realized that speaking a 

language other than English in this country was not necessarily always seen as an 

advantage but sometimes as an obstacle to overcome.  

However, I also learned about poststructuralists theories that conceived of 

language as a way to construct a sense of self. These theories argue that it is through 

language that “our sense of ourselves, our subjectivity is constructed” (Weedon, 1987, p. 

21). Identities were conceived as being continually and constantly constructed through 

language and were not innate, static, nor genetically determined.  Language played an 

important role in human beings’ identity work.  This particular conception of language 
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persuaded me to shift my fascination with languages and multilingual individuals towards 

an inquiry about the “identity work” that bilingual students in this country accomplish 

with their language and literacy practices. 

Within these new understandings, I recognized language to be more than a 

communication device but a construct that could be used to identify, mark, separate, and 

unite individuals and allow or impede activity and participation in multiple contexts.  “I 

am my language,” said the poet Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) and others nodded in agreement.  

In fact, researchers interested in the role that language plays in our lives have recognized 

the important connection that exists between language and the subjectivities that we can 

construct for ourselves and the ones that are assigned to us by others. Language gives 

meaning to identity-creating structures that individuals use as tools to construct and 

display social identities (Gee, 1996; Trueba, 1993; Fillmore, 1991; 2000; Holzman, 1996; 

Baez, 2002; Anzaldua, 1987).  In fact, language and literacy practices, more than only 

communicative activities, can be seen as windows into the different concepts of self and 

identities that individuals are constantly negotiating for themselves.  They are day-to-day 

practices by which we tell ourselves and others who we are and which are, reciprocally, 

shaped by our identities (Alvermann, Hinchman, Moore, Phelps, & Waff, 1998; 

McCarthey, 1998; Moje & O'Brien, 2001).  And, who we think we are, and/or what 

others think we are—the different subjectivities that we enact—are important pivots for 

action, ways and means by which we respond to our world (Holland et al., 1998).   

What can we say, then, about the language and literacy practices of Mexican-

origin adolescents who live in complex Mexican-origin worlds characterized by an 

intersection of multiple cultures and languages and by conflicting political, economic, 

and social forces?  What do the language and literacy practices of  Mexican-origin 

adolescents who have lived lives mediated by two languages and literacies—English and 



 3

Spanish—tell  us about these adolescents?   How has having access to two sets of 

semiotic systems affected the (re)construction of their identities?  By understanding 

language and literacy practices as socio-historically constructed practices which partially 

shape who people are and who they are allowed to be (Gee, 1996; Luke, 1991; Street, 

1984) and acknowledging that identity’s constant formation and reformations matter 

since they shape how humans make sense of the world and their actions and experiences 

in it (Holland et al., 1998; McCarthey & Moje, 2002), I faced the need to learn more 

about the language and literacy practices of Mexican-origin adolescents who use these 

practices as ways to respond to their world and position themselves in the U.S.   

The Latino American population in this country is expected to augment  by 187 % 

between 1990 and 2030 (Cortes, 1991) and, consequently, the number of Latina/o, and 

therefore Mexican-origin, adolescents present in middle and high school classrooms 

developing and using their language and literacy skills will increase dramatically in the 

next few years.  Unfortunately, past documented school achievement or performance 

discrepancies between Hispanic and mainstream, European American students does not 

suggest a favorable future for the former’s academic success.  There is a great need to 

learn more about how Latino students use their languages and literacies to learn, to live, 

to navigate their worlds.  This study was an effort to take a closer look at the ways three 

Mexican-origin adolescent girls used language and literacy to enact subjectivities and to 

investigate how these subjectivities were used by these three young women to navigate 

and deal with the obstacles and opportunities that they were presented within the 

schooling that was offered to them.  

Following and combining the traditions of two fields of inquiry, adolescent 

literacy and bilingual language socialization among Latino populations and using 

ethnographic research methods, I followed the academic and non-academic lives of  
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Esperanza, Maricela, and Leila, during the spring semester of the seventh grade.  It was 

my goal to document and interpret the language and literacy practices of these three1 

bilingual, bicultural, and biliterate Mexican-origin middle school female students as they 

used them as communicative and transformative tools for shaping their worlds and their 

identities.  I had entered Esperanza, Maricela, and Leila’s lives—and their fifth grade 

classroom—two years before I began this study when I met 19 Mexican-origin fifth grade 

bilingual students in an urban elementary school in a large city in central Texas.  When I 

decided to follow three of them into their seventh grade, I sought to acquire a more 

detailed understanding of the language and literacy work that these girls undertook. By 

looking closely at these processes, I was hoping to obtain a greater understanding of the 

complexity of using and learning language and literacy skills in an increasingly complex, 

globalized, and hybrid world (Moje, 2002) such as the one that Mexican-origin 

adolescents experience in this country.    

How This Study Came About 

My interest in the ways in which linguistically and culturally diverse adolescents 

use language and literacy practices for representing and (re)constructing particular 

identities stemmed  from literacy, language, and identities formation theories, my 

previous research, and my personal experience.  I came to this study first as the result of 

my participation in an ethnographic study that took place during the 2001-2002 school 

year in Monica Reyes’ fifth grade bilingual classroom.  Mónica Reyes was beginning her 

second year as a bilingual teacher at Chávez Elementary School—located at the edge of a 

large city in central Texas—teaching about 20 children, the majority of them bilingual in 

English and Spanish. Esperanza and Leila were part of this classroom and were best 
                                                 
1 There were originally five adolescents chosen as focal students.  One of them refused to continue to 
participate after a few weeks and the other student’s data were not presented in this study.  See the Methods 
chapter for a more detailed explanation. 
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friends.  Maricela, who came from another school, joined the class in the spring semester 

and had no problem making friends and adjusting to her new school. 

At the time, I was beginning my second year of my doctoral degree and marking 

the first anniversary of leaving my native Mexico in order to attend graduate school in the 

United States.  My presence in that classroom as part of that research project was much 

due to the fact that I am a native Spanish speaker and a Mexican national.  After learning 

about my interest in biliteracy development, one of my advisors, and the principal 

investigator of that first study, invited me to visit the classroom.  After teaching Mexican 

children at the elementary level in English immersion private schools in my home 

country for eight years, I was very interested in the possibilities that the co-existence of 

two languages had for education.  I was particularly interested in the development of 

biliteracy: writing and reading in two languages.  As a bilingual and biliterate individual 

myself, I was aware of the benefits and advantages that speaking two languages 

presented.  In fact, I was now able to attend graduate school in the United States and visit 

that class and meet young people who, like me, were bicultural, bilingual, and biliterate 

individuals attending public school in the U.S.  Further, as a desirable outcome, biliteracy 

development in Spanish-speaking children had been studied by scholars interested in the 

academic well-being of Hispanic students (Moll & Dworin, 1996 (Reyes, 2001b). Excited 

about the research that I had read about bilingual students’ biliteracy development and 

my own biliteracy development, I was interested in learning more about these fifth grade 

bilingual students’ language use and biliteracy skills.  I wondered when and how they 

were using Spanish and English and I was also very interested in the development of their 

Spanish and English writing skills.  What were the benefits and advantages that they were 

going to enjoy? 



 6

 During that first year and as part of the research team, I visited the classroom at 

least twice a week giving myself time to eat lunch with the students, observe them work, 

hang out with them at recess, etc.  Since we were interested in the students and their 

parents’ perceptions about being able to speak two languages, I interviewed most of the 

students’ parents during the spring semester of that school year about language use and 

literacy practices at home and their perceptions about bilingualism.  I also engaged the 

children in a Spanish writing activity.  I read aloud Amadís de anís, Amadís de codorniz, 

a short novel by the Mexican author Francisco Hinojosa.  When I finished with the read 

aloud, I asked the students to write a different version of the story with themselves as the 

main character.  As I had read the book in Spanish, I was curious about their writing 

skills in Spanish, and asked the fifth graders to write their version of the story in Spanish.  

The original read aloud activity inevitably changed into a Spanish writing lesson, as I 

modeled sentence structure in Spanish and helped them with their spelling. 

 Esperanza, Leila, and Maricela, as well as the other students, joyfully participated 

in the activity.  All of the students effectively—although those more proficient in English 

than in Spanish had a harder time—wrote very sophisticated and entertaining Spanish 

stories.  This was not a surprise.  Most of the children had been involved in some kind of 

bilingual education program in the previous years, were bilingual, were literate in English 

and capable of transferring skills across languages, and, therefore, were able to write in 

two languages. I was witnessing how biliteracy was taking place.  Their biliteracy skills 

added to my own views on biliteracy development had allowed me to position them as 

powerful and talented individuals who were able to effectively use two linguistic 

systems. By the level of engagement, their effort, and the pride with which they shared 

their work, I interpreted that they had identified  themselves as successful writers of two 

languages.  
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However, David, a Mexican-born boy and a fluent bilingual, made a stronger 

point.  He participated with the rest of the class in the activity: he listened to me 

attentively, got involved during the read aloud of the novel, and wrote his story like all 

the other children.  But he wrote it in English.  He was the only student who chose—

contrary to what was asked for— to write the story in English.  Later we learned that he 

had not been enrolled in bilingual education but ESL programs, and he had not learned 

how to write in Spanish.  However, he did not try to transfer the writing skills that he had 

learned in English to Spanish, and he had not tried to encode the highly phonetic Spanish 

language even though he was a fluent oral Spanish speaker.  Research has shown that 

reading and writing skills learned in one language can be transferred to another 

(Cummins, 1981, 1984; Jimenez, Garcia, & Pearson, 1996; Reyes, 2001a). Why had he 

chosen to write his story in English and not in Spanish when he had the oral and literate 

skills to write it in Spanish?  It seemed that he had one answer: 

If I had been here in school [in a bilingual program], I coulda learned how to 
write Spanish.  I’m kind of learning how to write Spanish.  I know how to 
write…words, but some parts I don’t know how. (Worthy, Rodríguez-Galindo, 
Assaf, Martinez, & Cuero, 2003, p. 287) 

However, this turned out to be  a first glimpse into the power of language and literacy 

practices.  Through this literacy practice, David had identified himself—and perhaps 

others had identified him as well—as a non-Spanish writer but an English writer which 

only became evident through his participation in this activity.  At the time, it was obvious 

that the ways in which Spanish and English were used in that classroom were more than 

an exercise of communication.  Consistent with paradigms that conceive literacy as a 

purposeful and context-embedded social practice (Gee, 1996; Heath, 1983b; Street, 

1984), these children were using English and Spanish language and literacy in a variety 

of ways to position themselves in specific, original, and distinct ways.   
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After that first year study, we concluded that these students were living in a 

supportive bilingual environment in which both teacher and parents valued bilingualism 

and encouraged Spanish language maintenance.  In this classroom, the students could 

speak, read, and write in Spanish if they chose.  In fact, they had demonstrated that they 

could write proficiently in Spanish.  However, other than the Spanish activity in which 

they engaged at my request, most of their writing and reading was completed  in English.  

Although we had some but not enough information about what these students did after 

school regarding their reading and writing and the language that they used for these, we 

noticed that even in this supportive classroom, the children were seldom choosing to read 

and write in Spanish. We had then encountered contradictory messages about 

bilingualism in this classroom.  One message was that knowing two languages was 

important, but a louder message said that learning English was more important. It seemed 

that the students were aware of the sociopolitical and academic pressures that existed 

within their environments to speak, read, and write English: 

Yeah, because we know that in middle school there [are] not gonna be so much 
people that speak Spanish, so we [have to] try the best to express ourselves! 
Because at the university… a lot of students [who] go mostly are Americans and 
they are, they know a lot of English. They maybe… laugh at you or something. 
(Worthy et al., 2003, p. 288) 

If language and literacy practices partly shape our identities, how were these 

practices affecting the (re)construction of these children’s identities?  Consequently, we 

became deeply concerned about the possibility that these children could be immersed in 

the irreversible process of losing their Spanish and their cultural identity as they 

attempted to succeed in their English schooling.  Research on language maintenance and 

shift has documented how immigrant communities in the U.S. shifted from their native 

language to English within two or three generations (Portes & Hao, 1998; Silva-

Corvalán, 1994).  It seems to be commonplace for immigrant children’s fluency in the 
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first language to decline as English improves, so that by the end of the high school years, 

children are fluent speakers of English and have lost much fluency in native languages 

(Hinton, 1999).  Research has shown that even in communities in which there is a large 

number of immigrants from Spanish-speaking countries, there is a gradual but consistent 

replacement of Spanish by English (Schecter & Bayley, 2002).   Faced with these 

findings about immigrant children and adolescents, we decided to follow these students 

to trace the social, familial, political, and educational influences on their language and 

culture over time.   

And we did.  We followed the children into their sixth grade.  Most of them 

stayed in the same school while five students transferred to other schools or moved to 

other cities.  I returned to Chavez Elementary School in the spring to interview the 

children in Spanish when they were in sixth grade.  On my return, I found that the 

childish-looking fifth graders I had met the previous year had changed.  Some of them 

were taller, some of them were wearing more “mature” clothes, others had returned from 

long trips (José had spent most of fifth grade in Mexico and had come back to Chavez in 

order to begin sixth grade here), and they were all experiencing a different environment 

from fifth grade.  More English was demanded of them, they had different teachers, and 

important decisions about their schooling needed to be made (e.g. going or not to magnet 

schools).   

During that spring, I interviewed (and audio recorded) nine of the fifteen original 

students who had participated in the first year of the study.  Most of the interviews were 

in Spanish (I have always spoken Spanish with the students) and were about their 

language use and preferences and other literacy practices such reading at home or 

listening to the radio.  Through these interviews I noticed again and confirmed that these 

children, although fluent bilinguals and latent biliterates, were engaging in mostly 
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English literacy activities.  Their school work was mostly done in English.  Most of them 

stated that they listened to English speaking radio stations (rap, hip hop) and watched 

English speaking TV shows (Disney Channel, Fear Factor). Spanish was still present in 

their lives since it was the medium of communication within their households, the 

language used by them to help each other in the classrooms, and the language of the soap 

operas (telenovelas) some of them watched on television.  However, it was clear at the 

time that they were strongly leaning toward English and relegating Spanish to a second 

place.  It seemed like the omen had come true. Language shift and Spanish language loss 

was happening right in front of my eyes. And again the same question came to mind, how 

was this literacy behavior affecting the (re)construction of their identities? 

 Many could easily say that these children were being subtracted of their language 

and cultural identity and were on their way to complete assimilation into the American 

culture.  Valenzuela (1999), for example, argued that U.S. schools subtract resources 

from Mexican origin youth through assimilationist policies and practices that minimize 

their culture and language.  Native language loss in linguistic minorities has been 

rightfully interpreted as a problematic issue since it has been claimed that children who 

have their native language erased through English-only schooling, for example, can 

hinder the development of a sense of self-hood or identity and a strong connection with 

their ethnic group or culture (Fillmore, 1991b, 2000; Hinton, 1999; Murray & Kouritzin, 

1997; Olsen, 1997; Orellana, Ek, & Hernández, 2000; Portes & Hao, 1998; Valenzuela, 

1999; Winsler, Díaz, Espinosa, & Rodriguez, 1999).  However, when asked, these 

students all referred to themselves as Hispanic, or Mexican American, or Latino.  It was 

clear then that their language and literacy practices were telling us something new and 

different about their identities as Latino, bilingual, and bicultural adolescents in the 
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United States. And I guess I was naively expecting a more direct correlation between 

who I thought they were (Latino adolescents) and their language and literacy practices. 

I wondered, however, why I was expecting this correlation if I was not 

experiencing it myself?  I was a bilingual and biliterate, Mexican origin person attending 

public schooling in the U.S.  Although I had done some of my education in English 

(English immersion middle school and English major at the university level), the rest of 

my education had been in Spanish. My life in my home country was mostly conducted in 

Spanish, and I was now almost totally immersed in an English environment.  Yes, I was 

indeed using my Spanish skills at work and yes, I had lots of Spanish-speaking friends 

with whom I spoke Spanish, but I was mainly writing and reading English (the only 

Spanish writing that I was doing consisted of a few emails written to people back home).  

I was watching U.S. sitcoms like Friends, Will and Grace, and Seinfeld, etc. (although 

satellite TV allowed me to watch these shows even in Mexico) and, other than a few 

Spanish CDs that I had brought from home one year before, I was listening to English 

speaking radio stations and National Public Radio.  Although many of these activities 

were influenced by other social factors such as my identity as a doctoral student and my 

middle-class status, I could not avoid thinking the following: Was I also being subtracted 

of my “Mexican-ness” and slowly transformed into an “American”?  Definitely not.  I am 

Mexican, I have always been, I will always be, and more than once I have made the point 

that I am Mexican and not Mexican American in an effort to establish my different self.  I 

was just an international student (a Mexican citizen) living in the United States and trying 

to deal in the best way with my English and American environment and reacting to a 

globalization trend that made the United States almost an omnipresent country around the 

world through TV, movies, and high technology products.  Perhaps the children who I 

was interviewing were doing the same thing.   
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 At the time, I realized that it was too simplistic to think that these Latina/o 

adolescents were succumbing to English hegemony pressures (Shannon, 1995)—as their 

language and literacy practices might have indicated—losing their Spanish inevitably, 

and with that, losing their cultural and ethnic identity.  At that point in time, some of 

these students, just as I, were aware of their ethnicity, of their Latin-ness, and of how they 

were hybrid individuals as the following interview excerpt illustrates2: 
 

A:  Oye, Esperanza, y si yo te preguntara, “Esperanza, ¿ qué eres?  ¿Eres 
mexicana, americana, mexicana-americana?” ¿Qué me dirías? 
E: .... yo creo que yo soy hispana. 
A: ¿Dónde naciste? 
E:  Aquí nací, pero nací de padres mexicanos así que soy hispana. 

 
A: Listen, Esperanza, and if I would ask you, “Esperanza, what are you?  Are you 
Mexican, American, Mexican-American?” What would you tell me? 
E:  …. I think I am Hispanic. 
A:  Where were you born? 
E:  I was born here, but I was born from Mexican parents so I am Hispanic.  
 
A:  Oye, José, y si yo te preguntara si eres Mexicano, Mexicano-Americano, o 
qué—¿qué dices tú que eres? 
J:  Soy de las dos cosas... 
A:  Eres de las dos cosas... ¿por qué? 
J:  Porque mira, haz de cuenta que allá en Monterrey [cuando] estamos, hablo 
inglés con el maestro de inglés y luego cada rato visitamos aquí en Estados 
Unidos y todo eso... 

 
A:  Listen, José, if I ask you about what you are—if you are Mexican, or Mexican-
American, or what—what do you say you are? 
J:  I’m both things… 
A:  You are both things, why? 
J:  Because.. look.. when we are in Monterrey, I speak English with the English 
teacher and then we come to visit the U.S.  all the time and all that… 

                                                 
2 I translated from Spanish into English all the quotes and transcripts that appeared in this dissertation. 
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I could not avoid thinking about the relationship between these fifth grade 

students’ language and literacy practices that were showing processes of acculturation 

(e.g. using more English and watching mainstream culture TV shows like The Simpsons) 

and the (re)construction of their identities as Latina/o individuals living in the United 

States.  

The relation between languages and literacy practices and racial and cultural 

identities is an important topic that has relevant considerations in the study of Latino 

students’ experiences in society and in schools.   An integrated and bounded system of 

one culture, one language –and therefore, one identity—did not seem to fit the case of 

these students.  These students were using both Spanish and English and they were 

identifying themselves as Mexican or Hispanic. The traditional equation of language, 

culture, and identity relies on essentializing assumptions about the simple correspondence 

of ethnic identity and language affiliation and use that have been prevalent in the research 

discourse of linguistic minorities (Hall, 2002).  However, standardized cultural rules of 

behavior and the essential relation of one language with one cultural identity have been 

problematized (Abu-Lughod, 1991; Blackledge, 2000; González, 2001; Hall, 2002; 

Woolard, 1998). Instead of only using culture to explain human beings’ behavior, 

including language behavior, anthropologists and others interested in the understanding 

of human action have focused on the lived daily experiences of people which include the 

lived daily uses of language and literacy.  It was my objective to take a look at the way 

three Mexican-origin adolescent girls used language and literacy on a daily basis in order 

to learn about their lives, their worries, their successes and, most importantly,  about who 

they were telling themselves and others they were.  The same way David was telling 

himself and others that he was not a Spanish writer but an English writer, I wanted to 
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learn about the stories that these girls were telling about themselves through their 

language and literacy practices. 

The Theoretical Argument  

 “Culture” or “cultural spaces” have become hybrid worlds, borderlands, concepts 

that are fluid, complex, permeable, conflictual, and contested and not uniform, stable, 

normative and clearly defined (Anzaldúa, 1987; Bhabha, 1994). Researchers interested in 

exploring these new understandings of “culture” within the Latino community have 

established that the Latino community in the United States is a complex, fluid, permeable 

“cultural group” which is context-, time-, and situation-dependent rather than a stable and 

isolated unit (González, 2001; Vásquez, Pease-Alvarez, & Shannon, 1994).  Moreover, 

Latinos’ positioning in this country as a minority group, as part of “the other” by the 

mainstream, dominant group enables political, social, and economical factors to influence 

their lives.  Being immersed in these struggling forces gives rise to the existence of 

particular language ideologies that influence the way linguistically and culturally diverse 

students  use language and literacy.  Language ideologies are beliefs about language use 

in specific social and political contexts that shape the way people use language and the 

literacy practices in which we engage (Woolard, Schieffelin, & Kroskrity, 1998).  In fact, 

we use language and literacy in ways that reflect language ideologies, both accepting and 

resisting these beliefs about language use, and in the process we are also constructing, 

articulating, and enacting certain identities (Ferdman, 1990; Finders, 1997; McCarthey, 

2001).  Under this framework, identities are in part constructed and reconstructed through 

the language and literacy practices that we use to author ourselves, to tell us and others 

who we are.  These authorings, these identities, are then used in some way or another to 

manage school since how students perceive themselves in terms of race, gender, and 

class, based on previous experiences within their families, their schools and the larger 
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social-political framework,  influences how they interact, respond, and learn in and 

outside of classrooms (McCarthey & Moje, 2002). 

THE PRESENT STUDY 

Based on these ideas and my experiences with these bilingual, biliterate, and 

bicultural students, I decided to take a closer look at what three of these students did with 

language and literacy as seventh graders in different programs at different middle schools 

in the same large city in central Texas. I sought to explore how three Mexican-origin 

bilingual, biliterate, and bicultural girls engaged with language and literacy and how this 

literacy and language work shaped their constant identity formations. Three main 

questions guided this study: 

• How does Latino or Mexican status influence Mexican-origin adolescents’ 

language and literacy practices? 

• How are Mexican-origin adolescents continually constructing and 

reconstructing their identities through their language and literacy 

practices? 

• How are these identities used as resources/tools for managing school? 

According to Davidson (1996), the use of case studies as an inquiry method 

facilitates “analysis and learning in areas that involve multiple and conflicting meanings 

and interactions” (p. 52) such as the ones previously described.  Taking this approach, I 

chose Esperanza, Maricela, and Leila as three case studies.  After knowing them for two 

years by visiting and accompanying them into their classes while in fifth and sixth grade, 

I decided to get a more in-depth understanding of the complexity of their language and 

literacy work.  With this in mind, I followed them into their language arts and Spanish 

classes, stayed with them during their lunch periods, and visited them at home while they 

engaged in different activities and different literacy events as Mexican-origin 
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adolescents.  During the first two years since I had met these three girls and the other 

students, I had not been able to see what these students did with language and literacy 

outside of school.  Although I interviewed them about their out-of-school practices, I 

wanted to explore the language and literacy work that these students did in the many 

different contexts where they were situated. Through ethnographic methods that 

respectfully included the ways of  knowing and being of Latina/o individuals such as 

pláticas (informal conversations), and other traditional ethnographic methods such as 

participant observation, and document analysis, I attempted to document and interpret the 

language and literacy practices of these three Mexican origin female adolescents both in 

and out of school and how these were used in the (re)construction of identities. 

Learning about the language and literacy practices of Latina/o adolescents living 

in the United States fulfills the need to explore the diversity of discourse practices in 

Latino and Mexican-origin communities and becomes an effort to stay away from 

either/or ways of thinking that still prevail.  These either/or ways of thinking portray 

Latina/o and Mexican-origin individuals as either having Spanish and being English 

language learners or finally having accomplished the goal of learning English.  Such 

simplistic views are further explored and challenged through this study.  Furthermore, as 

I learned about the language and literacy practices of these three adolescents and how 

they used these practices in identity (re)construction processes, I tried to go one step 

further in understanding and seeing the girls in new and less essentializing ways, ways 

that allow us to see them in all their complexity and sophistication.   By learning about 

the complex and sophisticated language and literacy practices by which they responded to 

their worlds, we will be able to begin to understand how these practices are related to 

academic language and literacy practices and how they can be better paid attention to in 

schools. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In order to examine the language and literacy practices of Latina/o adolescents 

and their role in the construction and reconstruction of their identities, I chose a 

theoretical framework that allowed me to look at language and literacy practices as 

socially, politically, historically and economically positioned human exercises that have 

the power to accomplishing something.  For discussion purposes, I have divided this 

theoretical framework by the following three assumptions that I am using to root this 

study: (1) anthropolitical views on language and language ideologies; (2) literacy as 

social practice; and (3) identities-in-practice. 

Anthropolitical View Of Language And Language Ideologies 

I am following Zentella’s (1997) and González’s anthropolitical approach to 

language use as “one that connects language to complex issues of political economy and 

social identities” (González, 2001, p. xvi).  Language is at the core of who we are, how 

we present ourselves, and how others see us.  According to postructuralist paradigms that 

have theorized about the constitutive nature of language (Foucalt, 1972), it is through 

language that power relations between individuals and subjectivities are negotiated since 

language has been interpreted as the place where our sense of ourselves and our 

subjectivities are constructed (Weedon, 1987). 

Furthermore, language can be understood as a culturally produced tool and a 

unique historic activity (Holzman, 1996).  Activities that use language are more than just 

interpersonal developmental activities but cultural-historical processes as they situate us 

in specific cultural-historical contexts.  When children learn language, they learn more 

than only the ability to communicate with others.  They learn what is it to be a speaker in 

a specific community since language is a way to situate children in historical, social, and 
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political contexts (Holzman, 1996; Vygotsky, 1978).  It is through language that we are 

socialized into complex nets of cultural values and ideologies (Baez, 2002).   

Language, as a very important part of any human being, becomes more 

controversial when we talk about individuals who live in multilingual societies in which 

access and use of these multiple languages is mediated by contested political, 

economical, and social forces.  These forces are translated into language use and access 

in the form of “language ideologies” (Woolard et al., 1998).  According to these authors, 

language ideologies represent the beliefs held by people about the ways language is used 

in a specific social world.  Woolard (1998) argued that in multilingual communities 

where there have been open struggles over language, language ideologies are socially, 

politically, and linguistically significant since ideologies of language are not about 

language alone but are always socially situated and tied to questions of identity and 

power in societies.   

Work under this framework has questioned the understanding of culture as a 

universal and enduring pivot for human action. An ideological analysis such as the one 

presented through language ideologies will instead help us remember that cultural 

conceptions are partial and subjective and will allow us to see how seemingly essential 

and natural meanings are socially produced (Woolard, 1998).  For example, the 

nationalist linguistic ideology of one language/one people is a historical, ideological 

construct that has gained global power since its origins in the eighteenth century 

(Woolard, 1998).  This language ideology has had numerous consequences that can be 

seen even now in such ideologies as the idea that the “mother tongue” is the transparent 

way to the true self or that linguistic purism is essential for minorities languages to 

survive. As Woolard argued, these ideas have been criticized, especially in multilingual 
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settings, as it has been recognized that the linguistic repertoire of people in these settings 

is fluid and complex (Anzaldúa, 1987). 

Consequently, solely using “Latino culture” as the context in which these 

language and literacy practices are embedded is problematic since these practices cannot 

be explained and understood only using cultural explanations. I am following other 

anthropologists who have understood and theorized about culture as a debatable concept 

(Abu-Lughod, 1991; Bhabha, 1994; González, 2001) by questioning the bounded, static, 

fixed connotations of the word culture.  According to these and other authors, the term 

culture and its different forms have often been used in simplistic and essentializing ways 

implying that, for example, all people from one culture act and learn in one way and all 

people from a different culture act and learn in a different way.  Although this argument 

of “cultural differences” was used as a response against “deficit-thinking” models by 

attempting to describe respectfully and validate the learning styles and experiences of 

students who did not belong to the mainstream group, it has also allowed categorizations 

of people in preexisting and expected boxes (González, 2001; Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003).   

Recognizing that “culture” can be a problematic construct difficult to tie down in 

a concrete way, anthropologists are shifting their focus from trying to explain how 

standardized cultural rules shape human behavior to focus on the everyday lived 

experiences of individuals that are shaped by specific political, social, and economical 

forces and power discourses and that yield improvisations, new behaviors, and resistance 

patterns that develop within the “interstitices of a structure” (Bhabha, 1994, p. 5).   

Furthermore, by focusing on these everyday experiences, anthropologists have been able 

to see how people function and respond to worlds that are characterized by the swirling 

of multiple and complex economical, political, and social winds not only in culturally 
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relevant ways but in innovative and adaptive ways (Bettie, 2003; González, 2001; 

Holland et al., 1998; McDermott & Varenne, 1995). 

When we translate these ideas to language use, we can say that language use 

patterns and language socialization processes can also be viewed through the lens of the 

every day lived experiences of Latina/o children and their families—experiences that are 

embedded in political, economical, and power related situations and times and, in 

consequence, shaped by language ideologies.  Language ideologies such as linguistic 

purism, the market value of English, or English only campaigns can influence the way 

Latina/o individuals deal with language and the literacy practices that they engage in. 

I am therefore using Latino status not as a stable category with fixed boundaries 

that can be easily identified and described but as a permeable, fluid, and complex 

circumstance that is lived out uniquely every day within particular economical, political, 

and social conditions.   

Literacy As Social Practice 

 Much of what has been theorized for language can also be said about 

literacy and literate practices. In this study, I will focus on both language and literacy 

practices of Latina/o adolescents.  Although I recognize that language studies and literacy 

studies are conceived as two different fields, I have decided to study both since language 

and literacy practices are obviously intrinsically connected.  Regarding literacy practices, 

I am following Moje’s (2000) understanding of literacy practices to include “multiple 

forms of representation such as orality, performance, or artistic representations… in 

addition to and in conjunction with written language” (p. 655).  Hence, I am 

understanding literacy practices not only as the writing and reading skills and/or activities 

that need written language but as practices that use language and/or other symbol systems 

to accomplish something within specific socially situated beliefs, values, and purposes. 
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For example, TV watching and radio listening are practices that use language and that are 

used to accomplish certain goals such as fitting in within a specific crowd or participating 

in the popular culture of the time. 

Therefore, I am framing this study in the theoretical assumption that literacy 

practices are socially, culturally, and historically situated tools and constructed practices 

(Barton, 1994; Gee, 1996; Heath, 1983b; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Street, 1984). This 

perspective allows us to perceive how the contexts within which language and literacy 

practices occur impact these practices since their use is shaped by the needs and purposes 

we fulfill and by the circumstances in which we use them.  As purposeful and context 

embedded practices, language and literacy activities are social in nature and not only 

cognitive skills that can be located inside people’s heads.  This shift toward the social 

nature of literacy has important implications for social identities construction. Who we 

are and who we are permitted to be is partly influenced by the ways in which we use 

literacy (Gee, 1996; Luke, 1991; Street, 1984).  

Elaborating on the importance of contexts for literacy practices, scholars have 

also made the point that the contexts in which we use language and literacy are shaped by 

political, economic, and power structures  (Graff, 1987; Street, 1995).  Under this 

framework, we understand that literacy—and language as well—is not a neutral 

technology or process but an ideological construct that conveys notions such as the idea 

of an “appropriate” literacy to be taught at schools and a particular “value” for literacy.  

For example, in the United States being literate means possessing and displaying the set 

of literacy practices of the mainstream, dominant, elite group (Delpit, 1995).  Other sets 

of language and literacy practices or skills are not completely validated and 

acknowledged by schools or other public institutions. Literacy, then, reflects an ideology 

and what “counts” as literacy is always in function of the specific group or institution, 
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varying across different groups (Street, 1993).  We can never experience literacy as an 

independent and autonomous event or skill as it is always accompanied by a way to see 

the world and an specific perspective.  

Identities and Agency in Practice  

As everyday practices that are socially and historically situated, language and 

literacy practices are used by human beings on a daily basis as transformative tools to 

accomplish goals.  For example, we engage in identity construction and reconstruction 

processes partly through what we do with language and literacy. Holland and colleagues’ 

(1998) work offers an understanding of identity formation and agency through everyday 

practices that is based on Bakhtin’s work on human expression and Vygotsky’s emphases 

on historical development and the use of symbols for transforming thought.   

Within these “new understandings of persons” (p. 5),  Holland and colleagues 

view human beings as “social and cultural creatures and therefore bounded” but they also 

understand how sometimes these human beings act and respond to their worlds with no 

rational plan—finding ways to improvise—that can explain the moving from “one set of 

socially and culturally formed subjectivities to another” (p. 7).  They explain how this 

moving, this changing in subjectivities, this identity formation, and these expressions of 

agency are accomplished through everyday practices and activities situated in specific 

frames of meaning that reflect the dialogic relationship between institutional addresses 

(e.g  bilingual, bicultural Latina/o middle school student in a central Texas city) and how 

we answer to these categorizations.  

According to Holland and colleagues, identities are practiced within frames of 

meaning—socially produced and culturally constructed activities—that they called 

“figured worlds.”  These figured worlds “take shape within and grant shape to the co-

production of activities, performances and artifacts” of a specific group of people (p. 51), 



 23

providing a context for action. Individuals are recruited into specific figured worlds, 

which they simultaneously reconstruct through their participation. Figured worlds are 

organized around positions of status and power and are historical phenomena that are 

“socially instanced and located in times and places” (p. 41) and not in the everywhere of 

culture.  I am visualizing as figured worlds the different spheres in which these Latina/o 

adolescents lived in, such as the figured world of a middle school in this city of Texas; 

the figured world of a Latina/o origin family; the figured world of a peer group.  Their 

daily language and literacy practices are ways by which Latina/o adolescents fashion 

themselves and negotiate their place within these figured worlds. And it is through these 

fashionings that these Latina/o adolescents place themselves not only as social products 

or instruments but as social producers and agents as well.   

These theoretical assumptions will guide my research by allowing me to pay 

attention to the larger social-historical contexts and the language ideologies that shape the 

language and literacy practices of the Latina/o adolescents that will be working with me 

in this study.  These social-historical contexts and the language ideologies present in 

these contexts make their way into the different figured worlds in which the adolescents 

find them selves enlisted and in which they fashion themselves through the use of certain 

language and literacy practices which are socially and historically constructed.  It is 

through these process that identities are always forming and reforming; and conscious 

and objectified concepts of selves can be used as tools that we can use to engage in 

specific acts of activity and to manage others’ and our behavior.  

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This study follows the tradition of several studies examining the literacy practices 

of adolescents in and out of school as well as studies about language socialization 

processes in linguistic minorities families.  Within the latter, the relation between culture, 
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language, and identity has been also examined. Other studies regarding the language and 

literacy practices of Latina/o students seem to be relevant to topics that will be addressed 

in this study and form part of this literature review.   

Adolescents’ Language and Literacy Practices 

Researchers in secondary literacy have focused mainly on academic literacy 

practices and how they are socially situated in and constituted in secondary classrooms 

(Dillon & Moje, 1998; Moje, 2002).  However, some adolescent literacy researchers have 

recently shifted their study focus to examine the multiple literacy practices that youths 

use to deal with oral and written texts within multiple contexts (i.e. school and out-of-

school contexts).  One of the major contributions of this body of research is that it has 

brought to the surface the need for a greater understanding of how literacy plays an 

important and active role in the complex and sophisticated lives of adolescents both in 

and outside of school.  As part of this different research agenda, a fair amount of work 

has been done in recent years on the literacy practices of adolescents and their role in 

adolescent identity construction  (Alvermann et al., 1998; Cherland, 1994; Finders, 1997; 

J. P. Gee, 2000; James Paul Gee, 2000; Gee & Crawford, 1998; Moje, 2000; Moje & 

O'Brien, 2001; Moje, Young, Readence, & Moore, 2000; Myers, 1992; Rubin, 1995). We 

have begun to understand that literacy practices are important beyond the literacy skills 

that are put to use in the classrooms as we witnessed through these studies how 

adolescents use literacy in identity construction and representation processes that allow 

them to create specific social spaces for themselves in the world.    

Although much of this research on adolescents’ language and literacy practices has 

been conducted with monolingual English-speaking students, there are several points that 

can be extrapolated to the study of the language and literacy practices of Latina/o 

adolescents.  I will discuss some of the points that these studies have made. 
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By studying adolescents’ situated language and literacy practices, researchers have 

concluded that adolescents occupy multiple subjectivities or identities that are 

constructed by adolescents themselves as well as assigned to them by others both through 

and in response to larger social, political, economic, and academic discourses and in the 

contexts in which these adolescents live (Dillon & Moje, 1998; Egan-Robertson, 1998; 

McCarthey, 1998; Myers, 1992).  These positions are temporary, fluid, and context-

dependent, and most importantly, these subjectivities influence the literacy practices that 

teenagers engage in and allow or deny them access to different academic discourses and 

literacy practices.  Who, what, and how these students see themselves and are seen by 

others has an impact on the way they interact and learn in the classrooms, the literacy 

opportunities they engage in, and the literacy opportunities they are offered (Egan-

Robertson, 1998).  In other words, identities shape adolescents’ textual and literacy 

practices and their literacy practices play a role in the (re)formation of their identities. 

Egan-Robertson’s (1998) study, for example, illustrated how four eight-grade 

female students, who had been assigned to the lowest academic track in their school, 

were able to produce sophisticated pieces of writing when they were given the 

opportunity to identify themselves as successful writers in a special extra-curricular 

writing club.  In another study, Moje (2000) presented how gang-connected youth 

actively used texts and literacy practices to make sense of their everyday lives and 

worlds.  These adolescents’ non-schooled sanctioned literacy practices (e.g. graffiti, note 

writing, tagging, journal narrative, rap writing, etc.) were used to claim and mark spaces 

or territories, construct identities, and label and identify—or position—themselves and 

other individuals.  However, these literacy practices were also used by others to position 

the students in specific ways.  A literacy practice such as graffiti was not always 

considered valid but violent and deviant, and students who engaged in it were also taking 
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the risk of being considered violent and deviant.  However, for the gangsta adolescents, 

this literacy practice was a way to express their dreams and beliefs, construct an identity, 

and carve out a place for themselves in the worlds where they live: “to become part of the 

story.”  Similarly, Myers (1992) illustrated how ninth grade students used school 

sanctioned and non school sanctioned literacies to share membership, to contest 

membership, to fake membership, and to maintain membership in multiple, simultaneous, 

overlapping literacy clubs at school which they use to identify themselves.  There was an 

“achievement club” in which members saw their school literacy as reading and writing 

products done to meet the teacher’s expectations; there was a “how-to-do school club” in 

which members figured out ways to complete classrooms assignments in the easiest way 

possible; there was a “personal literacy club” where students negotiated friendships 

through sharing world experiences; and there was an “academic club” in which members 

connected their personal experience and knowledge to the literacy activity assigned.  

Myers discussed how students recognized various literacies and actively chose whether to 

enter or resist entrance into a particular club as a way to position themselves in one way 

or another.  Another example of the power of literacy practices to (re)form subjectivities 

is the one presented by McCarthey (1998). Through multiple literacies exhibited in 

different literacy settings, McCarthey’s sixth-grade participants presented fluid and 

dynamic subjectivities that were shaped not only by one single factor but were constantly 

constructed and reconstructed according to a multiplicity of factors related to gender, 

social class, ethnicity, literacy abilities and demands, and classroom status. 

Other studies have illustrated how adolescent girls construct gendered subjectivities 

through language and literacy practices such as reading teen magazines and fiction 

(Cherland, 1994; Finders, 1996, 1997; 2000).  In her  study on girls constructing their 

identities through their fiction reading, Cherland discusses how the girls carved their 
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place in the world and arrived at an understanding of themselves in relation to the world 

and to the “instructions” received about ‘common sense’ knowledge of human 

relationships and life through reading romances and girls’ series books (p. 165).  The 

cultural scripts regarding the role of women in Western societies that they encountered in 

fiction and in other cultural discourses were negotiated and translated by the girls in acts 

of resistance and accommodation to these ideologies.  It was through these practices that 

the girls engaged in identity construction processes. Another example is Finders’ (1996; 

1997) study on the literacy practices of seventh grade girls which illustrates how 

unofficial literate practices served to mark social boundaries between different groups of 

girls by using these literacy practices (e.g. reading teen magazines or folding a note with 

a message in an specific way) as means of self-representation and identification (or  to 

deny allegiance) with a certain group.   

These studies on adolescents’ literacy practices have also demonstrated that the full 

range of adolescents’ literacies is far more complex, dynamic, and sophisticated than 

what is traditionally encompassed in school-sanctioned literacy activities, such as reading 

for comprehension and summarizing non-fiction passages.  Multiple and overlapping 

literacies are composed beyond school boundaries based on adolescents’ out-of-school 

experiences and lives (Finders, 1996; Moje, 2000).  Adolescents’ official literacies in the 

classroom seem to be complemented, sometimes, or displaced, at other times, by 

unofficial literacies.  Furthermore, there is a difference in beliefs and attitudes towards 

literacy depending on the context:  adolescents seem to be more engaged in literacy 

practices that have a connection to their personal lives and motives than to the official 

literacies in classrooms and school (Moje, Willes, & Fassio, 2001; Worthy, 1998; 

Worthy, Moorman, & Turner, 1999). 
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Adolescents also draw on multiple texts as they engage in multiple literacies in and 

outside of schools.  This body of research has also allowed us to see how adolescents 

immersed themselves in activities and texts that go beyond adult forms, themes, and 

limits.  Popular culture, popular fictions, CD ROMS, music, Internet, television, films, 

newspapers, magazines, and the students’ own cultural understandings constitute these 

varied texts (Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw, & Rycik, 1999; O'Brien, 1998).  These texts are 

sometimes allowed to be present in the classrooms but at other times they are forced to 

stay at the margins.  However, it is important to understand how these texts are very 

important for our students.  Technology and media are very powerful in engaging 

students because they embody interests and paths to identity that these students 

experience in the broader social and cultural world.  Popular culture—considered as a 

text that is present in technology and media—of the mainstream group is ubiquitous in 

contemporary society and students use characters and elements from this popular culture 

to construct their identities as the become part of their “cultural repertoire”  (Duff, 2002). 

Other studies about middle and high school students have focused on the ways that 

these students construct themselves in the world and develop their sense of identity based 

on issues of gender, class, race, and ethnic group membership.  Bettie’s (2003) 

ethnographic account of female high school students in California illustrates how these 

girls engaged in complex processes of identity formation in relation to historical and 

structural forces such as the growth of low-wage, service-sector jobs, changes in family 

structure, etc.  Bettie asserted that girls not only construct race and gendered selves but 

also classed selves with identities and futures in relationship to work and income.  Style 

and other practices such as tattoos, sexual display, and piercings often mark class and 

race distinctions and are more than just signs of “good girls” and “bad girls.”  Lee’s 

(1996) study on Asian American students in another California high school revealed how 
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Asians were not a monolithic group and were remarkably diverse in terms of their 

identity formation within the school culture.  Hall (2002) presented a study about Sikh 

youth whose parents migrated to England and their experiences in the school and social 

public spheres.  Hall illustrates how this youth are not only caught between two 

languages but live lives which are saturated with a wide range of cultural influences, 

styles, expectations, and possibilities. They engage in everyday acts of translating within 

a “third space” in which cultural orientations and identities are continually being made. 

This literature on adolescents’ language and literacy practices and identity 

formation is relevant to my study of Latina/o bilingual adolescents.  However, one of the 

limitations of this literature in relation to Latina/o bilingual, bicultural, and biliterate 

adolescents is that it does not fully acknowledge the fact that these teenagers are 

profoundly shaped and influenced by their bilingual and biliterate status (with some 

obvious exceptions).  Latina/o adolescents have lived lives that have been mediated by 

two languages which has definitely impacted their language and literacy practices and the 

ways these practices are put to use as the work that will be reviewed in the following 

paragraphs showed.  Moreover, Latina/o adolescents’ use of these language and literacy 

practices also reflects the social, historical, political, and economic circumstances of 

living as Latina/o individuals in the United States, issues that should be taken into 

consideration when we study the language and literacy practices of Latina/o individuals.  

The next section of this literature review will deal with issues that are relevant to the 

study of language and literacy for Latina/o adolescents as we perceive them as 

linguistically diverse students who have lived lives mediated by two languages. 

Relationship between Language, Culture, and Identity 

Another body of research that becomes relevant to the present study is the 

research conducted about the relationship between language, culture, and identity.  Some 
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earlier studies that dealt with this relationship focused on language loss and/or language 

maintenance. Recognizing how language and cultural identity are strongly interrelated, 

native language loss by members of linguistic minorities has been rightfully perceived as 

a problematic issue (Fillmore, 1991b, 2000; Hinton, 1999, 1999, December; Kouritzin, 

1999; Orellana et al., 2000; Portes & Hao, 1998).  Scholars interested in linguistically 

diverse children have shown how these students “lose” their ability to speak their native 

language in the United States as they go through school, learn English, and learn their 

place in the racial/ethnic hierarchy in the American society  (Olsen, 2000; Valenzuela, 

1999).  Both external and internal pressures seem to contribute to this loss.  Language 

ideologies present in the messages sent by the media, politicians (e.g., English-only 

schooling initiatives), and schools (high-stakes testing and the transitional nature of 

bilingual programs, for example), articulate not only that English is the path to academic, 

economic, and social success but that continuous use of native languages might interfere 

with English language learning.  Moreover, immigrant children internalize these language 

ideologies and make these pressures their own (Fillmore, 2000; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-

Orozco, 2000) as they experience what it is like to be a non-English speaker in the U.S. 

while they live school and out-of-school lives as speakers of foreign languages.  In her 

ethnographic study about immigrant children in a California high school, Olsen (2000) 

concludes that being accepted depends on learning English and forsaking their home 

language.  She discusses how imperfect English and a different home language are 

received with laughter and disdain by English, monolingual speakers.  Such events have a 

cumulative, negative psychological effect on the identities of immigrant children.  

It has been understood and implied that when children and their families cannot 

communicate fully, family values and cultural knowledge are not passed to children. As a 

result, some children may not develop a crucial sense of belonging and connectedness to 
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their family and ethnic group that comes through family relationships (Fillmore, 2000; 

Orellana et al., 2000).  Fillmore (2000) documented how a Chinese immigrant adolescent 

became increasingly an outsider in his family when he learned English and stopped 

speaking Cantonese.  What could be interpreted as a successful story from the U.S. 

schooling’s point of view is a sad story at this young man’s home.  Communication 

between parents and child were truncated at a crucial time in his development. Fillmore 

argues that what is at stake in becoming assimilated into the society is their emotional 

and psychological well being as individuals. 

Language loss studies have shown us how “Latino status”—and the language 

ideologies that are played out in this context—has influenced language and literacy 

practices.  Language ideologies that favor English over any other language in the U.S.  

bring the possibility that native language might be lost.  However, anthropologists, 

sociolinguists, and other scholars interested in language issues of the Latina/o community 

in the U.S. have recognized that the relationship between language, culture, and identity 

is more complicated and multifaceted than only losing or maintaining your native 

language (Anzaldúa, 1987; González, 2001; Valenzuela, 1999; Vásquez et al., 1994; 

Zentella, 1997).  Bilingual individuals are not just individuals with more than one 

language; they are a different unity with a particular cultural and linguistic repertoire that 

is different than just the sum of his or her parts (Grosjean, 1982).  Furthermore, it has also 

been established that having access to more than one semiotic system allows multiple 

levels of identity construction and multiple levels of relating to the world (Anzaldúa, 

1987; González, 2001). Due to the multiplicity of factors that are represented within 

Latino status, a one-to-one relationship between language, culture, and identity doesn’t 

exist anymore. For example, Zentella (1997) found that speaking Spanish was not 

inextricably linked to Puerto Rican identity in her study of NY Puerto Rican children 
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growing bilingual in el bloque.  These children’s language and actions reflected 

accommodation and resistance to conflicting pressures that the children receive both from 

their families and the mainstream society about what is most valuable in life.  Zentella 

indicated that people actively construct their identities in any given situation rather than 

passively living out some cultural prescriptions or norms for social identity.  Zentella’s 

children demonstrated a shift to English as they grew up; however, cultural values of 

their Puerto Rican upbringing remained. According to Zentella, relationships among 

language, setting, and meaning were not fixed. New York Puerto Ricans adapted and 

dealt well with their multidialectical environment; their languages—although they might 

not correspond to the pure form—worked and enabled them to communicate.   

In their study, Vasquez, Pease-Alvarez, & Shannon (1994) reported cultural 

flexibility and adaptability in the use and learning of language in a Mexicano community.  

This Mexicano community was not an isolated and impenetrable group.  It was a rich and 

creative borderland of interchanging cultures and languages of recent Mexican 

immigrants, U. S. born Mexicans, and settlers from other Latin American countries. This 

allowed for varied language patterns utilized by the members of that community. For 

example, children and parents used language in ways that were both reminiscent of 

patterns found in schools and middle class, mainstreams homes while other times they 

used language patterns that clearly reflected their Mexican heritage.  Families maintained 

their own cultural and linguistic repertoire by participating in each others’ religious and 

secular celebrations, for example, while incorporating new ways of speaking garnered 

from their intercultural experiences such as watching TV, going to school, visiting the 

doctor, etc. The authors concluded that being of Mexican descent and living in a 

Mexican-immigrant community does not necessarily entail linguistic and cultural 

isolation. 
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Similarly, González (2001) chose the lens of language ideologies to explain the 

language use and language socialization processes in Latina/o families in Tucson, 

Arizona.  González described how language ideologies such as linguistic purism, the 

market value of English, and/or only English campaigns together with the emotion and 

the social memory of Spanish as the native language influence the way Latina/o children 

and their families deal with language.  At different times and situations, the Latina/o 

children in this study privileged English over Spanish and their Latina/o mothers acted as 

surrogate teachers so their children could learn how to do school in the U.S. and acquire 

English.  González contended that these individuals experienced centrifugal forces that 

pulled them to their ethnic origins, to their native language, to their traditions as a way to 

resist symbolic domination and develop a sense of connection, a self-affirmation, and an 

identity towards their group.  However, they also experienced centripetal forces that 

pushed them away from their ethnic roots and compelled them to assimilate to the larger 

social group. González invited us to stay away from dichotomies that try to simplify the 

complex realities of Latina/o individuals in terms of losing or not their native language.  

A “Latinness” or a Latina/o identity can be developed through other cultural traits such as 

music, food, or other traditions. 

These and other studies (Schecter & Bayley, 2002) contend that the ways in 

which Latina/o families and individuals engage in language and literacy practices do not 

provide a monochromatic picture as these practices are fluid and dynamic and vary 

widely among individuals of Latino origin.  Thus, the structural relationship between one 

language, one culture, and one identity is profoundly challenged by the results of theses 

studies. 
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Language and Literacy Practices of Latina/o Children and Adolescents 

There are studies that have described other ways in which the language and 

literacy practices of Latina/o adolescents are shaped by their Latina/o status and their 

lives that have been mediated by two languages.  Language and literacy practices such as 

code switching have been studied from a sociolinguistic point of view (McClure, 1977; 

Zentella, 1997).  According to Jiménez (2000), this linguistic behavior has been early 

recognized as an indication of group membership but recently interpreted as a practice 

that reflects dual and hybridized identities.  Related to the linguistic phenomenon of 

code-switching, “hybrid language practices” –the strategic use of multiple codes and 

registers in the pursuit of learning (Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, Alvarez, & Chiu, 

1999)—have been identified as a resource part of Latina/o students’ larger linguistic 

repertoires that become important mediational tools. 

Another language and literacy practice that has been recognized as part of the 

linguistic repertoire of Latina/o adolescents and children is the practice of language 

brokering (Jiménez, 2001; McQuillan & Tse, 1995; Orellana, Reynolds, Dorner, & Meza, 

2003; Valdés, 2002; Vásquez et al., 1994).  By this practice, children and adolescents 

translate and speak for their non-English speaking parents, relatives, or others in a variety 

of public or private contexts and genres.  This endeavor has been interpreted as a stressful 

activity in which the stakes are quite high (McQuillan & Tse, 1995). Others suggest that 

the linguistic strategies that these immigrant children and adolescents use when engaged 

in this activity show metalinguistic competencies that should be recognized as a form of 

“giftedness” (Valdés, 2002).  

Latina/o children and adolescents have also engaged in biliteracy activities as a 

product of their living with two languages.  Reyes (2001b) and Moll and colleagues 

(Moll, Saez, & Dworin, 2001; 1996) have documented how Latina/o students developed 
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and took advantage of biliteracy skills when allowed to use their cultural and linguistic 

resources in environments where learners’ bicultural identity was validated and both 

languages valued equally.  

As these studies indicate, these literacy practices—code switching, hybrid 

language practices, language brokering, biliteracy—have been shaped both by Latino 

status and living with two languages.  However, we need to know what other 

“alternative” literacy practices are part of Latina/o individuals’ language repertoire and 

what do these practices mean to them in terms of  identities construction and responding 

to the world.   

The present study contributes to the field of adolescents language and literacy 

studies by examining the role of bilingual and biliterate practices in the identity formation 

processes of Latina/o adolescents.  An important contribution to this field is this study’s 

attention to the issues of  ethnicity, minority status, and bilingualism that Latina/o 

adolescents face while they live in this country and which influence the language and 

literacy practices of these adolescents. For the same reasons, this study is also an 

important contribution to the racial and ethnic identity formation research on Latina/o 

children in the United States and the consequences that this might have for their school 

and academic experiences.   

The next three chapters in this dissertation present three case studies.  Each of the 

case studies focuses on one of the three focal young women who shared with me part of 

their lives. After the case studies, a “Discussion” chapter attempts to bring these three 

stories together in a coherent fashion.  This chapter is followed by a final chapter where 

implications, recommendations, and directions for future research are discussed.  An 

appendix at the end of the dissertation talks about the methods utilized during this 

research. 
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Chapter 2: Leila Pineda 

 

Ahora son las cosas que a mí me gusta hacer.  A mí me gusta jugar deportes y 
hablar mucho con chavos.  Soy una coquetota, coqueta.  Y todos me dicen que 
soy muy simpática y que embrujo a los hombres con mi mirada. Bueno, yo no sé 
que dicen pero eso es lo que me dicen mis primos.  A ver, uhmmmm.  Desde que 
nací he tenido más de diez novios, incluyendo a un chavillo que se llamaba Oscar, 
él tiene doce años y va a la Wayne.  Y también incluyendo a Jesús con el que 
ando ahorita.  Ayyyy como lo quiero a mi baby…  (suspirando). (Leila’s own 
recording,) 
 

Now, I am going to talk about the things that I like to do. I like to play sports and 
talk a lot with boys.  I am a flirt, a big flirt.  And everyone tells me that I am very 
pleasant and that I bewitch men with my eyes.  Well, I don’t know what they say, 
but that’s what my cousins tell me. Well, let me see.  Since I was born, I have had 
more than ten boyfriends, including a kid whose name was Oscar, he is twelve 
years old and goes to Wayne(middle school). And also including Jesús who is my 
boyfriend now.  Ayyyyyyy, how much I love him, my baby! 
 

Leila Pineda was thirteen years old when I started collecting data for this study.  I 

had met her two years ago when I was part of the research team that was present in her 

self-contained fifth-grade bilingual classroom in an elementary school in a medium size 

city in Texas. In fifth grade, she was a very strong bilingual individual and successful 

student who shone in that classroom.  She participated, completed assignments, and 

spoke both languages proficiently. In fifth grade, she was also a tall girl. By the time she 

was in seventh grade, and became one of my focal students, she was at least two inches 

taller than me—both of us barefoot.  She had always had long dark brown hair, small 

luminous eyes, and a playful smile.  By the time she was in seventh grade, the hair, the 

eyes, and the smile had changed.  Her darker, black-dyed hair was longer and “cortado 

en capas” (layered), her eyes were usually delineated with black eyeliner, and her smile 
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was accentuated with glittery pinkish lip gloss almost every time I met with her.  Being 

myself a woman who was born wearing make-up and does “stuff” to her hair as well, 

Leila’s different appearance was one of the first things that I noticed when I saw her as a 

seventh-grade student in February of 2004.  She was not a fifth-grade child anymore but a 

young Latina woman negotiating her place, her role, and her identity both at school and 

at home.  Most importantly, Leila was learning what being a woman in her Mexican-

origin family entailed. The following is what I learned about her. 

LEILA’S FAMILY 

Leila, her parents, and her siblings lived in a small wooden two-bedroom house 

situated in a clean and colorful Latino and Black low income neighborhood.  Their house 

faced the elementary school that she and her sister had attended and that her youngest 

brother would attend the following school year.  The house occupied one corner of a 

larger rectangular piece of land.  This allowed the Pineda family to enjoy a considerable 

large yard which was very important for the family’s social life.  The Pinedas loved to 

entertain, and this yard was a great place for having parties. On another corner of the 

yard, closer to the home, there was a small garden which was proudly taken care of by 

Mrs. Pineda.  In it, she grew cilantro, Serrano peppers, and other herbs that she used for 

cooking.   

Leila’s parents were both born in Mexico and moved to the United States from a 

central state in Mexico in 1990, and they both enjoyed telling the story of how they had 

met to their children, their friends, and me.  César Pineda had been living and working in 

the United States before getting married.  As a seasonal worker, he would go back to 

Mexico to spend “temporadas” (periods of time) while working in the U.S.  In one of his 

visits to Mexico, he decided that it was time to get married.  He thought that Zoyla 

Herrera, sister of a good friend, would make a “good wife,” and he started courting her 
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during that same visit.  He moved back to United States for a while and then returned to 

Mexico to get married and lived there for some time. They had their first child, a girl 

named Paula,  within their first year of marriage. Zoyla Pineda told me that she would 

never forget the day she crossed the Rio Grande in a tube with her year-and-a-half-old 

daughter on her lap to meet her husband on the other side of the border who had moved 

months before.  A few years later, Leila was born in the United States and was the 

youngest child until her baby brother, Beto, was born in 2000.  The Pineda family had 

lived in an apartment before being able to rent this house in which they had lived in for 

the previous three years. Leila and Paula shared one of the two bedrooms. Leila’s parents 

and Beto slept in the other room.  

Leila’s family was a tight unit. They spent a lot of time together, both doing 

chores and enjoying get togethers, and they relied heavily on each other since clear roles 

and expectations were shared by every member of the family. As a result, Leila’s family 

was a major source of pride, confidence, learning, and fun for her, and she was an active 

and involved member of this family. During one interview in which I asked her what was 

what she liked to do the most in life, she clearly stated: “Convivir con mi familia.  

Platicamos, nos sentamos a comer y platicamos.” (Spend time with my family. We chat, 

we sit down to eat, and we chat.) 

However, sitting down to eat and chat was something that was not easily 

accomplished (but not impossible) since both Mr. and Mrs. Pineda worked long and 

different hours.  César Pineda worked as a mechanic in an environmental company 

during the morning hours while Zoyla Pineda worked as a janitor for a business office 

building in the evenings.  She left for work every day around 5:45 pm and came back 

around 2:00 a.m.  During the weekdays, the family would enjoy some time together when 

Leila and Paula came back from school and before Mrs. Pineda went to work.  When I 
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visited Leila at home in the afternoons (usually after 4:00 pm), I would usually find her 

watching TV, playing with her brother, helping Mrs. Pineda cook, or just sitting down in 

the kitchen table talking with her mother and/or sister.   

Mrs. Pineda was a young (she is my age), tall, woman who could be quiet, 

reserved, and serious at some times, chatty and open at others. She had fair skin, light 

brown eyes, and dark blonde hair. I never really figured out if she liked me or not.  Some 

days she was quite serious and nothing but a hello would come out of her mouth and 

other times she would talk without stopping about her family in Mexico or how spoiled 

her children were because they did not help enough at home.  Mrs. Pineda never 

complained about her long and late working hours but intensely wished her children 

understood the hard work that she and her husband did for them since they needed to 

know and learn “things about life.”  Zoyla Pineda was careful and even wary with her 

actions and words. She was the only mother who said she needed some time before 

signing the research consent forms and her permissions for Leila to go out with me and 

other girls participating in the study were not automatically given.  Leila had to ask for 

permission and waited to see if her parents would allow her to go.  Most of Leila’s 

activities were indeed carefully controlled. 

For his part, Mr. Pineda  was occupied with providing his family with everything 

he could.  Shorter and rounder than his wife, he smiled more and joked more with others.  

I assume that partly because I am a woman, my relationship with him was not very 

close3, but he always had a smile and a welcome phrase for me, “Pásele, maestra, pásele, 

ahí está Leila adentro.” (Come in, teacher, come in, Leila is there inside.)  In one of my 

first visits, Leila’s father had just brought a large, white bookcase which was lying across 

                                                 
3 This does not imply that my relationship with Leila’s mother was better just because we were both 
women. 
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the living room.  Someone had given it to him but it was too tall for their house so Mr. 

Pineda could not stand the huge piece of furniture.  Instead, it rested in the middle of the 

living room for a few days.  On my next visit, the bookcase had been shortened by Mr. 

Pineda and was now leaning on one of the walls.  Its shelves held pictures of the family, 

an stereo and its speakers, several ornaments, some glasses, and other objects. Everything 

was orderly placed and nothing seemed to be out of place which spoke to the Pinedas’ 

care for their home and their possessions. On another occasion, César Pineda brought an 

old computer home that was placed in Leila and Paula’s room.  This old computer had 

some outdated software (old version of Power Point and other simple games), but the 

Pineda children enjoyed playing with it and the sisters would sometimes write “love 

power point presentations” in which they would tell how much they loved and liked their 

respective boyfriends.   

As an active and involved member of this family, Leila was able to recognize, 

talk, and value her parents’ hard work.  In several instances, she proudly mentioned how 

both her father and mother worked hard to pay the rent and pay for groceries. One 

illustrative example occurred during the conversation we had the afternoon when the tall 

bookcase lay there in the middle of the living room. Leila, Beto, and myself were 

watching TV while their mother was getting ready to go to work. When the Mexican 

telenovela we were watching ended, Leila hurriedly changed the channel to catch The 

Simpsons.  I was obviously interested in learning more about Leila’s TV watching habits 

so I asked her what she liked best: soap operas or The Simpsons and the following 

conversation took place:   
A:  ¿Qué te gusta más, las novelas o Los Simpsons? 
L:  Los Simpsons 
A:  ¿Por qué? 
L:   Porque son bien tontos, especialmente Homer Simpson. 
A:  Ahhh, (I laughed).  ¿Por qué, qué hace o qué? 
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L:  Se duerme en el trabajo, se acuesta en el sofá a ver la tele y no le ayuda a su 
esposa con nada.  También me gusta porque hay una niña que se llama Lisa es 
muy inteligente y muy cuidadosa.  
A:  ¿Y por qué te gusta eso de Lisa? 
L:  Porque es así como yo... 
A:  (I laughed).... 
L: Y pues Bart Simpson… que es como mi hermano porque es bien travieso y se 
porta igualito a mi hermano, travieso, esculcón... y bien burrillo.... 
A:  (I laughed) O sea que sientes que te identificas [más] con los Simpsons que 
con la novela por ejemplo... 
L:  Sí, porque mi mamá se parece a Marge, a la esposa de Homer Simpson, 
porque ella siempre está limpiando, cuida a los niños, se va a trabajar y.... le 
gustan los vestidos. 
A:  (I laughed) Y ¿a poco tu papá se parece a Homer Simp...? 
L:  Bueno, a lo mejor en lo gordito pero en lo demás para nada...[emphasis] 
A:  Para nada... ¿porque a tu papá le gusta trabajar...? 
L: Muy trabajador 
A:  ¿Tu papá es muy trabajador?  ¿Por qué dices eso? 
L:  Trabaja mucho.... y él es el que nos da dinero para pagar la renta... bueno 
también mi mamá, pero ella compra la comida. 

 
A:  What do you like best, soap operas or The Simpsons? 
L: The Simpsons 
A:  Why? 
L: Because they are very silly, especially Homer Simpson. 
A:  Ahhh, but, why?  What does he do? 
L: He falls asleep at work, he lays down on the sofa to watch TV and he doesn’t 
help her wife with anything. I also like them because there is a girl whose name is 
Lisa and who is very intelligent and very careful. 
A: And why do you like that about Lisa? 
L: Because she is like me… 
A:  (I laughed) 
L: And Bart Simpson …is like my brother because he likes pranks and he behaves 
just like my brother, a menace, nosy… and dumb… 
A:  (I laughed) It seems that you identify more with The Simpsons than with the 
soap operas… 
L: Yes, because my mother is like Marge, Homer Simpson’s wife, because she is 
always cleaning, takes care of the children, goes to work and… she likes dresses. 
A:  (I laughed) And your father is like Homer Simpson?! (a little bit surprised) 
L:  Well, maybe because both are a little bit fat but in nothing else!! 
A: Nothing else…does your father like to work? 
L: He’s a hard-working man 
A: He’s a hard-working man?  Why do you say so? 
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L: He works a lot and he is the one that gives us money to pay the rent… Well, my 
mother too, but she buys the groceries. 

 

By selectively finding parallels between her family and Homer Simpson’s family, Leila 

shared with me her clear and meaningful understanding of how the roles of mother and 

father should be played. Although The Simpsons might not be the image of a perfectly 

happy family, Leila was able to recognize in Marge Simpson—the concerned and wise 

mother—certain qualities that her mother had and that Leila considered essential for the 

role of a mother and a wife.  For Leila, being a mother, wife, and a woman was related to 

cleaning, taking care of the children, working, and liking dresses. Leila had also a clear 

idea of what a father should be and do.  Although she accepted that her father and Homer 

Simpson might be similar in physical appearance, she quickly jumped to differentiate the 

two men by emphasizing that her father was a hard-working man.  Leila understood the 

roles of parents as providers and caregivers and she proudly recognized and valued that in 

her own parents. 

As an older sister, Paula, who was sixteen, was in many ways paving the road and 

serving as a model for Leila. Leila identified Paula as being a “girlie girl” who would not 

go out of the house without make-up. By contrast, she described herself as a more casual 

kind of girl who wished she could dress like a “chola” with large, baggy jeans.  

Nonetheless, they were close confidants and shared a room, CDs, secrets and gossip. 

Perhaps one of the more interesting ways in which Paula had served as an example to 

Leila was Paula’s two-year love relationship with Mateo.  Leila knew their “love story” 

from a to z and enjoyed telling the thorny roads that the couple had traveled.  It seemed 

that her parents, especially her father, had disapproved of the relationship since the 

beginning.  Leila’s recount of the relationship also included that Mateo had had doubts 

about “his love,” and that Paula and he separated for some time.  However, he realized 
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how much he loved Paula and had come back to her.  Paula and Mateo’s love story was 

definitely one of the entry ways by which Leila began casting herself as an actor in the 

world of romance that and this affiliation influenced many of the actions, beliefs, and 

even literacy practices that Leila engaged in. 

Becoming a Woman 

One of the main negotiations that shaped Leila’s home life was learning what it 

meant to be an adolescent and a woman through the perspective of being a member of 

this Mexican family and member of the Latino community in this country. One of the 

main forces that shaped these processes was Mr. and Mrs. Pineda’s ideas on what was the 

most important things for their children to learn and do. Their ideas on what was 

important for their children were exemplified by Zoyla’s desire for her daughters to learn 

how to run a household and learn about “what happens and what’s needed when they get 

married.”  When Zoyla Pineda talked to me, she would sooner or later bring marriage to 

the conversation and expressed her concern that her daughters needed to learn cosas de la 

casa (household chores).  It was clear that Leila’s mother most serious concern was for 

her daughters to learn how to be useful women in the house.  She asked them constantly 

to help with chores and complained when her daughters did not help enough.  She also 

involved the girls in all of adult business.  Leila knew which relative either here or in 

Mexico was sick, which one was pregnant, which one had run away with her boyfriend, 

etc. On a day when Leila was absent from school, I visited her in the afternoon.  It was 

true that Leila was not feeling well but, nevertheless, she was able to spend the day with 

her mother helping her with errands, going to the clinic, buying groceries, getting new 

shoes, and cleaning.  It appeared that Mrs. Pineda was not concerned about Leila missing 

school, and she seemed to be happy with her daughter experiencing what Mom does on a 

normal day.   
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Leila and her sister’s actions partly reflected this family discourse on becoming 

useful women.  Since her mother expected them to help with chores and because she left 

for work in the middle of the afternoon, Leila and her sister were sometimes responsible 

for preparing dinner for their father, cleaning their room, and taking care of Beto, their 

youngest brother, among other chores.  I specifically saw Leila baking a cake, chopping 

nopalitos, onions, and jalapeños to fix a meal, and helping her mother with the laundry at 

different times. Leila was also very capable of taking care of and controlling her younger 

brother. Beto was almost always present at home when I was there and he liked to run 

around, scream, and show off in front of me.  Leila monitored and disciplined him 

consistently:  “Leave that there,” “Give me that,” “Put that in its place,” “Go and clean,” 

and he generally obeyed her. It seemed that Leila had learned from her parents what was 

necessary to do when raising a child and was able to manage young, and a little bit 

spoiled, Beto.  It also seemed that this motherly role was expected of her both by her 

parents, herself and young Beto since at no point there was a reference about Leila 

behaving inappropriately or being out of place when correcting Beto. 

However, Mrs. Pineda was not always successful in making her girls help around 

the house since Leila and Paula found ways to resist the roles of good and useful 

daughters. On more than one occasion, Leila saw her mother working at something 

without making an effort to help her.  For example, on a hot May afternoon, Leila’s 

mother was trying to mow the lawn with an old machine.  I had stopped by for a quick 

visit and found Mrs. Pineda outside, Leila inside watching TV with Beto, and her sister 

outside chatting with her boyfriend.  I went in and sat with Leila and Beto in the living 

room.  Neither Leila nor Paula made an effort to check with their mother to see if she 

needed help in the twenty minutes that I was there even when I mentioned a couple of 

times that maybe their mother might want some help. On my way out, I went to talk to 
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Mrs. Pineda and she took advantage of the opportunity to complain about her daughters 

and how sometimes they did not help enough. Other ways by which Leila and Paula 

resisted some of their parents’ ideals of how they should behave included lying to their 

parents.  On one occasion, Leila, Paula, and their younger cousin, Vivi, told Mrs. Pineda 

that they were going to the library to get some books for Leila’s summer reading 

program.  Leila confessed to me later that after going to the library, they had gone 

swimming at the pool at Paula’s boyfriend’s apartment complex.  Leila begged me not to 

tell her mother about this visit since they had taken longer than expected and Mrs. Pineda 

was really upset with them. She would have been more upset if she had found out they 

were swimming at Paula’s boyfriend pool considering how strict they were about the 

places their daughters went.  Other forces different to their mother’s beliefs on learning 

about house chores and becoming useful women were also shaping Leila’s actions and 

negotiations of femaleness.  Interestingly enough, these other forces were also related to 

their family’s perspectives on what being a woman meant within this Mexican family.  

These other forces were partly represented by Leila’s strong interest in the opposite sex 

which shaped many of Leila’s activities and reactions to the world.  

As I discussed before, Leila was partly living out Paula’s relationship with Mateo 

as she spent time with them and talked to her sister about Paula and Mateo’s love life.  

However, she was also living her own love stories. Leila talked about her “boyfriends”4 

constantly and would nearly always bring that topic to the conversation if I failed to ask 

about her latest boyfriend (which I generally did since I was myself curious to hear about 

her “love life”).  During the time I collected data, Leila talked about at least 5 boys whom 

she considered her boyfriends.  These boys were usually not classmates or boys who 

                                                 
4 I use quotation marks with the word boyfriend because I never saw any of them and only saw them in 
pictures.   



 46

attended the same school as her.  The young men generally belonged to the social 

network of her parents’ friends or were friends of her sister’s boyfriend.  Leila did not see 

them a lot since she did not hang out with them at school and did not leave her house 

very often either.  According to her, she saw them at some of the parties that her parents 

hosted if the boyfriend was the son of some of her parents’ friends.  She saw them more 

often if the young man was friends with Mateo, Paula’s boyfriend.  However, what was 

more significant was not how often she saw the boyfriends or who the boyfriends were.  

What seemed relevant was the way she talked about these relationships, these boys, and 

herself in relationship to her boyfriends as it is illustrated in the quote that opens this 

chapter.  As she talked to me over and over again about her boyfriends and her love 

adventures, she took advantage of every opportunity she had to construct herself as a 

gendered individual who looked for and liked attention from the opposite sex. 

Leila’s narratives about her boyfriends revealed a world where being a woman, 

being touched, and being taken care of was important. Leila talked about being kissed in 

some of the few opportunities that she had to be alone with one of her boyfriends. She 

also described how she and another boyfriend had done “a movie about themselves” one 

night when Leila, Paula, and Mateo had told Leila’s parents that they were going to the 

movies but had gone to “her [Leila’s] boyfriend’s place to watch movies.”  Although I’m 

not sure whether these events really happened since I doubted her parents would have 

allowed her to go out with her boyfriends, it was interesting to see how she had figured 

out a blueprint of how love relationships should be lived.  For example, she did not agree 

with her cousins who had run away with her boyfriends “because how do they know if 

they are going to get married or not? Just because they love each other now…but who 

knows later on.”  When I learned that one of her boyfriends was 19 years old, she 

explained that it was a good thing that he was older because “if they are young they can’t 
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protect and defend the girlfriend.”  Leila was in the process of developing an 

understanding of herself as a woman in terms of her relationships with men through what 

she experienced within her family.  Leila seemed to be proactive, daring, and determined 

when boyfriends or the simple idea of boyfriends was in game.  Leila wrote letters to 

those boyfriends, wrote little poems for them, took pictures of them, talked a lot about 

them.  She even once tried to set me up with one friend of the family.  Mrs. Pineda was 

not thrilled when she learned that Leila had given this man my telephone number: the 

man had a woman and a child back in Mexico!  Leila’s attitude towards her boyfriends 

and herself as a romantic and sexual being can be better explained by one of her own 

sentences:  “Yo me les aviento a ellos antes de que ellos se avienten a mí”.  (I throw 

myself at them before they throw themselves at me.)  

We could say that Leila had been recruited to a figured world of romance 

(Holland et al., 1998) through her experiences in a family in which the mother had a 

strong interest in helping her daughters learn about becoming good wives.  Both Mr. and 

Mrs. Pineda, although somewhat strict regarding the places their daughters could go, for 

example, allowed her to have “boyfriends,” and they joked about Leila’s boyfriends or 

possible boyfriends. Zoyla knew of her daughters’ love interests and allowed some room 

for these interests to grow whether in Leila’s head only or at the parties that the family 

hosted and where Leila saw her “boyfriends.”  The discourse that I heard from Leila’s 

mother was about doing well in school but also learning about life and men.  It was clear 

that Leila had strongly identified herself as an actor in the figured world of romance.   

Other aspects of the Pineda’s social life influenced Leila’s identification as the 

future woman of the house. Leila’s family loved to entertain and had successfully 

managed to keep alive a lot of the traditions that they had brought with them from 

Mexico when they moved to Texas.  Parties with mariachis and/or other music in Spanish 
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where antojitos (appetizers) such as tamales and pollo con mole were served took place at 

least once a month in the Pinedas’ backyard.  If a party was not officially organized, 

friends and relatives (her maternal grandparents lived a few blocks away and attended 

many of these parties) would often get together at Leila’s place for menudo that Mrs. 

Pineda had cooked earlier, to eat roasted corn, or to play Lotería (a Mexican game similar 

to Bingo).  During the data collection phase, Leila’s parents opened the doors of their 

small two-bedroom house to host one quinceañera, one Mother’s Day party for her 

grandmother, one baby shower, a couple of birthdays, and even one quinceañero (the son 

of some family friends was turning 15 and he also was being celebrated with his own 

party). All these activities had a double function in the family:  they were spaces where 

Leila and her sister could learn about hosting, cooking, cleaning, dancing, and even 

drinking and they were also used as performances through which the family strengthened 

their cultural identifications. 

As smiling and lively young woman who was being raised by her parents to be a 

possible future wife, Leila proudly and actively participated in these parties and reunions.  

She helped with the cooking and cleaning, she danced with some of her parents’ friends’ 

children and her cousins, and she even was invited by her parents to drink a little bit of 

champagne and beer once in while.  She loved those parties and talked so much about 

them. She said they were “beautiful” since “la familia se junta y se vuelve más unida y 

puede haber más comunicación entre nosotros” (because the family gets together and 

becomes closer, and we can have more communication among ourselves). Leila proudly 

recognized and affirmed how “they [her parents] want to make a lot of parties,” and she 

enjoyed and talked a lot about the planning, the celebrating, and even the cleaning that 

these parties entailed.   
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It was also through these parties and get togethers that Leila’s cultural identity 

was strongly developed.  Mariachis, Mexican food, friends, and games along with Leila’s 

father yelling “Mexican Pride” (in English according to Leila) allowed Leila’s family to 

maintain their strong connection with their native country.   

Leila’s Language and Literacy Practices at Home 

Within discourses of becoming a woman and of identifying with Mexico, Leila 

engaged in particular language and literacy practices that reflected many of these 

understandings. Leila’s life at home was normally conducted in Spanish. She used 

Spanish when talking to her parents, her younger brother, her other relatives, and other 

family friends. Leila spoke Spanish with her sister but they could switch to English at any 

time which happened frequently. Leila’s father spoke enough English to interact with 

English speaking people at work, but her mother had just learned a few words.  Although 

Leila had been born here and attended school only in this country, her Spanish was very 

strong and was in no way shy to speak Spanish at home or with me. Leila also translated 

for her parents when the need arose.  However, Leila once commented how her father 

would get sometimes a little bit upset when the family received documents in the mail 

that neither Leila or Paula could translate due to the complexity of the materials. Leila did 

not comment about what happened with these documents or who helped the family with 

them. 

Similar to many other households around the country, the TV at Leila’s place was 

nearly always on, and if it was not on, music was being played on the family stereo. Leila 

loved music and her music choices reflected her strong connection to her Mexican 

identity. It was common for me to arrive at Leila’s house and hear “guacarachas” music 

playing in the stereo to full volume and Leila singing along or dancing with Beto.  As I 

learned through Leila, “guacarachas” were songs with a salsa and cumbia rhythm from 
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Colombia.  At other times, she listened to Mexican artist by the name of AKWID who 

sang Spanish rap songs. Leila did not like to watch soap operas since she found them 

“boring.” She enjoyed and laughed with The Simpsons and other reality shows like Fear 

Factor and My Big, Fat, Obnoxious Fiancé from FOX TV. 

Although only a few books could be seen at Leila’s home, other literacy artifacts 

were present at the Pineda’s home. Mr. and Mrs. Pineda’s room’s walls were decorated 

with framed family photographs, children’s diplomas, poems written by the two eldest 

daughters for Mother’s Day, birthday cards written by the girls to their youngest brother, 

and other similar artifacts.  It seemed that the Pinedas understood how written pieces 

have a sense of permanency or posterity, and they wanted to save these artifacts. It was 

also clear that these literacy artifacts where used by Pineda family to strengthen the 

family bonds among siblings and parents and children. 

Leila did not engage in much reading and writing at home.  Other than a few 

times when I saw her completing homework, I only saw Leila writing when she created 

Power Point presentations in the computer about her love interests with one or two 

sentences in English in each of the three or four slides of the presentation and on a few 

other occasions when she wrote a letter or two to her boyfriends. As a I did with all the 

other girls in the study, I gave her a new journal for her to write about whatever she 

wanted.  She wrote a couple of entries and, when I asked about it, the journal had been 

lost. I did not see her reading, and books were not salient at Leila’s home. Everything 

seemed to indicate that other literacy practices such as reading comics and magazines, 

writing in journals, and surfing the Internet, often discussed in the adolescent literacy 

literature (Alvermann et al., 1998; Finders, 1997; James Paul Gee, 2000; Hagood, 2000) 

were not present at Leila’s home.  



 51

LEILA’S SCHOOL LIFE 

Leila was a seventh grader at Johnson Middle School (JMS), a large and diverse 

middle school (grade 6 – 9) located in the center of the Latino neighborhood in the east 

part of the city.  This school year was Leila’s first year at that school since she had 

completed sixth grade at the elementary school where I met her.  As a new student in a 

school much bigger than the one she had previously attended, Leila seemed to be happy  

to spend her days in this two-story building that, while not new, had been well 

maintained and was clean.  Its walls were covered with huge and colorful student-made 

posters. On the first floor, there was a huge display case with all kinds of trophies (sports, 

academics) and numerous photographs that portrayed the kind of school that this one 

was: an extremely diverse and successful school. Johnson Middle School was well-

known for holding a strong Magnet Program. According to its website, students from all 

over the city apply to Johnson’s demanding and successful Magnet Program to take 

advanced and high school courses in liberal arts, mathematics, and science.  

Close to 1,000 Black, White, and Hispanic students constituted the diverse student 

population of JMS. This middle school was founded by an African-American educator as 

the city’s first African-American junior high school in the 1930’s and, consequently, a 

good number of its students (26%)5 were African American.  Having a successful Magnet 

Program motivated middle-class White parents from more affluent areas of the city to 

send their children (29%) to Johnson Middle School, and since the neighborhood was 

located on the east part of the city where most of the Latina/o families resided, Hispanic 

students (39%) also comprised a considerable percentage of the student population. A 

very few students from Indian or Asian descent went to JMS as well (< 1%). 

                                                 
5 Percentages come from the Texas Department of Education and refer to the 2003-2004 school year. 
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Leila was the only girl from the fifth-grade class that I had met two years ago who 

registered at Johnson’s Magnet Program. Of the two different strands that Magnet 

Program students were allowed to take (Science/Math/Technology  or Liberal Arts 

strand), Leila had chosen the Science/Math/Technology strand since she had been invited 

and sponsored by her sixth grade homeroom and science teacher—and as part of the 

Young Scientist program at Chavez Elementary—to register and attend the Magnet 

Program.   

In fifth grade, Leila was a very strong bilingual and biliterate student and her 

grades were very good.  Previously, she had attended bilingual programs in elementary 

school and had transitioned to English by the time she was in fourth grade.  During one of 

the interviews in fifth grade, she mentioned that she was proud of having “made a big 

effort to learn English since Pre-K” and proud of not having failed a school year and 

being now in sixth grade. She was a happy student who loved her friends and loved to 

read and write in both languages. In sixth grade, some students, including Leila, 

Maricela, and Esperanza, were invited to attend the Magnet Program at Johnson on a 

conditional basis.  Making the decision of going or not going to Johnson was a big deal 

when these students were in sixth grade.  Some students were afraid of the unknown, 

other students were concerned about the academic demands of the Magnet Program and 

other students had no idea of what such a program implied.  One day in sixth grade, as 

other girls and myself sat during lunch and talked about the Johnson dilemma, Leila said 

that she was going to decline the invitation to attend Johnson because her mother worried 

about the school being too far away and about not being able to pick Leila up or find a 

way to bring her home in case of emergency. When I talked to Leila again in seventh 

grade, Leila was attending Johnson, and she explained that her mother and father had 

changed their mind because they wanted her to attend a “good school.”   
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In this seventh grade, Leila took magnet classes for Science and Math and honors 

classes for Language arts and Social Studies. She also took Choir and had Gym and 

Spanish in the morning before her core classes.  I visited her once a week in her 

Language arts class for the first month a half and then I started visiting her in her Spanish 

class as well.  Toward the end of the school year, I shadowed her for a day which allowed 

me to see her magnet classes as well.   

In the Classroom  

Leila’s language arts class took place in a large, well lit classroom whose walls 

were covered by students’ work, rubric posters, and lists of information about grammar, 

the writing process, editing and revising skills, and similar language arts skills related 

material. Leila’s language arts class was an Honors class in which the teacher, Mrs. 

Stoneware, focused students’ attention on form and structure since she had to teach the 

benchmarks and standards that the State had established as the minimum skills for all 

students to learn.  Leila’s experienced teacher knew her business but, perhaps a little bit 

tired after many years in the classroom, was sometimes not able to control some unruly 

students.  Leila did not seem to be disturbed by the distracting students, and she generally 

worked swiftly and deliberately no matter what was the assignment.  

Although not a magnet class, this language arts class was diversely composed and 

quite segregated.  The desks were organized in clusters of four and up to eight desks that 

formed teams. Ms. Stoneware’s students always sat in the same places, places which they 

have chosen on their own. One of these clusters or teams was occupied by eight Latino 

and African American boys, another one by five African American girls, and another one 

by six White boys.  A four-desk cluster was generally occupied by one Hispanic boy and 

his Hispanic girlfriend who wanted and were allowed to sit together.  Leila sat down with 

three other girls:  two Hispanic and one White or, according to Leila, “mixed” since one 
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of her parents was White and the other Hispanic.  This White girl was frequently absent 

which allowed me to have a desk in Leila’s cluster of desks. Leila’s team was situated at 

the very back of the classroom and as far away as possible from the blackboard and 

where the teacher generally stood up to teach.  

Language Practices   

Leila was quiet and well-behaved in her classes.  Whenever her teacher spoke, she 

looked up and appeared to be listening carefully.  Even though she did not raise her hand 

to volunteer an answer to a question posed by the teacher or make a comment in a group 

discussion during the entire time of data collection, she could respond if called upon to do 

so.  In fact, Leila and her girlfriends seldom raised their hands, spoke out, or chorally 

answered a question like other students did which seems to confirm research on gender 

and classroom interaction’s findings on silent female students (Coates, 1986; Losey, 

1995; Stanley, 1986). Leila and her girlfriends were very much silent when the class was 

taking place. When they talked, they generally talked among themselves about the work 

that they were doing or about something not related to school work.  They were never 

loud and always whispered to each other.   

When group discussions took place, they chose to have their own private and 

sometimes parallel conversations. During a group discussion about the Titanic and the 

idea of “unsinkable ships,” Leila and her teammates did not share any comments to the 

rest of the class but had a related conversation among themselves.  One of the Latina/o 

girls in the team, Rocío, lead the conversation by offering novel ideas about human 

beings being stupid and the need for extraterrestrial beings to come and teach humans 

how to do things. Leila listened carefully and with genuine interest as Rocío elaborated 

on her theory about superior celestial intelligence and reacted to what Rocío and Julia 

were saying but she did not offer original ideas. During the months I visited Leila in her 
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Language arts class, many similar parallel conversations emerged between Leila and her 

friends.  Sometimes the conversations were about topics related to what was being 

discussed by the rest of the class; other times the conversations were related to other 

topics such as eyebrow waxing, contact lenses, and hair color.  Leila contributed more in 

the latter type of conversations since she used and had her opinions about make-up and 

hair colors and she had also had her eyebrows waxed more than once. 

Since Leila’s school world was conducted nearly all in English, all of these 

interactions took place in English.  Although a fluent bilingual, Leila used mainly English 

in the classroom and in school.  This did not mean that she did not use Spanish at all.  Her 

minimal use of Spanish was purposeful and deliberate. Sometimes Leila said a sentence 

in Spanish to Julia or interjected a Spanish word in her dialogue not because her listeners 

would not understand her if she used English but to emphasize something or to say 

something that sounded better in Spanish.  In an unforgettable episode in which Leila is 

telling Julia how to walk as a model as part of a group sketch that they had to do, the 

whole conversation was taking place in English when suddenly Leila ordered Julia to be 

“coqueta” (flirty).  It seemed that she did not believe that there was a right word in 

English for this concept and used the Spanish word.  As a Spanish speaker myself I 

agreed with the word choice since “be flirty” does not have the same power as “coqueta.” 

Her English was then peppered by Spanish as a way to put some flavor, when needed, to 

her talk. 

Another example of Leila’s strategic use of Spanish happened when she and a 

group of classmates were sitting at a round table and working on different assignments at 

Study Hall6.  All students but one were Hispanic but they were all speaking in English.  

                                                 
6 Study Hall was a school period where students who were not making sufficient progress in their classes 
met to work and receive some guidance on their assignments.  This will be further explained later on in the 
chapter. 
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When the Study Hall teacher stepped out of the classroom, the students began talking 

about non-school related issues.  Leila started telling a long joke in English and the rest 

of the students listened to it attentively.  When Leila said the final sentence, the punch 

line of the joke, she used one Spanish word that was essential for the joke to make sense.  

All of the Hispanic students laughed.  The White boy stared at the others without 

laughing and without understanding the joke.  He complained about it and demanded a 

translation.  Leila said nothing and translated nothing. No one else did.  In such a diverse 

school, Leila used her Spanish to underline the differences between students and let other 

students know that she and other Hispanic students while fluent in English had an extra 

tool in their toolbox that they could use to have fun. 

Official Literacy Practices 

 The official literacy practices that took place in this classroom were greatly 

focused on the functional and cognitive interpretation of literacy. Ms. Stoneware spent a 

lot of time of that second semester of seventh grade teaching and reinforcing the skills 

that were going to be assessed in the State mandated yearly examination.  Writing took a 

good amount of time in the class.  Writing assignments included, among other things, 

writing notes about the teacher’s lecture, writing quick writes in preparation for a story 

that was going to be read or as a reaction to a story that had been read, writing different 

types of essays such as persuasive essay, answering the questions from the end of a story 

in their basal, and completing graphic organizers such as one in which students had to 

write actions from a story and the dialogue that revealed action.  When it was time to 

write, Leila had paper and pencil ready, and she wrote diligently and quickly.  She did 

not ask the teacher questions, she did not get distracted nor looked around the classroom, 

and she hardly ever talked except sometimes to Julia and Rocío to answer their questions 

or to pose a question to them as well.   
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Although I was not able to keep any of her academic written work, I was 

generally able to see what she had written when I was in the classroom.  Leila was a 

proficient English writer. She knew how to develop an idea through the use of specifics 

bits of information and important details. She capitalized and used other punctuation 

properly and was also very good at using connections and transitions.  She mainly wrote 

in English but, similar to her oral language practices, she used some Spanish deliberately 

in her written compositions.  She was once asked to write a quick write about something 

she had lost at some point in her life.  Leila wrote about how she once lost a birthday-

stone ring that her grandmother had given her while helping her mother with the laundry.  

Besides the story reflecting a lot of what she lived at home and the strong relationships 

that she had with her family members, the piece of writing was notable because Leila 

used Spanish to write the dialogue that went on between her mother, and her 

grandmother, and her about the lost ring.  Spanish was again used to accentuate and mark 

how different she was from others.  When I asked her why she had wrote the dialogue in 

Spanish, she explained that her family is different and that her family members didn’t 

speak English.  It seemed that Leila had learned what was expected from her regarding 

her language arts class activities because she worked hard and diligently.  “She has 

stamina,” her teacher once said to me.  However, she did not seem to enjoy or to 

experience pleasure from learning activities.  She did them as quickly as she could, trying 

to get the job done and into the teacher’s hands.   

The reading instruction that Leila received was less rigorous than her writing 

instruction.  I saw a couple of reading lessons in which the teacher asked them to find 

specific writing skills in the stories from the basal (i.e., on one occasion they had to find 

places in a story where dialogue revealed action). Other than lessons such as this one, Ms. 

Stoneware didn’t conduct read alouds or book talks of any kind. Reading was pretty 
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much left for the students to do independently, and Leila seemed to enjoy this lack of 

pressure for reading.  For example, Leila’s teacher asked her students to read silently for 

20 minutes every time they met (they had Language arts class only on Mondays, 

Wednesdays, and Fridays).  While other students took advantage of this time to read the 

newspaper or a short novel, Leila preferred reading stories from her basal book. She 

opened her book on any page and started reading that story without regard to what the 

story was about. I once saw her reading another text that was not her basal book: a 

science fiction book which did not belong to her but to Rocío and which was about 

extraterrestrials.  The classroom’s good selection of trade books, filling a large two-

shelved bookcase, did not seem to attract Leila’s attention.  Other than Rocio’s book, I 

never saw Leila reading anything other than her basal book in school.  As I later learned, 

Leila’s class was not taken to the library on a regular basis or as part of her language arts 

class.  Students could go by themselves whenever they wanted but they were not 

expected to read a certain number of books or record their reading activities.    

It all seemed to indicate that Leila was not developing her reading skills through 

the reading activities that were being conducted in her Language arts classroom. It 

became clearer when she talked to me about the summer reading program that she had to 

participate in at the end of her seventh grade. At the end of the school year, Johnson 

Middle School students were given a list of books as options for them to read over the 

summer.  They had to read two books from that list during the summer, write a short 

summary about them, and turn this assignment to their next year homeroom teacher.  

Right after the end of the school, I tried visiting Leila one afternoon.  Her mother told me 

that she had gone to the library with her sister and cousin but that I could visit her in the 

afternoon after they came back.  When I saw her that day after her library trip, she 

showed the list of books that she could choose from and the books that she had checked 
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out from the public library.  These latter ones were not in the list and, as I skimmed them, 

I realized that they were short novels for adults, way beyond her reading ability and 

interests.  It was then  when she shared with me her dislike for reading:   
 
A:  A ver, cuéntame de todo.  Platícame del Summer Reading List [I have the paper 
in my hands]. 
L:  La cosa más aburrida que hay en el verano… 
A:  ¿Por qué, a ver? 
L:  No me gusta leer 
A:  ¿Por qué no? 
L:  Está muy aburrido.  Me duermo.  [both girls laugh] 
A:  ¿Y nunca te ha gustado? 
L:  No, bueno en quinto grado poquito pero después ya no. 
A:  ¿Y por qué en quinto grado te gustaba? 
L:   Se me hacía divertido. 
A:  ¿Por que? 
L:  No sé…pero después ya, ya no me gustó… 
A:  Ya no te gusta, ¿no te gusta leer nada? 
L:  No 
A:  Nada, ¿en séptimo año no te gustó en ninguna parte? 
L:  Nada.  Trato de leer un libro y me quedo dormida. 
A: ¿Por qué? 
L:  Me aburro. 
A:  ¿Por que? 
L:  No se, nomás me aburro. Y ya no quiero leer 
A: pero que, te aburren los personajes, te aburre lo que pasa? 
L:  Todo.  Nomás empiezo a leer …. Y me aburro.  Voy para atrás a ver si está más 
interesante atrás y no, nada. 
A:  Nada.  Y generalmente lees en ingles o en español? 
L:  En los dos. 
A:  y ninguno es mejor que el otro? 
L:  no, en español poquito pero en ingles no me gusta nada. 
A:  No te gusta?  Y que libros has leído últimamente? 
L:  Ni uno. 
A:  No has leído un libro completo en séptimo ano, en siete? 
L:  [Nods her head saying no] 
A:  ¿Y en seis? 
L:  Mmmmm   [pause] No 
A:  ¿tampoco? 
L:  No 
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A: Tell me, tell me all about it. Tell me about the Summer Reading List [I have the 
list in my hands] 
L:  The most boring thing in the summer. 
A:  How come? 
L: I don’t like to read. 
A:  Why not? 
L: It’s very boring.  I fall asleep [ both girls laughed] 
A:  And you have never liked it? 
L: No, well in fifth grade a little bit but after that not anymore. 
A:  And why did you like it in fifth grade? 
L:  It was fun. 
A:  Why? 
L:  I don’t know… but afterwards, no, I didn’t like it anymore. 
A:  You don’t like it anymore, you don’t like to read anything? 
L: No. 
A: No.  Did you like reading in seventh grade at some point? 
L:  Nothing.  I try to read a book and I fall asleep. 
A:  Why? 
L:  It bores me. 
A:  Why? 
L: I don’t know.  It bores me and I don’t want to read anymore. 
A:  Do you get bored by the characters or by what’s going on? 
L: Everything.  I just start to read and I get bored. I go to the end to see if it’s more 
interesting and no, nothing. 
A:  Nothing. And you read more in English or Spanish? 
L: Both. 
A:  Is one better than the other? 
L: No.[ I like better]  in Spanish but in English I don’t like it at all. 
A:  You don’t like it. What books have you read lately? 
L: None 
A:  Have you read a complete book in seventh grade? 
L: [Nods her head saying no] 
A:  And in sixth grade? 
L: No 

 

Whatever enjoyment of reading that I had seen in Leila in fifth grade when she 

read numerous books both in English and Spanish, it had disappeared now. Fostered by a 

motivated and enthusiastic fifth-grade teacher who devoted enough time to read alouds of 

novels and other stories, Leila portrayed herself  and was identified by others (including 

me) as a reader in fifth grade. She confided that Because of Winn Dixie and The Lone 
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Star Girl, which she read in fifth grade, were the last two books that she had read 

completely. It seemed that in seventh grade, without any kind of direct support and 

guidance, it was difficult for Leila to grow as an academic and a pleasure reader and her 

love for reading was declining substantially. 

Unofficial Literacy Practices  

During the classes that I observed, Leila generally portrayed herself as a good 

student by paying attention to the teacher and completing her work.  However, similar to 

other adolescents who have been previously studied, Leila engaged in other literacy 

practices that were not sanctioned by school but were done “behind the scenes” or at least 

away from the teacher’s eyes (Finders, 1997; Moje, 2000; Moje et al., 2001).   

For example, Leila wrote some letters/notes to her friends during and outside of 

class.  Similar to the other two girls in the study, Leila used these letters and notes to 

accomplish pragmatic objectives in life such as staying connected with friends and/or 

finding out if a particular boy did or did not like her.  However, this did not happen a lot. 

Perhaps Leila’s demanding school program did not allow her to engage in these other 

literacy practices as much as one of the focal girls in the study who was an avid writer of 

unofficial letters and notes.  Every time I visited her in her language arts and her Spanish, 

Leila was working on her assignments and she seldom did something that was not asked 

by the teacher and, therefore, note writing and passing did not take up a lot of Leila’s 

time at school.  Although I wondered if my physical presence prevented her and her 

friends from writing more notes, I later realized that they were very open with me about 

many of their actions and that my presence did not stop them from writing notes since 

they talked to me about them and about other non-school related themes when I was with 

them.  Note writing was not that frequently done by Leila and her friends in the language 
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arts classroom.  If it was done, I assumed it was nearly always completed either after 

school or during other periods when I was not at Leila’s school and was not able to see it.  

One of the best examples of the few unofficial writings that Leila engaged in was 

the “dialogue journal” that Leila and Julia kept for a while. This was a nice-looking spiral 

notebook in which the girls wrote each other back and forth about what they had done, 

who they liked, or what they are doing when they were in different classes (“I’m here 

bored at Math class”), for example.  I did not see Leila and her friends actually writing on 

the journal, but I was able to read some of the entries that they had written. These journal 

entries, similarly to the other few notes and letters that Leila wrote to her friends, were 

written in English.  Besides being written in English, Leila and Julia’s entries were 

written with special symbols that seemed to function as some type of shorthand by which 

the girls saved time when writing.  They used a “heart” for love, the symbol @ for the 

word “at,” and an arrow pointing up for the word “up,” for example. The girls also used 

slang phrases and words such as “Waz  (up) ?” 

Unfortunately, I saw the journal only once and, when I asked about it at the end of 

the school year, Leila told me that Julia kept it.  Although I was not able to read every 

single entry, there was one entry that caught my attention and that I was able to relate to 

other episodes in Leila’s school life.  In this entry, Leila explained that she had to get the 

“guy” in the library so she could show two White girls “who and what she was.”  When I 

later asked her about it, she shared that she hated the two White girls who were always 

around the “guy” at the library.  This idea of “showing the White girls who she was” 

reflected Leila’s strong ethnic identification as a Mexican individual and that partly 

shaped Leila’s interactions at school.  

In fact, many of Leila’s oral texts produced at school were a reaction to a highly 

diverse and segregated school and revealed an acute awareness on the part of Leila of the 
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“differences” between White, Mexican, and African American students.  She was aware 

of the existence of race conflicts, and she was very conscious of her own racial identity. 

These conversations had an important role in how she felt at this school.  At one of our 

first pláticas during lunch and as a response to my question, “How do you like your 

school?,” she complained about school being very difficult and some children racist:  
 
A:  Hay muchos más alumnos que en Chavez. ¿Te gusta tu escuela?  ¿Qué piensas 
de ella? 
L:  Me gusta pero como [que] está muy difícil. 
A:  ¿Tú crees?  ¿Por qué? 
L:  Las tareas que nos dan, luego las clases... y .. unos de los niños son muy 
racistas. 
A:  ¿A qué te refieres con eso? 
L:  No se quieren juntar con las personas blancas los morenos o los mexicanos. 
A:  A ver, ¿quién no se quiere juntar con quién? 
L:  Los negros no se quieren juntar con los blancos tampoco los mexicanos.  Los 
mexicanos no se quieren juntar con los blancos. 
A:  ¿Y cómo lo notas?  ¿Cómo sabes eso? 
L:  Porque los que son African American siempre andan como .. pushando a los 
blancos y diciéndoles cosas.... 
A:  ¿En serio?  Entonces tú dices que los que son African American no se quieren 
juntar con los blancos y se quieren juntar con los mexicanos o tampoco? 
L:  A veces unos no.... 
A:  No siempre.  Y los blancos, ¿se quieren juntar con los African American? 
L:  Unos sí se juntan ... 
A:  ¿Sí?  ¿Y los blancos se quieren juntar con los mexicanos? 
L:  No sé... 
A:  Tú qué piensas, tú qué crees... 
L:  No he visto ninguna persona blanca hablar con un mexicano... 
A:  ¿Nunca? 
L:  Nunca, bueno en la escuela. 
 
A:  There are more students here than in Chavez. Do you like your school? What 
do you think about it? 
L:  I like it but it is very difficult. 
A: You think so? Why? 
L:  The homework that they assign us, then the classes…and… some of the kids 
are very racist. 
A:  What do you mean by that? 
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L: They [Mexicans and African American people] don’t want to hang out with 
White people. 
A:  Ok, let me see.  Who doesn’t want to hang out with whom? 
L:  Black people don’t want to hang out with White people and neither the 
Mexicans.  Mexicans do not want to hang out with White people. 
A:  How do you notice that?  How do you know that? 
L:  Because the ones that are African American are always like pushing the White 
people and saying things to them. 
A:  Really? So, then, you are saying that African Americans do not want to hang 
out with Whites, and do they want to hang out with Mexicans or not? 
L: Sometimes there are a few who don’t. 
A: Not always.  And Whites want to hang out with African Americans? 
L:  Some do. 
A:  Yes?  And do Whites want to hang out with Mexicans? 
L:  I don’t know (hesitating) 
A:  What do you think? 
L:  I have never seen any White person talking to a Mexican. 
A:  Never? 
L:  Never, well at school. 

As I asked her about school, Leila jumped to make the connection of her school as 

a raced space. Johnson Middle School was the first place where Leila had been faced 

with large groups of students from other races, and it was also the first time she had seen 

segregation.  The same way her classroom was segregated by color, JMS’s cafeteria was 

also segregated by color and class.  White students sat together to eat.  African American 

girls sat together in a different corner.  Leila and her Latina friends sat together to eat in 

the same place every lunch period. It was the first time for Leila to sit and work together 

with students from diverse races and ethnicities and, through this, she was in the process 

of figuring out the race dynamics of U.S. society  that were mirrored within the 

microworld of school, her place within this system, and the reasons behind all these: 
 
(Later in the same conversation from above.) 
A:  Pero te das cuenta de cómo están todos las niñas African American juntas y 
los niños juntos.... etc. 
L  Sí...no entiendo... 
A:  ¿No entiendes?  ¿Por qué crees que pasa eso? 
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L:  A lo mejor quieren estar con las personas de su clase y como, como los 
blancos les puede gustar una cosa que a los mexicanos no les gusta y por eso se 
juntan con los de la misma clase 
 
A:  But have you noticed how all the African American girls sit together and the 
boys together, etc.? 
L:  Yes, I don’t understand. 
A:  You don’t understand?  Why do you think that happens? 
L:  Maybe they want to be with people from their own type, and like, like Whites 
can like one things that Mexicans don’t like and that’s why they hang out with the 
ones from their same type. 

Leila’s explanation does not blame others as being mean; her desire to understand 

why people sat in different places was part of her efforts to understand the raced society 

that she was being invited to experience as a student in Johnson.  As she figured out her 

place in this system, Leila often drew an invisible line between herself as a Mexican 

origin student and the others, especially White female students.  For example, she once 

shared with the other focal girls and myself that White girls “are weird looking.” And she 

continued by mocking the way that, according to her, White girls talk: 

They talk weird, ‘Oh, my God, that guy, he is like soooo hot!’  They say  

‘like’ and ‘like’ and ‘like’ a lot.7  

Leila’s mocking female White students was a way to tell herself and others that 

she was different from them. She was Mexican and as good or better than others, 

especially White students. Leila had mentioned before that her father always pleaded for 

“Mexican Pride,” and this feeling was clearly present in Leila’s oral texts: 
 
A:  y entonces, tú qué crees, hablando de eso, tú cómo, cómo sientes o... cómo te 
sientes tú de ser mexicana en Estados Unidos?  Qué sientes? 
L:  Orgullo 
A:  ¿Te gusta? ¿Por qué? 

                                                 
7 Leila said this as she sat with Esperanza, Maricela, and myself on a plática one afternoon after school.  
Leila chose to speak English that time. It is not a translation. 
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L:  No sé, porque los mexicanos como que quieren estar más juntos de la gente, 
no importa de qué raza sean y porque tienen más respeto a las personas 
alrededor... 
 
A:  And then, what do you think? How do you feel about being Mexican in the 
United States?  What do you feel? 
L:  Proud. 
A:  You like it?  Why? 
L:  I don’t know, because Mexicans want to be close to other people, no matter 
what the race and because they have more respect for people around them. 

Through many conversations, Leila revealed herself as an adolescent who was 

very much rooted in her “Mexican-ness”, as she made references over and over about 

how she liked “Spanish because it had more creative ways,” how she liked “morenos” 

(dark-skinned boys), and how in the future she would like to work with Mexicans and not 

with Chinese like her older sister once did.  Experiencing the diversity of Johnson Middle 

School had brought up in Leila the development of a strong ethnic identification that she 

used as a contrast with others.  She was living and seeing how “cultural or ethnic 

differences” were marked and she was learning to mark differences herself by using her 

language, for example. 

While Leila was always in good spirits when she was at school, she did complain 

about school being difficult and teachers being strict.  She complained about her math 

teacher not explaining and just talking and talking and she also complained about a 

certain Ms. López who was very strict and kept Leila and her classmates under strict 

supervision. When I inquired about Ms. López, Leila told me that Ms. López was the 

teacher in charge of study hall. I did not know what study hall was and Leila explained 

that it was a place where students could complete homework and other assignments. I did 

not make much of this at the time. However, although I had seen Leila’s good grades at 

the beginning of the spring semester, I had also noticed in Leila a subtle loss of interest 
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by the end of the semester, particularly noticeable by her frequent days missed from 

school.    

Her being in study hall, her reactions to a segregated school, and her decreasing 

interest in school, among other things, finally made sense when I visited Leila for a 

whole day and I was able to see her magnet math, magnet science, and study hall classes.  

I was also able to speak to Ms. López who informed me about Leila’s academic 

achievement during the spring semester and which I did not know about. At the 

beginning of March, Leila had been placed in Study Hall under the supervision of Ms. 

Lopez.  Students who were not getting passing grades or were not turning in their 

homework or other assignments were taken out of their chosen elective class (Leila had 

chosen “Navigating the Net”) and placed in this class.  These students used that time to 

work on their homework or assignments under Ms. Lopez’s strict supervision.  Study 

Hall was seen as a way to help students who were taking magnet classes do well in those 

and other classes and make sure that they obtained good enough grades so they could 

continue in the program.  As Leila had experienced academic difficulties in math and 

science magnet classes, she was now placed in Study Hall where she could complete 

unfinished assignments and homework.  However, other than the extra time and 

supervision that Leila received in Study Hall, I did not see any other sign of additional 

academic support for these students.  

On that day, I was also allowed to see Leila’s math and science magnet classes. 

These were challenging classes that demanded a lot from the students. There were very 

few students of color in these classes and the majority of the students were White.  Most 

of the White students whom I saw were very active in the classes, assertive, bold, and 

with a little bit of an attitude. More than a few asked what I was doing there like no other 

students had done before.  When I told them that I was writing a book about Leila, they 
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wanted to know what kind of book and what for. They were not rude to others but they 

knew they were smart and that they were in a special program.  

In the science class that I observed on this day,  students and teachers discussed 

sex education. Most of the girls and boys and the male White teacher were talking about 

sex issues, such as fellatio, female and male condoms, and ejaculation quite overtly, 

raising all kinds of very interesting questions and issues. The experienced teacher knew 

how to handle these issues and gave real and honest answers to all kinds of questions.  

However, if Leila was quiet in her non-magnet language arts class where more Latina/o 

students were present and where the curriculum was not as aggressive, in these math and 

science magnet classes, Leila almost disappeared.  A few words to Rocío, who was in 

these classes as well, were the only utterances that came out of her mouth.  

It was that day when I realized that it was almost impossible for any student to 

succeed in this magnet program without completing a lot of homework after school and 

with the social capital needed to deal with the magnet program demands and 

environment.  At home, Leila had different obligations and priorities that kept her away 

from investing a lot of time on homework.  Further, as a first time minority student in a 

school (she was not a minority student at Chavez) she did not seem confident enough to 

work with other students who seemed to have greater resources in term of “knowing 

how” to do school. 

In the last day of classes, I ran into Ms. Stoneware,  Leila’s language arts teacher, 

who informed me that Leila was about to fail language arts due to numerous days and 

assignments missed.  She knew that Leila had learned a lot during the year, but it also 

seemed to her that she had just stopped working. It seemed that the stamina and interest 

in school that had been evident before had been contrived since it seemed that it was only 

focused on getting the work done and out of the way.  Leila never showed or talked about 
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being excited about learning new things at school.  She was a good student who sat 

properly, did not speak out, was not rude to anyone, but the identity as a good student that 

she had been constructing and reconstructing during her time in schools was also 

changing in middle school.  She was developing other identities now that influenced and 

shaped her school identity as well. Her identity as a woman and a Mexican origin 

individual was more salient now in middle school and in a highly diverse and segregated 

school and affected the way she interacted with school work.  The reading, writing, and 

learning that she was engaged in reflected how she saw herself in terms of her gender, her 

ethnic background, and her family  expectations.   

Further, it was obvious that even though Leila was capable of succeeding in the 

demanding magnet program of Johnson, something else was needed.  She needed to 

know that more work was needed, and her family needed to know understanding that the 

magnet program was very difficult and hard work was expected.  Leila was forced to 

leave the magnet program at the end of the year because of her grades.  After attending 

reading and math summer classes at another public middle school, she returned to 

Johnson Middle School to begin the eighth grade but not as part of the magnet program.   

BECOMING A WOMAN IN A MEXICAN FAMILY 

As we have seen, Leila’s language and literacy practices along with her oral texts 

helped me paint a portrait of Leila as a family-oriented, young bilingual woman with a 

strong sense of ethnic and race identity and who had her eyes on becoming a wife. In 

Leila’s portrait, her family occupied a large part of the picture since Leila defined herself 

within the discourses of a family whose members relied heavily on each other to survive, 

strived to maintain a strong ethnic identity by staying close to their Mexican traditions, 

and found great pleasure in spending time together.  The most important way by which 

Leila found life meaningful was by belonging and being a daughter in this Mexican 
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family.   As a daughter, her participation and her role in this family were clearly 

delineated and Leila played along both accepting and resisting these roles.  She 

sometimes helped, cleaned, participated in the parties, knew the latest news about her 

relatives but also hid things from her parents and practiced her role of woman with her 

boyfriends.  These positionings as a girl in the process of becoming a woman within a 

Mexican family shaped the way Leila and her family constructed language use and 

literacy practices. 

Regarding her language use, Spanish was the language through which Leila 

defined herself as Mexican and as a member of her Mexican family. As such an 

important tool for her and her family members’, Spanish was very alive within Leila’s 

family. Native language loss had been minimized due to important family and social 

factors.  The Pineda family had a large social network of friends and relatives who spoke 

Spanish and who spent a lot of time together.  Similar to the social network described by 

Guerra (1998), most of Leila’s and her family’s daily experiences unfurled in social 

spaces and situations where Spanish was the dominant language and where other 

Mexican origin individuals were the majority of the participants. The fact that this social 

network was lived through Spanish was a determinant factor for Leila’s Spanish to stay 

alive. Equally or more importantly was the fact that Leila’s parents did not speak English.  

This lack of knowledge, which could be interpreted as a deficiency or as a barrier for the 

“improvement” of the family, was what made Leila such a strong bilingual adolescent.  

Leila, her parents, and her siblings did not have another option, and Spanish needed to be 

spoken at home.  It is true that Leila and Paula could speak to each other in English once 

in a while but communication among the family members was primarily done in Spanish. 

The language ideology present at Leila’s home was that Spanish was essential for the 
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running of this household, and this ideology was reflected in Leila and her family’s 

language practices.   

By the same token, Leila had also accepted the language ideology of  the essential 

role that English had in her current context, and she acted accordingly.  She was able to 

live a public life at school almost totally conducted in both social and academic English 

in which her infrequent use of Spanish (i.e., when she threw the punch line of the joke in 

Spanish, when she used the word “coqueta” to direct Julia, and when she wrote a Spanish 

dialogue in her quick write) was directed to present herself as different to others almost 

implying, “I can say and understand things that you cannot.” By having successfully 

acquired the skill to use both languages appropriately in different contexts and with 

different purposes, Leila demonstrated an intelligent and strategic use of Spanish and 

English.   

Interestingly, the acceptance of English in the public sphere did not mean an 

acceptance of an “American” way of living.  On the contrary, she criticized how the 

“White” girls talked and behaved, and nothing in her language practices, oral texts, or 

actions revealed an affiliation with other different racial or ethnicity groups than her 

affiliation with her Mexican group.  

González (2001) discussed how Mexican-origin children’s fluid (or sometimes 

not that fluid) use of Spanish and English illustrated the dynamism of children’s own 

language ideologies.  González argued that these children might experience a process that 

pulls them in competing directions.  Sometimes they demonstrate a loyal identification 

with their Mexican-ness, and sometimes they bid to belong to the greater and more 

powerful mainstream social group.  However, Leila did not seem to be subjected to such 

a dynamic.  It was clear that although her oral language practices were not visibly 

dominated by one language or the other since specific language ideologies regulated by 
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situation, context, and purpose seemed to guide language use, this did not seem to have 

an effect in the way she identified herself in ethnic and race terms.  More than once she 

explained that she was Mexican, Chicana, or Tejana.  Although a clear understanding of 

these three different terms seemed to be out of her scope (and also mine) at the time, it 

was very clear that she wanted not to be identified as an American regardless of the 

amount of English she spoke and the fact that she was born here. Leila’s strong 

understanding of herself as Mexican allowed her to find ways to both accept and resist 

this domination: using English and Spanish when necessary. 

Consequently, other language practices also revealed this dynamism of language 

ideologies.  For example, Leila had developed a strong identification with Latin music 

but perhaps a lesser one with traditional Spanish-speaking soap operas that she 

considered boring. As Guerra (1998) explained about the children of his immigrant 

subjects, Leila was  a Mexican origin adolescent who had been able to develop a strong 

affinity to her Mexican-ness  but also had been able to enter the “contact zone” (Pratt, 

1991) (where diverse human groups meet) through her public schooling and learning of 

English and encountered alternative forms of discourse. Through this, she was in the 

process of developing a wide-ranging and varied cultural repertoire which included 

knowledge, appreciation, and rhythm for Latin American music, for example, and 

understanding and affinity for American pop culture such as the one exposed on TV.  

Regarding her literacy practices, other than the reading and writing that took place 

at school, Leila’s involvement with mainstream concepts of reading and writing was 

minimal.  There were a couple of instances when Leila wrote at home, but I never saw 

her reading. The bright fifth-grader that I had met was definitely losing some power as 

her school experiences at the end of her seventh grade revealed, and I partly associated 

this outcome with the lack of reading and writing and doing homework that she engaged 
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in outside of school. Schooling, as a public institution, and schooling success are based 

on engaging certain literacy practices that have been appropriated and categorized by 

other public institutions as the needed ones (Delpit, 1995; Gee, 1989, 1996; Street, 1997). 

When these practices are not done, success in public schooling can not be guaranteed. 

Unfortunately, this was Leila’s case.  Being a student at Johnson Magnet school entailed 

a lot of reading and writing (i.e., homework) both in and out of school and in which Leila 

was not involved. Leila had partly lost her interest in being a good student as she found 

the literacy demands more difficult and different to her literacy understandings.   

However,  it was not only the lack of doing homework that intrigued me but the 

lack of other literacy practices that have been described as part of the literacy repertoire 

of other adolescents in other literacy studies and that were not present in Leila’s life 

(Cherland, 1994; Finders, 1996, 1997; Guzzetti, Campbell, Duke, & Irving, 2003; Phelps, 

1998).  It is true that she played with her computer once in a while and that she wrote in 

her journal a couple of times, but these and other practices such as reading comics, 

newspapers, magazines were definitely not present in Leila’s world.   Leila’s limited 

contact with written texts was the result of many different economic and social factors 

that were part of Leila’s life.  Leila did not read teen magazines, surf the Internet, or play 

CD ROMs partly due to her family’s economic constraints that made these literacy 

practices unavailable to Leila and other economically disadvantaged students.  Further, 

although these practices are considered “alternative” to academic literacy practices by 

researchers who have studied adolescent literacy mainly with white teenagers, they 

become “mainstream” when we think about low SES students.  Culturally and 

linguistically diverse students have “alternative” literacy practices that might or might not 

match the “alternative” literacy practices of white, mainstream adolescents. 
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Nevertheless, this lack of traditional reading and writing made me ponder the 

supremacy that literacy seems to have in our worlds. The power, the necessity, and the 

understanding of literacy as the path for  success has been questioned by many 

researchers (Hammerberg & Grant, 2001; Scollon & Scollon, 1981). Are reading and 

writing texts that essential and determinant?  Leila’s literacy practices both in and out of 

school revealed how she was resisting the mainstream view of “reading and writing 

texts” as essential.  Leila’s involvement with reading and writing was minimal since these 

two practices seemed to play a not very relevant role in her life since she was deeply 

committed and invested (McKay & Wong, 1996) in other processes that did not require a 

great amount of reading and writing. Let me illustrate. 

One of the most salient identity negotiation processes that Leila was involved in 

concerned her position as a woman of Mexican origin. Her parents were raising her to 

become a wife and the “woman of the house” and Leila was very successful at learning 

this identity.  In fact, she was more successful in learning that than in learning what she 

needed to learn at school and, with this, Leila was meeting her family’s expectations. 

Actually, many of Leila’s non-school related language and literacy activities were related 

to the idea of Leila as a Mexican woman and as a future wife.  She wrote “love Power 

Point presentations,” letters to her boyfriends, etc. The music she liked talked about love 

relationships. She loved the parties where she could portray both her role as a “future 

wife” by cleaning and helping out and her role as a woman by interacting, dancing, and 

chatting with other male adolescents.  Through most of her oral texts, Leila showed that 

she was greatly invested in playing her role in the world of romance and marriage that 

she, her sister, and her mother seemed to be involved in as well.  Leila shared with me 

her specific vision of romance and family life including an understanding of boyfriends 

being older than her, a specific number of children that she wanted to have, an idea that 
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older children could help parents, etc.  At home, it was clear that Leila was meeting her 

parents’ expectations of becoming a helpful woman that could be ready for a future 

marriage. 

Mr. and Mrs. Pineda’s expectations for Leila to become the woman of the house 

also influenced Leila’s participation at school.  Reese, Balzano, Gallimore, and 

Goldenberg (1995) discussed how certain Latino “traditional” (as opposed to “modern”),  

family-oriented values have been theorized both as obstacles to educational achievement 

and as a source of emotional support for school and individual attainment.  It was clear 

that Leila shared some of her mother’s values about learning how to be a wife. Leila was 

invested in this process as many of her language and literacy practices indicated. 

However, Zoyla Pineda was also interested in her children getting an education.  When I 

visited the family during the final writing phase of this study, I learned that Paula was not 

attending high school, and she was working at a supermarket.  Mrs. Pineda told her oldest 

daughter that she was going to deeply regret it if she did not finish high school.  In front 

of Paula who sat with us during my visit, Zoyla Pineda used herself and her janitorial job 

as examples of the kind of jobs her children would get if they did not “get an education.”  

It was clear that Zoyla Pineda also believe in education.  

However, Mrs. Pineda was more interested in what she knew about.  She knew 

how to run a house and how to raise children while working at nights. She valued these 

skills since these had allowed her to be successful in what she did: being a mother and a 

wife.  Zoyla Pineda’s values were reflected in what Leila was invited and allowed to do. 

Leila was living these values and was acting accordingly.  However, these values are not 

“obstacles to jump” or “to conquer” in order to be good at school.  Succeeding in 

Johnson’s magnet program required a “know-how” of specific language and literacy 

practices. Being a successful student at Johnson Magnet Program demanded that both 
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students and parents know how to do school since it is difficult for students to succeed in 

such challenging programs without the emotional push and material support of their 

parents. There is no doubt that Leila’s parents cared deeply for her but they did not have 

the know-how needed to help their daughter succeed in such ways of schooling.  Mr. and 

Mrs. Pineda were not aware of her homework needs and requirements, for example, and 

could not provide her with ways to facilitate her learning of complex concepts both in 

and out of school since they themselves had only completed early elementary education.  

In the other part of the equation, Johnson Middle School expected Leila to do well 

in the magnet program on her own.  The teachers that I observed did not make an effort 

to try to accommodate to the specific needs that Leila, as a minority student, experienced 

in the magnet program.  Perhaps that school was not the best choice for Leila. I wondered 

what would have happened if Leila had decided not to attend JMS.  She would have 

probably attended Moore Middle School, which was a less demanding program.  Perhaps 

there, her identity as a good student would have had the opportunity to flourish and 

develop.  

Nevertheless, Mr. and Mrs. Pineda were giving Leila what they knew and what 

they had: a strong family orientation, a practical way to see life, a solid ethnic identity. 

Perhaps Leila was not reading and writing texts but she was definitely reading and 

writing the world (Freire & Macedo, 1987) around her as her oral texts showed so 

clearly.  Leila read the world when she read Paula and Mateo’s actions, when she saw her 

parents working, when she sat in a segregated school cafeteria. And as she read the 

world, she reacted with oral texts as the interpretation of the world around her and as a 

way to act upon it.  Through these oral texts and through her language and literacy 

practices, Leila constantly portrayed and negotiated different identities. She portrayed 

herself as a fluent bilingual individual who knows “what to speak” to be successful (or to 
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look successful). She also portrayed herself as a Latina woman who is aware of her 

different racial identity, of her gender, and of her role as a member of a close Mexican 

family.  She also portrayed herself perhaps not as a “writer or a reader” but  as an 

intelligent young woman who was capable of reading and responding to her world in 

many different ways. 
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Chapter 3: Maricela Cavazos 

 

Como ha visto Alejandra, yo, yo, como se dice, yo en la escuela cambio, verdad, 
y lo que usted mira, que yo en la escuela soy muy callada y a veces pongo 
atención y todo.  Pero a veces me pongo, como se dice, me pongo, me pongo muy 
callada, muy callada porque me pongo a pensar, como a decir que voy a hacer, 
que, que, que voy a hacer ahorita que salga de la escuela o que voy a hacer en la 
próxima clase.  Y pienso mucho, me pongo a pensar muchas cosas de todo lo que 
está pasando a mi alrededor y por eso me quedo pensando mucho y no, pero si me 
tratan así como bien, asina, bien, asina pues sí, voy a hacer bien loca, risueña y 
todo.  En las clases ya estoy bien callada, muy, asína y en mi casa ya es cuando ya 
cambio  (Maricela’s own taping ) 
 

Like you have seen, Alejandra, I, I, how can I say, I change at school, right? And 
you see there, that I am very quiet at school and that I pay attention sometimes 
and everything.  But sometimes, I become, how can I say, I become, very quiet, 
very quiet because I am thinking, like what I am going to do next, what, what am I 
going to do when I leave school or what I am going to do in the next class.  And I 
think a lot, I think about many things that are going on around me and that’s why 
I keep on thinking but if they treat me well, well, I might be laughing and crazy.  
In classes, I am very quiet, very quiet, and at home, that’s when I change. 

 

Thirteen-year-old Maricela was very thin and dark-complexioned, with straight 

brown hair that fell to her shoulders and that was artificially lightened at the ends. 

Maricela was another student member of the fifth-grade classroom we investigated two 

years before my dissertation study started and, therefore, one of Leila’s old classmates. In 

fifth grade, she was inquisitive, curious, and competent as her oral comments during read 

alouds and her work demonstrated. As a result of having attended school in Mexico, her 

Spanish writing and reading skills were almost impeccable. Unfortunately, there were 

only a few opportunities for her to use those skills and show her full potential.  These 

opportunities arose mainly because some university researchers (us) were trying to, 

among other things, validate bilingual students’ native language by bringing Spanish 



 79

books and conducting Spanish writing activities in the classroom. Within these 

opportunities, Maricela was allowed to show how much she knew about literacy and 

language and what a capable student she was.   

When I invited her to be part of this study, Maricela was in seventh grade and, at 

home, she seemed to the same inquisitive, intelligent, and competent young girl who I 

had met two years ago.  When I brought up the topic about school, though, it seemed that 

Maricela had grown somewhat bitter and apathetic about classes, assignments, and 

teachers. Although she seldom missed a day from school, Maricela did not seem to be 

emotionally connected to the academic activities that filled her school days. She spent 

these, in her own words, “like dogs, from here to there, from there to here,” going from 

class to class to class. However, she had devised a way to make these days more 

meaningful and significant.  Maricela was an active participant in the social, or what I 

called “the underground world of school.” Even though she was not the most “popular” 

girl in school (if we want to see school life in those terms), Maricela had many friends at 

school with whom she corresponded through letters and notes on a daily basis. I 

identified Maricela as a  “social queen,” borrowing Finders (1997) term, since much of 

her energy in school was devoted to establishing and maintaining her friendships and her 

position in the underground world of school. Maricela and I grew close as she revealed 

her dreams and her fears in the many hours that we spent together.  Here is her story. 

MARICELA’S FAMILY 

Maricela is the oldest child of Luis and Oralia Cavazos.  This is Mr. Cavazos’s 

second marriage.  A daughter from a previous marriage, 24-year-old Susy, lived in town 

with her boyfriend and father of her three children and spent a lot of time with her 

father’s new family. Maricela had four younger brothers: Luis, Jr. (11), Leonel (9), 

Samuel (7), and Andrew (2).  The youngest one had been born in the United States, but 
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Maricela as well as her other siblings and parents had all been born in Mexico.  In 1998, 

the Cavazos family immigrated from the Mexican state of Veracruz, on the Gulf of 

Mexico and famous for its delicious seafood and good-spirited people, and settled down 

in a Texas border town.  They moved to Austin in 2001 where Maricela began fifth grade 

in another school and finally transferred to Chavez Elementary in March of 2002 where 

she finished fifth grade and completed sixth grade.  Maricela had been in the United 

States school system for five years when this study was conducted. 

When Maricela agreed to be one of the focal students for my dissertation study, 

she and her family were living exactly one block south of where Leila Pineda lived in the 

same low- to middle-income neighborhood.  Maricela’s family struggled to make ends 

meet, and her parents worked long and hard hours to provide for their family. They were 

currently living in one midsize rectangular room which was built in the backyard of a 

small wooden two-bedroom house which they had previously occupied. Mr. Cavazos had 

acquired a trailer on a piece of land 40 minutes outside the city where he wanted to move 

his family.  He was trying to sublease the two-bedroom house that they had rented before 

and that now was empty and waiting for new residents.  In the meantime, the seven 

members of the Cavazos family lived in the room behind this house.  There was hardly 

enough space for everybody’s clothes, children’s toys, kitchenware, etc., but they lived 

there for seven months until they moved in the summer to another small two-bedroom 

house where Maricela’s father, with other partners, set up a small car repair business. 

Luis Cavazos was a thin, short man who, on first sight, looked too young to have 

a 24-year-old daughter.  Once you looked closer, you could notice the ravages of time 

and hard work in his tanned and wrinkled face that contrasted with his black and 

abundant hair.  Mr. Cavazos worked as a carpenter and cabinet maker, first, then as a 

mechanic, and then at whatever work came along.  Although he frequently showed signs 
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of weariness and openly talked about how tired he was, Luis Cavazos was a good 

conversationalist and always had a joke, a funny comment, and a smile both for me and 

for his family.  Nick-named the “gringa” of the family due to her very fair skin, blondish 

hair and olive green eyes, Maricela’s mother, Oralia, was my age and exuded a calm and 

relaxed disposition.  She had a permanent subtle smile on her face, and her personality 

was as welcoming and inviting. Although her tranquil appearance  (which I attributed 

partly to her place of origin8) might have deceived some, Mrs. Cavazos cared deeply for 

her family and worried about their economic situation.  She often helped her husband 

with his carpentry work on weekends or in the afternoons during the week.  She was also 

strict with her children and expected full cooperation from them, especially from 

Maricela as the oldest and only daughter.  Her children listened to her, and they generally 

did not get into trouble.  Maricela’s brothers enjoyed watching TV, playing outside with 

their two Rotweilers, and hiding in some old cars that were in their backyard waiting to 

be sold for their parts.  

A Family of Immigrants with a Strong Connection with Mexico 

As immigrants, Luis and Oralia Cavazos had physically moved to America but 

remained connected Mexico and their Spanish language. Maricela’s father spoke very 

little English, and her mother did not speak English at all. Spanish reigned as the absolute 

way for the Cavazos’ family to communicate and relate among family members, with 

work partners, and with acquaintances. I hardly ever heard English being spoken at the 

Cavazos’ home. When I asked Oralia Cavazos  if the family considered themselves 

Mexicans or Mexican Americans, she laughed at the question and replied: 

                                                 
8 People from Veracruz are known to be carefree, enjoy dancing and singing, and who know how to enjoy 
life. 
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Mexicanos, no hay que negar nada de lo que es uno.  Hay que ser lo que es, 
mexicanos cien por ciento... 
 

Mexicans, we shouldn’t deny anything about what we are.  We have to be what we 
are, Mexicans one hundred percent. 
 

Maricela eagerly shared this identification with Mexico and this language preference. She 

spoke Spanish with her parents, her neighbors, her siblings, nephews and nieces, and her 

friends.  It was only with Leonel, her ten-year-old brother, that she spoke some English, 

but this did not happen very often. Leonel was a successful student in Chavez Elementary 

and his English was very strong.   In fact, when the family was considering a move to the 

outskirts of the city, Maricela was not very happy with the idea of attending a “mostly 

white” school where she would have to speak mostly English:  
 
M:   Pero me están diciendo que hay puro gringo ahí. Que todos hablan puro 
inglés. 
A:  ¿En dónde? 
M:  Allí en la escuela que está para allá... 
[She confirms the information with her mother.] 
A:  ¿Y qué piensas al respecto? 
M:  ¡Ay no! 
[mother interrupts saying that the children might have to go to another school the 
next fall if they move] 
A: ¿Y no quieres ir a esa escuela? 
M:  No, porque la mayoría de la gente habla español, español en la Moore [the 
school which she was attending at the time], y a veces inglés con los maestros.  
Porque tengo... tres maestros, maestras de Ciencias, tres que hablan inglés.  Y a 
veces me dicen que yo tengo que esforzarme para hablar más inglés y no mucho 
español y yo siempre estoy así como español, y luego.....[inaudible]. Allá es puro 
inglés y dije “Ay no” y ya ahorita estoy empezando a escribir inglés... 
 
M:   But they are telling me that there are only “gringos” there. That everyone 
speaks only English.  
A:  Where? 
M:  Over there at the school that is over there.  
[She confirms the information with her mother.] 
A:  And what do you think about that? 
M:  Nooo! 
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[mother interrupts] 
A: You don’t want to go to that school? 
M:  No, because the majority of people at Moore [the school which she was 
attending at the time] speaks Spanish, Spanish at Moore, and sometimes English 
with the teachers.  Because I have three teachers, Science teachers, who speak 
English. And sometimes they tell me that I have to make an effort to speak English 
and not a lot of Spanish and I am always speaking Spanish and then…[inaudible].  
Over there is only English and I said, “Nooo” and now I am beginning to write 
English.  
 

Although she had learned some English that she could put to use when necessary, 

Maricela had not become comfortable using English and preferred her current school 

where she could survive by speaking Spanish.  She understood that English was 

important, and she had made an effort to learn it, but more than being self-conscious 

about not having full command of the language, she wished she did not have to be with 

“only gringos” and speak “only English.”  

Her memories of her first years in this country contributed to this sentiment 

towards English. Of the three focal girls, Maricela was the only one who had not been 

born in the United States but had immigrated as a nine-year-old child. She and some of 

her brothers had experienced the shock of attending school without having fluency in the 

new language and, therefore, the move to the United States had been a tough experience 

for Maricela:  

Mis primeros años que estuve aquí, en Estados Unidos, pues, para mí fue muy 
difícil porque, porque la comida era muy diferente.  [....] Y también, pues, el 
inglés.  Lo más difícil era el inglés porque yo no sabía y pues hablaban y hablaban 
y yo no entendía nada.  Yo me sentía mal porque solamente soy yo, nomás me 
ponía en la esquina y no hablaba con nadie porque todos hablaban inglés pero.... 
Pero, ahí, ahí le fui hasta ahorita que ya estoy en siete y ahorita ya puedo hablar y 
todo.  No bien, bien pero sí lo entiendo y le entiendo a las maestras y todo.”  
(Maricela’s own recording) 
 

My first years here in the United States, well, it was very difficult for me because, 
because food was very different. […]  And also, well, English.  The most difficult 
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thing was English because I did not know and they talked and talked and I did not 
understand anything.  I felt bad because it was only me and I just sat or stood at 
the corner and I did not speak with anyone because they all spoke English but… 
little by little, I kept going, and now I am in seventh [grade] and now I can speak 
and everything.  Not well, well but I understand and I understand what teachers 
say and everything. 
 

Maricela had learned enough English to survive school in the last five years, but 

her clear but unpleasant memories of her first years in this country made the idea of 

struggling with English in a new school once she had found a safe environment at her 

present middle school a disturbing one:    
 
A:  ¿Y qué piensas al respecto de todo eso? 
M:  Yo quiero estar  aquí porque siempre español hablo ahí con mis amigas y mis 
amigos y todo... y cambiarme para allá  y todo va a estar en inglés. ..  
 
 A:  And what do you think about all that? 
M:  I want to be here because I always speak Spanish with my friends and 
everything.... and changing over there and everything is going to be in English. 

 

Maricela clung to her Spanish strongly.  It was an integral part of her Mexican identity 

and it was the language that allowed her to connect and communicate with others who 

shared her ethnic background, values, beliefs, and ways of being like her friends and her 

family.  In her eyes, switching to a school where English was going to be dominant 

would rob her from her ability to connect with others.  Both at home and at school, as we 

will see later, Maricela depended heavily on the relationships that she could establish 

with other human beings, relationships that could only be established through Spanish 

since that was the language in which she felt more comfortable.  Therefore, she disliked 

the idea of having to move to another school where she couldn’t use her Spanish as her 

main social tool to connect with others. 
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However, Maricela and her parents understood the need for English and the extra 

effort that learning English required.  Although they lived their life in Spanish as 

Mexican immigrants, they were conscious of what was necessary to succeed in America: 
 
M: Mi papá dice “No, pues está bien. Así vas a aprender más inglés.”  Digo 
“No..., no...” [she laughs] 
MOM:  Que se esfuerze para que el día de mañana esté mejor.  Porque, pues 
hablan puro español, verdad, pero pos que intente hablar más inglés, también que 
lo aprenda más, que lo aprenda.... 
 

M: My father says, “No, it’s ok .  You are going to learn English like that.” I say, 
“No..., no...” [She laughs].  
Mom:  She has to make an effort so she can be better tomorrow. Because they 
speak only Spanish, right?, but she has to try to speak more English.  She has to 
learn it as well, learn it... 

Maricela’s parents understood that their children needed both languages, nor were they 

worried that their children would forget their Spanish since “we speak it all the time” at 

home.  Although foreign and distant, English was conceived as the gateway to more 

favorable economic opportunities in the future. 

Mr. and Mrs. Cavazos were a Mexican couple who had left everything behind in 

Mexico and came to the United States in search for better economic and work 

opportunities for their family.  They cared about their children, their education, their 

future and urged them to “become someone in life,” to study a career that would allow 

them to have better jobs than the low-pay, exhausting jobs their parents had to endure: 
 

Uno vive con la ilusión de que los hijos sean algo, verdad, por eso se viene uno 
para acá pero le digo, a mí me gustaría que [Maricela] tuviera una carrera, que 
fuera alguien de, como, de provecho, verdad, ella para ella misma, verdad, que 
fuera alguien para que no esté como uno que tiene que estar trabaje y trabaje y 
trabaje.  Le digo [a Maricela] que haga una carrera como le digo también a 
Leonel: “Estudien para que tengan un buen trabajo de grandes y que sean felices. 
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One lives with the dream that our kids can become someone, right, that’s why we 
came here, like I say, I would like [for Maricela] to have a career, for her to 
become someone useful, right, for herself, to be someone, so she won’t be like us, 
working and working and working.  I ask her to study and get a career and I tell 
Leonel the same, “Study so you can get a good job when you grow up and you 
can be happy.” 

The idea of their children studying a career and getting a good job in the future in 

order to find their happiness was the broader pragmatic objective that seemed to rule their 

lives. It is true that making ends meet was a more immediate objective, but both Mr. and 

Mrs. Cavazos several times mentioned that they had left everything in Mexico with the 

hope that in the United States their children would have more and better opportunities to 

receive an education that could prepare them for a more solid economic situation in the 

future.  Maricela had also understood that she, as the eldest child, had a role that was 

directly related to these ideals of succeeding educationally and professionally in this 

country.  Maricela’s part was to do well in school and to help run the household by 

cleaning and babysitting her siblings.  Besides understanding her role in the family, she 

also informed about her dreams for the future. She had always talked about becoming a 

doctor or a scientist, jobs that she was conscious would allow to have a different work 

experience than her parents. Since she could see how tired they were, Maricela clearly 

stated several times that she wanted a different life and a different job than the one her 

parents had experienced: 

A mí me encantaría ser una doctora.  Me gusta mucho la medicina.  Me encantaría 
ser doctora pero a veces me agüito porque, porque no, porque, porque yo sé que 
no tengo papeles y pues a veces mi papá me dice que es difícil aquí porque a 
veces no puedes hacer tu carrera que tú quieras porque dicen que necesitas 
papeles y quiensabe que.  Y pues yo no estoy informada, yo creo eso pero, ahí 
más adelante a ver qué pasa, a ver si me dejan estudiar.  Y también pues el dinero 
porque luego si uno no agarra becas  pues luego es difícil para agarrar lo que uno 
quiere.  Pero voy a luchar por mis sueños y a mí me encantaría....no me gustaría 
ser como, como ahorita, como están mis papás.  Les agradezco como ellos me 
ayudan y todo y como trabajan, como animales, pero a mí no me gustaría ser así, 
que tuviera que trabajar así como ellos y nomás tener niños asina no.  Yo quisiera 
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ser una persona educada con mi casa bonita, mi carro, mis hijos y mi esposo que 
mi quisiera y que también fuera educado, que tuviera su carrera y es lo que 
también, es lo que también quisieran mis papás. Y yo, pues yo voy a seguir sus 
consejos y mis sueños.  (Maricela’s own recording) 
 
 

I would love to become a doctor.  I really like medicine.  I would love to be a 
doctor but sometimes I get unmotivated and sad because, because no, because, 
because I know that I don’t have papers and sometimes my dad tells me that it’s 
difficult here because sometimes you cannot study a career because they say that 
you need papers and who knows what else.  And, well, I am not informed, I think 
that is the reason, but let’s see what happens later on, let’s see if they let me 
study.  And also, well, money, because if I don’t  get a scholarship, well, it’s; 
difficult to get what we want.  But I am going to fight for my dreams and I would 
love… I wouldn’t like to be like, like now, like my parents are now. I am thankful 
to them for how they help me and how they work, like animals, but I wouldn’t like 
to be like that, that I had to work like them and only have kids just like that. No.  I 
would like to be  an educated person with my nice house, my car, my children and 
my husband who loves me and who is also educated, who has his career and 
that’s what my parents would also like for me. And well, I am going to follow 
their advice and my dreams. 
 

Maricela’s keen understanding and awareness of how difficult life had been for 

her parents and of the possible obstacles that she could face as an immigrant in this 

country were quite impressive. She had an amazing ability to read and understand what 

happened around her. She had a deep appreciation for her parents’ hard work and was 

thankful for that but she also poignantly recognized how they worked “like animals” and 

was able to visualize a different future for her as possible. At some point in her short life, 

Maricela had embraced the possibility that things could be different and that she could 

have a career and an “educated husband.”  Maricela was able to clearly articulate the 

possibility of a more financially and emotionally stable future for her as a result of 

obtaining an education.  For her parents and for herself, these possibilities were more 

attainable in this country than in Mexico where economic hardships make attending 

higher education and earning a living for low SES populations very hard.  Maricela’s 
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father understood that perhaps higher education for his children even in this country 

could also be difficult to achieve, but Mr. and Mrs. Cavazos believed that this country 

could offer them at least more work related opportunities.  Maricela and her family 

shared what others have described as “the ideologies of opportunities”  that motivate 

immigrants parents to migrate to the United States (Suárez-Orozco, 1989; Suárez-Orozco 

& Suárez-Orozco, 2000) and try to make sense of their lives in this country partly 

through the idea that what the U. S. could offer them in terms of work and economic 

opportunities is better than what their native country has for them.  

Maricela’s Home Life 

At home, Maricela interacted on a daily basis with her parents and siblings, 

helped run the household, and discussed important topics with other adults (including 

me).  Through these and other activities, Maricela revealed herself as a talkative, 

intelligent, and caring adolescent with a strong sense of connection with what was going 

on around her.  As we will see later, this attitude contrasted sharply with the quiet and 

passive behavior that characterized Maricela’s participation at school. A slice of 

Maricela’s life at home while interacting with adults will help us see how she constructed 

herself as an acknowledged and involved member of her family. 

It was my third visit to Maricela’s home. It was already dark as Maricela’s parents 

and myself made our way back to the room where they lived.  I had arrived about 20 

minutes earlier and I found Mr. and Mrs. Cavazos on the sidewalk chatting about 

Mexico.  Mrs. Cavazos held baby Andrew in her arms, and both welcomed me as I 

stepped out of the car.  We made it back to the room in the backyard where they were 

living and found Maricela talking on the phone with a school friend. She had taken a 

chair and pulled the phone outside the room and was sitting under the sky echando el 

chal (talking) over the phone.  She hung up after she saw her parents and me walk in.  As 
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Mr. Cavazos went inside to rest, Mrs. Cavazos brought more chairs out for me and her to 

sit.  Maricela’s half sister was bathing her children in the outside bathroom. The 

bathroom was between the house and the room, allowing her to participate in our 

conversation. We talked about Maricela’s teachers. She reported to us that Mr. Sauceda, 

the assistant principal, was considered by every girl in the school as extremely handsome. 

On the other hand, Ms. Zuna, her Language arts teacher was mala (a bad person) and 

screamed a lot.  Maricela also openly talked about the boy, Fernando, whom she had 

dated during the first semester of seventh grade and about how her best friend Karina was 

in love with him now.  She also complained about how jealous Karina could be and how 

they got into “silly fights” all the time. She also teased her mother about looking like a 

“gringa” and about their place (the room where they were living) being a mess. And at 

some point during the conversation, as if I was not there, she turned to her mother as she 

would turn to her best friend and asked her to notice my eyebrows which had been just 

plucked out. Mom looked at my eyebrows and agreed by widening her permanent smile 

and looking at me.  We were four Mexican women who were lively chatting and dealing 

with ideas and issues that were relevant to Maricela: school, friends, teachers.  

During the 45 minutes that we were outside conversing about all these issues, 

Maricela did not stop talking at all.  She told us about her life, her boyfriends, and her 

friends.  She shared her opinions about her home being messy and the need to keep it 

clean and presentable for visitors. Maricela analyzed, examined, considered, judged, and 

evaluated her own and others’ actions, words, and looks. Her dark sense of humor was 

noticeable through her sarcastic comments about Karina’s “a little bit ridiculous” 

jealousy and the fact that they had dated the same boy. Maricela had a notable ability to 

talk among adults when she was acknowledged and invited to do so. The adults in 

Maricela’s home life provided ample opportunities for her to express her opinions and 
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beliefs and share her experiences as it was the case in this vignette. Conversations like 

these were frequent between Maricela, her mother, and her stepsister. I noted that in 

contrast to her passive attitude at school, at home Maricela often expressed herself 

passionately on a variety topics and actively shared her ideas and beliefs with people who 

wanted to listen to them.  

Maricela as an Active Participant in the Family’s Life 

Because Mrs. Cavazos often worked with her husband outside home, Maricela, as 

the oldest and only daughter, assumed a great deal of responsibility for the functioning of 

the household.  At times, when I visited Maricela, I found her and her brothers home 

alone.  In these situations, Maricela watched over her two youngest brothers, Andrew and 

Samuel which included changing Andrew’s diapers and making sure that Samuel did not 

fall of the trees where he loved to climb.  The other two boys were too old to be taken 

care of but it never hurt that Maricela was there to keep an eye on them. 

Maricela understood that taking care of her brothers and doing other essential 

household chores while her parents were working was part of her role in her family and 

never complained about having to do such things. For example, Maricela did not 

complain and did what she was asked to when Mrs. Cavazos called us on my cell phone 

one day when we were buying snowcones and asked Maricela to go to the Laundromat, 

get the clothes out of the washer into the dryer, fold them once they came out, and leave 

them there for later pick up.  Further, Maricela often did dishes and cleaned at home 

without being asked to.  I remember clearly how she was mortified one day when I told 

her over the phone that I was on my way to her place.  “It’s a mess!” she exclaimed.  By 

the time I got there, Maricela had recruited Leonel to help her, and they had picked up the 

clothes and toys that were on the floor, done the dishes, and cleaned the room.  
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Other times, Maricela assisted her father with work and other family 

responsibilities. She went with him to pay bills, and she even helped him paint cabinets 

on some occasions. She also accompanied her father to different job situations and 

translated for him as well as she could.  Even though she sometimes found it difficult, she 

liked translating for her father and felt proud of what she could do that for him.  It was 

very rewarding for her when some of her father’s work associates referred to her 

translating abilities as very good, and she proudly shared this with me. 

Maricela’s father told her constantly that he was proud of her for speaking two 

languages and being able to help him with work related business.  In fact, Maricela’s 

father wanted her to experience and learn about work. Worried about the legal status of 

his older children, Mr. Cavazos was not sure his children would be able to continue with 

their education in the years to come and tried to teach them about work as much as 

possible. One afternoon when I dropped by to visit Maricela, her mother told me that she 

had gone to her husband’s new business to help out and encouraged me to visit her there.  

When I got there, I found her sitting at a big office desk with a notebook in front of her 

opened to a page that had been divided horizontally in two parts with a red ink line.  On 

the top part, she had written in Spanish, “Mañana” (morning), and in the bottom part, she 

had written “Tarde” (afternoon).  With this she was recording how many jobs had been 

done during the morning and during the afternoon.  

She also had a Yellow Pages directory in front of her.  She was browsing through 

it and trying to find the phone number of the city’s convention center.  She needed more 

information on the dance that was going to take place at the convention center to 

celebrate Cinco de Mayo the following weekend because she wanted to go.  Maricela 

explained to me that she had been coming to her father’s new business for a couple of 

days and that she liked keeping a record of the business transactions that had taken place. 
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Unfortunately, there were not a lot of clients and not a lot of entries to write.  This gave 

Maricela free time to talk to her sister about the Cinco de Mayo dance, browse through 

the Yellow Pages, and listen to the conversations that were taking place between the her 

father and other adults present.  

Besides helping her mother and father at work and at home, Maricela engaged in 

other activities that were more “typical” of a 13-year-old girl.  Although maybe not her 

favorite pastime since I did not see her doing this a lot, Maricela enjoyed watching TV at 

home.  The family had a small color TV set, and they had basic cable programming.  

Maricela watched the news and soap operas on Spanish speaking channels.  In fact, 

Maricela used TV programming to gain knowledge about the world around her.  On one 

afternoon when we were watching TV together at her place, the news on Univision was 

reporting on the popularity of Mexican candy in Texas. Maricela reacted to the news and 

commented on what had been said in an intelligent manner disagreeing with the newsman 

on the right of everyone to eat what they wanted. By watching real estate shows and 

infomercials on Saturday mornings, Maricela had learned about the prices of houses 

around her neighborhood and could tell me that a new house’s price in that area of the 

city was around 100,000 dollars.  She also knew a lot about the life of Mexican and 

Spanish speaking artists and singers by following shows like Primer Impacto and El 

Gordo y La Flaca which were shows about scandalous news and the entertainment world.  

Maricela was not the greatest fan of soap operas and did not follow them loyally but she 

acknowledged that by watching them “me desaburro” (I get “unbored”). It did not seem 

like soap operas were one of Maricela’s priorities when watching TV.   

On the other hand, she loved to watch nature shows about animals on the 

Discovery and National Geographic channel and music videos on channels such as MTV 

(Music Television), BET (Black Entertainment Television), and CTV (Country 
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Television).  She talked about how she loved to learn about animals habits and habitats 

from these shows which fed her strong interest in these topics.  The music videos fostered 

her interest in different kinds of music. Maricela enjoyed listening to music, and her 

mother reported that she loved listening to different types of Latin music very loudly at 

home. She liked cumbias, rancheras, and  Latin pop, but she also like Hip Hop and Rap 

songs as her radio station choices revealed.  Although Maricela never engaged in this 

activity when I was at her home, she always asked me to turn on the radio or to change 

the station to a cumbia, tropical, or Hip Hop music station when we were in my car.  If 

she was in the mood, she sang along with the Spanish songs about lost loves and jealous 

boyfriends.   

Maricela always looked forward to the family’s trips to the trailer and ranch that 

Mr. Cavazos had purchased outside the city.  There were periods of time when these trips 

took place every week.  The Cavazos family piled in the van on Saturday mornings, 

drove the forty miles that separated their two homes and came back on Sunday evenings.  

As the curious girl she was, Maricela loved these trips to the ranch in which, in her own 

words, she could run outside, ride horses, hunt for and catch tadpoles and beetles, watch 

the stars, swim in the river, etc.  More than once Maricela passionately talked about how 

much she loved the trips to the ranch.  Being able to play with tadpoles and ride horses 

directly related to her often mentioned dream of becoming a doctor or a scientist when 

she grew up.  During the final stages of the data collection phase, these trips became less 

and less frequent due to Maricela’s father’s work obligations. This made Maricela very 

unhappy as she shared with me how much she missed the trips.  

Regarding her reading and writing, Maricela did not engage in a lot of reading at 

home.  Although she spoke on different occasions about books that she had read and 

enjoyed in the past, I never saw her reading a book or a magazine at home. One of the 
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few books available at Maricela’s home was the book that the other researchers and I 

gave her at the end of fifth grade when we ended our participation in her classroom.  We 

gave her a book about the human body after thinking carefully about her interests.  She 

remembered the book and cared for it deeply. Homework was also not a part of 

Maricela’s afternoons at home since I never observed her completing an assignment or 

reading a text or a book related to school.    

Nevertheless, Maricela was an active writer at home. On my first evening visit to 

Maricela’s home, I was asked to sit in the little porch outside the room where they were 

living. Maricela’s mother brought a couple of chairs and Maricela came to join us 

outside. When I asked her what she was doing back there, she said that she was writing a 

letter and I asked her if she would like to show it to me.  She came back with a notebook 

in which she was writing a letter to a boy named Victor. She hesitated before showing me 

the letter since it seemed she was uncomfortable and self-conscious about this literacy 

practice and did not want to share it with an adult.  When we started talking about the 

letter writing, Maricela explained that “siempre escribo cartas” (I always write letters) 

and her mother confirmed that “she spends all afternoons writing.”  I also learned that 

Maricela kept a huge box with dozens of letters and notes that were written and given to 

her by some of her friends, particularly her best friend Karina. She brought out this box 

and we read some of the notes. These were all handwritten in Spanish and were about 

boyfriends and best friends as well as arguments and disagreements among these 

individuals. Almost none of these letters had been written by Maricela but were given to 

her. Maricela told me that she had written responses to many of these letters at home but 

unfortunately I was not present when she did so. The fact that she kept these notes in a 

special box speaks to how important these letters were for her.  She liked the fact that she 

could keep them and reread them when she wanted and that she was going to be able to 
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remember her “younger years” when she grew up. Dozens and dozens of words had been 

exchanged in written form by Maricela and her friends and remained as concrete 

examples of the strong bonds that had been created among Maricela and her school peers. 

It was these letters and notes that allowed me to start looking at Maricela as an adolescent 

whose social life was very important. 

Although I knew from her mother and herself that she wrote the letters to her 

friends, I hardly ever saw her writing or completing homework at home. She wrote a few 

entries in a journal that I gave her to write about whatever she wanted.  The few entries 

were written in Spanish and talked about what she had done in school (e. g., “I had an 

argument with Karina today”), but the practice of writing to herself about what she 

already knew because she had lived it did not seem to interest her very much.  We never 

saw the journal again after four or five entries. 

The Cavazos did not have a large social network of friends or relatives in the city 

as the Pinedas had. Maricela’s family was the only source of activity and entertainment 

for her.  Her school friends were only available at school, and she hardly left her house to 

meet a friend or go somewhere else.  Most of the time, she stayed home and watched 

over her younger siblings. However, Maricela enjoyed the time and the activities that she 

shared with her family. Similar to Leila, being a member of a family was one of the ways 

through which Maricela developed her sense of self by feeling useful, acknowledged, 

valued, and part of something. She was integral to the functioning of the family’s every 

day activities. She willingly did whatever was necessary to fulfill her role as the oldest 

daughter. She once asked me if I lived with my mother, my sister, or my brother. “I live 

by myself9,” I replied.  When she responded that was “ugly,” I urged her to elaborate.  

                                                 
9 This conversation took place in Spanish but I have translated it to English in order to make it easier for 
the reader to understand. 
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“Because not, because then, you sleep alone and you don’t have anyone to talk to, to go 

out with,” she explained.  “But I have lots of friends,” I replied. “Well, yes, but it’s 

different…, it’s not the same,” she concluded.  For Maricela, her family was all she had 

as school friends were exactly that, school friends, who were not part of her life once 

outside school except for the time she allocated in the afternoons to write letters and 

notes to them.  Maricela did not go out to the mall to hang out with her friends or to the 

movies.  Her time out of school was spent learning about work and household chores and 

developing connections with relevant human beings who cared about her. 

MARICELA’S SCHOOL LIFE 

“Nos traen como perros… De aquí pa’llá. Luego pa’ca..” (Maricela’s comments 
on school) 

 

 They treat us like dogs.  From here to there and then over there… 

Maricela’s experiences at school clearly differed from the responsibilities and 

active role that Maricela enjoyed at home.  As we saw, Maricela held an active role 

within her family by taking care of her brothers, helping at her father’s business, and 

completing many household chores.  Mr. and Mrs. Cavazos counted on Maricela’s help 

to allow the family to deal with their limited economic resources.  The fact that she could 

baby sit the younger children, for example, allowed them to work more and longer hours. 

Maricela’s vital role in this family allowed her to identify herself as a valuable member 

of a family in which her skills as a responsible and dependable individual were needed. 

At Moore Middle School, the inquisitive and engaged Maricela had not been able to 

experience and develop a sense of belonging and a sense of usefulness within the official 

world of schooling. She had learned how to survive academically by doing what was 

asked of her to do and get passing grades but, as we will see, school work was generally 

meaningless for her. However, she thrived socially.  Maricela found a way to make 
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school life meaningful by performing a “social queen” (Finders, 1997) role that allowed 

her to develop and maintain strong personal connections with some of her school peers 

through which she developed a sense of belonging in school (Gándara & Gibson, 2004).   

She had numerous friends in and out of her classes, she knew about the latest news and 

gossip about each of them, and she valued these friendships as important social work that 

made her time spent at school meaningful.   

Maricela was a seventh grader at Moore Middle School (MMS).  Moore Middle 

School was the feeder school where Chavez Elementary students enrolled at the end of 

sixth grade. This was a smaller school than Johnson Middle School, which Leila 

attended, both in physical space and in population.  The primarily Hispanic campus was 

located right in the center of the Hispanic neighborhood. According to public records, 

Moore housed almost 650 students of which 90% were Hispanic, 7% African American, 

and 3% White.  The school’s walls did not display big and colorful posters with students’ 

work as Johnson’s walls did and its display case had a fewer number of trophies and 

acknowledgments. MMS had no magnet program and was not known for its academically 

demanding program but the school’s atmosphere was calm and safe.  It was only during 

the class changes and other breaks when hallways were crowded with students that you 

realized that you were in a building that was filled with energetic and vibrant adolescents.   

Similar to Leila and Esperanza, Maricela, as a Young Scientist, had also been 

invited to enroll in the Magnet Program at Johnson Middle School during her sixth grade 

at Chavez Elementary. This important—and equally difficult—decision was certainly a 

burden for Maricela in sixth grade.  What she knew about Johnson was what she had 

been told by her sixth grade teacher and other students who had information about 

Johnson.  It seemed that it was no secret for Maricela and her friends that JMS was more 

challenging and more diverse than Moore. As an immigrant student who had experienced 
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tough times at school because of her lack of English skills, Maricela was worried about 

the fewer number of Hispanic students who were enrolled at JMS, the more English that 

was going to be demanded from her, and the arduous work that this implied.  Since I was 

not as involved in her personal life when she was in sixth grade as I was during the 

seventh grade, I did not witness her and her family’s decision-making processes.  

Ultimately, the fear of higher academic standards and of the unknown weighed more than 

the promise of a better education that her sixth grade teacher expressed. Maricela decided 

not to attend the magnet program at Johnson and  enrolled in Moore Middle School 

where she was placed in the Regular Program classrooms.  Moore tracked its students 

into two branches: the Regular Program and the Honors Program and Maricela had been 

placed in the Regular Program. All of Maricela’s classes were conducted in English 

except for her Spanish class which was a Spanish for Spanish Speakers class but was 

taught with a Spanish for Speakers of Other Languages textbook.  At Moore, Maricela 

did not receive any kind of formal ESL instruction or class and she was expected to 

complete all her work in English.  I noticed that some of her Hispanic and bilingual 

teachers translated for her on a few occasions but, other than this, Maricela did not 

receive any type of support by allowing her to use her sophisticated Spanish skills in 

classes that were not Spanish or instruction of English as a second language.  

Language Practices at School 

Although Maricela had been in the United States for more than six years, she  

spoke a lot of Spanish at Moore. As we discussed before, her life outside school was 

almost completely carried out in Spanish. At school, Maricela continued using Spanish 

with her friends and, if she pushed a little bit, with a good number of her teachers who 

were Hispanic bilingual speakers. Her science, language arts, technology teachers spoke 

to her in Spanish on some rare occasions when they thought she needed some 
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clarification.  When I visited her language arts and Spanish classes, I only heard her 

talking in English a handful of times, mainly when talking to her teachers and 

sporadically with some of her classmates. Contrary to Leila and Esperanza, her world at 

school was a Spanish world even when most of her classes were conducted in English 

and most of her assignments had to be completed in English. However, Maricela seldom 

used her Spanish as a resource for her learning, mainly because she was never invited or 

allowed to do so.  She mostly kept it for her social interactions and peppered it with some 

English on occasion when she used some slang, for example. I also observed that when 

she was asked a question in class, she knew how to respond in English but, based on my 

observations, Maricela used Spanish as much as possible at school. 

Official Literacy Practices 

Maricela spent the majority of her time in her language arts and Spanish classes 

completing worksheets and following the lessons in their English grammar book. The 

Spanish and language arts classes I observed suggest that Maricela’s teachers at Moore 

approached instruction from a “fill the jar” perspective.  The activities used in teaching 

during these two classes were designed to provide information to answer questions or 

respond correctly to specific prompts. Her language arts class was led by a petite and 

fast-paced Hispanic teacher, Ms. Zuna, who lit the room only with the light provided by 

the overhead projector. She sometimes began the class with a warm-up activity.  She put 

up a quote on the overhead projector by a famous author, a phrase, or a paragraph and 

asked students to react to the quote or the passage by free-writing a few lines in their 

notebooks.  For example, once the teacher displayed a quote by R. W. Emerson that said, 

“It is one of the most beautiful compensations of life that no man can sincerely try to help 

another without helping himself.”  On this occasion, Maricela copied down the phrase 

and wrote one original sentence in English:  “We can help other people.” On another day, 
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Maricela responded in Spanish to the English phrase that was put up on the overhead 

projector.  Sometimes, the teacher asked students to share what they had written but 

Maricela never raised her hand or volunteered to share what she had written. One or two 

students read what they wrote if the teacher asked them twice but most of the times the 

lack of participation went unnoticed because Ms. Zuna covered the silences with her talk. 

Most of the time, however, Ms. Zuna skipped the warm-up activity and began the 

lessons immediately.  The language arts classes I observed were focused on grammar 

concepts (adverbs and prepositional phrases, for example) and to a lesser degree on 

writing.  I observed Maricela and her classmates writing a couple of short essays 

following a very formulaic pattern that required  students to write an introduction, body 

of the essay, and a conclusion.  Writing instruction, though, was limited to these writing 

opportunities and a couple of revising and editing multiple choice worksheets. These 

short essays were meant to be writing exercises to prepare the students for the yearly state 

examination, TAKS, that was given in the spring. The pressure to pass the TAKS drove 

Ms. Zuna to spend considerable amount of time reviewing revising and editing skills as 

well.  She mainly did this by using worksheets that had a paragraph at the top and five 

multiple choice questions at the bottom.  The options for each question were different 

ways that a sentence could be revised or rewritten or the possible ways that punctuation 

could be improved in a sentence.  Numerous fill-in-the-blank and multiple choice 

worksheets like these were completed by Maricela in her time in this class.  

However, Maricela and her classmates had devised a way to complete these 

worksheets in a way that required almost no effort from their part. Using the overhead 

projector and transparencies of the worksheets that she gave to the students (or simply 

blank transparencies), Ms. Zuna explained the tasks by modeling and demonstrating the 

type of answers that she wanted.  She then asked the students to complete the rest of the 
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page or worksheet by themselves.  Many of the students, including Maricela, generally 

waited for the teacher to ask students to give out the answers out loud and then copied the 

correct answers down on their papers.  Maricela completed numerous worksheets in this 

fashion.  Once in a while she would try to work on her own and complete an exercise by 

herself.  She was capable of doing the assignments, as I saw her once identifying 

correctly the adverbs in several sentences. However, Ms. Zuna’s teaching strategies did 

not invite students to be active participants in the learning that was taking place in the 

classroom, and Maricela did not feel motivated to do the work on her own.  There was no 

sense of urgency in completing the work or sense of satisfaction that could be observed in 

Maricela’s reactions about what was she doing.  For example, when it was time to check 

the exercises, Maricela never volunteered an answer even if she had the answer available 

because she had obtained it herself. Most of the times, she copied down other students’ 

answers as they were given out. Maricela preferred to stay on the margins of what was 

going on in the classroom. She had learned that she was able to survive, and even 

succeed, in this class if she copied other people’s answers and remained quiet without 

investing a lot of energy in learning about adjectives, adverbs, and the right places for 

commas.  Learning about these topics did not seem to trigger Maricela’s curiosity, and 

she remained silent, disengaged, and unconnected from what was going on in the 

classroom.  

Maricela’s opportunities for actually reading in her language arts class were also 

limited.  I was in one of her classes when she and her classmates were trying to read the 

novel, Number the Stars, with no books just Xerox copies of the chapters.  I use the word 

“trying” because the students were having serious difficulties understanding the novel as 

Ms. Zuna read it aloud, asked questions, and made comments about it.  She really 

enjoyed the novel as demonstrated by her facial expressions and intonation but it was also 
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clear that for the children reading this novel was not an engaging experience, since they 

looked confused and made no comments about what they were reading during the whole 

class.  Maricela tried to follow her teacher’s read aloud but was not able to concentrate.  

After a few minutes, she began looking at other pages, or across the room to see what 

other students were doing.  When the teacher asked them to continue reading by 

themselves, Maricela read in silence for a few minutes but was soon distracted by Karina 

who seemed anxious to tell something before the bell rang for lunch. 

Although many of Maricela’s behaviors and attitudes in this class could be easily 

interpreted as not caring, other actions showed that she cared about school and about her 

school work.  In her language arts or Spanish class, where I also observed her, she 

generally made sure that her work was complete and in the teacher’s hands once finished.  

On one occasion, Maricela spent one entire language arts class writing the final copy of a 

Spanish assignment that she needed to turn in that day.  She vigorously wrote and wrote 

keeping the Spanish assignment under the Language arts worksheets and checking Ms. 

Zuna’s eyes to avoid being caught.  She copied the answers from the overhead 

transparency to her Parts of Speech worksheet and then she worked on her Spanish 

assignment.  She finished both assignments just in time before the class ended. Maricela 

cared about doing well in classes, and she mainly did what she was asked to do.  

However, the literacy curriculum, what she was asked to do, did not offer Maricela 

opportunities to engage in meaningful discussions about language, literacy, and her 

positioning as a middle school, bilingual, Latina, student.  The literacy curriculum valued 

completing the assignments promptly and correctly and not necessarily learning as there 

was no meaningful discussion of any kind.  Although Ms Zuna explained what an adverb 

was and what it modified, there was not even an attempt to connect this knowledge to 

other useful learning, such as the need for clear and vivid language to communicate an 
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idea. Ms. Zuna gave information and asked questions to which she already knew the 

answers.  The students’ assignment was to answer the questions and not to develop a true 

understanding of the concept. It was clear that Maricela had developed no connection to 

these activities.  Finding and circling adverbs and reading without guidance a novel about 

Jewish families during World War II had no relevance to her life not because there are no 

points of connection but because no efforts were made by the teacher to connect the two 

meaningfully.  

Maricela responded to the learning experiences that she was being offered. By 

focusing on completing the assignment but not necessarily on learning, she had figured 

out the role of literacy in the official world of schooling. Literacy was basically required 

to read and complete worksheets.  During a class close to the end of the year, Ms. Zuna 

gave her students a preliminary progress report that covered the last six weeks of 

instruction.  She asked the students to verify which worksheets or assignments that they 

were missing on their progress report and complete them so they could receive full credit.  

On a table at the back of the room, Ms. Zuna had assembled a line of worksheets from 

which the students needed to select the ones they had not completed and finish them.  In 

her language arts class, literacy was used to fill worksheets, one after another. As a result 

of responding to these literacy understandings, Maricela had not developed within this 

narrow literacy opportunities a clear and useful connection between official literacy uses 

and her own literacy uses.   

Unfortunately, Maricela did not find a more challenging or inviting curriculum in 

her Spanish class.  Ms. Jones, the Spanish teacher, was a native Spanish speaker who had 

come from a Central American country and married an American.  She cared deeply for 

her students as her words of advice and thoughtful attitude indicated.  Her class topics 

and teaching strategies emphasized literacy skills like grammar, reading comprehension, 
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and spelling. For example, a couple of classes were entirely spent on practicing how to 

identify words as esdrújulas, graves, or agudas.10 Another common activity in the 

Spanish classroom was to take dictation.  Once a week, Ms. Jones dictated a Spanish 

passage of two or three paragraphs.  The emphasis was on spelling. Once she had 

finished dictating, students exchanged papers with their classmates and Ms. Jones put up 

a copy of the passage on the overhead projector and the students checked a classmate’s 

paper.  After checking and returning the paper to the original writer, Ms. Jones called out 

the names from the class rooster and asked every student to say out loud the number of 

mistakes that she or he made in the dictation assignment and noted the information in her 

gradebook.  As in the language arts class, Maricela completed her work quietly with the 

occasional comment to the girl sitting in front of her or turning around to see what was 

going on in the classroom.  As important as correct grammar and spelling might be, these 

activities did not captivate Maricela’s interest and did not allow or demand her to use 

literacy in a meaningful way.  Similar to her language arts activities, the literacy practices 

that she was invited to do in her Spanish class were activities that focused on form and 

not content and demanded little connection with other more integral parts of Maricela’s 

life. Again, Maricela chose to stay on the margins.  She did what was expected from her 

in terms of learning about literacy in this Spanish class as in her language arts class:  she 

answered questions, filled in the blanks, and focused on the structural aspects of the 

language. For Maricela, all this was senseless.  There was no connection or relevance to 

her life and to what she was living as a girl, as a bilingual individual, as a middle school 

student, as a daughter, as a sister, etc. Every time I asked her about school, she only used 

one word to describe what was going on in her classes.  “Aburrido, aburrido, todo está 

                                                 
10 Spanish words with two or more syllables can be classified as esdrújulas, graves,or agudas depending 
on the syllable in which the stress is placed.  This classification also helps Spanish writers know where to 
place the written accent by following specific rules.   
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muy aburrido,” (Boring, boring, very boring) she complained over and over again. 

Maricela’s experiences with school literacy had little to do with the different 

subjectivities that she was enacting in other parts of her life, and were allowing her to 

enact an identity of a non-engaged student who did not  truly care about her schooling. 

However, something else regarding Maricela’s language and literacy practices 

made a deeper impression on me. Maricela barely talked during classes. She hardly ever 

participated in class discussions, volunteered comments, or offered an answer to a 

question posed by the teacher.  There were several classes in which I was present and in 

which she did not speak a single word. While other students raised their hand 

occasionally to take the risk to answer a question or, on rare occasions, to make an 

original comment about something that was related to the class, Maricela never did this in 

the classes that I observed.  Readers might believe that she behaved in this way because 

she felt intimidated by my presence in her classroom.  However, when I first talked to her 

teacher about the observations that I was going to do about Maricela’s language practices 

(“I want to know what language she uses in the classroom, what it is that she says, and 

things like that,” I explained), her teacher’s immediate response was, “I can tell you right 

now that she doesn’t speak.” As I sadly confirmed, Maricela did not speak aloud in her 

language arts class or in her Spanish class for that matter. She engaged in private, 

whispering, short conversations with her friends once in a while, but I did not see her 

attempting to talk to the whole class or to her teacher in front of the rest of her 

classmates.  The girl who, outside of school, could talk about the news, the prices of 

houses, the importance of family was completely silent in classes.   Even when I 

observed that she was listening and paying attention to what was going on in the 

classroom, she remained silent.   
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It was evident that Maricela felt unconnected and disengaged from school. School 

work and classes were the least mentioned topic in our conversations when we were at 

her home or simply during recess or lunch break.  Whenever I brought up school and 

academic issues, Maricela quickly redirected it to friends, boys, and other social topics 

not before complaining incessantly  that school was “boring, very boring.”  Through her 

reasoning skills and conversations outside school, I saw in Maricela the same sharp, 

capable, and responsible student whom I had met two years ago when she was in fifth 

grade. Since she had attended school in Mexico before moving to Texas, her Spanish 

writing and reading skills were highly developed but she could not use her diverse 

linguistic repertoire in her official literacy practices. Sadly, her academic potential was 

not being developed or even acknowledged. As a student who was placed in the regular 

program, her classes were taught by well-intentioned teachers who were nonetheless 

unable to challenge and explore her abilities and develop Maricela’s connection with 

school since they themselves had not been prepared to teach any differently. The official 

school literacy practices that Maricela engaged in were contrived and done out of a sense 

of duty rather than interest.  She was “doing school” as she understood it and as teachers 

had constructed it for her.  However, for the inquisitive and curious Maricela who had a 

vast array of experiences out of school (and even within school) this “doing school” was 

not enough.  She remained quiet, passive, and disconnected from the work that was 

taking place in her classrooms. 

Unofficial Literacy Practices  

Nevertheless, Maricela did not spend her whole school day in silence, disengaged 

from what was going on.  On the contrary, Maricela was a socially active girl who had an 

ex-boyfriend, a couple of crushes, a best friend, an old best friend, several other friends, 

and complex social relationships with those friends and other classmates.  These best 
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friends, boyfriends, girlfriends, and one or two “enemies,” as she called them, along with 

the set of relationships among them, constituted what I call the underground world of 

school (Dyson, 1993). This unofficial world was parallel to the official world of school of 

classes, teacher and student relationships, assignments, grades, Regular and Honors 

programs, etc.  Maricela, as Finders’ (1997) “social queens,” was an active participant 

and was deeply involved in this alternative, underground school world.  She knew who 

was dating whom, who was friends with whom, and she could spend entire lunch breaks 

gossiping and going from one group of friends to another to find out about the latest news 

or to be part of it. Further, Maricela’s experiences at school were heavily influenced and 

shaped by this underground world. In fact, when Maricela  told me about her school days 

it was always in terms of the events and relations within this unofficial world.  In these 

narratives of her time spent at school, there was hardly a reference to a test, an 

assignment, or a school project.  School days were evaluated by the intensity and 

complexity of the relationships within this underground world of school.   

As a “social queen,” Maricela had fashioned a way to survive school socially by 

establishing and maintaining friendships with same-age peers who were living and 

experiencing similar activities and who had similar backgrounds, tastes, and interests.  As 

Maricela exchanged gossip, talked about boyfriends with her girlfriends, and wrote notes 

to her classmates, she constructed a significant life for herself at school, a life that spoke 

to her about her realities of being an adolescent at this specific point in time.  

To illustrate the complexity of this underground world, let me give you an 

example. On one of my first lunch visits, I found Maricela, Karina, and Cindy sitting on 

one of the cafeteria’s picnic tables.  They were not eating and had not even gone to get 

food.  When they finally got some food, I started eating the sandwich that I had brought 

with me  but was never truly accompanied because they played with their food instead of 
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eating. I started asking questions about school and classes. They were mainly 

complaining about school but suddenly the conversation stopped when Karina strongly 

protested a group of girls who were sitting a couple of tables away and giving them “the 

evil eye.”  Immediately, they completely forgot about me, and the three girls turned to see 

the other girls and started talking about the “evil eye girls,” cussing and visibly bothered 

by that incident.  I just sat and observed what was going on and asked a couple of 

questions trying to understand who the other girls were and what was going on.  They 

finally calmed down and I naively tried to bring the conversation back to school and 

classes.  It was extremely difficult to bring them back to that topic and in less than three 

minutes they were again distracted by a boy (whom they knew) in a nearby window who 

was gesticulating to Maricela.  She screamed, “Marrano!” (pig), and the girls forgot about 

me and about my questions about school and classes once again.  They quickly ate the 

rest of their lunches, and after asking me if it was ok to stand up at that point, ran outside 

to meet their other friends. Numerous lunch breaks were spent in similar fashion.  

Other narratives about personal conflicts, tensions between classmates, and 

misbehavior problems that surfaced in her oral texts about school reflected how this 

underground world of school influenced Maricela’s actions and experiences.  When she 

talked about school, the “official schooling” topics such as grades or assignments only 

surfaced because  I demanded it, and even then, she always switched as quickly as 

possible to these stories of personal conflicts and misbehavior.  For example, when I 

asked her to explain to me about how seventh-grade students were divided, she started 

explaining but hurriedly changed the topic: 
M:  Ella [the third focal girl] está en seven two. Pero a ella le tocan diferentes 

personas, ella también. Les tocan diferente así como en Gym. En cada clase y 
a mí no. Todos los mismos. Ah, deje le cuento del niño ese, Gabriel, Gabo. 

A:  Gabo, ¿qué hizo Gabo? 
M: ¡Tiene catorce años! ¡Reprobó! Es bien necio, bien enojón. Y se droga... 
A:  ¿Por qué? 
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M: No sé. 
A:  ¿Cómo sabes? 
M:  Ay, yo lo vi. 
A:  ¿Qué estaba haciendo? 
M: No lo vi haciendo, así tomando, pero le dijo a Karina. Cuando llegó con Ms. 

Zuna.. 
[She explains that Ms. Zuna was absent today and that a sub was in her place] 
M: Ahí estaba, como él se sienta ahí y luego Karina atrás. Y venía todo así como, 

como tenía los ojos bien rojos. Me dijo Karina que andaba muy fumado. 
 
 
M: She [the third focal student] is in seven-two.  But she has different classmates, 

she does as well.  She has different classmates in Gym. In every class and I 
don’t.  They are always the same. Ah, let me tell you about that boy, Gabriel, 
Gabo. 

A:  Gabo, what did Gabo do? 
M:  He is fourteen years old! He failed a school year! He is very annoying and 

gets upset easily. And he does drugs… 
A:  Why? 
M:  I don’t know. 
A: How do you know? 
M:  Ay, I saw him. 
A:  What was he doing? 
M:  I did not see him doing it but he told Karina. When he got to Ms. Zuna’s class 

[she explains that Ms. Zuna was absent today and that a sub was in her place] 
M: He was there, he sits there and Karina behind him.  And he was all, his eyes 

were very red.  Karina told me that he was very high.  

On this occasion, Maricela desperately wanted to tell me about what seemed relevant to 

her at the time:  Gabo might be using drugs. That was important to Maricela on that day 

and needed to say it aloud. And again, Maricela’s recollections of her school life were in 

terms of her unofficial school life.   

However, one of the most relevant aspect of this underground world of school and 

Maricela’s participation in it was the role that Maricela’s literacy practices played in it.  

Unlike her apathetic and  forced writing and reading during classes, Maricela was an avid 

note and letter reader and writer.  During the seventh grade, she wrote (and received) 

numerous letters and notes to her girlfriends and boyfriends.  On more than one occasion, 
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Maricela spent a good amount of time during her language arts and Spanish classes 

responding to letters that had been given to her or writing notes to other friends.  On 

another occasion, Ms. Jones took away a note that Maricela was responding to instead of 

completing the grammar exercises from her textbook. It was common for Maricela and 

Karina to ask each other if they had read their letters and answered them.  Towards the 

end of the school year I was able to accompany Maricela for a whole school day and I 

noticed how she spent most of the day writing and passing notes among her friends. 

In these letters and notes, Maricela and her friends discussed relevant issues about 

their lives. All of these letters were written in Spanish and revealed a sophisticated level 

of writing and a deep sensibility to what was going on around them. Matters such as 

jealousy and even desires of or invitations for sexual activities with their boyfriends were 

common topics that were dealt with these letters. It was through these letters that 

Maricela and her friends, especially Karina, analyzed their actions and interpreted the 

emotions that were product of those actions. And these ideas were not dealt in one or two 

sentences.  Maricela often wrote letters that were longer than a page. It was clear than 

when she had the opportunity to use literacy and language for a cause or reason that was 

meaningful in her life, she did not shy away from the writing that needed to be done. For 

example, in the following letter, Maricela urged Karina to exercise patience when trying 

to get over Fernando11: 
 

Karina Castillo 

Pues yo no te puedo ayudar en nada con lo de Fernando –solo te puedo dar un 
consejo, —pero no creo que te sirva pues yo solo te dijo algo, si tu lo quieres 
mucho lucha por el – Pero solo si tu piensas que el tambien te quiera, si no para 

                                                 
11 The Spanish versions of her letters show the original spelling and punctuation.  In the translations, I have 
tried to remain as close as possible to the Spanish versions in terms of spelling and punctuation. 
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que bas a estarle rogando a alguien que ni te pela. – y que bueno que ya ba a 
terminar el año porque te ba a ayudar en mucho, porque asi en summer bas a 
poder olvidar aunque sea poquito lo bas a olvidar. Y pues yo en la otra escuela 
que vallas a ir, que tal y te encuentras a alguien que te aga olvidar a Fernando, --
Alguien que si te sepa amar. –Solo bas a sufrir tantito pero luego bas a ver que 
mas adelante te encuentras a alguien mejor. Solo piensa que todo ba a cambiar 
mas adelante. –te digo algo tu eres muy pero muy bonita y estar triste te ase fea. –
y tan bonita que estas que te aseguro que te bas a encontrar a alguien mas guapo y 
bueno que te aga olvidar por completo a Fernando. Solo este año bas a estar asi 
por Fernando mas adelante ba a cambiar todo. 

Te quiero mucho. 

Me escribes 

Maricela & Karina  Best Friends 
 
 

Karina Castillo 
 

Well, I cannot help you at all with the thing with Fernando –I can only give you 
an advice, --but I don’t think it will help you but I only tell something, that if you 
love him you have to fight for him—But only if you think that he also loves you, 
because if not why are you going to be begging someone who doesn’t care about 
you. –and it’s good that the school year is almost over because that is going to 
help you a lot because in the summer you are going to forget a little bit you are 
going to forget him. And me in the other school that I am going to attend, what 
about if you find someone else who makes you forget about Fernando,--Someone 
who does know how to love you. –You are only going to suffer a little bit but then 
you are going to see that later on you will find someone better.  You have to think 
that everything is going to change later on. –can I tell you something you are 
very, but very pretty and when you are sad you look ugly. –and you are so pretty 
that I can assure you that you are going to find someone more handsome and 
nicer that will make you forget Fernando completely.  It’s just this year that you 
will feel like this for Fernando but everything will change later on. 
I love you. 
Write to me. 
Maricela & Karina  Best Friends 
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Maricela used letter writing to discuss with her best friend issues about love, 

patience, and hope suggests that she saw this writing form as a tool for expressing ideas, 

identities, and values. Maricela conceived of writing as a valid way to tell others about 

her feelings and her knowledge about the world as well as to help a friend to figure out 

relevant aspects of her life. On this other example, Maricela tried to save a friendship 

making an effort in being honest and calling for honesty from others: 
 
Esta carta es para preguntarte solo preguntas, y que me gustaria que me dijieras la 
verdad y no mentir.  Me escribes lo antes posible. Bas hacer tu fiesta de 15 anos o 
no.  Tu piensas que te voy a quitar a tu novio verdad. Que onda con nidia es tu 
amiga o que. Seguimos siendo mejores amigas, porque te pregunto esto? porque 
siempre te enojas conmigo y ya la mera verdad estoy arta porque siempre soy yo 
la que te tiene que pedir disculpas. Siempre te bas con Cindy ya mi me dejas hay 
con mi pinche coraje. Ya estoy arta y tu?, que tengo que hacer o cambiar para que 
ya no te enojes con migo. Ojala que no te ballas a molestar con lo que te voy a 
escribir atras de este papel es de mi, tu y nidia. (voltea la oja) 
Mira nidia y yo heramos amigas. Pero el sabado me hablo y me dijo que si ibamos 
a seguir siendo Amigas y yo le dije que si. Pero ella me dijo que mejor ya no 
porque ya no confiaba en mi que todo lo que ella me dijo yo te lo conte a ti. y 
saves a ti  fue a la unica que te enseñe la pinche carta donde ella decia que me 
escojia a mi mejor que a ti. y fue lo unico que te dije de ella. y por eso esto me ase 
pensar que tu le dijiste. Pero tu segun dises que no le dijiste ni madres.  
Ya no me mientas si fuiste tu pues ya nimodo ya lo isiste y como quiera ya perdi 
la amistad de nidia. Si lo isiste te perdono ya como quiera es pasado. Pero solo 
quiero saber la verdad tu le dijiste verdad. 
Bueno Cuidate mucho mucho y recuerda que te quiero mucho mucho y que 
cuando te enojas con migo me siento muy mal por dentro y yo ni encuenta cuando 
te molestas con migo. Ya se que asi eres de enojona y yo te quiero como eres por 
eso eres mi mejor amiga. Por favor te pido 2s cosas que para la otra que te diga 
algo quedatelo tu callado y no lo digas. La otra es que no te molestes y no me 
ables, primero dime en que falle o que dije o ise que te molestara. Siempre que no 
te guste algo de mi pues dime, es tan facil decirme y no cóbratelas. y bas a seguir 
ablandole a nidia? 
Te quiero mucho 
BBBBBBBBBBBF Para Siempre pase lo que pase 
Karina & Maricela 
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This letter is to ask you questions, and  I would like for you to tell me the truth and 
not to lie. Write to me as soon as possible. Are you going to make your 15 years 
old party or not? You think that I am going to steal your boyfriend.  what’s up 
with nidia? is she your friend or what. We are still best friends, why do I ask you 
this? because you always get upset with me and in all truth I am sick of it because 
it is always me the one that has to ask for an apology. You always go with Cindy 
and you leave me there with my damn anger. I am sick of it, and you?, what do I 
have to do or change so you don’t get upset with me anymore.  I hope you don’t 
get upset with what I am going to write on the other side it’s about me, tu, and 
nidia (turn the page) 
Look, nidia and I were friends.  But on Saturday she called and asked me if we 
were going to still be friends and I said yes. But then she told me that no because 
she did not trust me, that everything that she had told me I had told it to you. And 
you know what you were the only one that I showed the damn letter where she told 
me that she chose me rather than you. And it was the only thing that I said to you 
about her.  And this makes me think that you told her. But you say that you did not 
tell her anything. Don’t lie to me anymore if it were you, well, that’s it, you did it 
and I already lost nidia’s frienship. If you did, I forgive you, it’s already in the 
past.  But I only want to know the truth you told her, right?  
 Well, Take care and remember that I love you very much and that when you get 
upset with me I feel really bad inside and I don’t even know when you get upset 
with me.  I know that you get upset easily and I love you the way you are and 
that’s why you are my friend. Please, I ask you two things that next time I tell you 
something keep it for yourself and don’t say it to anyone.  The other thing is that 
please don’t get upset and stop talking to me, first tell me what I did wrong o what 
I said o did that it bothered you. Every time you don’t like something about me, 
well, tell me it’s very easy to tell me instead of making me pay. And are you going 
to continue to speak to nidia? 
I love you 
BBBBBBBBBBBBBF Forever, whatever it happens 
Karina & Maricela) 

Maricela used her writing to express her concerns about honesty and discretion, to 

construct her identity as a responsible and caring adolescent, and to reach out and connect 

with others.  It was through these letters that Maricela showed others that she cared about 

her friends and about her relationships with them. 

Many, many similar letters were written by Maricela and her friends during 

seventh grade. I was impressed by the topics discussed, by the clarity of the writing and 

by Maricela’s writing fluency in Spanish.  Unlike the notes written by Finders’ (1997)  
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“social queens ” which followed a standard format and dealt with more mundane topics 

such as after-school get togethers, Maricela’s letters were important literacy practices that 

had human emotions and feelings as the main topic.  Maricela was co-constructing her 

sense of womanhood, her sense of friendship, and  her sense of romantic relationships 

through these literacy experiences within schooling spaces where, although were 

conceived to foster human growth, ironically hindered—through their narrow 

understandings of literacy—the development of a sense of self through the language and 

literacy practices that are relevant to the students’ life. 

Maricela finished her seventh grade at Moore with passing grades.  As she had 

expected and feared back in January, she had to transferred to another school to complete 

eighth grade.  Fortunately for her, her new school was not the school where “only 

gringos” attended since the family were not able to move to the trailer as Mr. Cavazos 

desired.  The family stayed at the second house where Mr. Cavazos had established his 

car shop.   

CONNECTING WITH OTHERS 

Maricela lived her life in terms of the meaningful connections that she could 

establish with others and the activities that she could engage in as part of those 

meaningful connections.  One example of these connections was the way she lived her 

life as an active member of an immigrant Mexican family.  Within an open relationship 

with her parents and other adults in her family (her sister, her father’s associates), 

Maricela was able to talk about boyfriends, friends, and other issues that she felt were 

important. There were generally no secrets, and Maricela knew the family was going 

through difficult economic times and that her help and work were truly needed.  Maricela 

willingly accepted her responsibilities and duties and enjoyed her role and her 

participation in this family. Further, Maricela’s strong and open connection with her 
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family allowed her to engage in meaningful uses of literacy by which she was able to 

express her feelings, to help with work and business related issues (keeping a log of the 

clients), and to translate for others when possible.  

Perhaps as an effort to present her different persona, Maricela had developed a 

strong connection with her native country as she keenly identified as Mexican.  Her 

shared memories of her days in Veracruz and the giant shrimps that she used to eat talk 

about how important this connection was. Other of Maricela’s language and literacy 

practices as a Latina adolescent living in the United States were also heavily influenced 

and shaped by this meaningful connection to her Mexican-ness. For example, Maricela 

clung to her Spanish in and outside of school since it was through Spanish that she related 

to most of her relatives, friends, classmates, and teachers (and her Mexican researcher).  

The other part of the equation that affected Maricela’s language preference was 

the fact that she was not totally fluent and proficient in English. Not being totally 

proficient in English accounted for Maricela not using as much English as Leila in 

school, for example.  This is not to say that Maricela’s use of Spanish was an inadequate 

practice but her reliance on Spanish was partly as the result of not feeling confident with 

her English and a lack of formal instruction. From what she and her mother said about 

Maricela’s previous schooling, Maricela had never been part of an ESL class in her life.  

She had learned English in bilingual and mainstream classrooms which had some ESL 

support (the class in which I met her in the fifth grade), but actual teaching of how the 

English language works had not been offered to her. Learning English is indeed a very 

complex process that requires more than just placement in a regular classroom. In her 

book Learning or Not Learning English, Valdés (2001) described the many different 

factors that influenced several Mexican-origin adolescents’ learning English in ESL 

classrooms.  For Valdés, learning English is a complicated process and progress depends 
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on many factors such as students’ academic and family background, on the instruction 

they are exposed to, and on their own determination and talent (Valdés, 1999).  Other 

researchers (Fillmore, 1991a) maintain that second language learners are successful when 

they realize that they need to learn the target language (TL) and are motivated to do so, 

when they are in contact with speakers of the TL who know it well enough to provide the 

learners with access to the language and the help for learning it, and when second 

language learners are in social settings which bring learners and TL speakers into 

frequent enough contact to make language learning possible.  As we saw, Maricela was 

not able to experience these three ingredients in and/or outside of school, and her English 

skills had not been able to flourish.  Although Maricela was motivated to learn English 

(motivation that allowed her to learn the English that she already knew), her seventh-

grade language arts teacher did not push her to use her language skills and practice her 

English even further.  Although most of the children in her classes were Hispanic and 

spoke Spanish, all of them spoke English to different degrees and could have benefited 

from oral English practice that they could have enjoyed with their teacher and with one 

another. Maricela’s limited English did not have an opportunity to grow and develop.    

Maricela’s preference for Spanish did not mean that she completely rejected 

English or that she decided that English was not necessary.  She proudly recognized how 

she had come a long way since she moved to the United States, not knowing one single 

word of English (she could now translate for her parents and do school work in English) 

and accepted that English was necessary to succeed in this country.  Maricela never 

rejected learning English overtly even though she disliked the idea of attending a school 

of “only gringos,” and I do not consider her not having learned English proficiently an act 

of resistance. As we saw, she clearly stated that she was writing more in English and her 

parents pushed her to learn English. However, the instruction that she received was in no 
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way accelerating her learning of English, and she elected to engage in Spanish literacy 

practices as much as possible with her friends as a way to find her place in her school 

world, which possibly contributed to the lag in her English language development as 

well. 

Other researchers interested in second language development (McKay & Wong, 

1996) have discussed how linguistically diverse adolescents invest in the process of 

learning English as a way to invest in an identity that will prove beneficial to them in one 

way or another.  Maricela wanted to learn English since she and her family knew that this 

was the way to success. However, investing in an identity of an English speaker did not 

mean much more than a far away possibility of success for Maricela since she was unable 

to use English to develop meaningful connections within her life at this point.  As we 

saw, she was strongly invested in her Spanish literacy practices as a way to develop and 

maintain important relationships in her life.  

Unfortunately, this lack of proficiency and fluency in her English also meant that 

her academic English skills were not strong and developed at a level that others (teachers, 

school administrators) recognized as necessary to be part of more challenging academic 

work, i.e. Honors classes. Perhaps access to more challenging curricula would have 

allowed her to improve and develop her English skills and to realize that English could 

also be used to connect with personal issues.  Maricela was still far away from identifying 

herself as a proficient English speaker who could be part of a honors class, for example.  

She believed that Honors students behaved better and were more capable than regular 

students and, even though she was also invited to enroll at the magnet program, she never 

talked about herself as a capable student. As we read in the previous pages, Maricela’s 

tellings of her and her school experiences generally referred to her social relationships 

and her role as a “social queen” which allowed her to use successfully her linguistic and 
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cultural repertoire. As important as this linguistic and cultural repertoire is, English skills 

are essential to navigate schooling in this country. The much necessary English was not 

there in order for her to show her full potential and her strong Spanish skills were kept on 

the margins. Linguistically diverse and immigrant students need strong ESL programs 

which take into consideration their previous skills and realities.  Maricela’s identity as a 

successful student could have been developed if she had had a way to use her Spanish 

skills to improve her English skills as part of sound ESL instruction. Unfortunately, 

Maricela had to continue learning her English informally and in the Regular classes, 

learning which can be truly difficult (Valdés, 2001).   

On the other hand, Maricela excelled when using her Spanish literacy practices in 

the unofficial world of school to develop meaningful connections with others. Maricela 

had found a personal connection between her literacy and her life as an adolescent and 

had created in her literacy practices a way to tell herself and others who she was. Similar 

to Finders’ (1997) “social queens” who used literacy as one of the ways in which they 

maintained their status and membership in their social groups, Maricela used her letter 

reading and writing as a way to carve a place for herself within that underground world of 

school and to deal with and explain issues that were relevant to her.  Through this 

practice, Maricela portrayed herself as an intelligent, dependable, and engaged student 

who was interested in other human beings and who was able to connect, help, and learn 

from them.  If Maricela could do all this “social work” (connect with others, deal with 

hers and others’ emotions) through her literacy practices without any formal guidance, it 

is easy to agree with other researchers (Broughton & Fairbanks, 2003) who insist that a 

different literacy curriculum, one that connects literacy with personal lives in a clearer 

and more useful way, could allow students to (re)construct identities of themselves as 

valuable students who have worthwhile experiences that can be used in their learning.  
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Chapter 4: Esperanza Sada 

 
 
E:  “School girl.”  Everybody knows that I’m a school girl.  I get As, and honor 
roll and all that.  That’s what makes me a school girl, it means that you like 
school.  And I like school! 
A:  ¿Te molesta que te llamen así?  (Does it bother you that they call you that?) 
E:   I don’t care. 
A:  [Laughing] You really don’t care. 
E:   I really don’t! I don’t give a thing what they think about me!  I just live what I 
want to live… 
A:  Claro…  (of course) 
E:   It’s not their life. 
 

Thirteen-year old Esperanza’s black, long hair hung down past her shoulders but 

was usually perfectly pulled up in a pony tail held by a white-cotton scrunchy. Her round 

face was brightened by a powerful smile crowned by two deep dimples on her cheeks.  

This smile is one of the first things that you notice about her and the thing that you really 

miss when it is not there.  When I met Esperanza in the fifth grade classroom where this 

study originated, the smile was there all the time.  People could have said that she was in 

her prime: she had excellent grades, friendly relationships with all her classmates and 

teacher (and obviously the researchers), a caring and concerned mother who was behind 

her all the time, and access to valuable opportunities to increase her academic power such 

as the prospect of attending Johnson Middle School’s magnet program.  We (the 

researchers and the teacher) had great expectations for Esperanza. As we saw her relating 

the read aloud stories to her personal life, making high-level inferences, and writing 

sophisticated and complex texts in English and in Spanish, we knew she had the language 

and literacy skills needed to succeed in middle school and beyond. With this in mind, I 

had no doubts in choosing her to be one of the focal students for my dissertation research 

since I wanted to see how her language and literacy practices would contribute to her 
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academic growth as a Latina adolescent.  In sixth grade, I visited with her a couple of 

times when she was, like many of the other students, making the decision of whether to 

register at Johnson Middle School.  By the time I officially invited her to be part of my 

dissertation study, she was a seventh-grade honors student in Moore Middle School.  

Esperanza had definitely changed, as she many times informed me, from the girl she was 

in fifth grade to the seventh grader that I was going to get to know through this research. 

Although she was still very much focused on getting good grades since succeeding in 

school was her priority, she was less enthusiastic about it and saw it more as a task and a 

way to play the system.  She was giving school (system) what school wanted in terms of 

homework and the language and literacy practices that school validated with the 

understanding that school (system) might be able to give her what she needed: an 

education by which she could improve her life.  

Getting to know Esperanza was different than getting to know the other girls.  In 

many ways, she had closed up and grown more reserved (was this maturing?) but 

nonetheless she had a fascinating story to share. 

ESPERANZA’S FAMILY 

Esperanza lived with her mother and father in a very small house behind a larger 

house which faced the street in the same Latino neighborhood where the other focal girls 

lived.  Esperanza’s front door led you directly to the main room of the house which held a 

full size bed, a small loveseat, a couple of chests or armoires, and a TV which was placed 

on top of one of those chests.  Immediately adjacent to this main room was the kitchen.  

A small room as well, the kitchen had a table with a couple of chairs besides the expected 

kitchen appliances like a refrigerator, a stove, and a sink. I always assumed that there was 

another room on the second story where Esperanza slept but I really never saw it and I 

never saw a set of stairs that could take you there. And I never asked about it. In fact, I 
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never found out where Esperanza slept as I only saw one bed and I knew that Esperanza’s 

father slept at home.  

These two rooms that I have just described comprised the main part the house.  

These rooms had hardly any traditional decoration, such as plants or paintings, but they 

did not look empty.  A focused and energetic woman, Esperanza’s mother, Aurelia Sada, 

did not miss any opportunity to gather and store clothes and other things that were 

offered to her at community centers or other social service organizations.  This meant that 

clothes, shoes, and bedclothes, among other things, were stacked and piled on top of the 

back of the sofa, on top of the TV, on top of the other chest, and under the bed.  

Mrs. Sada, was a short, round woman in her mid forties with a loud and healthy 

laugh and an amazing ability to talk a hundred words per minute.  Although she 

recognized that an extra income would be extremely helpful for her family, Mrs. Sada 

was not working at the moment. She had worked in the past but at the time of the study 

she spent most of her time at home, visiting some of the friends that she had in the 

neighborhood, running errands with them, or visiting the social service organizations. She 

had established what seemed to be a robust social network of friends who lived in the 

neighborhood and who were able to drive her around or accompany her to the different 

places she had to go.  

Aurelia had married young, and her oldest daughter, Blanca, was born in Mexico 

18 years ago. She and her husband immigrated to Chicago in 1989 and Esperanza was 

born there in 1992.  Marital problems surfaced and Esperanza’s parents split for some 

time. Esperanza and her mother returned to Mexico where Esperanza completed first and 

second grade at a rural elementary school.  They returned to Texas when Esperanza was 

almost eight years old and ready for third grade.  She registered to attend Chavez 

elementary where she was placed in a bilingual third grade class.  
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Blanca, Esperanza’s older sister, lived in Mexico and attended school there.  

Although it was difficult to understand the situation completely since conflicting stories 

were offered, Blanca lived with some relatives in Guerrero, worked part time, and had 

been trying to get accepted in one of the various trade programs that are usually 

completed after middle school.  She had taken admissions exams for these programs 

several times and was having difficulty getting accepted into one.  This worried Aurelia, 

and she constantly talked about it. She helped her daughter by sending her money and 

calling her often.  

Although he lived with them and drove the family every Tuesday to get groceries 

and run other errands, I never met Esperanza’s father.  I only saw him once as he picked 

up Esperanza from school one Friday afternoon.  Esperanza did not speak much about 

him nor did her mother.  I learned that he worked at a car dealer, and he was the main 

provider for the family since Esperanza’s mother did not work. At the end of sixth grade 

and just before going to Moore Middle School, Esperanza’s father surprised her with a 

used Gameboy and a couple of electronic games.  Esperanza told me as well that he had 

brought her more games afterwards.  He had also given her a used palm pilot which she 

couldn’t use anymore because the charging cable had been eaten by a pet dog that she 

had at some point. These were valuable possessions for Esperanza since she kept them in 

a drawer, and only she knew where they were. “I’m very much into technology,” she said 

the day she showed me her palm pilot and her Gameboy.   After I bought her a charging 

cable for her palm pilot, she proudly showed me how she knew how to use it, how to save 

phone numbers, and open a calendar entry among other things. Needless to say, 

Esperanza was a skillfull player of her Gameboy video games. Esperanza’s access to 

these two electronic devices gave her entré to other possible ways to use literacy and 
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language. Esperanza’s father and herself used these tools in enacting her identity as an 

individual interested and with access to electronic devices.   

Esperanza was an active and engaged member of her family life, and she played 

an active role in the errands that her parents and her ran once a week. Every Tuesday 

Esperanza and her parents went grocery shopping, sent money to Blanca, did the laundry, 

and other errands.  Esperanza always came along on these errands and translated for her 

parents when needed, for example.  During the weekends, Esperanza and her parents 

enjoyed eating out at one of the nearby eateries.  According to Esperanza, they 

particularly liked pizza and hamburgers.  Esperanza proudly admitted that she was the 

leader of the group during these outings as she would always outwit the restaurant hostess 

with “three, and one under twelve” to explain that they were three people in their party 

and that she was under twelve years old at the time. 

Esperanza’s Mother   

I cannot talk about Esperanza without talking about her mother. Having no 

siblings in this country and a father who worked long hours away from home, Esperanza 

and her mother had developed a strong relationship. Besides spending a lot of time 

together, Esperanza’s actions were constantly monitored and editorialized by her mother. 

Many times it seemed that everything that Esperanza did depended solely on her 

mother’s ideas about what was best for her since Aurelia had strong views on how 

Esperanza should behave as a student and as an adolescent and readily shared them with 

anyone who listened to her. As we will see, Aurelia emphasized over and over again how 

Esperanza’s success in school was the only way she could obtain a good job in the future.  

For Aurelia, education was to be taken seriously, and nothing else was as important as 

Esperanza going to school everyday, doing her homework, and getting good grades.  

Esperanza’s role as a good student, according to Aurelia, implied that she had to listen 
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and obey the teacher, ask questions when she did not understand, and complete all her 

work. Aurelia’s philosophy of education definitely shaped many of the ways that 

Esperanza engaged with literacy and language and the ways Esperanza approached her 

goals of succeeding at school. In other words, Esperanza’s top priority of succeeding in 

school was greatly influenced by Aurelia’s strong beliefs in education as the way to 

conquer poverty and economic hardships.  

Esperanza’s mother, Aurelia, had been born and raised in a small city in the 

Mexican state of Guerrero which borders the Pacific Ocean and is one of the poorest 

states in the country.  Her hometown was a couple of hours away from Chilpancingo, the 

state’s capital, and from Acapulco, the famous vacationing town.  Her large family 

included two older and six younger siblings.  She was able to attend elementary school 

for a few years and managed to finish sixth grade.  After that, she had to work to help 

support her siblings.  Aurelia spoke candidly about the hardships that she and her siblings 

had to endure as they grew up since basic needs such as food and clothing were not 

always available for Aurelia and her siblings.  

Aurelia’s harsh experiences as a child and even as an adult determined the 

ideas/discourse that she offered Esperanza. In fact, much of the discourse that was lived 

at Esperanza’s house was a discourse of poverty, sacrifices, and responsibilities. 

According to Aurelia, they had come from a very humble background, they continued to 

be poor, and Esperanza had to be thankful and take advantage of what this country had to 

offer her as an American citizen (i.e., educational opportunities).  Esperanza had to apply 

herself in school, graduate from high school, and try to study for a career, “like teaching 

or nursing,” according to her mother so she did not have to suffer economic hardships in 

the future as they did.  
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Mrs. Sada emphasized the economic hardships that she and her family had 

endured and the sacrifices that they had to make both in Mexico and the United States 

and stressed the advantages and better opportunities that they enjoyed in this country:  

Estoy bien agusto porque les dieron, este, hamburguesas, y papas y todo.  Allá en 
México, cuando les van a dar?  Allá en México, la vida es muy triste... Allá si 
tienes dinero comes algo, si no, no. Allá, hay más oportunidades aquí que allá. En 
México, en México es bien triste porque quedan unas colonias [inaudible] hay 
niños descalzos, que no tienen nada, que no tienen cuadernos. [inaudible] yo le 
digo [a Esperanza], “Echale muchas ganas [inaudible]  ya que tú eres nacida aquí 
y tienes las oportunidades aprovéchalas.” Luego le digo porque[inaudible]. Allá 
los [inaudible] que van ya a la preparatoria, o después a la universidad, a veces 
que no tienen, apenas se comen un pan blanco con un café [inaudible]. Llegan a la 
casa y no hay nada, puros frijolitos [inaudible]. 
 

I’m very happy here because [they- at school] gave them, ah, hamburgers, fries, 
and everything.  In Mexico, when will they give them all that? In Mexico, life is 
very sad.  Over there, if you have money, you eat something, if you don’t have you 
don’t eat. Over there, but there are more opportunities here than there. In 
Mexico, in Mexico, it is very sad because there are some neighborhoods 
[inaudible]-, there are children who go barefoot, who don’t have anything, who 
don’t have notebooks -[inaudible]. I tell her [Esperanza], “Give your best,” 
[inaudible], “since you are born here and you have the opportunities, take 
advantage of them.”  Because I tell her, “Over there,” [inaudible], “the ones who 
go to high school, or to the university, they sometimes don’t have anything.” They 
hardly eat a piece of white bread with a cup of coffee [inaudible].  They get home 
and there is nothing, just beans [inaudible]. 
 

Over and over again, Aurelia Sada made it very clear that they were very poor and 

that the only way out of that poverty, at least for her youngest daughter, was Esperanza’s 

success in school and in life.  Therefore, Mrs. Sada’s main objective in life, and which 

consumed much if not all of her mental and physical energy, was to assure and support 

her daughters’ success in school as a way for them to live a better life than the one she 

had experienced.  Mrs. Sada continually worried about and sent money to Blanca in 

Mexico and she did everything she could do to facilitate Esperanza’s academic success. 
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For example, Aurelia spoke of how she promptly attended parent-teacher conferences 

when Esperanza was in elementary school and how she was quick to talk to school 

administrators if a class or a school situation was not what she had expected. She 

constantly asked me about scholarships, computers, and any other school related issue 

that she thought I knew more about. Even though Aurelia Sada had a small house in 

Mexico and had shared with me her desire to return to her native country one day, on 

more than one occasion she acknowledged that she “couldn’t move because of 

Esperanza.”  Aurelia was putting all of her eggs in one basket since she believed that 

Esperanza’s success in school was a step in the right direction to help Esperanza obtain a 

good job that could help her obtain financial stability. Although Aurelia never clearly 

stated if she was expecting Esperanza to help support the family through her success, it 

was clear that for Aurelia, being a good student was the way out of their, or at least 

Esperanza’s, poverty. 

With so much invested in helping Esperanza succeed, Aurelia was a powerful 

force and voice in Esperanza’s life.  On the surface, this was manifested through her 

constant talking.  Every time I visited Esperanza at home, Mrs. Sada was there and was 

quick to answer or comment on everything I said or every question I asked, and it made it 

very difficult for me to listen to Esperanza’s voice and opinions.  I wanted to hear 

Esperanza’s views and opinions about her language choices and school experiences, but 

sometimes it was difficult to deal with Aurelia’s tendency to interrupt the conversations 

and comment on everything that I was bringing up to the conversation.  Nevertheless, 

being able to listen to Esperanza’s mother talk about life and education, for example, 

gave me a glimpse of this discourses on poverty, sacrifices, and responsibilities that 

Esperanza had lived in this Mexican origin family:  
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Mom: No, le digo que antes nos criamos en una pobreza tan grande.  Yo nunca 
conocí una muñeca, nunca conocí un [inaudible], nunca.  Andábamos jugando con 
las [inaudible] esas de los árboles, esas eran las [inaudible]. Un plato que se 
quebraba de la cocina, ese era el camión [inaudible]. Nunca conocimos una 
muñeca, nunca conocí [inaudible]. 

 

No, I tell you that we were raised in  great poverty.  I never knew a doll, I never 
knew a [inaudible], never. We were playing with the [inaudible] from the trees, 
those were the [inaudible].  A plate from the kitchen, that was the truck 
[inaudible].We never knew a doll, I never knew [inaudible] 

Mom:  Es que fíjese, yo siempre le digo a ella, “Tú no debes de ser tímida. Tú no 
debes con los maestros, en los salones.  Lo que tengas duda, tú pregunta. No, no, 
no seas tímida. Desenvuélvete [inaudible], que no te de miedo a que te van a 
hacer una pregunta, que te van a hacer una pregunta y que no la vas a saber.”  

I always tell her, “You shouldn’t be shy.  You shouldn’t be shy with the teachers, 
in the classrooms.  Whatever you don’t understand, ask. Don’t, don’t, don’t be 
shy. You have to be confident, assured, natural [inaudible] don’t be afraid of 
them asking you a question, asking you a question and that you won’t know the 
answer. 

Mom: …no quiero reporte de la oficina o nada.  Desde el día que entró, siempre le 
ha ido muy bien.  Puros diplomas, puras buenas calificaciones. [To Esperanza] 
Esperanza, pon atención, nunca me vayas a salir mal [inaudible].  No quiero que 
me avisen de la escuela que no fuiste a la escuela.   

I don’t want a call from the office or anything like this.  Since the fist day of 
school, she has always done well.  Only diplomas, only good grades. [To 
Esperanza] “Esperanza, pay attention, don’t get bad grades [inaudible].  I don’t 
want a call from the school that you did not go to school.” 

Mom: [talking about the high school that Esperanza might attend and her friends] 
Tus amigas se van a ir. Cada quien va a tomar su camino. No va a ser igual, no 
van a estar todo el tiempo juntas. Unas se van a ir a diferentes escuelas.  No lo vas 
a hacer por tus amigas, lo vas a hacer porque te gusta la escuela y por los 
conocimientos que vas a agarrar.  Tienes una idea, es lo que siempre le digo yo a 
ella.  

[Talking about the high school that Esperanza might attend and about her 
friends] Your friends are leaving.  Each one is going to take their own path.  It’s 
not going to be the same, you are not going to be all the time together.  Some are 
going to go to different schools.  You are not going to do it because of your 
friends, you are going to do it [choose the school] because you like the school and 
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because of the knowledge that you are going to obtain.  You have an idea, that’s 
what I always tell he). 

 

Aurelia’s advice to Esperanza ranged from how to interact with her teachers to 

how to deal with friendships. For her mother, Esperanza had no other responsibility but to 

study and get good grades.  Researchers have discussed how parents’ attitudes, beliefs, 

and behaviors are important predictors of children’s intellectual and educational 

achievement (Bloom, 1981; Moreno & Valencia, 2002). In Esperanza’s case, Aurelia’s 

beliefs in the benefits of education and the possibilities of success for her daughter 

allowed Esperanza to develop an identity as a successful student.  However, it was more 

than Aurelia’s beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors.  It was the conscious plan that Esperanza 

had to do well in school.  Esperanza’s activities as a student was one of the few things 

that Aurelia (and Esperanza) had some control over and the energetic and determined 

Aurelia did everything she could to make Esperanza’s school success a reality.  She was a 

smart woman who believed it was feasible. 

As a result of living in this saturated environment of  “do well in school,” 

Esperanza shared many of Aurelia’s ideas about schooling and success. Esperanza was a 

“school girl” whose own philosophy of education closely resembled Aurelias’s.  When 

discussing the high school that Esperanza was going to attend and her friends, Esperanza 

was quick to agree with her mother about how she needed to choose the high school 

according to the best educational opportunities that the school could offer them (i.e. 

which was the best school) and not based on what her friends were going to do:  
 
A:  Sí, sí, pues a ver a dónde te vas [talking about where she is going to go in high 
school].  ¿Y tus amigas a dónde se quieren ir? 
E:  Unas se quieren ir a la Wayne, otras a la Carson, otras a la Lynn.  Y otras a 
Simms. 
A:  ¿Y a ti te importa donde se vayan ellas? 
E:  Mmmmm 
A:  ¿No mucho? 
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E:  Pues, yo me voy a la escuela que yo quiera ir no por seguirlas a ellas me voy a 
ir a Carson.  
 
A:  Yes, yes, well, let’s see where you go in high school.  And your friends, where 
are they going? 
E:  Some want to go to Wayne, others to Carson, others to Lynn. And others to 
Simms. 
A: Do you care where they go? 
E: Mmmmmm 
A: Not very much? 
E:  Well, I am going to the school that I want to go and not because I follow them 
I will go to Carson. 
 

For Esperanza, as for her mother, such as an important decision of choosing her high 

school could not be made with friends and friendships in mind.  Their conscious plan to 

“do well in school” did not include paying attention to what her friends were going to do 

but analyzing what was going to be the best option for Esperanza based on their ideas 

about education and their understanding of how the school system worked.  

Esperanza’s embracing of her mission to succeed in school did not allow her to 

pay attention to other social and less academic school activities that took place at Moore. 

I had learned through Maricela (who attended the same middle school as Esperanza) 

about a “gang” called MPPL (Mexicanos Pocos Pero Locos – A few but crazy Mexicans). 

The group was formed by some children from Moore Middle School who hung out 

before the school started in the playgrounds or outside of school. I asked Esperanza if she 

knew about MPPL but she had no idea of the existence of this small gang: 
 
E:  Uhhh, yo no sabía de eso. 
A: ¿No sabes de esto? 
E:  Apenas me estoy enterando. 
[we laughed] 
M:  Es que yo siempre le digo a ella que no vaya a la escuela a..., que se vaya a 
estudiar, que ella... 
E:  [interrupting her mother] o sea que no, que no me meta en problemas, que no 
haga caso... a qué? [asking her mother so she can remind her what she shouldn’t 
pay attention to] 
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M: Siempre le digo “Mi hija, yo te mando a estudiar.” 
E:  Voy a estudiar a la escuela.... 
A:  Claro... ¿entonces no sabes nada? 
E:  No, no sabía... 
 
E: Uhhh, I did not know about it. 
A:  You did not know? 
E:  I’m just learning about it now. 
[We laughed] 
M: I always tell her that she shouldn’t go to school to…, she should go to study, 
she… 
E: [interrupting her mother] you mean, that I should stay out of trouble, that I 
shouldn’t pay attention  to what? [asking her mother so she can remind her what 
she shouldn’t pay attention to] 
M:  I always tell her, “My daughter, I send you to school to study.” 
E:  I’m going to school to study. 
A:  Of course, then you don’t know anything? 
E: No, I didn’t. 

 

Esperanza’s enactment of a “school girl” positioned her as a responsible student 

who chose to stay away from non-academic activities that could distract her from her 

goal of doing well in school. Although the MPPL gang was not a salient, well-organized, 

dangerous group, I was still surprised that Esperanza did not know anything about it since 

I heard a lot of Maricela’s friends talk about it, and I assumed that every student knew 

about the group.  Esperanza took seriously her role of a “school girl” and, even though 

she had friends with whom she enjoyed spending time at school, the social world of 

school was not an allure to her. Other activities that were not connected to her role of a 

good student had no room in Esperanza’s school life.  

However, Esperanza’s “right” behaviors in school by no means meant that she did 

not find Aurelia’s constant reminders to succeed dominating and controlling at times. 

Esperanza had her own subtle ways to resist (to a certain extent) what at first glance 

appeared to be dominating mother.  The most obvious way Esperanza resisted her mother 

was just to let her mother talk and talk while she focused on a TV show without paying 
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her a lot of attention. When I visited Esperanza and Aurelia at home, TV was nearly 

always on, and Esperanza watched it as her mother and I talked, even when I wanted to 

talk to her.  During some these conversations, I observed Esperanza roll her eyes or show 

a condescending smile in response to some of the things her mother said, a couple of 

times even showing disbelief and/or disagreement.  When she was focused on a TV 

show, she listened to what her mother and I talked about and was quick to comment on 

any statement that she felt deserved her reaction. Esperanza’s covert resistance to some 

her mother’s ideas and beliefs was a signal of how Esperanza had a way to positioned 

herself not only as the powerless adolescent who does what her parents tell her to do, but 

as an intelligent young woman who besides agreeing with her mother is also capable of 

disagreeing.  By disagreeing with her mother in some aspects, Esperanza made the point 

that when she agreed with her mother, she did it consciously and willingly since she was 

also able to disagree with her.  

Her Cultural Identity 

Esperanza always identified herself as primarily Mexican or Mexican American.  

Living in Mexico for a few years and having most of her relatives there had allowed 

Esperanza to develop strong connections and a deep identification with Mexico. She had 

fond memories of the pets she had while in Mexico, the school she attended, the snacks 

she enjoyed during recess, and the games she played with her friends.  She also enjoyed 

the opportunities she had to eat typical Mexican food like carne asada (grilled meat), 

Popsicles with chili powder, and Monterrey-style chicken, for example.  However, these 

choices did not mean that she did not enjoy pizza and hamburgers as well.  She also 

openly expressed how she preferred a school in which most of the students were 

Hispanic, and her friends were all Latina girls. These preferences reflected her close 

identification with her Mexican-ness. 
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Esperanza’s strong identification with Mexico could  also be understood as 

important contributing factor to her academic success. Strong cultural identification to 

our native countries has also been assumed to be a resource used by immigrant children 

or children of immigrants to succeed in school. In her book, Subtractive Schooling: U. S.-

Mexican Youth and the Politics of Caring, Valenzuela (1999) discussed how immigrant 

academic achievement has been partly explained by some of the values like familism, 

respect for teachers, and a strong work ethic that children from Mexico and other 

countries in Latin America have (Portes & Rumbaut, 1990).  According to Valenzuela, 

other researchers (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 1997; Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 

1994) have added that “loyalty to one’s homeland culture provides important social, 

cultural, and emotional resources that help youth navigate through the educational 

system” (p. 11). I noted that in the case of Esperanza values of hard work and taking 

advantage of opportunities that were present in Esperanza’s mother’s discourse 

contributed to Esperanza’s success in school.   

Although she had strong ties to Mexico, Esperanza was a strong and efficient 

bicultural individual who was able to understand and analyze the differences and 

similarities of both countries, and most importantly, she was able to able to take 

advantage of her ability to manipulate and understand both worlds. For example, she 

understood that even animals had rights in this country when in Mexico dozens and 

dozens of dogs roam the streets with no one taking responsibility.  She also knew that in 

Mexico she could walk alone or with friends at ease during and after the school day when 

in the United States police officers could stop teenagers walking in the street when they 

were supposed to be at school.  What was more important, though, was that she was able 

to switch back and forth among the two worlds. As will become more evident when we 

see her at school, Esperanza was able to live the American system outside of home and 
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come back to home where the name of the game was different, language was different, 

and relationships were lived differently.  Esperanza’s appropriate use of English at school 

and Spanish at home, and her success in navigating both the school and her home world 

were signals that, out of the three focal girls, Esperanza was the most successful in 

switching back and forth from one world to the other. The ability to move seamlessly 

among different social contexts with respect to cultural background and values has been 

linked to greater engagement in learning and long-term social, academic, and economic 

success (Gándara & Gibson, 2004).  Esperanza understood what was necessary in each 

context and strategically used her linguistic and cultural tools in order to succeed both 

within her family and at school. 

Language Practices at Home 

Life at home was almost completely lived in Spanish. Mrs. Sada’s English skills 

were very limited, despite the many instances in which she had joined ESL classes. 

Aurelia blamed economic hardships as part of the reason that she could not learn English 

properly as they made concentrating in those classes difficult: 

Está uno en la escuela y está un pensando en los billes, y estoy pensando en mi 
hija, que si ella quiere dinero... y en lugar de poner atención en lo que me están 
diciendo así estoy con mi mente pensando en otras cosas.  
 

You are in school and you are thinking about the bills, and I am thinking about 
my daughter, if she wants money… and instead of paying attention to what they 
are telling me, I am thinking about other things. 
 

Aurelia was self-conscious about her inability to speak English and continually 

apologized for it. Fortunately, and as with the other girls in the study, this lack of English 

had also endorsed Esperanza’s bilingualism since it was imperative for Aurelia that her 

daughter maintained her Spanish skills. According to Aurelia, if Esperanza lost her ability 
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to communicate in Spanish, they would not be able to communicate with each other. 

Esperanza proudly believed that she was not going to forget her Spanish since “toda mi 

familia lo habla” (all my family speaks it) and “es mi primer idioma y es díficil de olvidar 

el primer idioma” (it is my first language and it’s difficult to forget your first language).  

She also recognized that Spanish was the way to connect with her family since not 

speaking Spanish would be like “apartarme de mi familia” (separating myself from my 

family), and agreed with Aurelia that Spanish was needed to keep the communication 

open among her family members. 

Moreover, Aurelia connected with the rest of the world through Esperanza. 

According to Esperanza and Aurelia, Esperanza engaged in language brokering activities 

and translated for her mother and father all kinds of official and non-official documents 

and in different situations such as going to the clinic, talking to teachers, or applying for 

new jobs. Esperanza’s life at home was then almost completely in Spanish, and she only 

used English when it was needed in public settings like restaurants or stores, with some 

of her few friends or neighbors, or when watching TV shows. Esperanza preferred to use 

English with the few friends she had in the neighborhood and who were mainly daughters 

of her mother’s friends. All of them were Hispanic, but she spoke English with most of 

them, an example of the use of English among same age peers who have the same 

academic experiences in English.  When the phone rang at home, Esperanza always 

jumped to pick it up.  If it was a friend from school, she always spoke in English to them. 

Others, such as her mother’s friends or me, were always addressed in Spanish. 

Esperanza and her mother spent most of the afternoons watching TV or walking 

to the corner store to buy snacks.  In fact, Esperanza spent a considerable amount of time 

watching TV at home.  She watched Spanish-speaking soap operas such as Mariana de la 

Noche and enjoyed discussing what she had seen in some Spanish-speaking talk shows, 
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such as Cristina and the news on Univisión or Telemundo.  The Cartoon Network and 

HBO were also some of her favorite channels, and I was present once when she was 

watching Stuart Little, a children’s movie about a mouse and a cat.  Esperanza’s TV 

preferences demonstrated how she took advantage of her bilingualism by watching both 

English and Spanish speaking shows.  By doing this, she was able to expand her 

linguistic and cultural repertoire in order to develop a broader understanding of the world.  

Esperanza was the only focal student who went to the movies during the data 

collection phase.  These outings to the movies were generally due to invitations by other 

people and not something that she or she and her mother did on their own.  With her 

neighbor and her neighbor’s mother, she saw Mel Gibson’s controversial religious 

production Passion of the Christ.  As part of the Honor’s program she attended at school, 

she saw Confessions of a Teenage Drama Queen, and The Alamo during two different 

fieldtrips that they enjoyed during the spring semester of seventh grade.  Frankly, I was 

somewhat surprised by the fact that Esperanza had seen Passion of the Christ since the 

movie was rated R and had been described as terribly violent and quite disturbing.  A few 

days after she saw the movie, Esperanza calmly talked about the movie with me and her 

mother.  She mentioned that it was a violent movie, but she did not seemed to be upset or 

disturbed by it. We also talked about R-rated movies and whether parents should allow 

their children to see this kind of movies.  Aurelia had no clear understanding of the rating 

system in this country and did not seem at all mortified by her daughter watching such a 

movie.  Esperanza understood more about the rating system, but she also knew that 

movies go from being shown at the theater to being shown on TV. She concluded the 

argument by saying that it really did not matter whether children and adolescents were 

allowed to see a movie since sooner or later the movie was going to be shown on HBO or 

another channel. Esperanza had no restrictions on what to watch on TV or to see at the 
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movies. Further, the fact that she could go to the movies is another example of the 

opportunities that Esperanza had to engage in varied literacy practices different than the 

ones she experienced at school or at home and that told her more about the world. These 

practices contributed to the development of her English skills and allowed her to have a 

closer look at other ways of thinking and acting, and these activities possibly contributed 

to her understanding of the world.  

Reading and Writing at Home 

An important characteristic of Esperanza’s literacy activities was that she liked 

reading for pleasure outside of school.  During the first months of the data collection 

phase, she read the latest Harry Potter book. Her language arts teacher had lent it to her, 

and she read it in a couple of weeks.  She also reported that she had read all the Harry 

Potter books during the last two years.  She read them in English even though she had 

had access to the Spanish versions at some point during this time. Although a fluent 

bilingual and biliterate, Esperanza preferred English for many of her literacy practices, 

and consequently, I did not see her reading in Spanish. When I asked her about the 

Spanish versions of the Harry Potter books that we had made accessible to her and her 

classmates when she was in fifth grade, she complained that the Spanish versions were 

not complete and that they always left something out. Esperanza was the only one who 

read books for pleasure.  She had a few books at home, many of which were gifts from 

the mentor she had had for the last three years.  Her mother enthusiastically and even 

proudly complained that Esperanza had spent complete weekends lying down in the 

couch reading and reading. 

The writing that Esperanza engaged in at home was mainly related to her school 

homework and not to her personal life. As with the other focal girls, I gave her a brand 

new journal at the beginning of the data collection phase.  A month later, I asked her to 
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show me her journal. She had written about five entries in Spanish with a beautiful 

penmanship about what she had done at school and at home.  She did not write many 

entries afterwards, but she kept it in a box that held other journals and old notebooks and 

papers from previous years. Other than this, Esperanza did not write a lot at home.  I was 

curious to see if she wrote letters to her sister back in Mexico, but neither she nor her 

mother wrote letters to Blanca since they preferred to call her over the phone when they 

wanted to talk to her.  By the same token, I did not see her writing notes to her friends 

from school or her out-of-school friends even though I knew she engaged in this literacy 

practice to some extent as will be discussed later on.  

Although I never saw her doing homework on my visits, Esperanza often talked 

about it when I asked her what she had done during the weekend or the last couple of 

days.  On one occasion, she explained how she had worked during the weekend on a 

Spanish class project in which they had to research and write a short report on a Spanish 

speaking author.  That Sunday, she was able to use one of the computers at her father’s 

workplace to research the author who had been assigned to her on the Internet.  Using 

Websearch engines she found important information about her author.  Esperanza’s 

Internet knowledge not only helped her with her homework, but she was also able to help 

her mother learn about issues related to Blanca’s education in Mexico since Esperanza 

knew about Internet pages that focused on her native country like “Mexico Web” and 

“Yahoo Mexico.”  Unfortunately, Esperanza’s opportunities to surf the Internet were 

limited to school or when she was able to use the computers at her father’s workplace 

since she did not have Internet at home nor did she go to a public library in the 

afternoons.  
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The School Girl 

As the quote at the beginning of the chapter and the vignettes of Esperanza’s life 

have illustrated, Esperanza was definitely a school girl and a successful and proud school 

girl.  Not very familiar with the term, Esperanza explained to me that a “school girl” or a 

“school boy” were students who completed all their assignments, hardly ever missed 

school, and got good grades. Through her oral texts, Esperanza shared with me her 

perspectives and her vision of how school and the education system worked (what they 

wanted from her) and what she could obtain as a result of education and her hard work 

(what she wanted from them).  She considered herself a good student, with her grades as 

evidence, because, in her own words, “she finished all her assignments, all her 

homework, followed directions, and paid attention to the teacher.” According to 

Esperanza, doing all this and, thus, being a good student was very important: 
 
E: …[es importante] para poder tener, como se llama, una carrera. 
A:  ¿Ah sí? 
E:   Porque siempre tengas un maestro o una maestra en la escuela, y cuando 
crezcas vas a tener un jefe, y va a ser lo mismo.  O sea, si eres un buen estudiante 
vas a ser un buen trabajador. 
A:  ¿Por qué?  A ver explícame más sobre eso... 
E:  Porque los maestros son como los jefes, ellos son los que te mandan y te dicen 
que vas a hacer, bueno aparte de que los jefes te pagan y los maestros te enseñan 
lo que ellos saben.   
  
E:  [it’s important to be a good student] so you can have, how do you say, a 
career. 
A:  Really? 
E:  Because you always have a teacher at school and when you grow up you will 
have a boss and it’s going to be the same.  Then, if you are a good student, you 
will be a good worker. 
A:  Why?  Tell me more about that. 
E:  Because teachers are like bosses, they tell you what to do and they order you, 
well, besides, bosses pay you and teachers teach you what they know. 
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Esperanza’s pragmatic way of viewing her schooling illustrates how she 

understood education and what she could do with education as intellectual and social 

capital to achieve other outcomes.  For her, as for her mother, being a good student 

related to getting a job and being good at it.  Being good at a job, in turn, would provide 

her and her family the financial security that they needed.  Although Esperanza could still 

read a couple of Harry Potter books for pleasure, schooling and literacy for Esperanza 

had a very strong utilitarian sense. When I asked her what would she be doing in ten 

years, when she turned 23 years old, Esperanza clearly stated that she would love to be a 

doctor, or a teacher, and able to “enjoy life” by “having a good job.”  Esperanza’s clear 

and practical goals influenced every school decision and action that she took. 

Esperanza was a high achiever who had an idea of how the system worked and 

what she had to do in order to play the game. She always found ways to fulfill her  

responsibilities as a student (e.g. homework, school work) whether that meant going to 

her father’s workplace on a Sunday evening or reading four hours a day because she 

needed to return a book the next day.  She seldom missed a day from school and she had 

been recognized with a “Perfect Attendance” award several months during the seventh 

grade. She never got into trouble and never visited the principal’s office. Her good 

behavior, her perfect attendance, and her resourcefulness were reflected in her grades and 

she ended the school year with excellent grades.   

She was also articulate when talking about school, classes, and teachers.  When I 

posed the general question, “How was school today?” she generally replied “fine.” When 

I asked more specific questions such as “What did you do today?” she responded by 

telling me what she had done in her classes and the assignments that she had worked on.  

She was keenly aware of how the tracking system worked at her middle school and what 
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the differences were between regular and Honors classes.  She was also able to talk about 

the conscious decisions that she had made regarding her education: 

E:  Bueno, es que no quise tomar, ah, ah, health porque yo quiero tomar orquesta.  
Por eso y tenías que dar una de tus clases y tengo que tomar keyboarding también 
porque nunca la he tomado y la tengo que tomar un semestre.  Y una de mis clases 
es de orquesta y luego la tengo que tomar todo el año porque yo quiero tocar el 
violín y lo quiero tocar durante todo el año hasta la high school.  Si hasta que 
termine para que tenga mi, [inaudible] lo que sea, tenga un trabajo de maestra en 
orquesta y pueda saber todo bien. 
 

E:  Well, the thing is that I did not want to take Health because I want to take 
orchestra. That’s why and you had to give up one of your classes and I have to 
take keyboarding as well because I haven’t taken it and I have to take it one 
semester. And of my classes is orchestra and then I have to take it all year long 
because I want to play the violin and I want to play it during the whole year (8th 
grade) up to high school. Yes, until I am done so I can have my [inaudible] 
whatever, so I can have a job as an orchestra teacher and I can know everything 
very well. 
 

Through many of our conversations, I noted that a lot of her decisions regarding the 

classes that she could or could not take in middle school were done by thinking ahead 

about high school. In fact, she knew that she needed 24 credits to graduate from high 

school and that by taking algebra, orchestra, keyboarding, and other classes she was 

going to earn extra credits in middle school that she could transfer to high school.  

Around April, she took and passed an algebra test that would allow her to take Pre-AP 

algebra classes in eighth grade. Of course, she knew which Pre-AP classes could give her 

credits for high school.   

Not all of Esperanza’s and Aurelia’s decisions were completely focused on doing 

well in school since they pondered other factors that played an important role within their 

family.  During the seventh grade, she had been invited to be part of many different after 

school clubs or activities such as Student Council, a computer club run by Dell, and 
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another Health Education club.  As she told me about these, I  talked to her about joining 

at least one of these clubs, since in my opinion, they were great opportunities to have 

access to interesting and valuable extra-curricular activities that can open doors to new 

experiences and people.  I could not leave my personal beliefs aside, and I pleaded for her 

to join one of the clubs.  Nevertheless, she did not want to accept or participate in these 

opportunities. Esperanza was not too enthusiastic about spending more time in school. 

She explained that those activities were not appealing to her, that she was too lazy 

to stay in school after school hours, and that her participation was not totally in her hands 

since she had to be chosen.  These and other reasons seemed to be holding Esperanza 

back from participating in these activities.  She knew these were privileged opportunities 

since she knew that not all the students were invited, but it seemed that participating in 

them would have demanded more from Esperanza and her family than what they were 

willingly to give. When the subject came up in one of our afternoons pláticas, Aurelia 

told me that, since they did not have available transportation, Esperanza could not 

participate in these activities as they entailed staying after school hours.  Aurelia had no 

way of assuring that Esperanza was going to find a safe way to get home after these clubs 

and letting her daughter find a way home on her own was something that Aurelia feared 

to do.  Perhaps there could have been ways by which Esperanza could have participated 

in the activities but neither Aurelia nor Esperanza knew how to deal with these situations.  

Further, Aurelia had no instructions or advice for her daughter about these because she 

did not know about them and had never experienced them. For Esperanza and Aurelia, 

being a school girl and being a good student had to be done without participating in other 

activities that required extra accommodations.  Participating in these after school clubs 

would have demanded that the family to pay a high price regarding tranquility and 
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assurance about Esperanza’s safety.  Aurelia, as a caring and preoccupied mother, was 

not going to put her daughter’s safety in jeopardy.   

Nevertheless, Esperanza was truly conscious of what she had to do in order to be a 

good student and she was happy to report that she had successfully attained this status.  

“Soy una buena estudiante,”  (I am a good student) she told me on our last plática.  She 

credited her parents for some of her school success because she believed that by being 

strict and ready to give her advice, they had taught her valuable lessons: 

E:  Ellos me dan muchos consejos, “Mira, hija, haz esto...” y tú te das cuenta [que 
es verdad] y dices “No quiero ser como, como hoy, quiero ser mejor”....No sé, los 
consejos que te dan tu papás son importantes. 
 

E:  They give me a lot of advice. “Look, daughter, do this…” And you realize 
[that they are true] and then you say, “I don’t want to be, I don’t want to be like 
today, I want to be better.  I don’t know, your parents’ advice is important. 

Esperanza felt that the support she had received from her parents allowed her to do well 

in school.  The mission of doing well in school was a family enterprise, and Mr. and Mrs. 

Sada as well as Esperanza were deeply and successfully involved in this task. 

ESPERANZA’S SCHOOL LIFE 

Esperanza attended Moore Middle School as Maricela but, unlike her, Esperanza 

had been placed in the honors program.  More than half of her classes were honors 

classes and the rest were part of the regular program and similar to Maricela classes. For 

example, Esperanza’s math assignments on probability and pre-algebra were definitely 

more advanced than Maricela’s math assignments on the volume of rectangular prisms.  

However, both girls had the same Spanish teacher and did the same type of exercises in 

this class. Esperanza’s good command of English had allowed her to participate in the 

honors program.   
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Like Maricela and Leila, Esperanza was a member of the Young Scientist group 

in sixth grade at Chavez Elementary School.  Out of the three focal girls, she was the 

only one who was able to clearly describe the program at the time, and she was the one 

who explained to me how these Young Scientists were taken on a field trip to see 

Johnson Middle School.  As a Young Scientist, she was also invited to attend the Magnet 

program at Johnson just like Maricela and Leila. During the times that I saw the girls and 

the rest of that class when they were in sixth grade, Esperanza always talked about how 

she was going to attend the Magnet program because “it was a good opportunity” and 

“her family and she had realized that it was the best for her.” She loudly and proudly 

stated numerous times that she was registering into the program. At the time, it did not 

seem like Esperanza had any doubts about attending the magnet program at JMS.  

Nevertheless, Esperanza did not attend the Magnet program at Johnson Middle School. 

At some point, the “good opportunity” did not seem to be so good for Esperanza and her 

family.  

Around the same time, Esperanza had also been invited to participate in a college-

prep program named Breakthrough. However, during one of my visits to the students 

when they were in sixth grade, her sixth grade homeroom teacher bitterly complained to 

me that Esperanza and her family had not accepted the invitation.  Mrs. Montero  

couldn’t believe her ears and angrily expressed her concerns that Esperanza and her 

mother did not know what they were doing.  What had Esperanza said no to? Around 40 

new middle school students a year are invited to make a six-year commitment to attend 

summer school sessions at The University of Texas campus and attend after school 

classes on Tuesdays and weekends during the school year as part of the Breakthrough 

program.  Both of these enrichment classes, the summer session and the ones during the 

school year, are taught by college students who are hired for this purpose and who also 
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serve as mentors and role models.  The classes during the school year take place at an 

assigned middle school (not Moore Middle School) and Breakthrough participants are 

also invited to take part in outside and research projects, spirit days and talent shows.12 

A peek into the Breakthrough website and reading a couple of newspapers articles 

about this program was enough to understand Mrs. Montero’s frustration. Breakthrough 

did sound like an incredible opportunity that could help Esperanza stay on her 

educational track and succeed in her dreams of becoming a doctor, a teacher, or a nurse. 

Initially, I partially shared Mrs. Montero’s frustration, but I was also certain that there 

was something else going on.  I knew Esperanza and I knew her mother and, most 

importantly, I knew that Aurelia cared deeply for her daughter.  It had to be something 

besides Mrs. Montero’s allegations “these people don’t want to help themselves”  and 

“they want everything easy.”  Rejecting these opportunities obviously did not mean lack 

of interest or lack of support. 

It would not be until one year later that I would have more information about 

Esperanza’s (and Aurelia’s) decision of not attending the magnet program and 

Breakthrough. As we previously saw, Esperanza’s mother cared deeply about 

Esperanza’s education and well-being. However, caring sometimes also meant worrying.  

And Aurelia worried.  In the same way that Aurelia worried about transportation 

regarding the after school clubs now that Esperanza was in seventh grade, she also 

worried about this when Esperanza was offered the opportunity to participate in  

Breakthrough.  How was Esperanza going to attend summer sessions at the UT Campus?  

The same concern governed their decision regarding the magnet program at JMS.  The 

school bus that would have taken Esperanza daily to JMS stopped about fifteen blocks 

away from their house.  The bus that took Esperanza to Moore Middle School stopped 

                                                 
12 Information obtained from http://www.breakthroughaustin.org/stories/index.html 
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less than two blocks away.  Mrs. Sada expressed that she worried about Esperanza 

walking alone fifteen blocks to the bus stop.  Further, Esperanza’s day would have started 

extremely early. As we saw, similar reasons weighed in Esperanza’s decisions not to 

attend or register for any of the after-school clubs. Many of these after-school clubs 

required staying in school after the school day was over and Esperanza had no other 

means to return home but the school bus and with her father on Fridays. As I have 

discussed before, other types of activities that implied a set of demands that asked too 

much of the family could not be embraced by the family. 

Language Use at School 

I learned a lot about Esperanza as bilingual student and individual as I sat in her 

language arts and Spanish classes during the second semester of seventh grade and as I 

accompanied her as she and her friends ate lunch at the cafeteria once in a while.  A 

strong bilingual who spoke mostly Spanish at home, Esperanza chose English for her 

school life.  Despite the fact that a lot of Spanish was heard at Moore and that 90% of its 

students were Hispanic, Esperanza spoke mostly English with her teachers and with her 

friends both inside and outside classrooms.  There were times when I  saw her completing 

Spanish assignments in her Spanish class (i.e. writing and reading in Spanish) and talking 

in English with her classmates with whom she was working.   They all spoke Spanish, but 

they were all speaking in English when working together to complete a Spanish 

assignment.  At some point in this session, Esperanza helped out one of her classmates 

who did not know what the word “habilidad” (ability) meant by giving her a definition in 

English:  “It’s what you can do.”  English was definitely predominant.  

However, although English was prevalent in Esperanza’s school days, she used 

Spanish sporadically with some of her friends and teachers.  A couple of words or a 

complete sentences were uttered once in a while. Once in her language arts class, 
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Esperanza uttered an English phrase to a classmate about something related to school and 

ten minutes later, as the class ended and the students were getting ready to leave, she 

asked the same classmate in Spanish to put her folder in the right box since he was closer 

to the bin. Esperanza’s use of Spanish at school was always characterized by code 

switching but the line that delimited her use of Spanish and English was not the one that 

divided her official and school conversations with teachers and classmates and her social, 

unofficial conversations with her friends since she mainly spoke English with her friends. 

I noted that the line was basically drawn depending on what she wanted to achieve and 

depending on the other speaker’s language. Esperanza had always identified as Mexican 

or Mexican American but she always chose to speak English at school even with other 

Latina girls who were fluent in Spanish. Language use, in this case, did not have a direct 

correlation with her cultural identification process.  It seems that she (and I) could feel 

Mexican without speaking Spanish. Esperanza was using the two linguistic markers 

appropriately and purposely to tell herself and others that she was an intelligent user of 

two languages.  As Zentella’s (Zentella, 1997) Puerto Rican origin subjects who code 

switched from English to Spanish and vice versa to say that they belonged to two worlds, 

Esperanza’s fluent use of both languages was a way to say that she could belong to two 

worlds but that she consciously chose to develop her academic identity through English 

as a way to navigate successfully the English schooling that was being offered to her. 

Esperanza in the Classroom 

Her honors language arts class was taught by a middle age white woman, Ms 

Donovan, who had taught for more than twenty years and had a doctorate degree in 

English.  She was animated, loud, and at times controlling and authoritarian.  The name 

of the game in this classroom had been determined by her, and the students had learned 

how to play it well by the time I began my observations in February.  Unfortunately, Ms. 
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Donovan was not completely liked by her students. Her students did not participate a lot 

in class and Esperanza and her friends made funny comments about her during lunch or 

after school. 

In this class, Esperanza sat at the very back of one of the five rows of desks, did 

what she was asked to do, turned in good quality assignments, and hardly ever spoke a 

word during the sessions that I observed in that spring. Esperanza was a silent student in 

her language arts class. The friends with whom she associated during lunch were not part 

of the honors class and she hardly talked to other classmates. In fact, she clearly stated 

that the students in that class were “mostly gringos” who, although from Hispanic 

descent, did not speak Spanish.  I was surprised that she did not consider these English-

speaking classmates her friends since she spoke mainly English as school.  She explained 

that it was not only the fact that they did not speak Spanish but the fact that they had 

“different ways than us” and that they “express themselves differently.” Although it 

sometimes made me sad to see Esperanza so quiet and serious and so different from the 

smiling and cheerful Esperanza from two years ago, she had a logical explanation for 

behavior in this class such as the fact that the students in the class were “mostly gringos.”  

When I asked her once to compare her elementary and her middle school, she 

acknowledged that she was not the same girl she was in fifth or sixth grade and that she 

was quieter. She had understood that things had changed and that relationships and 

friendships that had been so relevant in other school years were not at Moore:   
 

E:  Yo pienso que era más fácil el año pasado. Porque te agarraban un grupo, 
verdad, y como que te conocías más y hacías muy buenos amigos.  Y ahora no, no 
estamos en las mismas clases y no los ves hasta el autobús. Y luego, o sea como 
más [inaudible]. 

A:  Aaahhh.  Más impersonal. 

E:  Aja.  Chávez era padre. 
A:  ¿Era padre? 
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E:  Era padre.  Me gustaba más elementary school.  
 
E: I think that it was easier last year.  Because you would be in a group, right, 
and you would get to know each other better and you would make very good 
friends. And now no, we are not in the same classes and you don’t see them until 
the bus. And then, well, like more…[inaudible] 
A:  Aaaahhh.  More impersonal. 
E:  Aha. Chávez was cool. 
A:  It was cool? 
E:  It was cool.  I liked elementary school more. 
 

Indeed, things were very different now, and Esperanza nostalgically remembered the 

“good old days.” In seventh grade, Esperanza had partly turned to academic achievement 

to make school meaningful and had relegated relationships and friendships to a second 

place.   

By turning to academic achievement in order to make her school experience 

meaningful, she had refined her behaviors as a school girl.  She was attentive to her 

teacher and her classmates’ actions and participated in every one of the reading and 

writing activities of that language arts class.  Ms. Donovan began her class with a warm-

up activity that most of the times led to a mock group discussion because Ms. Donovan 

often initiated the conversation and continued it herself.  Not many students participated 

in these discussions, partly because the teacher usually brought some controversial topics 

that most of the students did not know enough to engage in a discussion. For example, 

Ms. Donovan talked about Mel Gibson’s movie Passion of the Christ, same sex marriage, 

her visit to The Yellow Rose (a local strip club), and racism among other interesting but 

perhaps inappropriate topics.  While there was nothing wrong with bringing real-life 

topics to the classroom, these topics were presented in a way that did not allow students 

to engage in a discussion about them. Ms. Donovan talked a lot and not at a middle-

school level.  In some classes, I was the only one who laughed silently at her jokes since 

they were above the students’ level.   Nevertheless, there were some brave students who 
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were able to say a couple of things during these group discussions.  However, Esperanza 

never said a word, sat down, and remained almost completely motionless at her desk.  

Comments to her classmates were kept to a minimum, and basically they were done only 

when necessary.   

As an honors class, the reading and writing that took place in that language arts 

class reflected a more context-situated and functional/practical use of literacy by 

comparison to what I observed in some regular language arts classes.  Students read 

complete stories from the basal reading textbooks and newspapers articles that Ms. 

Donovan brought to complement a topic that was being studied or to learn more about a 

specific topic that the teacher believed was relevant.  For example, when the class was 

working on an interdisciplinary unit (language arts and science) on healthy eating, 

Esperanza and her classmates read an article from the local paper on the amount of 

calories that travelers consume on cruise ships.  Another newspaper article read by 

Esperanza and her classmates, entitled “Fifty Years after Brown, Issues of Segregation, 

Equity Linger,” was used by the teacher to talk about education and racism.  She also had 

the opportunity to read the Sheriff’s report on the Columbine shootings in connection to 

the historical fiction piece that they were going to write.  Unfortunately, the reading of 

these texts was not always accompanied by careful guidance by the teacher.  Most of the 

times the students were left to read the articles by themselves in class, and I wondered 

how much of these complex texts were fully understood. When we talked about the 

reading that she was doing in seventh grade compared to the reading she had done in 

previous years, she complained that in middle school they read mostly the textbooks 

without the guidance and discussion that accompanied the read alouds that she had 

experienced in fifth grade.  “Se le quita la diversión,” (the fun aspect has gone away) she 

said. 
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Esperanza and classmates wrote frequently in their language arts class as well.  

They wrote persuasive compositions and historical fiction pieces as well as other 

informational reports on different topics.  Some of her tests were given by the teacher in 

the form of essays with a rubric used for grading.  Being the “school girl” that she was, 

Esperanza did not waste time and often began her assignments as soon as she was told to.  

She was a prolific writer in class and was able to write one or two pages when it was time 

to write. Her academic writing skills were well developed.  The following is an example 

of her writing from the yearly state examination (the spelling is from the original essay): 
 
It was a hot, sweaty day.  I was in the 6th grade, my teacher Ms. Montero had 

planned for us a fieldtrip, but we did not know what had she planned ahead for us. 
It was exciting and fun for others, but for me it was just a nightmare. 

We had arrived early that day. We had to wait for instructions from the 
instructor, so we did. That day we did a lot of fun activities like swimming, 
mountain climbing, hiking outside and learning about the wild life. It was lunch 
time everybody was tired, but excited. Then the instructor announced that we 
were going to learn how to kyackat first I tought that it was a joke, and started 
laughing, but when we started walking to the lake I realized that it was no 
laughing matter. Once we got there I saw about twenty kyacks ready to go. 

Right away I realized that it was going to be difficult and hard to balance in 
the water with a huge boat. Now it was my turn and I decided to try it and take the 
challenge only because my friends and teachers encouraged me. I put on the gear 
required for kyacking. I was ready, I slowly pushed my boat in the water. The 
boat started shaking uncontrollably, I couldn’t balance myself. My difficulties got 
bigger and bigger I had my paddles I turned them one way and the other, but I just 
kept on spinning. I tried to keep up with the rest of the group. 

I heard people having fun, but I wasn’t. It seemed like the world was going to 
end there. I started sweating and almost crying, I felt like I was fainting, but 
suddenly my wonderful friend came along and helped me. I tought it was difficult, 
but with extra help it got easyer. 

Kyacking I tought was so difficult, but I tried it. Soon I was an expert on it.  
 

  This essay demonstrated that Esperanza had learned how to use written language 

in a way that was going to satisfy the grading requirements:  she wrote a good opening, 

built her case by examples, and finished with a logical conclusion.  Although the piece 
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had some spelling and punctuation mistakes, it was a strong piece that had been written in 

one draft. Esperanza knew the writing expectations for the test and delivered just that: a 

good introduction to catch the attention of the reader, good use of details to illustrate and 

make the points, and a concluding sentence. Her good grades had granted her access to 

honors classes where she was able to enjoy a more advanced curriculum in which reading 

and writing were used for more than just identifying an adverb and the verb it described.  

Esperanza was practicing how to use words to communicate ideas and beliefs in an 

efficient (although not neutral) way.  Some literacy researchers have understood and 

maintained that literacy development in schools is an indoctrination into the specific 

“ways with words” of a specific group (Gee, 1992; Heath, 1983a).  Literacy acquisition is 

not a neutral process but an ideological construct that reflects which literacy is the 

“appropriate” one, what kind of literacy will be taught in schools, what it’s the real 

purpose of learning the “appropriate” literacy is (Gee, 1996; Street, 1995). For example, 

in the U. S., being literate means possessing and displaying the set of literacy skills of the 

mainstream or elite group and not any other set of skills (Delpit, 1995).   Esperanza was 

successfully acquiring the ways with words of the mainstream group. She was indeed 

learning how to present information in the pre-established mainstream sanctioned way to 

write, and she was learning these lessons well.  Some of her official writing pieces 

exemplified how she had learned and was perfecting how to write mainstream English.  

Although many of the topics did not connect to her reality (it seem unlikely that 

Esperanza was going to enjoy a cruise soon), the reading and writing that happened in 

this classroom allowed her to continue practicing the literacy skills that she was going to 

need in her future school years.   

Her Spanish class, taught by the same teacher that taught Maricela’s Spanish 

class, was characterized by more traditional approaches to reading and writing described 
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in Maricela’s case.  In this class, Esperanza had dictation and read stories from Spanish 

for Speakers of Other Language textbooks.  She was also a top student.  However, 

Esperanza was a different person in this class.  Here, she smiled, sang, moved around, 

and spoke out loud to the teacher and to her friends.  The big, bright, powerful smile was 

back and the immobile student in the language arts class had come back to life.   Things 

were different here. First, the teacher’s personality was not as strong and controlling as 

Ms. Donovan’s, and although she was strict and organized, she was less intense and 

volatile. Further, her friends were there.  The social relationships that she shared with the 

students in her Spanish class were more meaningful than the ones she experienced in her 

Language arts class. These were the friends that she hung out with during lunch and 

before school, and these were the friends who made her smile and laugh.    

Although not as salient as Maricela’s, Esperanza’s social relationships in school 

were important to her.  “I go to school to study,” she said, and she several times 

mentioned that her choice of high school was not going to be in terms of where her 

friends went. It could easily be said that Esperanza did not care about her friends, but 

there were some instances that revealed how she yearned for connecting with them.  

During one language arts class, some of the girls were putting on each other’s body glitter 

before the class started.  Ms. Donovan was outside the classroom, and the girls were 

taking advantage of her absence.  Esperanza sat in her place with her folder and pencil 

ready to begin the class watching everything that the other girls were doing. She had a 

subtle smile on her face, and it seemed that she wanted to participate in the fun activity, 

but the girls involved in the game, who were not her close friends, confined the fun to 

their group of friends. When that Language arts class was over, she rushed out of the 

classroom to her Spanish class and got there before me.  As I entered the Spanish 

classroom a few minutes later, Esperanza and her friends were playing with glitter that 
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another girl had brought to school as well.  Esperanza truly enjoyed, as I could see in her 

eyes and through her smile, the opportunities that she had in her Spanish class to interact 

with her close friends. Lunch was also a time where Esperanza could hang out with her 

close friends and when they talked about TV shows, gossiped about other students, or 

complained about a teacher.  Being a school girl did not mean that she was going to 

choose friends over school but she clearly took advantage of the opportunities she had to 

interact with her friends.  

Unofficial Literacy Practices 

Esperanza’s unofficial literacy practices were not as salient as Maricela’s.  She 

wrote notes and letters to some of her friends, but these notes and letters did not play a 

central role in her school days. Furthermore, when she wrote notes and letters in school, 

she generally hid them from me.  Contrary to Maricela who after some trepidation 

happily shared with me her box of notes and letters, I noted how Esperanza hid the paper 

she was writing when she saw me coming a few times.  I knew it was a note or letter 

since she never hid academic work from me, and I saw her handing in the notes to some 

of her friends.  It seemed that this practice of note and letter writing was not completely 

sanctioned even by her, and perhaps she assumed that no school related adult would 

sanction it either. When I asked her about her note writing practices once the school year 

was over, she described her note writing as unimportant and not worthy of a lengthy 

discussion.  As I insisted on knowing more about this practice, she said that she only 

wrote these letters to her friends when she was bored or when there was something really 

urgent that she needed to tell her friends.  However, she believed that there was no real 

need for this practice as she saw her friends often during the school day.  I asked her if 

she saved the letters.  “Nombre, yo creo que las dejaba ahí olvidadas,” (No way, I think I 

left them around there) she exclaimed.  Esperanza’s letter writing was not conceived as a 
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way to foster and maintain her relationships with her friends.  As she explained, these 

could be developed by personal contact and phone conversations; writing was mainly 

used for academic activities. 

However, there was one instance in which I observed Esperanza happily and 

readily engaging in unofficial uses of literacy. One Wednesday during lunch, I bought a 

couple of pizzas for her and her friends at school. They sat at one of the cafeteria tables 

and chatted about cable TV and satellite dish services and about other school matters. 

After they ate the pizza, Esperanza started selling little Baby Lucas Chili Powder candy 

which is very common and popular with children and adolescents in Mexico.  In fact, it is 

imported from Mexico. It comes in cylinders of two sizes: small and large.  It turned out 

that the Tuesday before, Esperanza had bought a package of 12 little Baby Lucas Chili 

Powder cylinders on her family’s weekly grocery shopping trip.  This day, she started 

selling the little cylinders.  She sold them for 50 cents a piece, but, she explained later, 

she made $ .25 from the sale of each cylinder. However, students were not allowed to 

either eat this type of candy or to sell things in the school because as soon as one of the 

assistant principals came close to the table where we were sitting down, they hid their 

candy. Esperanza was also making notes of how many cylinders girls wanted for next 

time.  She got a piece of paper from somebody else’s agenda and wrote the name of the 

girl and the number of cylinders she wanted for next week:  “Liliana, Two”; “Yolanda, 

One.”  In this way, she kept a record of her “clients’” needs.  She was definitely using her 

skills as a good Math student and as a good student in general in a very practical way.  

When we  walked outside the cafeteria,  she was very happy, shinning, and  proudly told 

me that this was one of the ways that she made money.  Her father bought her the candy, 

and her earnings were only for her since she did not have to spend the money that she 

made in buying more candy.  Unlike her note writing which was put aside, Esperanza 
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approved of this literacy practice which represented a practical and efficient way to make 

money.  In agreement with what Esperanza had lived at home regarding economic 

hardships and the need for hard work, Esperanza was ready to take advantage of her 

academic skills to portray herself as a young woman who was always thinking about 

ways to help herself economically. 

Esperanza ended the seventh grade with excellent grades.  She was invited to 

attend an end-of-the-year school celebration in which she was recognized for her 

academic achievement and received a diploma.  Needless to say,  Aurelia was very proud 

of her.   

AN ACADEMIC “SUCCESS” 

As we have seen, Esperanza’s mission of being a successful student shaped many 

of her actions and many of her language and literacy practices.  This mission, fostered by 

her mother’s desires for her daughter to live a better life and overcome economic 

adversity, was also very much part of her.  Esperanza had found in succeeding in school a 

place for her and a way to belong to her family and to her world.  It is obviously not the 

only way by which she related to the world since she was a complex adolescent with 

desires to play, connect with others, develop friendships, and, although she never openly 

talked about it but hinted it several times, an interest in boys.  However, her conscious 

agreement with the “doing well in school” discourse lived at home had fostered a strong 

sense of responsibility and a desire to engage in language and literacy practices that were 

sanctioned by her and by others as appropriate, beneficial, and valuable within school 

contexts. Esperanza had learned how to use her bilingual and bicultural skills to 

successfully navigate her home and school worlds (including switching from one to the 

other). By sharply demarcating her languages by context, by using reading and writing 

mostly with academic goals, and by avoiding social activities that might get in her way of 
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doing well in school, she was (re)constructing an identity of a thriving, responsible, and 

dedicated young woman who was determined to put her best effort toward doing well in 

school and improving her life. 

Esperanza’s experiences confirmed that who, what, and how students are and are 

seen influence how they interact, respond, and learn in classrooms and the literacy 

practices that they engage in (Dillon & Moje, 1998; Egan-Robertson, 1998; McCarthey, 

1998). However, the literacy practices that they engage in also allow others to position 

them in specific ways. Esperanza’s language and literacy practices helped her portray an 

identity as a capable and skillful student. Others had recognized that identity and allowed 

and invited her to join honors classes.  In those classes, Esperanza enjoyed the 

opportunity to develop those practices that had been validated in the first place.  

Esperanza’s language and literacy practices were more powerful than simple 

communication devices. They were conscious weapons and tools that she used to carve 

her place in her world as an academically successful student. 

However, I feel the need to problematize this “happy story.”  As I read and think 

about Esperanza and her language and literacy practices, I cannot avoid thinking about 

what literacy researchers, particularly Street (1995; 1997), refer to as an ideological 

understanding of literacy.  We can say that Esperanza was on her way to continue 

succeeding in school.  She had the skills, she had the motivation, she had the support, and 

she had the hard-working values that are so needed for academic achievement.  In fact, 

most, if not all, of the language and literacy practices that she engaged in had, as a 

common denominator, the emphasis on academic achievement.  She spoke English at 

school and made it her language for the official world of school.  She was able to talk 

about homework, she did homework, she read at home, she had access to a palm pilot, 

she made conscious decisions about her classes, etc.  She had learned the validated, 
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cognitive skills that were essential for her success as was evident in her written 

composition for the yearly examination. However, the language that she used, the “voice” 

in her essay, was not the Esperanza that I knew.  It was the official Esperanza, the 

“Western” literate Esperanza who had learned to play the game.  Esperanza was 

purposely giving school (the system) what school wanted in terms of homework and the 

language and literacy practices that school validated with the understanding that school 

(the system) might be able to give her what she needed: an education by which she could 

improve her life.  However, the whole experience was dealt with as a task, a mission, and 

any of the enjoyment that I had seen in Esperanza’s eyes in fifth grade as she 

enthusiastically participated in class discussions and in other activities was definitely not 

present anymore. Her silence in her language arts classes clearly contrasted with the 

cheerful and happy Esperanza that loudly expressed her opinions and ideas during the 

many read alouds that I witnessed when she was in fifth grade.  

Nevertheless, although Esperanza was succeeding in the honors track by engaging 

in the school-sanctioned literacy practices that this required, school (the system) was not 

supporting her academic achievement in other ways that might have proven beneficial. 

As I thought about Esperanza and her mother’s compelling reasons not to participate in 

the extra-curricular activities, it became clear that Esperanza had not been offered a 

forum to discuss, with teachers or others more knowledgeable, the ways by which she 

could have participated in these clubs.  Although Esperanza and Aurelia had valid 

reasons to refuse these clubs, school and teachers did not offer any kind of information or 

support to discuss these clubs. Without guidance from teachers or counselors, Esperanza 

and Aurelia did not have a full understanding of the role extra-curricular activities could 

play in her academic success and of the possible ways Esperanza could benefit from 

them. Although participating or not in these might have no future implications for 
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Esperanza’s academic career, Esperanza did not talk about these opportunities with 

anyone.  Esperanza was doing everything she could to take advantage of her schooling 

opportunities but school personnel and teachers did not know much about her life, or the 

lives of students like her, and could not attend to their needs as working-class, immigrant 

children who have a harder time accessing and participating in other educational 

experiences that go beyond school.  Lucey and associates (Lucey, Melody, & 

Walkerdine, 2003) cited Plummer (2000) to make the argument that “even the most basic 

information about the education system is simply not available to working-class children” 

(p. 289).  Lucey et al. argued that even the bright young women in their study who were 

able to do well in school and whose parents wanted them to do well in school “were 

given little advice on how to move into higher education” (p. 290).  Esperanza had few 

opportunities to find out more about these extra-curricular activities or to understand that 

these activities might benefit her academic future. Although there is no guarantee that 

attending these clubs will automatically prove beneficial for students, I believe that 

Esperanza could have benefited from attending these clubs. Esperanza was by no means 

apathetic or indifferent to these opportunities but not having the possibility of speaking to 

a counselor about these important decisions made participating in these activities 

difficult.  
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Chapter 5:  Discussion 

I intended through this study to illustrate and interpret how Esperanza, Leila, and 

Maricela, as bilingual Mexican-origin adolescents living in the U. S., mediated their lives 

and their worlds through their language and literacy practices.  As their case studies 

illustrate, these young women’s use of language and literacy was heavily influenced by 

their status as bilingual Mexican-origin individuals living in poverty as immigrants or 

children of immigrants in the United States.  For example, the fact that they were fluent 

in English and Spanish to different degrees definitely shaped what they did with language 

and literacy.  However, as I observed them engaging in different language and literacy 

events, I realized that the girls were faced with and influenced by multiple discourses, 

ideologies, values, and beliefs that came from such diverse sources as their families, 

media, school, classmates, and friends.  Esperanza, Leila, and Maricela acted, reacted, 

responded, and positioned themselves in relation to these discourses through their 

actions, through their oral texts, and through their language and literacy practices both in 

and outside of school.  And by reacting, responding, and positioning themselves in 

relation to these discourses through their language and literacy practices, they engaged in 

racial, ethnic, academic, social, and familial identity enactments that, in turn, shaped what 

the girls did with language and literacy.  These girls used these identity enactments to 

navigate their various worlds:  their family and school worlds, and in particularly the 

schooling that was being offered to them.   

By illustrating and interpreting the language and literacy work that these girls 

engaged in both at home and at school, I also aspired to expose the diversity of discourse 

practices that Mexican-origin individuals experience and challenge essentializing ways 

used to describe language minority students.  Leila, Maricela, and Esperanza could be 

demographically labeled the same. They were all from Mexican origin, immigrants or 
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children of immigrants, low SES, and native speakers of Spanish. However, by looking 

closely at the identity work that these young women accomplished through their language 

and literacy practices I attempted to show rich and diverse portraits of  three multifaceted 

and complex young women who have very different life experiences. The fact that they 

shared an ethnic origin and a native language did not mean that they were the same. 

Although the school system and mainstream society resort to labels to identify the 

“other” students,  these Mexican-origin, bilingual students’ lives were not living their 

schooling in similar fashions.  Each of these girls lived their Mexican-ness and their role 

as students in public schools in this country, among other varied positionings that they 

enacted, differently. This is not to say that these girls did not share commonalities as 

Mexican-origin and Spanish-speaking individuals.  They shared music and food tastes, 

similar to the way I shared with them the liking of snowcones with plenty of chili 

powder.  However, by allowing their differences to come to the surface, I tried to make 

the point that “LEP (Limited English Proficient)” students or language minority families 

are not all the same and cannot be understood only by nationality and language spoken. 

LANGUAGE AND LITERACY IDEOLOGIES IN PRACTICE 

The language and literacy use of individuals who have access to two sets of 

semiotic systems has been explained through different theoretical frameworks.  One of 

these lenses is the concept of language ideologies (González, 2001; Woolard et al., 1998).  

According to this theoretical perspective which places an anthropological view on 

language, human beings’ use of language is tied to other more complex political, 

economic, and social issues. For example, in multilingual societies in which access and 

use of different languages is mediated by contested political, economic, and social forces, 

the use of these different languages is always determined by broader messages presented 

through media, diverse family’ beliefs, and mainstream values about language use. 
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Language ideologies, then, represent the beliefs about how language should be used in 

specific social contexts and shape the ways and purposes for which  people use language 

and literacy.  Language ideologies such as linguistic purism, the market value of English, 

or the advantage (or disadvantage depending on the context) of bilingualism determine 

how human beings use language in certain contexts and situations. In other words, human 

beings both accept and accommodate the language ideologies in terms of which 

languages should they use and how, when, where, and with whom they should use them. 

However, these ideologies are not only the ideas or constructs about language but also the 

practices through which those notions are enacted (Woolard et al., 1998). When 

individuals use language, they are also displaying their beliefs about language.   

As they lived in Mexican-origin families and worlds, characterized by their 

minority, bilingual, immigrant, and low SES status, Esperanza, Maricela, and Leila had 

been exposed to particular language ideologies which were present in their households, 

their schools, and their community.  With this in mind, I intended to document how these 

young women reacted and responded to the language ideologies present in their  “Latino 

world,” or “Mexican” world, how these ideologies influenced the language and literacy 

practices they engaged in, and how this process looked in their every day lives.  

One of the main findings of this study, and one that will be further elaborated on 

within the next pages, is that these young women’s daily use of English and Spanish 

represented both a reaction to and a reflection of the language ideologies and literacy 

understandings present in their intimate, familial circles and in the larger, more distant 

society. In other words, when they used Spanish and English, the girls both resisted and 

accepted the language ideologies that they were faced with in the different worlds (e.g. 

school, family, friends) in which they interacted. For example, when they spoke English 



 162

at school and Spanish at home they engaged in a complex process of reacting to messages 

that had been given to them about what language they should use and in which situations. 

Further, the fact that they spoke two languages indicated that the language 

ideologies that were presented to them within their different worlds indicated that 

speaking both languages was necessary and essential. Although these messages were not 

offered to each of the girls in the same manner, it seemed that the three girls were faced 

with language ideologies that implied that speaking English was essential for their 

success but that they also had to keep their Spanish alive.  Leila was proud that she had 

learned English at school and she used English at school most of the time.  Esperanza 

knew that English was key in portraying herself as a school girl and used it even in her 

Spanish class with other Spanish-speaking students.  She even switched to English in our 

Spanish conversation when she told me that she was a school girl. Maricela’s parents had 

told her more than once that learning English could only bring good things to her. These 

girls, as the Latina mothers in González’ (2001) study who helped their children succeed 

in English schooling, reacted to the world where they lived in which English seemed to 

be essential for their success. However, this use of English did not mean that they had 

turned away from their Spanish in an effort to learn English.  Esperanza, Maricela, and 

Leila’s Spanish was an essential part of who they were, and it was very much alive within 

their lives. As Esperanza simply put it, not speaking Spanish would mean rejecting their 

families. Thus, another important language ideology present in their lives was that 

Spanish was very needed for the well-being and functioning of their families.     

Analyzing the language and literacy practices of these three Mexican-origin girls 

as both a reaction and a reflection of the language ideologies present in the different 

circles in which they interacted, allowed me to depict their use of Spanish and English as  

strategic and situational and their broadly understood literacy practices as “mixed,” 
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“hybrid,” or “dynamic” practices (Gutierrez et al., 1999; Zentella, 1997) . Let me first 

discuss the strategic and situational use of English and Spanish and then I will discuss the 

“dynamic” practices.  

Strategic and Situational Uses of Language 

When I looked closely at the ways these three girls used English and Spanish, it 

became clear that their use of their two languages was not arbitrary or capricious.  The 

girls used both languages strategically and situationally based on what was expected and 

believed about language in the different worlds where they were situated. Whether those 

worlds were family, school, or friends dictated how much English or Spanish was going 

to be spoken, what kind of English and Spanish was going to be spoken, and who was 

going to be included or excluded from the conversation, for example. While in lunch, 

Leila and Esperanza used English with most of their Latina friends and then turned 

around and spoke Spanish to me.  Maricela knew that her younger brother, Leo, who was 

very fluent in English, would pay more attention to her if she spoke in English to him and 

she did once in a while.  All of the girls knew that their bilingual skills and their ability to 

translate from one language to the other were important assets for their families and they 

put them to use as often as necessary and when the situation demanded it. 

This purposeful and situational use of language was partly a reaction and 

reflection of the messages about language use that were present in those different worlds 

where they girls lived. An important message within their Mexican-origin families was 

that Spanish represented an essential cultural artifact. As their native language, Spanish 

mediated the most important relationships that they had—the relationships with their 

parents, siblings, and other relatives. For the three girls, and especially for Maricela but 

also true for Esperanza and Leila, Spanish was the language that connected them to their 

Mexican-ness, to their families, to their origins. They needed Spanish to keep in touch 
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with the rest of their families in Mexico, and they also used Spanish to stay updated about 

what was going on in Mexico by watching Mexican programming on TV. Even for 

Esperanza and Leila who had been born in this country and had attended public education 

for most of their short lives, Spanish was essential for the functioning of their households 

and was used on a daily basis. Neither of these three girls could communicate with their 

parents if they did not have Spanish.  Spanish, then, was essential for this connection with 

their parents to develop and the girls pushed for this connection to develop. Having a 

relationship with their parents was extremely important to them since these three young 

women looked up at their parents as important sources of knowledge and wisdom. These 

girls’ primary loyalty remained with their families, and Spanish was one of the media by 

which this loyalty was put into work.  

Contrary to other studies which have documented native language loss among 

immigrant children or children of immigrants who attended public education in the U. S. 

(Fillmore, 1991b, 2000), these girls and their families had been able to keep their Spanish 

alive.  A multiplicity of factors contributed to these families maintaining their Spanish 

alive.  The fact that their parents were monolingual speakers of Spanish played a role in 

retaining Spanish as the main medium of communication within their families.  Their 

allegiance to their families which had been in so many ways expressed by their oral texts 

and by their actions was also key in their Spanish language maintenance. The fact that the 

girls had developed a strong ethnic identity also played a part in the maintenance of their 

Spanish.  As Mexican-origin individuals, they saw themselves different from others and 

considered Spanish as a very visible tool through which they could tell themselves and 

others about their different selves. Further, the existence of social networks composed of 

friends, acquaintances, and the Latino community where they lived were also determinant 

in keeping their Spanish alive.  For these young girls’ families maintaining their Spanish 
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was a deliberate practice to keep their families united, even across borders, close to their 

ethnic origins, and proud of their of Mexican heritage. Faced with the experience of 

living in a multilingual society, speaking Spanish for these families represented much 

more than just communicating with each other since it was the language that bound them 

together and differentiated them from others. 

The fact that their Spanish was still very much alive and that it was so important 

in their intimate and personal lives did not mean that these young women rejected 

English.  The girls and their families understood that English was important and essential 

for their success in school and in life in this country.  They were reacting, perhaps each of 

the girls in different ways, to the language ideologies prevalent in the U. S. (and perhaps 

around the world) that understand English as a superior language and as an essential tool 

for achieving economic success (Shannon, 1995). These young women, particularly 

Esperanza and Leila, understood how important English was, and they lived their public, 

schooled lives in English. Although Maricela was not as fluent in English as the other 

girls, she was capable of using English when she needed to answer a question posed by 

the teacher or when she needed to translate for her father. Further, she and her family 

recognized the critical necessity to learn and improve her English skills.  These young 

women’s use of English in the public sphere revealed an acute understanding of their 

need to find their place and their way into the systemic structures that could facilitate 

their survival and success in this country.   

These young girls were not only learners of English or native speakers of Spanish 

but intelligent and successful users of two semiotic systems who displayed complex 

patterns of bilingualism and different ways to react and respond to their positionings as 

Mexican-origin, bilingual students in the United States.  Similar to the New York Puerto 

Rican individuals in Zentella’s study (1997) who used their code-switching to join others 
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similar in age or language profile and to construct and display their unique selves, these 

girls’ mature use of English and Spanish in different situations and different contexts was 

their own personal expression of language minority individuals living in the United 

States.  

The fact that these girls used their languages strategically and situationally 

allowed me to agree with other researchers who have contested essentializing 

assumptions about the simple correspondence of ethnic identity and language affiliation 

and use (González, 2001; Hall, 2002; Vásquez et al., 1994). As I had previously begun to 

understand as I analyzed the data for the first years of the study, an integrated and 

bounded system of one culture, one language—and therefore, one identity—did not seem 

to fit the case of these girls. The young women in the study strongly identified as being of 

Mexican origin. They considered themselves Mexican and many, if not most, of their 

actions and language and literacy practices represented this “Mexican-ness.”  They saw 

themselves different from White classmates or teachers, and they could articulate these 

differences.  Perhaps they did not have a clear idea of the different terms used to describe 

Hispanic individuals in this country like Chicana, Tejana, Hispanic, or Latina, but they 

were aware of the differences between White and Hispanic individuals.  Esperanza’s own 

theories of the way different Latina/o individuals acted and talked and Leila’s strong 

dislike for White girls clearly exemplified how they recognized themselves as raced 

individuals living within a raced society. However, within this very strong sense of ethnic 

identity, their language use was varied as they used both Spanish and English 

strategically and based on the different contexts and daily lived situations that they 

experienced. Interacting with teachers and other school personnel or other individuals in 

other public institutions demanded an intelligent use of English to communicate their 

ideas.  Dealing with parents, grandparents, siblings, or their Spanish dominant researcher 
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entailed a use of Spanish to guarantee effective communication.  Therefore, using one 

language or the other was not a direct window into their racial and ethnic identities.  It 

represented an intelligent way to deal with their multilingual Latina/o worlds as bilingual 

individuals.   

The interesting thing, therefore, was that their understanding and accepting of the 

role of English did not affect the way that they saw themselves in terms of ethnic identity.  

The fact that they were adapting to and accepting to different degrees the hegemony of 

English (Shannon, 1995) at school and in their public lives did not seem to interfere with 

the ways they perceived themselves as Mexican-origin individuals.  These young girls 

were not leaning towards being White or acting white or feeling more American or less 

Mexican as they accepted the role of English.  English for them had a functional and 

pragmatic value. As millions of other individuals around the world who enroll in all kinds 

of English as Second or Foreign Language classes in order to learn the “valuable” 

English, these three girls had understood that they needed English to succeed and that 

they would use it when needed in order to survive.  In doing so, these adolescents did not 

abandon their native language and cultural beliefs and values, but they accepted English 

and the possibilities that being fluent in English could offer them.  They remained fervent 

and close to their values and ways of being and their ethnic identity.  They loved to eat 

chili powder with me, they watched Mexican programming on TV, and they all felt 

Mexican.  It became evident that one can be and feel Mexican without speaking Spanish 

all day long and speaking English does not mean that one feels American. 

Dynamic Language Practices 

Maricela, Esperanza, and Leila’s Latina/o status also influenced their language 

and literacy practices in a second way.  Besides a strategic and situational use of English 

and Spanish, these girls’ language and literacy practices could also be characterized by 
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what I try to explain here with the name of “mixed,” “hybrid,” or “dynamic” practices 

(Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, & Alvarez, 2001).  I understand with these terms the 

varied literacy activities that the girls engaged in and that reflected a reaction and a 

reflection of the multilingual world where they lived.  These broadly-defined literacy 

activities, TV watching, music listening, or movies viewing, reflected that these girls 

were not living in isolated Mexican-origin worlds but had some kind of entrance into 

other worlds through what others have called “contact zones” (Pratt, 1991)—schooling 

and media, for example. Pratt  (1991) has theorized that these worlds enter in contact at 

different points, places, situations, and contexts where their differences and similarities 

clash, blend, or fuse.  In other words, these different worlds are not islands with static 

discourses and fixed language and literacy practices.  For these young women, being of 

Mexican descent and living in a Mexican-immigrant family did not entail linguistic and 

cultural isolation. As Maricela, Leila, and Esperanza lived in permeable social worlds 

influenced by other social groups and mainstream society, they engaged in varied  and 

mixed literacy practices that demonstrated how different forms, different literacy 

practices, wrestled and befriended one another and often resulted in hybrid forms.  What 

these girls did with literacy not only reflected an identification with their group but also 

an assimilation with the larger, mainstream group as I will illustrate next. 

Maricela, Esperanza, and Leila watched Spanish- language soap operas and other 

shows on Univision, for example, but they also watched The Simpsons, Fear Factor, 

English language movies, and other shows on English language channels. They strongly 

identified with Latin and Mexican music.  Maricela and Esperanza sang songs in the car 

when we drove places,  and Leila danced to Guacarachas at her family’s parties.  

However, they also paid attention to other music,  such as hip hop and rap, since Maricela 

liked to watch music videos on TV channels devoted to that kind of music.  González 
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(2001) has understood this fluid use of language and literacy as the dynamism of 

indiviudals’ language ideologies. The girls’ out-of-school language and literacy events, 

such as the shows they watched on TV and the music they listened to, showed the 

dynamism of language ideologies that González (2001) refers to as characteristic of 

individuals who live with access to two semiotic systems and have contact with more 

than one group.  Although much of their music listening and TV watching was related to 

their identity as Mexican adolescents, there was some stepping out of this circle into 

other ethnic groups.  The girls’ Mexican group and identity existed within an intersection 

of multiple cultures and languages and not as an impenetrable bubble.   

Language Use and Identity 

If we believe that language gives meaning to identity-creating structures and tools 

that individuals use to construct and display social identities (Anzaldúa, 1987; Foucalt, 

1972), we then wonder about the identities that these girls were constructing and 

reconstructing for themselves as they spoke two languages and engaged in diverse and 

dynamic literacy practices.  As I view their language and literacy practices as windows 

into their identities reconstructions, I realized that—as I have illustrated in the previous 

section—the language and literacy practices of these girls were fluid, dynamic, and 

innovative. As Mexican origin, bilingual individuals living in the United States, Maricela, 

Esperanza, and Leila had learned how to use their two languages strategically and 

situationally and had also developed a set of mixed literacy practices that had granted 

them partial access and understanding to other social groups.    

However, as I tried to understand and interpret Maricela, Leila, and Esperanza’s 

identity reconstruction processes through what they did with language and literacy as one 

of my original questions indicated, I realized that these girls and, as a consequence, their 

language and literacy work, were not only defined by their status as Mexican-origin 
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bilingual individuals. The girls’ language and literacy practices were also defined by—

and at the same time helped define—the many other identities that these girls enacted in 

the different situations or the varied “figured worlds” (Holland et al., 1998) where they 

were located. Maricela, Esperanza, and Leila,  besides being Mexican-origin individuals 

living in the United States, were also females, daughters, friends, sisters, economically 

disadvantaged, middle school regular or honor program students, immigrants, and 

children of immigrants.  They likely enacted positions that I never became aware of.  

This multiplicity of positionings became extremely salient as I looked at the fragments 

and slices of life that I had been able to witness as I collected data for my study.  I soon 

realized that trying to analyze and interpret the language and literacy practices of these 

three young women as practices influenced only by the girls’ Mexican origin status was a 

futile endeavor.  It became clear that the reading, writing, speaking, and all other types of 

literacy activities that were part of their lives were strongly influenced by the various 

positionings that the girls undertook in terms of their roles in their family, their 

friendships, their gender, their class, their school-tracking system, etc. 

As I started paying attention to the multiplicity of identities and social categories 

that described these girls, I also became aware that memberships in these different social 

groups could not be understood simply as the sum of all these parts within an individual, 

as Hames-García (2000) helps us understand, since the “self” is constituted by the mutual 

interactions and relations of its parts to one another.  According to this author, being a 

woman and being Black is different than being a woman and being White since 

politically salient aspects of the self, such as race, ethnicity, sexuality, gender, and 
class, link and imbricate themselves in fundamental ways. These various 
categories of social identity… expand one another and mutually constitute each 
other’s meanings. (p. 103)   
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Social categories that are used to describe individuals influenced each other in 

fundamental ways.  As a woman, I cannot just add to my “femaleness” the fact that I am 

Mexican, since being Mexican shapes, influences, and conditions in specific ways my 

womanhood. In other words, the fact that I have lived most of my life within specific 

discourses of Mexican-ness in home country shapes how I (and others) understand me as 

a woman. Following the argument, a White, 35-year-old, American woman represents a 

different construction of womanhood, one that is shaped by the fact that she is American 

and White.  We cannot just pile up identities to individuals in an effort to understand their 

complexities.  The social categories or identities that can be attributed to an individual 

relate and affect each other making those relationships the ones that identify an 

individual.  Obviously, these relations are dependent on the local contexts where 

individuals carry out their everyday lives. In the case of Maricela, Esperanza, and Leila, 

their multiple positionings related to one another in a variety of fashions. In their case, 

being a daughter in a Mexican origin immigrant family is different than an African 

American daughter living in a family whose ancestors have been here for close to two 

hundred years.  Understanding and becoming aware of this multiplicity of identities and 

the relations between these identities within the self allowed me to interpret the girls’ 

actions and languages and literacy practices as complex reactions to and reflections of the 

world around them that included all the different positionings that they undertook at 

different times and in different contexts. The girls’ language and literacy work—their 

strategic use of English and Spanish, their letter writing, their reading of the world—

reflected this multiplicity of discourses.   

Another important point that needs to be addressed is the issue of these girls being 

bicultural.  It is impossible to assert that these girls can be characterized as “bicultural” 

after assuming that they experienced a multiplicity of positionings according to the 
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different contexts in which their lives took place. As a concept that has been 

problematized, biculturalism does not mean the sum of two cultures in an individual since 

this understanding may suggest a dichotomous picture that does not take into account 

contradiction and overlap when cultures come in contact with one another.  Darder 

(1991) describes biculturalism as a complex process that “encompasses all the conscious 

and unconscious contradictory, oppressive, and emancipatory responses that can be found 

along a continuum that moves between the primary culture and the dominant culture” (p. 

54). The girls’ multiple positionings were also a result of how they placed themselves 

along this continuum.  

Nevertheless, this multiplicity of identities was lived differently in each one of the 

girls.  Even when they shared some commonalities (e.g. the three of them were daughters, 

sisters, of Mexican origin, economically disadvantaged) and showed clear differences 

(e.g. being or not U. S. born, honors or regular students, etc), the way their positionings 

interacted and mutually constituted each other was different for each of the girls.  For 

example, the way Maricela lived her “daughter-ness” in relation to her “Mexican-ness” 

was in some ways similar but also different to the way Leila lived her “daughter-ness” in 

relation to her “Mexican-ness.”   

One of the ways to explain how these social categories blend, expand one another, 

and mutually constitute one another differently in different individuals is by taking a 

closer look at the daily lived experiences of individuals.  Holland and colleagues (1998), 

among other anthropologists, have offered a theoretical framework to understand identity 

reconstructions and human agency that takes as a frame of reference the processes of 

everyday life—our daily activities.  According to these authors, human beings are “social 

and cultural creatures and therefore bounded” (p. 5), but human beings also act and 

respond to their worlds in ways that are not congruent with cultural understandings as 
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they go through their everyday lives. As individuals “do” life on a daily basis they react 

and improvise to their contexts in varied ways. As Maricela, Esperanza, and Leila lived 

their lives in diverse contexts they reacted differently (and sometimes improvised) to the 

schooling, the social relationships, and the family experiences that they were offered.  It 

is through their everyday practices that these girls lived differently their “daughter-ness,” 

their “sisterhood,” their “femaleness,” and their “immigrant status,”  for example. 

In the next section, I examined how each of the girls’ multiplicity of positionings 

affected the language and literacy practices they engaged in both in and outside of 

schools. I will attempt to elaborate and summarize what I tried to illustrate in the case 

studies to make the point that literacy was lived differently and accomplished different 

goals and purposes for each of the girls.  These young women’s language and literacy 

practices were also shaped by their positioning as active and involved members of 

Mexican-origin, immigrant families. It will also be discussed that as bilingual middle 

school students, these young women’s language and literacy practices resisted and 

accommodated the conception of literacy that was present in schools.    

Literacy Practices as Everyday Practices 

This study can be considered an example of how literacy has different meanings 

for members of different groups and even for individuals of one same group who have so 

many surface similarities. Based on the understanding that literacy means more than a set 

of cognitive skills, literacy practices have been defined as socially, culturally, and 

historically situated tools and constructed practices that individuals use to accomplish 

and/or fulfill different purposes and needs according to the different contexts in which 

these practices are put to use (Barton, 1994; Gee, 1996; Heath, 1983b; Street, 1984).  In 

fact, literacy researchers who follow this theoretical framework maintain that a lot of who 

we are and who we are permitted to be is influenced by the ways in which we use literacy 
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(Gee, 1996; Luke, 1991; Street, 1984). As everyday practices conducted in specific social 

contexts and for specific social purposes, Maricela, Esperanza, and Leila’s literacies were 

shaped by the multiplicity of identities that these girls displayed in the contexts where 

they were situated at different points in time.  Esperanza’s identification as a school girl 

within a low SES Mexican-origin family, Leila’s identity enactment of a possible future 

wife and “woman of the house,” and Maricela’s sense of self as “connected” to her 

friends influenced their uses and understandings of literacy.   

Since the multiplicity of identities was lived distinctly in each of the girls, the 

language and literacy practices that these girls engaged in were also different for each of 

them and allowed them to accomplish distinct, clear, and specific goals: making 

friendships, becoming a woman, getting a good job, being a good daughter, etc. Each one 

of these young women had found ways to engage in literacy practices that were 

meaningful and relevant to their lives.  Maricela, Esperanza, and Leila, through their 

participation in socially organized activities conducted within their families and/or at 

school, had developed a personal but social understanding of literacy that was based on 

the distinct subjectivities that these girls enacted at different times and places.  Let’s 

begin with Leila.   

Leila’s key understanding of herself was as a daughter of a Mexican immigrant 

family and as a woman.  Within this positioning, Leila was constructing herself and was 

being constructed by relevant people in her life (e.g. her parents) as a helpful woman and 

as a romantic self . Through her language and literacy practices, Leila responded and 

reflected her positioning as a gendered individual with specific roles within a specific set 

of culturally embedded discourses. The few formal writing activities that Leila engaged 

in such as the sporadic letters that I saw her writing to her boyfriends or those “love” 

power point presentations that she designed at home were nearly always related to the 
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idea of her as a sexual being and the possibility of her becoming a wife in the future. 

Leila was also becoming literate in matters that were important to her and her family.  

She was learning how to run a house, cook, raise a child, clean, and she was also learning 

about the importance of developing ties between family members in order to have una 

familia unida (a united family) and  maintaining strong ties with her ethnic origins. She 

was efficiently learning how to read and respond to the oral texts and discourses that 

were presented to her about contributing to her family’s well-being, becoming a woman, 

and being member of a language minority group in the United States.  Leila’s ability to 

contribute to the functioning of her household was a task that Leila was able to perform 

with little reading and writing. However, the fact that Leila was not engaging in much 

formal or informal reading and writing did not mean that the activities that she undertook 

as a contributing member of this family were not intellectually challenging or demanding.  

Moreover, the knowledge about life that she was acquiring and using while participating 

in her family’s daily activities were relevant “funds of knowledge” (Moll, Amanti, Neff, 

& Gonzalez, 1992; Moll & González, 1994) that were being transmitted from parents to 

children and that would be beneficial in the future.   

However, the literacy expectations of the magnet program at Johnson Middle 

School had little room for Leila’s different interpretations of herself and her alternative 

understandings of becoming literate. Leila’s identity enactment of a woman in a 

Mexican-origin family did not find an understanding in the school literacy activities that  

she was invited to participate in her seventh grade. In other words, Leila’s ability to 

contribute significantly to the functioning of her family did not find a place in the literacy 

work supported and validated at school. Although she had before identified herself and 

had  been identified by others as a good student in her elementary school years (Leila was 

a top student in fifth grade when I met her), Leila’s experiences in the magnet program at 
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Johnson had proven to be more demanding and difficult than what she had expected and, 

perhaps, than the type of academic preparation that she had received at Chavez 

Elementary School.  Faced with more challenging and demanding academic work, 

neither Leila nor her family had the social capital needed to succeed in such a program. 

The intellectual ability and skills were there but there was no effort from teachers and 

school to meet Leila half-way and bring her in since the support offered at school in the 

form of Study Hall was not enough.  Once in this program, Leila’s identity as a good 

student did not flourish or continue to develop. It all seemed to indicate than once in 

Johnson, Leila was expected to make it on her own. 

For Maricela, literacy was also conceived as social in nature as it was used with 

and for others but it had more of a peer-oriented meaning.  Although she also positioned 

herself as a gendered and sexual individual similarly to Leila as she had had a boyfriend, 

Fernando, and was aware of how other boys were interested in her and viceversa, one of 

the most important ways by which Maricela developed a sense of herself was through the 

connections she had developed with other individuals such as friends and family 

members and even with other activities (as in the case of the connection she had 

developed with her trips to the family’s out-of-the-city ranch). Maricela’s close and open  

relationship with her parents and Maricela’s deep passion for animals and nature were 

important avenues through which she developed a sense of herself and through which she 

was able to create different places for her in her world. In the school realm, Maricela’s 

school friends had become essential for her as they were one of the few ways through 

which she could make her school life meaningful and bearable. Faced with dry and 

uninteresting classes in which grammar and spelling activities were the focus and where 

fighting and arguing between the students took over,  Maricela found in her friends and in 

the underground life of school a space (Moje, 2004) where she could develop a 
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meaningful sense of herself as a “social queen” (Finders, 1997) and as a competent 

individual capable of connecting with others.   

This “social queen” positioning and this ability to connect both allowed and 

pushed Maricela to use her literacy as a way to maintain her status and membership in her 

social group at school.  As I explained before, Maricela’s social reading and writing was 

devised as a way to create, develop, and maintain friendships and friends with whom she 

could discuss and try to understand and solve complex issues like friendships conflicts, 

romance dilemmas, and other human relationships issues.  Although Maricela also 

developed her friendships and connections through face-to-face interactions when in 

school, the note writing was a safer and more private way to discuss their problems, their 

conflicts, and their romance life. Further, it gave Maricela and her friends something to 

do during those less than exciting classes. Literacy for Maricela had a strong social sense 

that allowed her to display her language and social competencies and that allowed her to 

make her school life meaningful.  

Unfortunately, the language and literacy practices that were expected and 

validated in many of Maricela’s classrooms were the ones that were conducted in 

English. Maricela’s writing and reading in Spanish were not invited into the classrooms 

to be used as resources.  With limited English in an environment where only English was 

validated, Maricela struggled to find school interesting and worthwhile.  Maricela was a 

good student, and she received passing grades at the end of the school year but the lack of 

motivation and enjoyment that she was experiencing in seventh grade can have 

devastating consequences in her next schooling years. 

On her part, Esperanza had embraced the school sanctioned role of a good student 

and her literacy practices pointed to a more traditional sense of what has commonly being 

understood as literacy: reading and writing done to acquire information and to display 
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competence (Myers, 1996).  Based on her unfaltering faith in the opportunities that 

education could provide her and her family, Esperanza’s sense of self was strongly 

related to succeeding in school and her literacy practices demonstrated this.  At home and 

within her family, Esperanza lived and participated in oral texts that talked about 

succeeding in school and about her school abilities. She responded to these messages by 

engaging in literacy practices at home that reflected her commitment to do well in school: 

she found a time and a space to complete homework, she read books, and she helped her 

parents interact with the English world by translating and participating in the family life.  

At school, she successfully completed school assignments, and she generally avoided 

non-academic practices that could distract her from her goal of being a good student. 

However, embracing the school-sanctioned role of a good student and practicing 

literacy to do school well were also a bit contrived.  Esperanza’s school-oriented 

language and literacy practices were not done for the actual learning that could take 

place.  These activities took place because she wanted to demonstrate her competence, 

get good grades, graduate from high school and maybe from college, and get a good job.  

For Esperanza, being a school girl and a good student meant pleasing teachers in order to 

get to the next step in the ladder.  Esperanza never mentioned a “joy for learning” or a 

passion for what she was discovering about the world at school. Esperanza’s way to 

understand literacy was to relate these everyday literacy practices to what she wanted to 

accomplish in life:  be a good student and get a good job to secure an economically safer 

future.   

The three girls read, wrote, listened, spoke, and performed different and varied 

literacies both at school and at home through which they made sense of their lives.  

Literacy meant something different for each of the girls.  At times, these different and 

personal meanings and constructions of literacy overlapped. However, each girl’s daily 
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experiences enabled them to use literacy in unique ways. It is through these personal 

enactments of literacy that I was able to see how socially constructed and context-

embedded literacy practices can never be disconnected from identity since we use literacy 

work to learn about our lives and our worlds.  

These unique and varied understandings of literacy push us to understand literacy 

in alternative ways. Literacy has to be more than reading and writing texts for the 

purposes of learning something, and even more than watching TV or listening to specific 

types of music.  By understanding how the young women’s every day practices (what 

they do, what they believe in, what they value) constitute much of their literacy work, I 

was able to see how literacy is related to Gee’s (1996) notion of Discourses.  For Gee, 

Discourse represents a particular set of values, beliefs, and ways of being and acting in 

the world.  We acquire our first “Discourse” within our families and then we acquire 

other Discourses later on in life through participation in other social domains, Gee 

explained. These Discourses can also be conceived, according to Gee, as “identity kits” 

which tell individuals how to act, talk, and what to value and believe in order to be a 

member of a specific group. Literacy is part of the “identity kit” through which people 

come to understand who they are or might become.  Literacy and becoming literate is not 

only about school success or failure. Rather, literacy is threaded throughout our lives, in 

many different contexts, and it is intricately intertwined to the Discourses through which 

we tell the world who we are.  

THE GIRLS’ LITERACY PRACTICES IN RELATIONSHIP TO SCHOOL LITERACIES 

The same way that each of the girls had a different conception of literacy, the 

classrooms and the schools the girls attended also had their own understandings of 

literacy.  The literacy practices promoted and valued in those classrooms—and by that 

matter in any classroom—were  not “the” way to do literacy but one of the many ways 
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that literacy can be understood.  In this case, these classrooms (through the teachers 

working in them)—as public institutional spaces—acknowledged and validated certain 

understandings of literacy based on Western, European conceptions of education that 

have been established as the base for the educational system in much of the Western 

world. Although every teacher may have a different philosophy of education and may 

adopt literacy instruction that might concur or not with these Western literacy beliefs, all 

teachers work under certain ideologies making literacy instruction not a neutral 

phenomenon but one that conveys a specific ideology.   I will try to illustrate in this 

section how the girls, through their language and literacy practices, reacted to, resisted, 

and accepted the literacy understandings promoted in their schools and, by doing so, 

managed the schooling that was offered to them. 

Although I did not conduct teacher interviews that could have given me insight 

into the educational ideologies under which each of them worked, the activities and 

practices that took place in Esperanza, Leila, and Maricela’s classrooms spoke to the way 

literacy was perceived in these contexts.  Perhaps to different degrees since there was 

variation in the literacy instruction offered to these three young women, literacy was seen 

and understood as a set of cognitive skills and pieces of information that students could 

receive, gather, and “collect” in the language arts and Spanish classes that I observed. 

Maricela seemed to be “collecting” knowledge about parts of speech while Leila and 

Esperanza seemed to be collecting different ways to write essays. As they spent their 

second semester of seventh grade completing worksheets like Maricela, reading articles 

on topics that were foreign to them like Esperanza, or answering multiple choice 

questions at the end of a basal story like Leila, these students were not able to experience 

literacy practices that talked to them about their realities, their lives, their experiences or 

that engaged them in challenging ways. These three young women knew and accepted 
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that participating in these school-sanctioned literacy practices was little more than a way 

to accumulate points for a grade.  And the three of them did this. They generally did what 

was asked of them to different degrees of involvement and care. As their passive and 

unenthusiastic attitudes in these classrooms demonstrated, Esperanza, Leila, and Maricela 

were, in different ways and to different degrees, engaging in school sanctioned literacy 

practices for the sake of school work.  They were not motivated, excited, or inspired 

about the knowledge or skills that they could be acquiring in these classrooms.  Week 

after week, they sat at their desks, listened to their teachers, said nothing, and completed 

the assignments that they were asked to do without an opportunity to question them, to 

relate them to their personal experiences, or to find significant connections to them.   

Even though their teachers were well-intentioned, they seldom attempted to 

connect the literacy practices of those classrooms to the girls’ lives and focused, instead, 

on grammar and other structural aspects of the language and of literacy. These teachers’ 

work reflected a constant pressure to teach the skills and concepts that were going to be 

assessed in the yearly examination, and most of their efforts and activities (and it is fair to 

say that not all) were focused on helping students pass this test.  Even though there were 

differences in the way every teacher accomplished the goal of teaching the required 

skills, Esperanza, Leila, and Maricela encountered in their different classrooms a literacy 

curriculum that focused on these cognitive and isolated reading and writing skills.  

Perhaps Esperanza was able to experience more interesting uses of reading and writing as 

she was able to read newspaper articles and write creative essays.  Still, when Ms. 

Donovan assigned these newspaper articles to read and these creative essays to write, 

there was never a discussion with the students about the ways these materials could be 

better used or how they related to their lives or their learning.  Freire (1971) states that 

authentic education is not carried on by someone for someone else or by someone  about 



 182

someone else.  Authentic education, according to Freire, is a process that is done by 

someone with someone else, mediated by the world around us. Good opportunities were 

missed when Ms. Donovan spoke about segregation in schools and allowed them to read 

an article about this topic, but did not engage her students in a discussion about race, 

schooling, and learning.  Most of her children were Hispanic and would obviously have a 

thing or two to say about race and about being Hispanic in the United States. However, It 

seemed that Ms. Donovan did not have the knowledge of how to conduct critical 

discussions similar to the ones that I am proposing.  Not knowing how to engage herself 

and her students in this process, her literacy instruction remained focused on isolated and 

cognitive skills that were going to be assessed in the yearly examination.  

I cannot overlook the fact that the girls behaved and responded differently in their 

different Language arts classes. Perhaps Esperanza was able to write more due to the fact 

that Ms. Donovan asked her students to write more essays and, therefore, participate 

more fully in these school-sanctioned literacy practices by comparison to Maricela who 

worked more on worksheets and wrote less. However, Esperanza’s participation –and to 

some extent Maricela’s and Leila’s participation as well—was motivated not by the 

meaningful connections to her experiences that she could have been developing through 

these literacy activities but by the idea of getting the right grades that she thought she 

needed to obtain a “good education” that could assist her in her future search for a good 

job and financial stability. Although the language and literacy activities that these young 

women engaged in their language arts and Spanish classes were somewhat different in 

terms of difficulty, complexity, and assumptions, the three girls displayed a similar 

disconnection with them. The young women never bestowed any kind of personal 

significance to what they were learning in school.  Even Esperanza as the “school girl” 

did not see school as anything more than preparing herself for a job in the future. The 
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negotiations with literacy that these girls experienced in their classrooms promoted a 

sense of literacy as irrelevant in relation to their own experiences and understandings. By 

no means do I intend to imply that these girls never found some of the knowledge and the 

literacy activities that they experienced or acquired at school significant but a more 

visible disengagement with their schooling was always present in their actions and in 

their conversations.  

I was dismayed by the lack of engagement that these girls seemed to experience at 

school. Nobody at these public institutions seemed to pay attention to the stories that they 

told about themselves through their language and literacy practices, and the disconnection 

between what these girls experienced at home and what they experienced in schools was 

overwhelming.  However, this lack of engagement was not only a product of the 

disconnection between home and school literacy and language practices along with the 

school’s impossibility to validate the girls’ language and literacy practices as academic 

resources.  These young women also did not engage in school learning and activities 

because they spent valuable time in classrooms in which teachers did not allow and help 

them act and feel capable of rigorous academic work.  These three young women’s 

teachers were not successful in finding ways to make the teaching and learning that took 

place in the girls’ classroom significant, motivating, and engaging to the girls.  Perhaps 

not every topic can be relevant to students’ out-of-school lives but literacy instruction 

should be significant to students.  It is not only a matter of connecting school and home 

experiences since that will never be always possible.  It is also a matter of finding ways to 

make what students learn at school significant, interesting, motivating for them whether 

those skills and knowledge are connected or not to their lives outside of school. These 

three young women needed an academic environment that motivated them, that allowed 

them to find the knowledge they learned fascinating and the skills  they acquired useful in 
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the future.  Without teaching that allows them to use their intellectual capacity, the girls 

sank in boredom and, although received passing grades and finishing seventh grade, they 

remained disengaged and disconnected from their schooling experiences. 

I emphasize the visible disconnection and disengagement that these girls 

experienced in relation to their schooling for two reasons.  First, I was able to see how the 

girls “connected” to other literacy practices or discourses present in their lives and how 

they developed identities through these other practices that were relevant to these other 

discourses.  Like many other studies on adolescents’ literacy which have documented 

how middle and high school students engaged in personal literacy practices that the 

school does not acknowledge or validate (Alvermann et al., 1998; Bean, Bean, & Bean, 

1999; Luttrell & Parker, 2001; Moje, 2000; Nagle, 1999), some of the literacies that these 

girls participated outside of official school contexts were not recognized, validated, or 

acknowledged by their teachers, by their schools, or, I dare say, by the mainstream 

society as useful and productive ways of doing literacy.   Writing long letters about boys 

and jealous girlfriends, writing love letters to boyfriends or “love power point 

presentations,” or simply discussing the difficulties of making schooling decisions about 

extra-curricular activities as in the case of Esperanza are not practices that are even 

considered as worthy of a short discussion or acknowledgement in class.  As a 

consequence, these practices never made it to the official classroom as topics of language 

instruction or as practices of writing.  The three young girls were never able to use their 

literacy practices—their reading, their writing, the discussions that they had at home with 

parents, their ways to see the world and react to it—in their classrooms to negotiate their 

literacy learning.  They had a difficult time finding ways to “import into school the kind 

of literacies they value on the outside” (Alvermann, 1998, p. 357) and they received no 

support to do so.  
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Further, when these unofficial literacies could not be used as resources for their 

learning in the classroom, part of their identity enactments, part of how they saw 

themselves as people did not make it to the classroom either. When these girls left behind 

their alternative literacies and ways to see their world and their realities, they also left 

outside the classrooms important understandings of themselves as intelligent and wise 

human beings. Similar to the girls studied by DeBlase (2003), the way literacy was 

understood in these classrooms did not legitimate the girls’ understandings of themselves 

and their perspectives of their social worlds in which they were situated.  The girls’ were 

not “identity-less” in the classrooms when their understanding of themselves in relation 

to their worlds outside of the classroom were not validated.  Rather, the girls enacted 

certain school identities through which they saw themselves (and others saw them) as 

successful, efficient, lazy, determined, or quiet students.  In fact, school, through its 

narrow-focused methods and curriculum, imposed other less desirable identities on the 

girls.  These school identities did not encompass the positionings that the girls enacted for 

themselves outside of school as needed, knowledgeable, responsible, helpful, essential 

members of their families.  

But why does it matter that some of the ways in which these girls understood 

themselves outside of school did not make it to the classrooms?  It matters because 

identities are pivot for action, by yourself and by others (Holland et al., 1998; McCarthey 

& Moje, 2002). The ways we understand ourselves, the ways we tell ourselves and others 

who we are, have an influence on our actions and our decisions that we make.  The three 

young women saw themselves as Mexican and utilized Spanish to different degrees to 

emphasize their difference and their connection to their homeland. The three young 

woman identified themselves as connected and involved members of their families and 

acted accordingly by helping their families.  However, by not acknowledging and 
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allowing these important identities become part of the girls’ school identities the young 

women could not take advantage of positive concepts of themselves to use in their 

learning.  

Second, this lack of connection and engagement can be important contributing 

factors to middle and high school students’ lack of motivation at school. When students 

are not able to connect to the academic work or activities that take place in classrooms, 

they are unable to find spaces of belonging that can support school objectives and affirm 

school identities (Gándara & Gibson, 2004). When we cannot develop concepts of 

personhood that find academic work engaging, succeeding in these public institutions can 

be a challenging enterprise.  This is portrayed to different degrees with the three girls.  It 

is easier to see how Maricela and Leila were not adopting school sanctioned identities. 

Although receiving passing grades, they were not engaged in what happened in those 

classrooms.  Perhaps Esperanza’s self-reported and given-by-others identity of a “school 

girl” is a little bit more intriguing. She is succeeding in the honors program, is a fluent 

bilingual, and is able to navigate the school system with apparent ease.  However, 

Esperanza was quieter and more reserved than the cheerful fifth grader that I knew even 

though it was evident that now in seventh grade she was not the same in every class. It 

seemed that Esperanza had compromised her voice in order to be academically successful 

(Fine, 1989, 1991) more often in classes where she found it necessary to do so and less so 

in other classes where she felt it was not necessary since she succeeded without being 

silent as in her Spanish class.  

For Maricela, Esperanza, and Leila, as for every student, succeeding in school is a 

complex and challenging process.  As minority, underprivileged, and linguistically 

diverse students, these girls’ have less chances to succeed and graduate from high school 

than their White, mainstream counterparts (Trueba, 1988; Valencia, 2002; Valenzuela, 
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1999).  Public schools are places where linguistically and culturally diverse students’ 

discourse practices—not matching school-based literacy practices—have been denied 

access to school in the form of resources that these children can utilize.  Over and over 

again, Latino students in public schools have not been able to feel they belong in these 

public institutions since these spaces have undervalued, marginalized, or marked their 

native (Moll & Dworin, 1996; Reyes, 2001b; Shannon, 1995) language and have not 

acknowledged the intricate literacy practices, such as language brokering with their non-

English speaking parents, that these students engage in on a daily basis (Valdés, 2002).  

Feeling not totally validated in school, many Latino students in this country have turned 

away from schooling and identified with other ways to live their lives, such as gangs or 

an early financial independence in the form of part-time jobs for adolescents (Lewis-

Charp, Yu, & Friedlaender, 2004).  A strong academic identity and a sense of belonging 

in school that could help Esperanza, Maricela, and Leila avoid a deeper and/or future 

physical and emotional withdrawal from school is not being fostered by the way literacy 

was understood and lived on a daily basis at their schools. 

READING AND WRITING THE WORLD 

Esperanza, Maricela, and Leila were living lives in which actual reading and 

writing was not a very noticeable activity. Literacy events are more than just reading and 

writing practices but acts that involve reading, writing, speaking, comprehending, and 

performing many kinds of written, oral, and visual texts in a variety of social contexts 

and for multiple reasons.  The meanings attributed to these literacy events are given by 

the social group where these events take place.  These understandings allowed me to see 

how these girls read and wrote the world around them (Freire & Macedo, 1987). The fact 

that they engaged in little reading and writing does not mean that they were not reading 

and writing.  They all wrote and read (to different degrees) academic texts but they also 
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read their world, what it meant to be living as a Latina individual in the U. S., what it 

meant to be a woman in a Mexican-origin family, what it meant to be economically 

disadvantaged.  They were reading the social and racial hierarchy in their communities 

and in their schooling.  They were interpreting what it meant to be a Mexican-origin, 

immigrant adolescent in a mid-size city in the United States.  They were reading the 

opportunities that were given to them and to their parents in terms of work and money.  

They engaged in complex processes of reading their surroundings and the messages that 

were presented to them through media and schooling.  

As a response to their reading of their world, these three young women wrote—

through their actions and their oral texts—important texts about their lives.  Through this 

writing of themselves upon the world, they wanted to tell themselves and the world who 

they are. Moje (2000) talks about literacy practices being used by gangsta adolescents “to 

be part of the story” and to carve places for themselves in their worlds.   The women in 

this study did not use graffiti as the gansgta adolescents, did not use online teen 

magazines, and did not surf the Internet endlessly.  Rather, they used their everyday 

practices as a means of composing their own sense of self. Fortunately, the fact that they 

did not engage in these activities in no way interfered with their being and becoming  

intelligent, responsible, and involved adolescents who knew how to use two languages, 

how to help their families, how to relate to other human beings, and how to respond in a 

sensitive and caring manner to their worlds.  These girls’ lives and literacy practices also 

confirmed what others have previously stated:  “who one is always an open question with 

a shifting answer” that depends on our and others’ ways to position us in different 

contexts (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 46). 
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Chapter 6: Implications, Recommendations, and Directions for  

Further Research 

My interest and fascination by the ways bilingual individuals use language has 

taken me farther and deeper than I ever imagined. More than just documenting the 

language and literacy practices of three Mexican-descent adolescents as if they were 

insects captured on a Sunday-morning hike, this research allowed me to learn how 

Maricela, Esperanza, and Leila, through their language and literacy practices, created 

meaningful lives for themselves, lives that incorporated what they valued now and for the 

future and cherished by themselves and their families.  Thus, the ways these three young 

women used language and literacy reflected more than a way to learn in school or a way 

to communicate with others.  Through their hybrid bilingual and biliterate practices they 

positioned themselves as intelligent and powerful individuals who responded strategically 

and empathetically to the ways the world (their families, their schools, and even 

themselves) was constructing them in terms of socio-economic status, gender, ethnicity, 

and language use.   

However, as intelligent, capable, and powerful as these three young women were 

within their families and within their group of friends, the literacy and language curricula 

and instruction that they experienced did not afford the girls opportunities to use their 

fertile and vast knowledge about their world, their languages, and their literacies as 

resources for their learning. Although the girls did use their own literacy and language 

resources when they wrote letters to their classmates in Spanish, for example, there were 

almost no formal and systematic attempts by the language arts and Spanish teachers I 

observed to connect language and literacy instruction to the girls’ non-school sanctioned 

language and literacy practices. The slices of life that I have presented of these young 
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women demonstrated that they, as bilingual individuals, engaged in alternative language 

and literacy practices that are often alien to mainstream views of language and literacy 

use represented in schools.  Similar to other studies about the literacy behaviors of 

bilingual Mexican-origin students (Jiménez, 2000, 2001, 2003; Orellana et al., 2003; 

Valdés, 2002), the girls engaged in alternative language and literacy practices such as 

language brokering, teaching and caring for younger siblings, switching from one 

language to another strategically reflecting their sophisticated realities and were an 

intrinsic part of their diverse and ample linguistic repertoire.  However, their language 

and literacy practices were never invited to be part of the literacy curriculum and 

remained marginalized in those classrooms.  

It was clear then that the girls’ language and literacy work went beyond what has 

conventionally been understood as academic literacies. Researchers interested in the field 

of adolescent literacy have documented that the full range of adolescent literacy is much 

more complex, dynamic, and sophisticated than what is traditionally encompassed within 

school-sanctioned literate activity (Alvermann et al., 1998; Bean et al., 1999; Moje, 2002; 

Myers, 1992; Phelps, 1998). Adolescents engage in diverse language and literacy 

practices as a result of their responses and reactions to the complexities of their lives. 

They have left behind the more protective world of elementary school, they are faced 

with more freedom and responsibility,  and they have started developing different kinds 

of interests. The complexities in the lives of Maricela, Esperanza, and Leila were similar 

to those of other adolescents but were at the same time related to their positionings as 

bilingual, bicultural, Mexican-origin adolescents members of  a linguistic minority, and, 

consequently, these girls’ language and literacy practices were deeply influenced by these 

positionings. In other words, most of the alternative literacies that these three Mexican-

origin adolescents’s engaged in were product of their lives as bilingual minority students 
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who had to negotiate both academic and nonacademic roles, expectations, and realities 

from the perspective of being members of a culturally and linguistically diverse group in 

the United States. In the present study, the alternative language and literacy practices of 

Maricela, Esperanza, and Leila went unrecognized and were not taken advantage of in the 

classrooms where these girls were learning about language and literacy.  

However, the girls’ experiences both inside and outside of school pointed to 

something deeper than only a disconnection between schooled and non-schooled literacy 

practices. Almost nothing of what these girls experienced and lived as Mexican-descent 

female adolescents was acknowledged by teachers and other school personnel. In other 

words, the language arts and literacy curriculum offered to these girls was characterized 

by a chasm between these girls’ out-of-school lives, concerns, and worries and what they 

were learning at school.  These young women’s strategic use of English and Spanish as 

bilingual individuals, their concerns about the uncertainty of their future education as 

immigrants and economically disadvantaged students, and their home’s demands to be 

useful members of their families rarely became acknowledged in the schooling that they 

were offered. Since this was not a study of middle school literacy teachers, I cannot 

speculate on what these teachers knew or did not know about their students. However, the 

girls’ silences and lack of participation that I observed in those language arts and Spanish 

classes reflected the fact that these girls’ teachers rarely invited them to talk about their 

lives in relation to their learning.  Often unable to use in school what they knew and were 

concerned about in the world, they experienced little connection to the reading, writing, 

and other learning done at school, they remained silent, and they deemed school work a 

“boring” duty.  Maricela completed worksheet after worksheet seldom putting to use her 

strong Spanish writing skills and Leila’s twenty minutes of Sustained Silent Reading 

were spent reading basal stories with no connection to her life.  Esperanza, even though 
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in an honors class, seldom made a comment or expressed her opinion and remained 

completely silent while completing efficiently all her work.  The girls remained 

disconnected from the literacy curriculum that was offered to them and that did not 

incorporate their alternative experiences.  

Educators have historically had a difficult time addressing and acknowledging 

distinct practices and different ways to be in the world that made their way into their 

classrooms through students from other non-White social groups.  Distinct languages and 

discourse practices have often been marked or marginalized within schools (Olsen, 1997; 

Shannon, 1995) and teachers have often worked without the adequate preparation to 

interact with students whose experiences are so different than theirs (Delpit, 1995; Lewis-

Charp et al., 2004).  As a consequence, educational institutions have long failed to take 

seriously the life experiences of culturally and linguistically diverse students and too 

often ignored the knowledge and skills that these students bring with them from home 

(Moll, 2001; Trueba, 1999; Valencia, 2002; Valenzuela, 1999). As we saw, Leila, 

Esperanza, and Maricela, as many other Latino students, remained silent and alienated in 

those classrooms without the tools to use their knowledge about their world in the service 

of their learning.  

Nevertheless, the fact that “other” literacy and language practices, that included 

ways of being and acting in the world, remained so removed from the schools that serve 

“other” populations underscores a problem that is deeply ingrained in the whole 

educational system.  Academic performance (failure or success)  and experiences of a 

child are not individual characteristics of the child or collective characteristics of an 

ethnic group but part of a social phenomenon linked to social and historical conditions 

(Trueba, 1988). School performance of different ethnic groups does not take place in a 

vacuum but it is immersed in the larger mainstream society.  The United States’ 
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mainstream society’s values are based on sexist, racist, classist, and Eurocentral ideals 

(Blauner, 1972) and, unfortunately, are intolerant of the values, practices, and ways of 

viewing the world that do not match those Eurocentral ideals.  As public institutions, 

schools reflect this limited tolerance for alternative practices and become places where 

only one way is acknowledged and promoted. The social institutions that were originally 

designed to foster the development of human thinking and potential have been 

transformed into places where individuals are covered with the same-color paint.   

When we talk about language and literacy curricula and instruction, education has 

traditionally been understood as one of the most efficient ways to bring social cohesion 

and cultural assimilation to a nation like the United States which has been multilingual 

since its inception (Portes & Rumbaut, 1990; Valencia, 2002).   To do so, public schools 

have not been designed to embrace new and different ways of using language and 

literacy. Although many efforts have been made throughout U. S. history to recognize 

and tolerate the need to teach other languages and in other languages due to the large 

number of immigrants that have arrived to this country,13 the reality is that having a 

different set of symbols and signs to make sense of the world has frequently been 

considered a problem in need of some kind of solution. Bilingual programs in the U. S., 

for example, have always had the hidden connotation of being a medicine, being 

remedial, being transitional since one of the main final objective of these programs is for 

children to “graduate” to English instruction.  In a multilingual nation as the United 

States (as in many others around the world), nationalist sentiments and other social events 

have impeded the development of true bilingual and multicultural educational programs 

that imagine a language different than English as a resource and not as a problem. As we 

                                                 
13 Lessow-Hurley (2000) states that dual language instruction has been widely available in the United 
States since the beginning of its story as a nation in the form of dual language programs for Native 
Americans and German immigrants, for example. 
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saw, Esperanza, Maricela, and Leila were students in school programs that did not invite 

or encourage them (although they subversively did it to some extent)  to use their native 

language and their different ways to make sense of the world as a resource.  These young 

women had to do one of the most important things they could do in their lives, obtain an 

education in an environment that did not support their languages and their ways of being 

and acting as resources for their learning.   

As a Mexican-origin educator, I am deeply interested in how these girls can have 

more successful experiences in their schooling since I do believe that education is one of 

the ways that individuals can attain fuller and more stable lives.  I want Esperanza, 

Maricela, and Leila, as well as the other millions of Hispanic students in this country, to 

finish high school and attend universities. I know, however, that this can be a difficult 

enterprise since Latino students’ academic underachievement has been documented for a 

long time now (Gándara & Gibson, 2004; Valencia, 2002).  I also recognize that the 

education offered to culturally and linguistically diverse students and to those who come 

from low SES sectors of the population is inferior to what other more affluent students 

receive due to many political and economic factors making the education of all children a 

systemic problem that perhaps will never be completely solved.  However, there are some 

areas in which I have, following Alvermann’s terms (1998, p. 353), “imagined different 

possibilities” for what the language and literacy education for Mexican-origin and other 

culturally and linguistically diverse students might look like.  

RECOMMENDATIONS  FOR PRACTICE 

Educators must take advantage of the strategic and intelligent use of 

language and literacy that bilingual Mexican-origin adolescents display.  As a result 

of having Spanish as their native language and receiving education in the United States, a 

good number of Mexican-origin students have access to two languages and use both 
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languages strategically and situationally to interact with their world. Like Esperanza, 

Maricela, and Leila, many bilingual Mexican-origin adolescents can switch from one 

language to the other with relative ease, can translate for family members, and use one or 

both languages to exclude or include people from their conversations. Being able to 

engage in these highly complex socio-linguistic processes of using different languages in 

different contexts, with different people, and with different purposes speaks to the 

sophisticated linguistic awareness that these children have.  Researchers interested in the 

academic and literacy development of Latina/o students (Jiménez, 2000, 2001; Langer, 

Bartolome, Vasquez, & Lucas, 1990) have understood that this sophisticated linguistic 

awareness can be translated as metalinguistic resources that bilingual children bring into 

their classrooms and that can be used as resources for their learning.  

For instance, when bilingual students conceptualize reading as the same process 

in both languages, have positive attitudes toward their native language, and are aware that 

it can be used as a resource—by  using cognates, for example—they can transfer literacy 

strategies across languages (Garcia & Nagy, 1993; Jimenez et al., 1996). Maricela, Leila, 

and Esperanza had strong Spanish literacy skills that I encountered as I read Maricela’s 

letters to her friends, Esperanza’s few journal entries, and the three girls’ Spanish stories 

that they wrote in fifth grade.  The girls transferred their academic skills in different 

degrees to their English literacy, but perhaps the girls could have benefited from learning 

metacognitive strategies that would help them use cognates and other transferable skills 

when developing and using their English literacy skills in those middle school 

classrooms.  This rings particularly true in the case of Maricela whose advanced writing 

skills in Spanish should have had a more visible role in her English literacy development. 

Educators must take advantage of the vast knowledge that Mexican-origin 

adolescents—as individuals with diverse and sophisticated realities—have about the 
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world and human relationships.  As useful and involved members of immigrant 

Mexican-origin families, the three young women whom I got to know through this 

research had rich and complex understandings of the world and life, which I compared 

with Moll’s “funds of knowledge” (Moll et al., 1992), that could play the role of cultural 

resources to be used in the classroom.   Leila, Esperanza, and Maricela knew a great deal 

about the workings of a family, running a household, taking care of siblings, music from 

other countries, living and attending school in another country, having economic 

problems, budgeting money, and interpersonal relationships.  Certainly, the girls put a lot 

of this knowledge to work when they developed and maintained friendships, as Maricela 

did when she dealt with jealous friends, for example, or when Esperanza applied herself 

at school knowing that she had to take advantage of the educational opportunities that she 

enjoyed here and that would not be available for her in Mexico.  However, these funds of 

knowledge, acquired through rich and practical social relationships at the girls’ 

households, were seldom used as cultural resources in the formal learning that took place 

in the classrooms. Moll (1992; 2001; Moll et al., 1992) argued for the creation of learning 

environments in which students could utilize the cultural tools, linguistic signs, and  

varied knowledge about different topics that is valuable in their Mexican-origin families 

as tools for thinking, for co-constructing new knowledge, and for transforming it for 

meaningful uses.  

Relevant learning discussions could have taken place in Esperanza, Maricela, and 

Leila’s classes if teachers had allowed for these funds of knowledge to be discussed, 

examined, and used by the students and teachers to co-construct new knowledge.  When 

students become co-constructors of knowledge, environments for inquisitive minds will 

be created and meaningful learning can occur (González & Moll, 1995). However, in 

order for these students to use what they know about the world to help in their learning, 
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teachers would need to ask and listen for what students are saying which relates to my 

next point. 

Schools and classrooms should become spaces that foster communication and 

active participation. One of the most striking findings from this research was to realize 

that these girls could spend entire classes in complete silence. If bringing into the 

classroom the cultural resources that these students have acquired through rich social 

interactions at home is important, then classrooms and schools need to be spaces in which 

students can also have rich social and academic interactions. It is through rich, social, and 

intellectually challenging interactions that students’ voices can be heard, acknowledged 

and validated, and they can learn the skills necessary for further educational 

opportunities. 

I recently talked to Maricela about her experiences in eighth grade at her new 

school, and I asked her if she was speaking more in her language arts class.  When she 

responded affirmatively, I urged her to explain to me why she thought she was talking 

more.  She explained that many times during that class, she had to collaborate with other 

students in small group work, and therefore, she had to talk, both in English and Spanish, 

with other students.  There are teaching strategies and techniques such as Collaborative 

Learning (Slavin & Stevens, 1995), Book Clubs (MacMahon & Raphael, 1997), and 

many other instructional approaches that are based on student interaction, and their 

efficacy has been proven. The question would be why these practices are not instituted in 

those classrooms. Teachers and other school administrators need to ensure that 

communication and participation among students and between teachers and students is 

taking place. However, it might be as simple as asking questions. If we ask, adolescents 

will speak about their dreams, their concerns, and their worries, and we will be able to 

learn more about our students. 



 198

For Mexican-descent middle school students, being able to talk to other students 

and teachers in formal interactions is also a very important way for them to hone their 

academic and social English skills (Olsen, 1997, 2000; Valdés, 2001) and to discuss 

important issues that they as Mexican-descent adolescents living as a minority group in 

the U. S. experience (Darder, 1991; Trueba, 1999). As we saw in the case of Maricela, 

the opportunities she had to use her oral English skills were extremely limited since she 

mainly associated with other Spanish speakers, and her school work could be completed 

without any kind of oral participation. Maricela could have benefited from formal 

opportunities to speak English that could have been promoted by her teachers.  By 

allowing her to remain silent, her teachers were unintentionally hampering her English 

development that she so much needed. 

Besides opportunities to develop oral English skills, carefully designed 

discussions in which everyone involved feels safe and comfortable can also help 

Mexican-origin students explore their unique circumstances as members of a linguistic 

minority living in the United States.  As we were able to see, these three Mexican-descent 

adolescents girls lived lives which bordered two different set of values and ways of 

viewing the world.  They could have benefited from what Darder (1991) discussed as a 

“bicultural dialogue” that could have allowed them to discuss and learn from their 

cultural conflicts and social contradictions that as individuals bordering two ways of 

living they experienced everyday.  I can only imagine the relevant discussions that could 

have taken place if Leila, Maricela, and Esperanza and their classmates had been invited 

to share what they thought about racism and their Latina/o status  if they had been given 

the chance. Researchers who have worked with culturally and linguistically diverse 

adolescents  (Broughton & Fairbanks, 2003; Fairbanks, ; Fairbanks, 1997a, 1997b; 

Gunderson, 2000; Hall, 2002; Jiménez, 2001; Olsen, 1997; Valenzuela, 1999) have 
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allowed us to see that bilingual and bicultural adolescents, when encouraged, can engage 

in serious and meaningful conversations about what it means to be “the other” in this 

country. 

Educators and students should have spaces to explore and understand 

different conceptions of literacy and their role in schools.  As I got to know them, I 

realized that for each of the girls that were part of this study literacy was conceived 

differently and had different purposes. These distinct conceptions of literacy were also 

dissimilar to the literacy understandings stated in their seventh grade language arts and 

Spanish classrooms.  It has been established that the literacy practices that adolescents 

and culturally and linguistically diverse students engaged in during non-school time are 

quite distinct from the literacy practices that are advocated by teachers and literacy 

curricula in middle schools (Alvermann et al., 1998; Jiménez, 2001; Moje & O'Brien, 

2001). The existence of different ways to understand literacy would not be a problem if 

society did not view one literacy as better than another.  Schooled literacy is assumed to 

be more desirable and advantageous than nonacademic literacy by mainstream society, 

most educators, and by some adolescents as well. However, many adolescents, although 

they partially and passively engage in school literacy practices to do and survive school, 

are very enthusiastic and efficient in using literacy in other ways and with other purposes.  

Maricela, for example, wrote assiduously and read earnestly many long letters as a way to 

establish meaningful relationships with important people in her life. However, Maricela 

did not transfer the same enthusiasm and eagerness to the official literacy practices that 

took place in her classrooms. 

Other non-school literacy practices that were part of these adolescents out-of-

school lives were farther away from mainstream concepts of reading and writing that we 

relate with literacy.  Leila’s understandings of being raised as a future wife and romantic 
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self are also far away from the understandings of literacy that prevailed in her 

classrooms.  She was learning about life and the world as an active participant in her 

family and without a focus on print. She was becoming literate in issues that were 

important to her and to her family through oral conversations and actual activity.  This 

different understanding of literacy is not easy for educators to understand who focus on 

mainstream representations of literacy as only reading and writing written texts, even 

more relentlessly in an era of high-stakes testing. As educators, we face the urgent need 

to challenge dominant representations of literacy that are prevalent in our schools. If we 

allow literacy to be understood as a few simple and mechanistic skills, we fail to do 

justice to the richness and complexity of actual literacy practices in students’ lives 

(Street, 1997). Literacy and language curricula should incorporate into the educational 

game the richness and complexity of actual language and literacy practices of individuals. 

Literacy researchers interested in different conceptions of literacy and their 

relationship with school achievement claim that we should seek an effective mutual 

recognition of mainstream and nonmainstream views of literacy (Freebody, Ludwig, & 

Gunn, 1995).  It is not a matter of one over the other one. We have to find ways by which 

we can develop school literacies that take into account nonacademic literacies.  As 

educators, we need to fully comprehend how academic and nonacademic literacies are 

dependent on each other (Alvermann, 1998).  When Maricela, Leila, and Esperanza 

talked, read, wrote, listened, and responded to the different oral and written texts outside 

of school, they were active participants in these literacy events because they related to 

their lives. As I have explained before, we need to allow student to become active 

participants in school literacy events as well.  We also need to find ways by which we can 

transfer adolescents’ enthusiasm for other literacies into their learning at school.  
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Exploring and understanding different conceptions of literacy will also help us 

question the literacy curriculum that is offered in middle schools settings. What is it that 

we are doing and teaching when we teach Language arts?  What is the literacy that we are 

teaching?  It has been claimed that mainstream literacy—the code of power (Delpit, 

1995)—is necessary for culturally and linguistically diverse students to succeed while 

they are in school and after they have finished their education.  However, we need to ask 

ourselves what is mainstream literacy.  Are the worksheets on parts of speech, the writing 

of persuasive and narrative essays, and the reading of newspaper articles or stories from 

the basal book that these girls engaged in part of this code of power what will help 

students succeed in school and beyond?  I am not sure since I believe that even the 

“mainstream literacy” that these young women were learning was not going to be enough 

to really “master” the “code of power” of mainstream individuals that seems to be so 

much needed to survive in the present U. S. society.  As every other adolescent, Mexican-

origin youth need varied, sophisticated, and refined literacy practices that will allow them 

to fully participate in the economic world that awaits them.  The New London Group 

(1996) stated that “we are living through a period of dramatic global economic change” 

(p. 65) that will require adolescents to use literacy in ways that even older individuals 

have not used in the past.  The group also stressed “the realities of increasing local 

diversity and global connectedness” (p. 64) and elaborates on how our students will need 

to interact effectively with multiple languages, multiple literacies, and communication 

patterns that cross cultural, community, and national boundaries.  As educators, we need 

to take a close look at the literacy and language curricula present in ours schools and 

examine how they contribute to the integral growth of our students as citizens of the 21st  

century world.  
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Educators need to be aware that the educational problems are systemic 

problems: it is beyond methods and techniques (Bartolomé, 1994) .  In the previous 

paragraphs, I outlined briefly some recommendations for the literacy and language 

education that adolescents experience in urban middle schools.  However, I believe that 

the issues that I have raised in this study are profoundly systemic.  As I stated in the first 

section of this chapter, the inferior schooling that is offered to cultural and linguistically 

diverse students and those ones from low socio-economic status reflects the veiled desire 

of a society not to change and to exclude anything that is different from its Eurocentral 

ideals. Educational institutions, and the teachers who work in them, have become a very 

effective tool to accomplish this veiled (or not that veiled) goal. Valenzuela (1999) 

complained how “higher education [colleges and universities with teacher preparation 

programs] systematically  produces teachers who fail to notice the virtues of a more 

inclusive approach” (p. 283), an approach that can validate other ways of knowing and 

being. Teachers, then, become co-participants in schooling experiences where the 

disconnect between urban, minority youth’s lives and their learning mitigates against a 

gratifying and rewarding education for these youngsters.  

The recommendations that I have stated in the previous paragraphs can only work 

if they are advocated by teachers who have become aware of the systemic nature of the 

educational problems and recognize themselves as agents of change.  It could be said that 

teacher education programs have the responsibility for forming such teachers.  However, 

we cannot deny that, once in the field, a school culture based on standardized tests and a 

state-imposed curriculum is difficult to resist. Many times, novice and idealistic teachers 

who want to do things differently, find themselves “following lock step methodologies 

and promulgating unexamined beliefs and attitudes that often compound the difficulties 

faced by immigrant and U. S.- born low-status minority students in schools” (Bartolomé 
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& Trueba, 2000, p. 279). Whatever they learned in the few multicultural classes that some 

teacher education programs offer is quickly forgotten, and the professional development 

that they are offered at schools usually focuses on the development of skills, “best 

practices,” test data, and not on the “big picture.”   

Scholars interested in the academic achievement of minority students (Bartolomé 

& Trueba, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Shannon, 1995) believe that teacher education 

programs should prepare teachers who can recognize and acknowledge the links between 

the macro (political, social, economic) and the micro (classroom) lives of all students, 

including Mexican-descent middle school students,  and how these links affect their 

academic achievement. As we saw, the ways that Esperanza, Leila, and Maricela 

participated in their language arts and Spanish classes could have been enhanced if 

teachers had allowed their out-of-school lives to be visible.  There was no effort on the 

part of the teachers to ask their students, and themselves for that matter, about how being 

a Mexican immigrant in Texas affects their learning and school achievement.  

Additionally, teacher education programs, by helping teachers comprehend that the 

learning and academic performance of their students are connected to larger social issues, 

can also enable prospective teachers to recognize that their practice will be ideologically 

driven (Bartolomé, 1994; Bartolomé & Balderrama, 2001; Luke, 1991; Shannon, 1995; 

Street, 1995).  Methods, curricula, techniques, and even materials are not impartial 

educational resources that represent a neutral way to understand literacy, for example.  

These resources represent the mainstream values that the larger society wishes others to 

accept and take. In addition, teachers also need to engage in self-reflecting processes that 

allow them examine their owns belief systems to understand if these “uncritically reflect 

those of the dominant society and support unfair and inequitable conditions” (Bartolomé 

& Trueba, 2000, p. 279).  Teachers need to be assured that it is possible for them to 
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question the dominant ideologies and counteract dominant discourse practices and deficit 

ideologies. It might not be an easy task but it is truly needed. 

CONTRIBUTIONS AND LIMITATIONS OF MY RESEARCH AND IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE 
RESEARCH 
 

In-depth qualitative research studies seem to be a very efficient avenue by which 

we can learn about the lives of diverse population groups which are not represented by 

mainstream, dominant, White, middle-class values that are ubiquitous in our society. 

Through the rich descriptions that we read in qualitative studies, we are able to learn 

about other ways of being and acting.  

This dissertation makes significant contributions to the field of adolescent literacy 

and the field of language use and literacy development of bilingual students.  The field of 

adolescent literacy has been mainly interested in the language and literacy practices of 

White, mainstream populations.  By focusing on Mexican-descent, bilingual adolescents, 

this dissertation broadens the knowledge base of the language and literacy practices that 

adolescents can engage in and the role of literacy in diverse students’ lives.   

Regarding the language use and literacy development of bilingual students, this 

research compares to other research that elaborates on the sophistication of language use 

shown by bilingual students.  This study joins other studies (González, 2001; Pease-

Alvarez, 2002; Schecter & Bayley, 2002; Vásquez et al., 1994) which try to portray the 

complex and dynamic process of bilingualism. 

However, I must acknowledge certain limitations as part of my research. I believe 

that the greatest limitation was not being able to spend more time with the students both 

at school and at home. Being able to see more of them as students—in other classes and 

during breaks, as well as in other non-academic settings—would  have provided me with 

more data about how these young women used language and literacy.  It would have been 
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very informative to explore and examine how Leila, Esperanza, and Maricela used their 

language and literacy skills in other classes where knowledge about topics such as 

science and history was being learned.  Toward the end of the school year, I shadowed 

each of the girls for a whole day to school and I was able to get a glimpse of what the rest 

of their classes were like.  Although this was very enlightening, I wished I had had the 

opportunity to spend more time with them during all their classes and during their breaks.   

Although I consciously decided against interviewing teachers since I originally 

did not want other non-family related voices to describe and inform me about the focal 

students, I now realize that I want to know more about the language and literacy practices 

that these girls were invited and allowed to do while in schools.  Learning more about the 

literacy curriculum and the literacy activities that were present in those classrooms would 

require me to interview the teachers.  The teachers were all well-intentioned and I wish I 

had asked them to explain why the decided to do some of the things they did.  

However, this study has allowed me to see that there is much we can learn from 

ethnographic research that contextualizes the practices of students.  It is important to 

analyze the language and literacy practices of adolescents within the contexts where they 

take place.  When we really immerse ourselves in the different contexts in which 

Mexican-origin or other minority students use language and literacy, we can learn more 

about how is it that they use literacy and language productively.   

It is also important to study “exemplary teachers” who have found out ways to 

invite into their classrooms the experiences and literacies that students engage in outside 

of school.  What are their motivations?  How do they do this?  Why do they keep doing 

it? Similar to Ladson-Billings’ (1994) study of successful teachers of African American 

students, there is a need to find out how successful teachers of Hispanic students make a 

difference in their students’ academic life. Bartolomé and Balderrama (2001) have begun 
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work with this purpose by interviewing effective teachers of immigrant and U. S. born 

minority students and describing common ideological beliefs shared by these educators.  

Other similar projects should be implemented. 

Finally, I would like to argue for research that gives us more clues on the 

relationships between identity positions, actions, and language and literacy practices of 

linguistically and culturally diverse students. As I had explained before, our identities 

positions are important because they are pivots for action.  A lot of what we do, we do 

because we believe we are specific kind of people. And a lot of what we are allowed to 

do, we do because others believe we are certain kind of people. Sfard and Prusak (2005) 

reminds us that    

… the notion of identity proves helpful in dealing with issues of power and of 
personal and collective responsibilities for individual lives. In particular, identity 
features prominently whenever one addresses the question of how collective 
discourses shape personal worlds and how individual voices combine into the 
voice of a community. (p. 15) 
 

Learning more about how collective discourses influence the lives of minority 

students who have usually been underserved in schools and about how they respond to 

these discourses will allow us to see spaces where these students have strong and positive 

understandings of themselves.  It is important to explore these encouraging 

understandings of ourselves since they are the ones that can help us survive and succeed 

in middle school classrooms and in doctoral programs as well. 
 



Appendix 

Methodology 

This research was a follow-up study of an ethnographic study that took place in a 

bilingual fifth-grade classroom in an elementary school located in a predominantly 

Mexican American community in East Austin. This initial study took place during the 

2001-2002 school year with the goal of understanding and learning how these Mexican 

origin bilingual children were using both languages in the classroom as well as their 

parents’ and their perceptions about the phenomena of bilingualism (e.g., the 

advantages/disadvantages that this status could bring along). After the first year study and 

publishing a paper about that first study, we decided to follow the children through their 

next school years.  During the 2002-2003 school year, the principal investigator and 

myself visited the children who were in sixth grade in the same school.  Five children had 

either moved or transferred to another school while the rest remained in Chavez 

Elementary school.  During the spring semester of that school year (February to May, 

2003), I interviewed the children one-on-one or with a couple of friends in Spanish about 

their language use, their literacy practices, and their cultural identities.  The principal 

investigator interviewed the same children in English and conducted observations in their 

classrooms. The data for this second year of the study have been analyzed and results will 

be published later on. 

My study became part of this longitudinal study and constituted the third year of 

the larger, longitudinal study by which we planed to follow the children as far as possible 

into their educational careers. I decided to follow some of the children who belonged to 

that original classroom for several reasons.  On one hand, it becomes essential to 

understand experiences across time to develop an understanding of change patterns that
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humans experience and engage in. Doing so also represented an opportunity to follow 

these children in a more in-depth fashion knowing about their past experiences and 

interpreting their present actions with some knowledge about what they have lived 

before. Furthermore,  I had established a certain degree of rapport with the children 

which had developed in a personal interest in the lives of these children.  Knowing the 

children also allowed me to enter their lives and interact with them in a less artificial 

way. This is not to say that I did not encounter challenges when I tried to get close to my 

participants to learn about their lives but knowing them and their families for a few years 

certainly made the process easier.    
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH APPROACH 

 I would like to discuss some of the concerns about research that as a doctoral 

student I have experienced during the last five years and that have important implications 

for the research that I conducted during this study.  I have always been very concerned 

and afraid of the possible essentializing nature of research.  For example, I am concerned 

about the decontextualized and mechanical methods involved in quantitative research.  I 

am concerned about how people can be described with numbers and one word categories 

such as “at-risk” or “ESL” and how these labels and numbers can be so determinant in 

people’s lives.   Although numbers and labels are present in many other instances of our 

lives and not only in quantitative research journals, being immersed in the educational 

field has allowed me to see how the use of labels and numbers in quantitative research 

can be so dangerous.  The implications of having a specific acronym such as ED 

(Emotionally Disturbed) attached to a student, for example, can be quite unfortunate.  

Qualitative research has become an alternative to quantitative research that tries to 

create a more holistic view of the phenomena being studied (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, 

& Allen, 1993; Glesne, 1999; Merriam, 1998).  In this paradigm, researchers discuss 
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methods that allow us to witness the whole phenomenon, the “whole cloth” (Erlandson et 

al., 1993).  With its emphasis on understanding and interpreting individuals’ meaning-

making actions and decisions, qualitative research has grown apart from numbers and 

immersed itself in narratives, stories, words.  However, words matter and writing is not 

an innocent practice (Denzin, 2000) since, like my colleague Brent Hasty has said, 

“words may not be less essentializing that numbers.”    

To learn about the language and literacy practices of Mexican-origin adolescents 

and how these pertained to identity enactments, I chose a qualitative research approach 

because I considered that such a methodology would allow me to understand the 

phenomenon in question better.  Furthermore, based on the theoretical assumptions on 

which I ground this study, I recognize that only a naturalistic inquiry with ethnographic 

touches would allow me to understand the reciprocal relationships between Mexican-

origin status, language and literacy practices, and identities (re)constructions. However, 

being aware of the non-innocent quality of qualitative research, I have done everything it 

was in my power to use qualitative research methods and forms of representation in the 

most respectful way possible.  I tried to respect the girls’ perspectives and their personas 

as much as possible by letting them talk as freely as possible and letting them be as self-

directed in their actions as possible.  As I spent time with them at home or at school, I 

tried to follow them and responded to their desires.  More than once, although it did not 

happen very often,  I left the school when I realized that my presence was making one of 

the adolescents uncomfortable. As I will elaborate later, reducing my sample from five to 

three adolescents was related to the fact that I did not want to make my participants feel 

uncomfortable about having a researcher following them around.  
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Case Study Approach 

This study followed a case study approach with multiple cases which has been 

referred to as multi-case or cross-case studies (Merriam, 1998) or collective case study 

(Stake, 2000) which utilized ethnographic methods.  Of the original 15 students that were 

part of the first study, I first chose five Latino adolescents, three girls and two boys, to 

become case studies. These students were in the second semester of their seventh grade in 

three different middle schools.  I intended for the data collection to take place from 

February to the end of April of 2004. However, I ended up collecting data until August of 

2004, although not as frequently as during the first three months, since I found that there 

was still a lot to be learned from my participants.  

I selected a multi-case study approach because getting to know better the lives of 

these adolescents allowed me to document individual outcomes and experiences that in 

turn provided insight into the phenomenon in which I am interested in: identity 

(re)formation through the use of language and literacy practices (Stake, 2000). Different 

from “descriptive case studies” which basically only describe the phenomenon or 

“evaluative case studies” (Merriam, 1998, p. 39) which involve judgment, I conducted 

interpretive case studies through which I gathered information “with the intent of 

analyzing and interpreting about the phenomenon” (p. 38).    

By focusing on only a small number of case studies, I was able to focus on depth 

and not breadth and allow three detailed, thick, deep, substantial stories surface from 

which we can learn about the language and literacy practices of Latino adolescents and 

the constant constructions and reconstructions of their identities.  According to Merriam 

citing Stake (1981), knowledge that we obtain from case studies is more concrete and 

contextual since case study researchers can increase both prepositional and experiential 

knowledge from case reports (Merriam, 1998).  Working from the theoretical assumption 
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that language and literacy practices and identities are all developed in practice, I was 

interested in obtaining vivid and concrete knowledge about the daily lived experiences of 

these adolescents from their perspectives.  On the point of view of the reader,  the 

researcher’s narrative of the case studies provides opportunities for “vicarious 

experience”  (Stake, 2000, p. 442) allowing the readers to assimilate actions and ideas as 

if they had lived and experienced themselves.  

Scholars interested in the case study approach (Merriam, 1998; Stake, 2000) 

consider the case study as a unit, a single entity, a bounded system with patterned 

behaviors and specificities. Following these theoretical constructions allowed me to 

consider each of these Mexican-origin adolescents as an identifiable One (Stake, 2000) 

with boundaries, specificities, and particular behavior patterns. And although we might 

“simultaneously carry on more than one case study, each case study is a concentrated 

inquiry into a single case” (Stake, 2000, p. 436).  Nevertheless, understanding each of 

them led me to  a better understanding of the phenomenon that is of interest.  It was not 

my intent to draw concluding generalizations about Latino and/or Mexican-origin 

adolescents as the result of this study since the issue of generalization in qualitative 

research requires attention to many other factors. However, the description and 

illustration of how a “phenomenon occurs in the circumstances of several exemplars can 

provide valuable and trustworthy knowledge” (Stake, 2000, p. 444) that provided us with 

insights about the issue of interest.    

Further, each of the adolescents became an ethnographic case study.  First, the 

case studies, as Nieto’s  case studies, represented a “sociocultural analysis of each of the 

students, all of whom are presented contextually within their cultural and social 

environment” (p. 12).   Each of the students participating in this study was considered 

within his/her socio-historical context and not isolated from it.  This socio-historical 
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context consisted principally of their school environment and some of the social spheres 

in which they participated outside of school.  Additionally, these were ethnographic case 

studies since I used ethnographic methods to collect and analyze data.  Ethnographic 

methods allowed me to get a better understanding of the students’ beliefs, motivations, 

behaviors, and experiences that shaped their lives at that particular moment in time.  I 

was able to have firsthand experience about these children’s lives that I used in my 

efforts to convey powerful descriptions of their lives.  

Participants 

Of the 17 children who participated in first study, I first chose five children as the 

sample for this study. These five students were at the time in the 2003-2004  school year 

of their seventh grade at three different middle schools in Austin, Texas.  I selected the 

five children utilizing a criterion-based sampling procedure (Merriam, 1998).  Stake  

emphasizes that the primary criterion for case selection is the potential or opportunity for 

learning: 

My choice would be to examine that case from which we feel we can learn the 
most. That may mean taking the one most accessible, the one we can spend the 
most time with.  (p. 446) 

These five students had the following characteristics that would help me learn the most 

about language and literacy practices in relation to Latino status and their construction 

and reconstruction of their identities: 

• Latino status:  These five children were Latino adolescents immersed or 

categorized within the Latino status living and attending public education in 

the U.S.  Four of these children were of Mexican origin children.  They were 

immigrant themselves who had come to the United States after being born in 

Mexico or born in this country from immigrant parents. The fifth adolescent’s 
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family was from El Salvador and he was born in the United States.  I knew 

that the lives of these children were mediated by two languages since most of 

the communication at home was done in Spanish and their “public life” was 

done in English. 

• Diversity: These adolescents were bilingual/biliterate to different degrees.  I 

purposefully chose children who were balanced bilinguals (they function 

almost equally in both languages as it was evidenced through previous 

conversations and observations that they did not struggle with either language) 

and children who were English or Spanish dominant or felt more comfortable 

with one of those languages and not with both. For example, Maricela and 

José were Spanish dominant while Esperanza and Leila’s Spanish and English 

skills were more equally developed.  Andrés was more English dominant. 

• Strong rapport: Even though I had interacted and spent time with all of the 17 

students before, I believed that the original five children that I chose were the 

ones who felt more comfortable with me (and I with them).  I had noticed that 

these students were more open to me, shared more things with me, were less 

shy in front of me, and, in general, seemed to be very happy and comfortable 

around me. Since I had worked with the students before, a certain level of 

rapport had been already established which compensated for the lack of  

“prolonged engagement” (Erlandson et al., 1993) or “intimate, long-term 

acquaintance” (Wolcott, 2002) needed in an ethnographic study.  The previous 

interactions with the students helped me establish a rapport with them that I 

thought was beneficial during the data collection.   

During the course of the research study I realized that even when I thought I had 

carefully selected the participants, they had ways to select (or not) themselves that I had 



 214

little control over.  In the case of Andrés, one of the two boys whom I had chosen, it 

became evident within the first week of the data collection that he felt very 

uncomfortable with me in his language arts classroom. While the other students 

approached me before and after classes to say hello or to tell me where I could sit, Andrés 

disappeared as fast as he could when his language arts class was over.  The boy who 

openly talked about different issues in the fifth grade was significantly more reserved as a 

seventh-grade student.  Perhaps the fact that he was only one of the two students from the 

original group who were attending that particular middle school affected the way he felt 

with me.  He also rejected my suggestions to sit with them during his lunch breaks, and 

he came up with excuses when I mentioned the possibility of visiting at home.  As I write 

this, I realized that it sounds very naïve to want to follow a seventh-grade boy to his 

lunch periods.  However, he had not reacted like this to me in the previous years and the 

other focal male student, José, always talked to me and did not mind my sitting down 

with him and his other male friends during lunch.  It was evident that Andrés, although he 

had read and signed the consent form by himself, had chosen himself out of the sample.  I 

respected his decision and continued with my research without his participation.   

I did collect data for the rest of the four selected students.  I have only reported on 

the three girls since having the same gender allowed me to have a more common basis for 

my analysis. 

Ethnographic Research Techniques 

As part of the ethnographic methods, I conducted pláticas (popular/informal 

conversations), ethnographic interviews, participant observation, and document and 

artifacts analysis (See Table 1 for a synthesized description of the methods utilized).  
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Pláticas (popular/informal conversations) 

To learn about the participants’ language and literacy practices and their relation 

to Latino status, identities’ constructions, and schooling experiences, I engaged in 

pláticas (popular/informal conversations) (Blea, 1995; Sherraden & Barrera, 1995) with 

the Mexican-origin adolescents.  These unstructured, informal, friendly conversations 

allowed me to incorporate patterns of communication that I considered were more 

familiar to and accepted by my participants and by myself as members of the Mexican 

and/or Latina/o community.   In his study about the oral and literacy practices in a 

transnational Mexicano community (1998),  Guerra illustrates how the Mexicano adults, 

their friends and their children who participated in his study engaged in casual 

conversations that many of them refer to as “echar plática” (to chat). In the figured world 

of Mexicano and other Latino families in the U.S., “echar plática,” to converse for hours 

about different issues, other people, gossip, and news, is a very common practice.  

Furthermore, my intuition and past experience as a Mexican national indicated that this a 

respectful and not very intrusive way to learn from the Latino adolescents and their 

families. I engaged in this kind of conversations with my four Latino participants as a 

way to incorporate familiar ways of knowing and being into the inquiry process.   

These pláticas took place both in school and out of school.  I was expecting to 

have lunch with each of them at least once a week since I believe that sharing food and 

company creates perfect opportunities for these pláticas.  Moreover, I had eaten lunch 

with the children before, and they were used to the idea that I could share their lunch time 

with them. When this happened, the focal student, his or her friends and I sat at the 

cafeteria or at a bench in the playground and talked about what was going in school, their 

different subjects and teachers, their use of language, etc.  
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 Although I was in each of the two different middle schools once a week, I did not 

have the chance to eat once a week with each of the participants.  Sometimes the 

participants had other activities (e.g. finish an assignment or stroll around the 

playground) that did not involve sitting down at the cafeteria and eat. For example, a few 

times Maricela decided not to eat but to spend lunch in the playground which made it 

difficult for me to find her.  Other times I just felt the need to leave my participants alone.  

This was clear with Esperanza when I just could sense that she preferred to eat lunch 

alone with her friends. Leila and José, on the other hand, always welcomed me to eat 

with them.  In this regard, I completely trusted my feelings regarding how close I could 

get to them as well as when and where. I also realized that although I was not able to each 

lunch with them every week, I was spending more time with them at their homes which  I 

believed compensated for  the fact that I did not eat lunch with them every single week.  

These pláticas also took place in out-of-school settings. At home, my presence 

and participation in the families’ events took place very smoothly.  Parents always 

greeted me happily, they warmly invited me into their homes, and they generally became 

part of the pláticas.  I tried through these pláticas to cover issues regarding their language 

preferences, language use, school experiences and lives as bilingual Latina/o individuals 

attending school in the United States. I generally began the plática  asking about a 

literacy practice that I had recently seen at school, for example, and asked the focal 

student to talk to me more about it.  I always allowed the conversation to flow in other 

directions if necessary after initiating the pláticas.  Through these informal conversations, 

I looked and paid attention to what they had to say about their languages, their literacies 

and their lives as bilingual adolescents.  I also listened and looked for expressions and 

interpretations of their ever changing identities as Mexican-origin adolescents and their 

perceptions on their school experiences. Generally, these pláticas were always cheerful 



 217

conversations in which we laughed and talked about boyfriends, husbands, children, 

food, diets, México, work, etc.   

Although these conversations generally took place at school or at the homes as I 

have explained, they also took place when I sometimes drove the students home after 

school or when we went to have something to eat at different restaurants.  I audiotaped 

most—but not all—of these pláticas and transcribed them. 

Ethnographic Iinterviews 

I also conducted semi-structured, open-ended interviews with both the adolescents 

and their parents.  With the adolescents, I conducted these interviews principally for two 

reasons.  First, I sought to learn through these interviews about specific issues that had 

not come up in the pláticas and that I believed were important and necessary for the 

study.  I also conducted these interviews with the participants to review and explore 

interpretations which I had reached throughout the research as a way to engage them in 

the research and analysis process.  By telling them about my interpretations of what I was 

seeing and listening to, I expected to engage them in collective negotiations of 

interpretations (Eder & Fingerson, 2003).  In this process, I started the interviews with a 

statement about something that I had observed during a class or at their place and I 

invited them to tell me their version of what that meant.  For example, in the case of 

Maricela, I started an interview at her house with a statement similar to the following:  “I 

observed today that you were quiet during the entire language arts class and I know that 

at home you talk a lot. What do you say about that?”  Maricela interpreted and analyzed 

that data from her perspective, and I used her interpretations and analysis together with 

mine. 

These interviews were done in natural contexts (Eder & Fingerson, 2003), 

familiar places like home or the playground and using familiar forms of communication.  



 218

I have always spoken Spanish with the students and, although I always gave them the 

choice to choose the language that they felt more comfortable with, I always conducted 

these interviews in Spanish following their personal choice.  I did not want to impose my 

language preference on them, and I was interested in learning about their language 

patterns.  As bilingual individuals, we used English once in a while during our 

conversations (code switching) but our main form of communication was always 

Spanish.  The interviews were also audio tape-recorded and transcribed.   

A practice that I had done after some interviews with these students in the past 

year was to ask them if they wanted to ask me some questions and I did this with the 

focal students during this research as well.  I invited them to take the interviewer role and 

ask me questions.  They had the right to be “nosy” as well. And they did.  They had 

questions for me and were not shy about asking them.  I engaged in self-disclosure 

procedures with the adolescents during these interviews and pláticas since the ways I 

conceived these research techniques were as conversations among friends in which both 

parties expose something about themselves. For me there was no other way to do it. It 

was interesting to realize that I chose not to share some of the things that they asked me 

and I am sure that they also decided not to share everything with me no matter how 

politely or friendly I asked. Esperanza smiled at me and nodded when I asked her if she, 

like the other two focal girls, was interested in a boy. However, she never told me a name 

or even hinted about his identity but acknowledged the possibility of she being interested 

in a boy.  By the same token, I resisted to go into in-depth explanations of why a 35-year-

old Mexican woman was single and lived by herself. I said no to some things and I am 

sure they said no to some things as well. Fair enough. 

Except for Andrés, the rest of the focal students seemed happy when we spent 

time together as their jokes and their laughs indicated me.  However, none of the four 
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adolescents were chatter boxes and, sometimes, it would take a few minutes for them to 

warm up to me.  They were very respectful of me as an adult. For example, Maricela 

seldom used the informal “tu” when addressing to me but always used “usted.”     

Although the objective of this study was to represent the students’ voices and the 

subjectivities that they were expressing at the time, I also conducted ethnographic 

interviews with the parents of my participants.  I interviewed them to learn about the 

language and literacy practices of the children and the family, their expectations for their 

children, and their views on their families’ language use.  I also looked for their 

perceptions on their lives and their children’s lives being immersed in two languages and 

looked for their perceptions and interpretations of the status as Latino that they enjoyed in 

this country.  Finally, I also looked for their insights and observations about their 

children’s schooling experiences. 

I planned to interview the parents twice but I only interviewed the parents 

formally once.  Since the parents were often part of our pláticas, I learned through these a 

lot of what they thought about their children’s bilingual skills and status and their 

expectations for the future.  These parent interviews were also open-ended, audio taped 

recorded, and transcribed in the case of three of the parents.  Leila’s mother refused to be 

audiotaped and I wrote notes of her interview instead. Even though I sought to interview 

both father and mother, I interviewed only the mothers since the fathers were not present 

at the time.  Fortunately, fathers were sometimes present in our informal pláticas. 

Participant Observations: Home and School Visits 

I also engaged in participant observations both at home and at school.  Similarly 

to other studies that focus on adolescents’ language and literacy practices (Cherland, 

1994; Finders, 1997; McCarthey, 1998; Moje, 2000; Myers, 1992), participant 

observations represent an effective way to document and analyze the participants’ 
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language and literacy practices in relationship to larger social contexts and discourses and 

the (re)formation of their identities.  I wanted to study and analyze the adolescents’ 

literacy practices by documenting to the extent possible “who was present and where, 

when, and for whom such events occurred” (Finders, 1997, p. 3) both at home and at 

school.   

School visits. The original five adolescents were students in three different 

schools.  When Andrés was not part of the group anymore, the number of schools that I 

visited was reduced to two. Maricela, Esperanza, and José were students at Moore Middle 

School and Leila was a seventh grader at Johnson Middle School. During the last four 

months of the school year, from February to May of 2004, I visited Leila every Monday 

from 9:30 to 11:15 am during her language arts class.  I then waited in the library or left 

the school for some time and came back and had lunch with her from 12:00 to 12:30.  

Leila was absent quite often, at least four times towards the end of the semester, which 

impeded my observations of her in her Spanish classes.  I only observed her in three of 

her Spanish classes since, when I got permission to visit her in her Spanish class, the 

semester was almost over and she was absent most of the times I tried to visit her there. 

Maricela, Esperanza, and José were students at Moore Middle School.   As an 

honors student, Esperanza had a different schedule than Maricela and José who were 

regular track students and shared the same schedule.  I visited Esperanza every 

Wednesday first at her language arts class, from 10:03 to 10:52, and later on, from 10:52 

to 11:39 in her Spanish class.  Most of the times, I stayed with her during her lunch 

period that ran from 11:39 to 12:09. 

Regarding Maricela and José, I visited them on Thursdays and/or Fridays from 

10:47 to 11:39 during their language arts and then stayed with them during lunch, from 
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11:39 to 12:09. Later on during the research, I returned to Moore Middle School at 2:45 

to visit them in their Spanish class.   

I originally intended to observe the focal students only in their language arts class 

since I did not have a lot of time during the mornings to collect data because I was 

working part time at the university. As the research progressed and as a result of 

examining the data that I was collecting, I realized that it was very important to me to 

learn about what these youngsters were doing in their Spanish classes.  Since they were 

bilingual individuals, I realized that seeing how they were using their Spanish skills in 

their Spanish classes was key to learning more about their language and literacy 

practices. Most importantly, I sought to find out if there were differences in the ways the 

students used their language and literacy skills and if they were enacting different 

positionings in a class in which their native language was the main tool for instruction. I 

had to write an amendment to my Human Subjects research protocol and wait for the 

authorization which came at the end of March. 

Observations in their Language arts and Spanish classes were not necessarily 

participant observations as I did not participate in any active way during the class except 

for a few occasional comments to one of the focal students.  I recognize that simply my 

presence in the classroom was a way of participating (Van Maanen, 1988) since sitting 

among them taking notes definitely had some kind of impact on both the focal and non-

focal students. Three of the teachers (Ms. Donovan, Ms. Jones, and Ms. Stoneware) 

allowed  me to introduce myself to the classes when I began the observations.  I told the 

students that I was working on a paper for my final studies at the university and that I had 

been friends with the focal students for two years.  I worried that singling out the focal 

students was going to be a negative issue, but nothing negative seemed to happen as a 

result of this.  
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Students did not seem to mind my presence and most of the time ignored me both 

at Moore and at Johnson. Further, being Hispanic and short, I did not look much different 

than many of the students at Moore.  Once in Ms. Zuna’s classroom a student passing out 

worksheets and workbooks gave me one set.  I had to tell him that I was not a student to 

which he rapidly took the papers from my desk.  During my time in their classes and in 

their lunch periods, students did not ask me or their teachers questions about me. They 

only time I was interrogated about my presence in a classroom was when I shadowed 

Leila for a whole day and I sat in her Magnet classes which were heavily populated by 

White, middle class students.  They were the only ones who asked what was I doing 

there.  My answer was, “I am writing a book about Leila.”    

Home visits. I originally planned to visit the focal students at home once every 

two weeks, either in the afternoons or during the weekends.  I ended up visiting them 

more often since I sometimes drove them home and stayed there for a while or I was 

invited to parties, younger siblings’ music festivals at the elementary school, etc.  These 

visits were closer to what we understand as “participant observation” since I participated 

according to the situation and I was not simply observing when I visited my participants 

and their families at their homes.  The focal students’ parents always welcomed me to 

their houses, and offered me something to eat or drink.  We laughed together about funny 

situations (Maricela, her mother, myself laughed uncontrollably for about 10 minutes 

when I fell all the way to the sidewalk when we were chatting outside their house), and 

we also nostalgically talked about Mexico. I helped cooking, I helped translating on some 

occasions, I helped making important phone calls, I brought medicines from Mexico, etc.  

These people definitely became my friends and these visits became more “hanging out” 

experiences with my participants and their families than formal research visits.  I 

sometimes audiotaped the pláticas that had taken place during these home visits. On my 
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way home from the visits, I audiorecorded what we had done and my feelings and 

observations and then wrote ethnographic field notes and memos (Emerson, Fretz, & 

Shaw, 1995) after the visit.  

These visits allowed me to engage my participants and their families in pláticas, 

as it was mentioned before, but also allowed me to look at the language and literacy 

practices of my participants within their out-of-school contexts.  Moreover, in my efforts 

not to analyze those events only from my perspective, I continually sought my 

participants’ point of view by asking them to comment on their literacy practices, the 

context, the rationale behind these, among other things.  

These home and school visits guided me in the questions that I asked the focal 

students during the interviews. As I saw the focal students interact with family relatives 

and engage in different language and literacy practices, the questions that I asked them 

during our pláticas and during the interviews took shape. 

Document and Artifacts Analysis 

Although the focus of the study was not a discourse analysis of the written texts 

produced by the children, I examined some of the written products of the students.  I was 

specially interested in those written texts that reflected in a concrete way the “alternative 

literacy practices” of Latino bilingual adolescents.  Similar to Moje (2000) and Finders 

(1996) who analyzed the notes and the graffiti produced by their participants, I tried to 

analyze some notes or written texts that reflected the two languages by which they 

mediated their lives.  These literacy products provided me with information about their 

literacy skills and practices and how they were shaped by the Latino status in which these 

children live.  These literacy products also had relevant information of how these children 

were forming and reforming their identities through their literacy practices similar to 

other studies in which adolescents used written products to place themselves in specific 
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positions in the world.  I obtained school work from Maricela, Esperanza, and José but 

not much from Leila. Leila turned in her work to her teacher immediately after she 

finished.  These were mainly essays or worksheets.  When I was not able to keep them 

because teachers needed them, I was sometimes able to photocopy the work. As I have 

explained elsewhere, Maricela and her best friend Karina shared their letters with me.  

Leila showed me some of the few letters that she had written to some of her male love 

interests.  Esperanza did not share with me the few letters that she exchanged on rare 

occasions with her friends.  

Data Analysis 

In qualitative research, the researcher is the primary data-gathering and 

interpretative instrument (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  As such, I brought specific lenses to 

the analysis process that were based on the theoretical assumptions that were utilized to 

frame the study.  In this case, the analysis was based on the concept of language and 

literacy as social, context-embedded, purposeful practices.  Furthermore, other lenses that 

were related to my position as a doctoral candidate, a foreign student, bilingual woman of 

Mexican origin, etc., were also present in the analysis and interpretation process.  I 

acknowledge that the analysis of my data and the written presentation of it is my 

construction of the phenomenon and has no universal power. 

Although data analysis occurred throughout this research project beginning at the 

first instances of data collection, the formal analysis data began in September of 2004.  I 

followed a grounded theory methodology (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) that allowed me to 

engage in inductive analysis and interpretation of the data.  Interviews and pláticas 

transcripts, field notes from the observations at home and school, and written products 

were analyzed both for content, for language patterns (e.g. which language are they 

using, how they switched back and forth from English to Spanish or vice versa), and for 
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actions (what is it that the students accomplished by engaging in certain language and 

literacy practices). Below is the analytic procedure I followed. 

With the interview and fieldnotes, I created a transcription format that printed the 

text of the interview or fieldnote on one side of the page with ample space for comments 

and notes on the other side of the page. Once I had the transcripts and fieldnotes printed 

in such way, I read twice over each set of transcripts for the focal students and made 

notes in the margin about their language and literacy, the activities that they engaged in 

as part of Mexican origin families, the ways they were identifying themselves, what 

seemed important to them, etc.    

Through reading and writing notes on the interview transcripts and fieldnotes I 

looked for emerging themes and categories of analysis.  After this, I decided to create a 

visual display of the data through which I could see how I was categorizing my data 

under different themes. These visual displays consisted of a word document in which I 

wrote the different categories or themes and all the samples of the data that exemplified 

this category or theme. These visual displays (which looked very much like an outline) 

categorized data in two different ways.  First, I recognized themes in each of the focal 

students that were not necessarily represented by my research questions but were themes 

that had come out in the data over and over again. For example, in the case of Leila the 

main themes that came from the data were her awareness of race conflicts, her sense of 

herself as a woman, and the importance of family and family events.  As I studied these 

outlines, it became clear that some of what I initially considered categories were really 

smaller units of analysis that belonged under broader category headings.  For example, in 

Leila’s case, I had first categorized her awareness of her Mexican-ness as a broad 

category but later realized that in fact this was some kind of subcategory of a broader 

category that reflected how Leila was aware of racail conflicts and differences.  
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I also used the research questions to analyze my data.  Since I was looking at the 

language and literacy practices of these students, I categorized the data according to the 

literacy events and practices that took place at home and at a school, both school and 

non-school sanctioned. The visual display of this analysis consisted of lists of “unofficial 

literacy practices,” “official literacy practices,” and “home literacy practices,”  for 

example. Under each of these categories, I wrote the data that told me about the different 

types of practices. 

The data for each of the students was analyzed separately to interpret each of the 

participants’ story in a within-case analysis (Merriam, 1998).  After this first phase of 

analysis, I engaged in a cross-case analysis seeking to build abstractions across cases 

(Merriam, 1998).   

Member Checking 

I was constantly talking to my focal students about the interpretations that I was 

coming up with as I spent time with them.  When I visited at their places, we usually 

talked about what had happened at school, if I had been there earlier that day or that 

week, and what those school experiences meant to them and to me.  When we drove to a 

restaurant or to get snowcones, I asked them about their parents and their siblings. 

However, after I had written each of the case studies, I visited the focal students to 

conduct member checking.  I sat with each of the girls and we played a “game.”  The 

game consisted of me saying different statements about the focal girl and her life and 

they telling me if those statements were true or false. Some of my statements were false 

statements about them and I expected them to correct me. When I told Leila that she 

would love to have a White boyfriend, she opened her eyes widely, smiled subtly and, 

realizing that I had done it on purpose, said no with her face.  
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The participants knew I was writing a big final paper (similar to a book), and I 

always urged them to tell me about one thing that they wanted to be there in the book 

about them.  They agreed with what I told them that I was telling about each of them and 

did not want to add anything else.  It was clear that they saw me as the more 

knowledgeable one and maybe I had failed to make sure that they felt confident in what 

they had to say about themselves. 

Reciprocity 

In qualitative research the boundaries between the researcher and the researched 

are often blurry (Olesen, 2000) as there is an interactive relationship between the two.  It 

is impossible for the researcher not to have an impact on the people and context on which 

he/she is conducting research (Erlandson et al, 1993), especially if we consider the 

researcher’s more powerful positions when conducting research (Scheurich, 1997). 

Reciprocity involves thinking about this interactive relationship as well as the benefits 

that the participants will get from the research process.  The researcher may get tenure, a 

degree, and a conscious decision needs to be made about what the participants will get.  

Although this was not action-oriented research, I expected that by allowing these children 

to talk about their languages and literacy practices, and their racial and ethnic identities in 

nonjudgmental and confidential terms, the children (and definitely myself as well) were 

able to develop a finer awareness of our lives as Latina/o individuals in the United States 

and what that meant in our lives.  I am not sure how much of this was accomplished, and 

I am not really sure how much I have given back to the adolescents who allowed me to be 

in their lives for close to six months.   I have stayed in touch with them, although not as 

often as I would have liked.  Other professional obligations and the writing of this 

dissertation have kept me saturated with work. Nevertheless, I have tried to see them 

when they have looked for me.  For example, one of the student’s mother called me in 
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September asking me to take her and her mother-in-law to visit José at school to celebrate 

his birthday.  Maricela called me a year after the end of the data collection to invite me to 

her  quince años party. Although I was not able to attend, I took her out to dinner one of 

the following days to celebrate and see how things were doing. 

Methods of Representation 

Human experience is vastly richer than scholars can ever hope to capture in cages 
of words.  As a result, every attempt to describe simplifies. Focusing on some 
aspects of the world always casts others into shadow (Schutz, 2005, p. 17). 

As I wrote the final report of this dissertation, I always had questions about if I 

was “getting it right.” I often felt that there were not enough words nor enough time to 

tell about the complex and sophisticated lives and the language and literacy practices of 

these students. I acknowledge that the words that you are reading now are just my humble 

attempt to make a story that was not evident, visible.  

Further, I was also concerned about the issue of speaking for/about others:  Who 

can speak for/about whom? Alcoff (1991/1992) asserts that speaking for others is born of 

a desire to privilege oneself as the one who more correctly understands another’s 

situation. Did I as a “minority” researcher have more right to speak for/about my 

“minority” participants?  Or did I as a middle-class, foreign researcher have less right to 

speak for/about my working class, U. S.-resident participants?  I believe that there is no 

correct answer to any of those questions.  I interpreted each student’s story from what 

they told me, what they shared with me, and what they did around me.  I asked them to 

explain and elaborate on what they did, what they read, what they wrote, what they did 

with language. Many times, I followed my intuition as a Mexican woman living in a 

foreign country, and I tried to be careful about the assumptions that I held as a middle-

class Mexican woman about members of the working class.  Although I tried to tell the 

story form the insider’s perspective, this narrative was filtered through my belief systems 
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and my ways of seeing the world.  I recognize and acknowledge my positioned identity, 

my partial perspective, and my shared presence in the world that I am interpreting and 

describing (Narayan, 1993).    

Another important issue that became important during this research was my 

position as a partial cultural insider to the Latino group in the U.S.   As many Third 

World and researchers of color are receiving their research training in universities in this 

country and conducting research with minorities groups, the issue of being an insider or 

an outsider to the group being researched has become an important one.  It is important to 

understand that minority researchers who conduct research among participants who 

belong to the researcher’s same ethnic group are not “complete members” (Adler & 

Adler, 1987), although simplistic views on the issue might claim that your ethnicity is 

enough to make you a complete member when in reality there are many other factors that 

define the situation (Narayan, 1993; Smith, 1999).  Recent discussions on the issue based 

on feminist theories have unveiled the complexity inherent to either status and have 

acknowledged that the boundaries between these status are not clearly delineated (Behar, 

1993; Ladson-Billings, 2000; Merriam et al., 2001; Narayan, 1993; Smith, 1999; 

Villenas, 1996).  For example, group membership is not bounded, fixed, or clear-cut: the 

categories we use to describe also delimit (Ladson-Billings, 2000).  Furthermore, factors 

such as class, education, gender, sexual orientation, etc. may outweigh at different times 

the cultural identity that we associate with insider or outsider status, specially in the real 

world of data collection where different positions and identities may be taken by or given 

to the minority researcher within the minority group where he or she is conducting 

research (Narayan, 1993).  

These outsider or insider positions are highly contextualized, and situation-, 

position-, and time-linked.  During this research I understood myself to be partially 
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insider and partially outsider to the families and groups of my participants.  My  position 

as a Mexican national and a native speaker of Spanish definitely allowed me to gain entry 

into my participants’ worlds and establish a stronger rapport.  These positions, along with 

sensitivity to cultural norms and an ability to engage in cultural relevant practices 

(Madriz, 2000; Zentella, 1997), allowed me to stay at their places longer and made the 

visits a more casual affair, for example. As foreigners, we shared the vision of being in a 

different country that was not our country and where things were done differently.  I 

clearly  remember when Esperanza, her mother, and myself were talking about pets and 

animals and the conversation switched to animals in the U.S. and how there were animal 

cops who could arrest people if they hurt animals.  The three of us immediately laughed 

without saying much more because as Mexicans we believed that having “animal cops” 

was something totally out of our realities in our Third World country. 

However, I was also aware that I was also partially an outsider since my positions 

as a doctoral student and researcher, and my middle-class status in Mexico represented 

important differences between myself and my participants.  I had come to this country 

with a student visa and some of my participants had no papers.  I was also a single 35-

year-old woman with no children.  Oralia (Maricela’s mother), Zoyla (Leila’s mother), 

and José’s mother were all my age and had at least three children.  These were important 

differences that perhaps affected the research in ways that I never noticed.  I tried to keep 

in mind that even if we can blend in within a specific human group without the mission 

of doing fieldwork, the very nature of researching what they take for granted can create 

an uneasy and dangerous distance (Narayan, 1993). 
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