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Abstract 

 
 Bilingual elementary teachers: Examining pedagogical literacy 

practices 

Irene Valles Garza, Ph. D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2014 

 

Supervisors:  María Fránquiz, Cinthia Salinas 

 
This study is significant because U.S. schools are continuously being transformed 

due to the increasing numbers of linguistically and culturally diverse students, in 

particular Latina/o youths.  Therefore, this qualitative dissertation study explored and 

described ways three Latina Tejana Maestras utilized Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 

(CRP) during literacy learning as they integrated students’ knowledge about their social 

and cultural environment, including their native language repertoire, while developing 

and implementing instruction.  

This study used sociocultural and borderlands theoretical construct to explore and 

describe ways the Maestras enacted and sustained CRP during literacy events.  The 

sociocultural perspective is a fitting lens because it takes into account how knowledge is 

constructed in and through social interaction. Borderlands is also a fitting lens because it 

takes into account the Tejana Maestras borderlands identity of straddling simultaneous 

worlds — two languages, two cultures. Sociocultural theory and Borderlands theoretical 
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lenses were complemented by CRP, a teaching approach that not only fits the school 

culture to the students’ culture, but uses the students’ culture as the basis for students to 

understand themselves and guiding them to becoming academically successful.  

The two questions used to guide this dissertation were: What culturally responsive 

pedagogical knowledge and practices do Tejana Maestras enact in bilingual classrooms?  

Second: How do Tejana Maestras acquire knowledge about the culture, language, and 

background experience of their students when planning and implementing instruction?   

 The research revealed three themes, a) the presence of Building a Bilingual 

Classroom Community (BBCC) that was continuously evolving, and seamlessly 

functioning, as a system was clearly evident in each of the three classrooms, b) the 

Tejana Maestras notion of agents of change that guided their pedagogical literacy 

practices, and c) the notion of centering Mexican American students’ values, beliefs, and 

norms into the pedagogy and curriculum responsive to emergent bilinguals was 

recognizable. 

Six findings developed from the data; a) Tejana Maestras foster cultural 

awareness, b) embrace Latina/o bilingualism, c) employ a menu of culturally responsive 

literacy practices, d) learn from their students e) are conscious of their identity, and f) 

teaching philosophy. Due to U.S. schools being transformed by the increasing numbers of 

linguistically and culturally diverse students, the study demonstrated that it is important 

to conduct research about Tejana Maestras to learn the ways they are effectively meeting 

the needs of bilingual students by using CRP to promote academic success.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 
The intricate relationship between teachers 

and students centers around the decisions made regarding the type 

of instruction, the choices of curriculum, the methods of delivery of 

knowledge, and the way that students 

are challenged to think… (Delgado Gaitán, 2006, p. 3) 

 
This dissertation study traced the pedagogical practices of three Tejana Maestras 

who integrated Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP) during literacy practices in 

elementary bilingual classrooms as a mediating tool to bridge students’ culture, language, 

and experiences with the standard curriculum. Sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978) and 

Borderlands theory were used as the overarching theoretical lens to analyze ways CRP 

can bridge students’ language, culture, and background knowledge effectively within the 

standard school curriculum in Texas.  

 
Background 
 
Problem Statement 

Students from linguistically and culturally diverse backgrounds are transforming 

the enrollment in public classrooms (Crawford, 2004; García, 2005; Minaya-Rowe, 

2004).  A large percentage of the designated emergent bilingual1 students come from a 

                                                
1 English Language Learner (ELL) and Limited English Proficient (LEP) are terms used to identify 
students who speak another language, are not proficient in English, and are acquiring English in school. 
The terms will only be used when citing official documents such as government, state, and other policy 
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variety of socioeconomic and ethnic backgrounds (Oliveira & Athanases, 2007).  Many 

of these children are less productive in school due to incongruences between the language 

and culture of school and their home-based linguistic and cultural practices (Gee, 2008; 

Perry, 2003).  This incompatibility between school and home can lead to poor academic 

successes in which students do not attain mastery in required domains.  

Major demographic changes in the past 25 years have dramatically diversified the 

American schools.  This increase in diversity has been primarily led by a Latino 

population, the nation’s largest minority group, making up 16.5% or more than 50 million 

of the total U.S. population (Fry & Lopez, 2012). Scholars report “Latinos2 are the 

largest, youngest, and fastest growing minority group in the country” (García, Wiese, & 

Cuéllar, 2011 p. 143).  More specifically, Latinos as a group have increased from 12.5% 

in 2000 to 16.3% in 2010 (Humes, Jones, & Ramirez, 2011).  The trend continues with 

the Latino population reflecting a continuing upward trend (Fry & Lopez).  In 2011, for 

the first time, Latinos made up nearly one-quarter of the nation’s public school 

enrollment, up from 19.9% in 2005 (Fry & Lopez).  A milestone was also reached, with 

one-in-four elementary school students, or 24.7% school enrollment, recorded as Latino. 

Thus, the number of school-age children (children ages 5–17 years) who spoke a 

language other than English at home rose from 4.7 to 11.2 million between 1980 and 

2009, or from 10% to 21%, as reported by the National Center of Education Statistics 

(NCES, 2012). A fraction of emergent bilingual students are in bilingual classroom 

                                                                                                                                            
entities. I will use the term emergent bilingual, which denotes an additive perspective to learning in and 
through two languages. For further information on this term see: García & Kleifgen, 2010; Reyes, 2006; 
Soltero-González, Escamilla & Hopewell, 2010. 
2 I will use the term Latino or Hispanic when citing direct quotes or government documents. 
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setting, thus, there is a language loss (Wong-Fillmore, 1991). Therefore, effective 

bilingual curriculum to foster academic success for emergent bilinguals is critical.  This 

dissertation study documented ways three Tejana Maestras integrated CRP into the 

standard curriculum while capitalizing on students’ knowledge to conceptualize new 

learning.  

For students in mainstream classrooms this process of learning new knowledge 

may be easier, because they may be familiar with the language and culture of the 

American schooling system.  Thus, for the most part, the U.S. school system continues to 

reproduce the norms of the White middle class (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977).  The 

increasing linguistic and ethnic composition in U.S. classrooms demands innovative and 

culturally responsive methods meeting the needs of all children.  

Research has shown that CRP does positively impact the overall academic 

achievement of emergent bilingual students (García & Kleifgen, 2010; Pérez, 2004; 

Soltero-González, Escamilla, & Hopewell, 2010).  However, the literature on Latina/o 

teachers utilizing CRP is scant.  This dissertation sought to provide firsthand accounts of 

three Tejana Maestras who implemented CRP during literacy practices in order to add to 

the scant scholarship on bilingual teachers using this approach with emergent bilingual 

students.  The overall significance of this study was to identify successful teaching and 

learning practices in elementary bilingual classrooms.  

Many scholars advocate for instructional approaches, such as CRP that take into 

account the linguistic and cultural assets students bring into the classroom (Darling-

Hammond & Bransford, 2005; Gay &Kirkland, 2003; Howard, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 
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1992, 1995a, 1995b; Villegas & Lucas, 2002a, 2002b). Research literature has 

highlighted positive results when the lived experiences and linguistic repertoires of 

students of color are integrated into the curriculum and pedagogy (Heath, 1983; Ladson-

Billings, 1992, 1995a, 1995b; Pérez, 2004).  

One research study in which teachers use culturally relevant children’s literature 

for emergent Latino bilinguals is Fránquiz’s (2010) case study in Central Texas. In this 

study, fifth-grade bilingual students from two different classrooms engaged with and 

responded to two children’s stories written by Gloria Anzaldúa3.  Fránquiz presents 

portraits of teachers and students who are interested in making schools and literacy 

instruction more responsive to bilingual, bicultural, and biliterate learning.  One of the 

main foci is on “what they [teachers] actually do in educational settings with their 

students’ linguistic and cultural resources to foster conocimiento”4 (p. 94), a way of 

knowing and acting derived from all the senses (Anzaldúa, 2002; Lara, 2005).  Fránquiz 

argues, “Both stories offer powerful themes for teachers drawing out ‘funds of 

knowledge’ regarding students’ lived experiences and those of their parents...” (p. 97) To 

further exemplify, one teacher asked students to bring actual hierbas (herbs) from home. 

The requested item bridged the funds of knowledge from home with the required science 

                                                
3 The two books written by Anzaldúa’s that were used are: Amigos del otro lado (Friends form the Other 
Side), published in 1993 and Prietita and la llorona (Prietita and the Ghost Woman), published in 1995. 
The two books were chosen because they provide relevant cultural sources regarding life along the 
US/Mexico border. 
4 Conocimiento is a theoretical construct Gloria Anzaldúa used in order to explain subversive knowledge 
systems that challenge the status quote (Anzaldúa & Keating, 2002). She defined conocimiento into seven 
stages. For a more detailed discussion see: Anzaldúa, 1999, 2002; Anzaldúa and Keating, 2002; Keating, 
2005; Lara, 2005. 
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curriculum. This study is highlighted to provide a lens into the ways teachers implement 

CRP. 

In another study, Campano (2007) rethought curriculum to include children’s 

lives. Campano utilizes various literacy strategies tapping into students’ cultural 

traditions and life experiences. Compano proves his point with a student, Carmen, who 

failed in the regular academic curriculum. Once she was provided with the opportunities 

to incorporate her rich cultural identity and life experiences into her formal schooling, 

successes became evident.  In applying personal experiences and identities, students, like 

Carmen, performed at higher academic levels.  

These two notable studies are a glimpse of those teachers using students’ culture 

and background knowledge to foster academic success and complement solidly the quote 

at the beginning of the present chapter in which “instruction, curriculum, and knowledge” 

impact student learning. By implementing CRP into the standard curriculum, emergent 

bilingual students’ culture, language, and background knowledge become mediums for 

academic success.  

Children in a literate society have various language and literacy experiences 

within their cultures (García, 1994, 2005; González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Heath, 

1983). In addition, there is agreement among theorists that social contexts play a major 

part in the success of linguistically and culturally different students (Delgado-Gaitán & 

Trueba, 1991). 

These studies further suggested that with the increase of the numbers of culturally 

and linguistic diverse students in elementary school, it is important for teachers to 
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integrate students’ home literacy and language registers into pedagogical practices. 

Amidst fourteen years of teaching emergent bilingual students in Central Texas it became 

imperative to explore instructional practices that promote academic successes of these 

students.  

 
Professional Journey 

Since the beginning of my teaching career in the spring of 1995, I have developed a 

proficiency in teaching emergent bilingual students. Through teaching and professional 

development, I have learned that emergent bilinguals often encounter a “High-Affective 

filter” impeding their comprehension of classroom materials, routines, and second 

language acquisition (Krashen & Terrell, 1983). According to Krashen, the Affective 

Filter hypothesis embodies psychological and attitudinal factors: anxiety, motivation, and 

self-confidence. These factors can interrupt the functioning in second language learning 

(Crawford, 2004). A ‘high-affective filter’ is present in students having inadequate 

motivation, low self-esteem, and lacking in self-confidence. These elements reduce the 

amount of comprehensible input (Crawford, 2004). Ultimately, this led me to search for 

ways to accelerate student academic learning that used CRP for literacy learning.  

In developing my bilingual pedagogy, “Funds of Knowledge” (González et al., 

2005; Moll & González, 2004b) was integrated in my teaching and the approach 

complemented the mandated Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) which also 

contained resources and materials that were pertinent to the students; own background 

experiences. I built new knowledge on their “funds of knowledge”—the skills and 

knowledge, practices, which was innate from their homes and communities (González et 
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al.) utilizing their experiences contextualized whatever new skill, knowledge, or concept 

was presented.  In language arts, for example, texts used were linguistically and culturally 

relevant to the children’s lives. A classroom ‘must’ is the work of Alma Flor Ada and 

Francisca Isabel Camboy’s Érase que se era (1995), a collection of stories written by 

teachers, parents, and students in Spanish. The stories contained in the collection afford 

emergent bilinguals opportunities to actively engage in constructing meaning as they can 

relate to the various cultural themes found in the text, such as family and community.  

Thus, the integration of resources and materials that were linguistically and culturally 

relevant to emergent bilingual students led me to focus on pursuing further evidence of 

how other teachers implement and utilize CRP during literacy practices.  

 
Statement of Purpose 

This study explored the ways three Latina Tejana Maestras used CRP, while 

integrating students’ experiences and backgrounds in literacy learning. Bilingual teachers 

should and must utilize knowledge about the cultural, social, and language repertoire of 

their students whenever they are planning and implementing instruction (Darling-

Hammond & Bransford, 2005). The “sociocultural and a borderlands” theories were used 

as a guiding framework to examine CRP as executed in three bilingual classrooms.  

Much of the research on CRP has been on preparing teachers to become effective 

teachers in the delivery of dynamic literacy instruction (Jupp, 2004; Pérez, 2004; Villegas 

& Lucas, 2002a). As an instructional approach, CRP takes into account the linguistic and 

cultural tools that diverse students bring into the classroom. Given that elementary 

classrooms are being transformed by the increasing presence of a Latina/o student 
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population, these students it would seem logical, if not urgent, that their academic needs 

be met (García, 1994; Pérez, 2004). Furthermore, it would be beneficial for teacher 

professional development programs to focus on developing and sustaining the principles 

of culturally relevant teaching  (Gay & Kirkland, 2003; Howard, 2003; Villegas & Lucas, 

2002a, 2002b). 

This dissertation study sought to explore and describe how three Tejana Maestras, 

of Latina background, grew up and were socialized in the borderlands, recognizing the 

high need to use CRP in literacy learning. I was interested in studying how these Tejana 

Maestras used their students’ knowledge and experiences from their sociocultural 

environment to implement the curriculum. A sociocultural learning and borderlands 

theoretical framework afforded me the opportunity to examine culturally responsive 

teaching in the making.  

Given that American school culture normalizes the norms, values, and beliefs of 

middle-class White students, often, emergent bilingual students from working-class 

homes are marginalized. By integrating a CRP approach that is responsive to all kids and 

the standard curriculum, academic success becomes highly attainable. Figure 1.1, below, 

the graphic organizer highlights a sociocultural theory as the overarching lens in this 

research dissertation and underscores how the ‘borderlands’ influence elementary Tejana 

Maestras teacher’s instruction. Clearly, there is no one-way learning process. The 

different components of the learning system influence each other as demonstrated by the 

directional arrows in the figure. The bidirectional arrows make visible how the social 
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learning practices and subject matter influence each other when incorporating CRP in 

literacy practices.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 1.1 A Sociocultural1 Borderlands 1  CRP Relationship integrated in elementary  
        bilingual classrooms. 
 
 
Research Questions 

 The two central questions guiding this qualitative study are both theoretical and 

pedagogical notions of investigating how three Tejana Maestras implemented CRP 

making it relevant and responsive to elementary emergent bilingual students.   
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1.) What culturally responsive pedagogical knowledge and practices do the Tejana 

Maestras enact in bilingual classrooms?  

2.)  How do the Tejana Maestras acquire knowledge about the culture, language, and 

background experience of their students when planning and implementing 

instruction? 

This qualitative research investigation sought to probe how the Tejana Maestras used 

CRP, as they integrated student’s lived experiences and backgrounds to create 

meaningful classroom activities (e.g., Ladson-Billings, 1992; Villegas & Lucas, 2002a). 

 
Significance of the Study 
 

This study has contributed to limited literature on Latina/o teachers’ use of CRP. 

Research has demonstrated that CRP does positively impact the language and literacy 

development of emergent bilingual students (García & Kleifgen, 2010; Pérez, 2004; 

Soltero-González et al., 2010). Per contra, the literature on bilingual teachers utilizing 

CRP is insufficient. Research needs to be centered on teachers of color, acknowledging 

their frame of references (Adair, Tobin, & Arzubiaga, 2012). The overall significance of 

this dissertation has been to identify successful teaching and learning practices in 

elementary bilingual classrooms.  

Meeting the needs of a rapidly growing school population is challenging. 

Nevertheless, an assumption for this dissertation is that every student should be provided 

with access to an education that acknowledges and integrates his or her linguistic and 

cultural background (García, 1994; Huerta-Macías, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 1992; Pérez, 

2004).  Educators, theorists, policy makers and others vested in equitable education 
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continue to pursue ways to optimize the academic success rates of all students. Teachers 

and those invested in education must take action to change the disparities in teaching 

outcomes deeply embedded in the U.S. school system (Banks, Cochran-Smith, Moll, 

Richert, Zeichner, LePage, Darling-Hammond, Duffy, & McDonald, 2005). 

Specifically, this dissertation study has traced the pedagogical practices of three 

Tejana Maestras who were likely to integrate CRP during literacy practices in elementary 

bilingual classrooms as a mediating tool to bridge students’ culture, language, and 

experiences with the standard curriculum.  The range of ways the Tejana Maestras 

implemented CRP can provide a more in-depth understanding of what is actually going 

on in classroom serving Latina/o emergent bilinguals.  The challenges and affordances of 

their instructional decisions can inform teacher preparation programs, practice, and 

researchers, among others vested in eliminating the achievement gap that linguistically 

and culturally diverse populations face.  

 
Overview 

This qualitative dissertation focused on three elementary Tejana Maestras, who 

implemented culturally responsive instructional literacy practices for emergent bilingual 

students.  Chapter one provides an overview of the dissertation study, including the 

central questions guiding the study, the significance, and the problem the study 

addressed.  

Chapter two contains a historical review of Mexican American students’ 

experiences in the U.S. school system.  The history includes a brief overview of bilingual 

education in America, from the late nineteenth century to the present (San Miguel, 1987). 
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The purpose for the overview is to acknowledge how bilingual education at times has not 

been accepted, ignored, and frequently dismissed (Blanton, 2004). An historical 

perspective follows with a review of the development of sociocultural theory (Vygosky, 

1978) and the relationship between learners and their learning environment (Gee, 2008). 

The sociocultural perspective with borderland’s theory as it focuses on the lived 

experiences of Latinas/os and emergent bilinguals living in the geographic as well as 

symbolic borderlands (Anzaldúa, 1999). Additionally, past and current CRP was 

researched regarding its impact on the social and academic development of emergent 

bilingual students, specifically the Mexican-American students. Also in chapter two, I 

highlight several empirical research studies, as well as advocate for more studies in which 

bilingual educators are using CRP during literacy practices. 

In Chapter three, I explain and give detailed accounts of the types of qualitative 

data I collected (e.g., interviews, observations, participation observations, audio-

recordings), including the analytical methods used for data analysis. This study is a case 

study (Mertens, 2005; Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1994, 1995; Yin, 2003; 2005). A case study 

is appropriate as it is bounded by time, thickly descriptive, contextualized in its 

classroom natural settings, and treated as a “single case” (Basit, 2010, p. 19). Thus, the 

study is contextualized in its natural context (three bilingual elementary classrooms), 

bounded by time (one semester), and space (one district). This chapter also contains 

detailed accounts of the context of the study, setting(s), and participants. Finally, this 

section includes the framework used to analyze the data and discusses the limitations of 

transferability.  
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Chapter four consists of the three themes that emerged from analysis of the data, 

focusing on the themes that derived from the Tejana Maestras literacy practices as they 

intertwine with CRP. This analysis focused how three Tejana Maestras made 

instructional decisions to bridge pedagogical practices with students’ lived experiences 

over time. 

Chapter five provides a synopsis of the major results, as well as, 

recommendations, recommendations for future research, and implications for teacher and 

teacher professional development programs. 
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Framework and Literature Review  

 
This chapter presents the theoretical frameworks and related literature that form 

the base of this research. Sociocultural theory and Borderlands theory were the 

“construction beams” of CRP. Together, these were the anchors used to explore, build 

upon, and expand theoretical and practical schools of thought related to the instruction of 

bilingual learners, specifically, Mexican American elementary students.  

Sociocultural theory is fundamental in my understanding of how a child’s 

development can be understood in the context of participation in a social activity 

(Vygotsky, 1978). Borderlands5 theory is utilized as it “…focuses on a specific 

geographic locale, the U.S.-Mexico border, and presents a specific history — that of 

Mexican origin U.S. Chicanas”6 (Anzaldúa, 1999, p. 2).  Throughout Borderlands theory 

is significant because it focuses on the lived experiences of Mexican Americans living in 

a unique geographic are in the borderlands of central Texas. Taken into account is the 

past and current CRP research because of its intended goal to have a positive influence on 

the education of linguistically and culturally diverse students. The CRP is a teaching 

approach that has “…become more comprehensive and more concrete ⎯ as it shifts from 

conceptual theory to grounded practice” (Howard, 2010, p. 71).  

The goal of this dissertation came from three teachers’ practices, those 

specifically can began to teach Mexican American students (Espinosa, 2010). In order to 

contextualize the study, I begin by giving a brief historical overview of Latina/o students’ 
                                                
5 See for more information on borderlands theoretical construct: Anzaldúa, 1999; and González, 2005. 
6 Although, many scholars choose to use Chicana and/or Latina/o, I will use Mexican-American to 
reference children of Mexican heritage. I use Chicana/o and/or Latina/o only in direct quotes, participants’ 
self reference, or as used by specific scholars. 
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learning experiences in Texas schools.  I follow by detailing the major theoretical 

framework guiding this study, including sociocultural theory and its significant impact on 

social and cultural contexts per teaching and learning. I also detail Borderlands theory 

which focuses on a specific geographic locale, the United States-Mexico border for 

interpretation of its impact on the lived experiences of Latina teachers and emergent 

bilingual students.  Then I describe how CRP has been utilized in the teaching and 

learning of Mexican and Mexican American students in U.S. classrooms.  I include in 

this dissertation on how teachers are prepared to use CRP, the characteristics of CRP 

teachers, and teachers’ practices in classrooms utilizing CRP. 

 
Mexican American Educational History in the U.S.  

Mexican Americans have historically faced discrimination, exclusion and 

oppression in U.S. schools.  They have nonetheless organized and strategically resisted 

injustices by using litigation, legislation, individual activists, advocacy organizations, and 

grass roots organizations to address their plight and struggles (Blanton, 2004; González, 

1999; San Miguel & Valencia, 1998).  This historical overview is not representative of all 

the litigation and legislation impacting the education of emergent bilinguals still it is 

representative of some of the momentous shifts in the history of bilingual education in the 

U.S. The evolving shifting of litigation and legislative orientations impact bilingual 

education in all states, including Texas.  
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Shifting Perspectives on Bilingual Education in the United States. 

Factually, bilingual education has been a part of the American educational 

landscape, in which both native-born and non-native born Americans have bilingual 

institutions at the local and state level (Ramsey, 2012).  Although it was not until the 

postwar years that bilingual education has become a national issue (Ramsey). Prior to 

legislation being passed by the federal government, Mexican Americans initiated 

litigation for educational equality for their children. One desegregation federal class 

action lawsuit that carries significance in advancing toward desegregation is Méndez v. 

Westminster (1946) (Valencia, 2011). In 1946, Mexican Americans initiated a federal 

class action lawsuit in California. In the federal case, Mendez v. Westminster, Gonzalo 

Méndez et al. challenged racial segregation because their children were denied admission 

to a White school just because they were Mexican (González, 1999; San Miguel & 

Valencia, 1998; Valencia, 2011).  The court ruled that the segregation of Mexican 

American students was unconstitutional. This proceeded the 1954, landmark case — 

Brown v. Board of Education in which the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that segregated 

schools were unconstitutional.  

The federal case, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka  (1954) decision, made 

it unconstitutional to segregate students based on race.  Years later, another gain for 

Mexican American’s was The Civil Rights Act (1964). It forbade discrimination on the 

basis of race, color, or national origin (García & Kleifgen, 2010).  A key provision, Title 

VII, has played an important role in access to bilingual education and in protecting the 

rights of language minority students in the U.S. (García & Kleifgen).  



 17 

In 1968, the Bilingual Education Act (BEA), Title VII of the Elementary and 

Secondary Education Act (ESEA), was passed establishing a federal goal of assisting 

emergent bilingual speakers in the acquisition of English.  In 1974 the BEA was 

reauthorized and educational services were expanded to include educational services to 

students of any socioeconomic status who had limited English — speaking ability (García 

& Kleifgen, 2010). In that same year, a civil rights case — Lau v. Nichols (1974) was 

brought by a group of Chinese American parents in California on behalf of their children 

who had limited English proficiency. They argued that their children were not receiving 

the needed support in school due to their inability to speak English, which was entailed 

under Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 964. The court ruled in favor of the plaintiffs 

expanding the rights of limited English proficient students nationwide, thus stating that 

these children should be treated with equality (García & Kleifgen).  All children must 

have a right to all types of learning opportunities. 

By the 1980s, and continuing into the 1990s, the use of a child’s home language 

as a medium of instruction to support learning came under political attack (Moraes, 

1996).  More explicitly, the 1980s witnessed the growth of English-only organizations 

(e.g., U.S. English) and legislation (García & Kleifgen, 2010; Ramsey, 2012).  The most 

effective attack against bilingual education is California’s (1998) Proposition 227 

prohibiting the use of home language instruction. Other attacks against bilingual 

education have been in Arizona (2000) in which bilingual education was banned and in 

Massachusetts (2002) where bilingual education was replaced with structured English 

immersion programs (García & Kleifgen).  In 1994, Congress reauthorized the provisions 
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of the ESEA including bilingual education, under the new Improving America’s Schools 

Act. The final attack against bilingual education has been with the more ambitious No 

Child Left Behind Act (NCLB), which “… mandates that, by the AY school year 2013-

2014, all students must achieve the level of “proficient” in state assessment systems” (p. 

32).  

However, bilingual education has made some significant strides since the 1980s. 

In 1982, in the legislative arena in the Plyler v. Doe case, the U.S. Supreme Court struck 

down the Texas decision denying funding for education to undocumented immigrant 

children and ruled that undocumented immigrant children have the right to attend 

America’s elementary and secondary schools (Ramsey, 2012). 

This historical overview is not representative of all of the litigation and legislation 

impacting the education of emergent bilinguals, even though it is representative of the 

shifts in bilingual education. The evolving shifting of litigation and legislative 

orientations impact bilingual education in all states serving emergent bilinguals including 

Texas, and it is significant for this study as the national demographics are continually 

changing and emergent bilinguals are at the forefront. It is imperative to explore how 

Latina teachers are implementing CRP during language arts to promote academic success 

for emergent bilinguals. 

Bilingual Education in Texas. 

Blanton (2004) provides a historical account of bilingual education in Texas from 

1836 to 1981. He highlights how this tradition was embraced, ignored, rejected, 

outlawed, then, once again embraced by Texas’s policymakers. Accordingly, Blanton 
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states that while there was a new official language, nonetheless, there was acceptance of 

other languages, such as Spanish. 

In Texas, the greatest challenge in bilingual education has been nativism and the 

Americanization movement. During the Americanization era, Mexican American 

inferiority was being taught through segregation and English-only language pedagogy. 

“Schools bore the responsibility for teaching them the English language and American 

customs, values, norms— that is, of Americanizing them” (González, 1999, p. 57). 

Blanton adds that from the 1918s to the late 1960s, bilingual education was practically 

outlawed in Texas and the education of Mexican-Americans was based, mainly on the 

attitudes of the Americanization Movement. A positive shift occurred following the 

passage of the national BEA and signed into law in 1968.  A few years later, Texas 

legalized bilingual education through local initiative and legislative action (Blanton, 

2004). Regrettably, the bilingual education tradition continues to be attacked. Although, 

advocates continue with the challenge of focusing on the sociocultural perspective in 

integrating emergent bilingual students’ culture, language, and experiences into the 

standard curriculum.  

 
Theoretical Framework 

Sociocultural Theory 

An effective approach by Vygotsky’s (1978), the ‘sociocultural theory’ on 

learning and development in the early 20th century is addressed in this section. A 

sociocultural perspective is appropriate for with this study because it emphasis the 

significance of the construction of knowledge through social interaction. Many times the 
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socialization practices of Mexican American students may be incongruent with the 

standard curriculum, which primarily values White middle-class students. The following 

studies inform and highlight how student’s native language, sociocultural knowledge and 

skills, and learning styles are integrated into the classroom literacy practices that bring 

about success. 

Since the 1970s, education researchers have applied Vygotsky’s (1978) ideas to 

the study of social interactions in classrooms and institutional contexts. Sociocultural 

theory grew from the work of Vygotsky, who alleged that it is through social interaction 

between individuals, that language and higher cognitive levels develop. He argues that 

learning is a dynamic social process in which dialogue between a novice and expert leads 

to the development of higher cognitive levels. According to Vygotsky, the site where 

social forms of mediation develop is in the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD). He 

defined ZPD as, “The distance between the actual developmental level as determined by 

individual problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through 

problem solving in collaboration with more capable peers” (p. 86). ZPD suggests that 

language learners and those they interact with should be viewed as a dynamic system in 

which each actively interacts and influences the other.  

For instance, Díaz & Flores (2001) explain how sociocultural knowledge can 

advance the academic area of literacy development within one socio-educational context. 

Using a case study approach, the authors analyze a kindergarten bilingual students’ 

progress from a sociocultural perspective by examining the students’ interactive journal 

through the ZPD. In this study, the authors examine the role of the teacher as a 
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sociocultural mediator making visible the benefits of teaching through interactive 

journaling. Using the kindergarten bilingual students’ interactive dialogue journal, the 

authors were able to substantiate how a teacher has co-constructed a ZPD for the 

development of both teaching and learning in reading and writing (Díaz & Flores).  

In another study Lemberger (1996), examined the teaching practices of four New 

York bilingual (Spanish/English) primary teachers’ who practiced the ZPD to foster 

academic achievement for their ELLs by integrating and developing their dual language 

abilities.  The teachers did this by making the lessons comprehensible for their students 

through a variety of means including block play, science demonstrations, learning 

centers, and cooperative activities (Krashen, 1981; cited in Lemberger).  Research has 

documented cooperative learning as a highly recommended strategy for promoting 

academic success. 

Cohen & Lotan (2004) argue that cooperative learning is a central feature of an 

equitable classroom and that it “is a well-documented and highly recommended strategy 

for enhancing academic, cognitive, social and attitudinal outcomes for students” (Cohen 

& Lotan, p. 563).  In another study, the authors found that students who are ELLs 

demonstrated growth in the language of instruction when they had the opportunity to be 

in contact with native or native like speakers (Wong-Fillmore, 1991).  In another study, 

the author documented how in intermediate and upper grades, spaces were created for 

social and linguistic interactions (Pérez, 2004).  According to the author these spaces 

included a mix of some centers and group work around academic tasks. Students worked 

in organized groups of four or five and used mixed-language grouping.  Pérez states, 
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“The teachers described these cooperative groups and classroom arrangements as spaces 

that permitted children to explore and display their language use and language strengths 

across the continuum of both language systems and content areas” (p. 66).  As argued by 

these authors, using a cooperative learning is an effective strategy that can be used to 

enhance the academic success of students of color.  

Besides making the lessons more comprehensible by using a variety of means, 

such as cooperative activities, Lemberger (1996) notes four bilingual teachers’ 

classrooms displaying print-rich, colorful pictures and real objects for students to further 

embrace connections to the language in focus.  In this study, the teachers, practiced the 

ZPD by constructing socially oriented class activities creating a student-teacher friendly 

surrounding that produces positive learning/teaching interactions (Wink, Putney, & 

Bravo-Lawrence; cited in 1995 in Lemberger).  The approaches the teachers used 

reflected a sociocultural theory of learning and understanding which views learning as an 

active process that is improved through interaction in a social setting.  Skillful teachers 

acknowledged the importance of language and culture in learning and teaching by 

integrating their emergent bilingual students’ language and cultural backgrounds and 

experiences.   

With regard to language development, a child first acquires language in a natural 

setting learning within her/his immediate community.  The learning in a structured and 

formal school setting follows which occurs while socially and academically interacting 

with a world beyond their close surroundings.  García (1994) informs us that, “The 

importance of sociocultural theory for education is its proposal that individual learning 
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and social interaction are inextricably connected” (p. 146). Consequently, integrating 

students’ native language and culture as mediating tools can enhance their academic 

performance.  

The central point of this dissertation is to examine, to build, and expand on 

empowering Latina educators to use language and culture as mediating tools.  Pérez’s 

(2004) longitudinal and ethnographic study renders valuable information.  The study 

provides a portrait of two elementary bilingual schools in San Antonio, Texas, and their 

responsibility pertaining to the education of Mexican American children.  The study 

included the students’ language, literacy, and education rights (Pérez). This longitudinal 

study, conducted between 1994 and 2001, noted that the “…task consisted of defining, 

clarifying, examining, and proposing possible solutions to numerous questions about the 

language and literacy education of language minority students, in particular, Hispanic or 

Mexican-American students” (p. xxiii) is exceedingly relevant to further understand these 

groups’ schooling experiences in Texas.  

Pérez (2004) provides a lens into the teaching and learning of Mexican-American 

students and reinforces the importance of using a sociocultural perspective. The author 

states that a sociocultural perspective accounts for the complex human interactions that 

occur in all learning, including language and literacy development. Pérez relies on 

Vygotsky (1978) who argues that,  “all learning occurs in social interaction with others or 

is socially mediated by the cultural tools, including the language and literacy, created by 

a social group” (p. 23). Unfortunately, in the U.S. system of curriculum and instruction, 

education is primarily responsive to one group — middle-class White students (Irvine & 
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Armento, 2001). Consequently, it is important to continue research focusing on using 

students’ linguistic and socialization practices affording a more equitable schooling 

experience for emergent bilingual students.   

As Giroux (1992) impresses upon us, schools are unbalanced cultural sites and 

not imminently caring creating learning cultures in constraint.  Therefore, schools do not 

always honor the needs of culturally and linguistically diverse students because they may 

not provide a social context for learning that allows emergent bilingual children access to 

knowledge that is comfortable and familiar to them (Giroux; cited in Huerta-Macías, 

1998).  In order to understand how a social context can provide affordances that are 

culturally relevant, more research on ways teachers effectively teach bilingual students is 

deemed necessary. 

In Pérez’s (2004) study, many opportunities were provided for students to use 

language socially, as well as for academic purposes. In the study, teachers adjusted the 

nature of the social interactions, the language task, and focused on specific content 

(Pérez).  In the lower grades, affordances included “wait-time” and “asking someone”; in 

the upper elementary grades, “think in Spanish/English” and “say-it-in-any-language” 

(Pérez, p. 83). 

Pérez (2004) also capitalizes on the definition of culture that includes the 

customs, values, beliefs, religion, and patterns of behavior of participants (Delgado-

Gaitán & Trueba, 1991), all of which constitute what is generally known as their 

sociocultural knowledge.  Additionally, the author utilized the social and cultural context 

within which children live and learn to examine their participation outcomes (Pérez).  
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Using sociocultural theory as a theoretical framework stresses the importance, 

“…that learning is a sociocultural practice and that language gives and receives meaning 

from social activity” (Minaya-Rowe, 2004, p. 5).  This approach can be used by teachers 

to better understand how to build upon the students’ funds of knowledge and therefore 

implement emergent literacy practices at schools (Moll & González, 2004b).  From a 

sociocultural approach, it is through interaction that language develops.  Using student’s 

native language can be a mediating tool to produce the superstructure between his/her 

everyday language and the school’s academic language for academic achievement.   

A description of sociocultural theory is provided to emphasis the significance 

students’ cultural and linguistic repertoire has on leaning. This repertoire must be 

embraced in the academic classroom environment to promote academic excellence and 

social competence for all students. Studies drawing on the linguistic and cultural 

repertoires of emergent bilinguals highlight the fact that using students’ sociocultural 

resources positively impacts their educational outcomes (García, 1994; Lemberger, 1996;  

Valdés, 2001). A sociocultural perspective influences the borderlands in which these 

Latina teachers and emergent bilinguals are socialized. 

 
Borderlands Theory 

While sociocultural theory elucidates the lived experiences of Latina teachers and 

their students, the borderlands theoretical construct focuses on a specific geographical 

locale, the United States-Mexico border area where this study takes place. A brief 

overview of the borderlands is provided here to better understand its significance in the 

lives of Latina teachers and emergent bilingual students.  
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The term ‘borderlands’ is credited to historian Herbert Eugene Bolton, who was 

the first scholar to demarcate the U.S.-Mexico border as a valid object of study 

(González, 2005).  Since then, scholars have explored the meaning of this geographic 

locale for the history of both Mexico and the U.S.  The borderland is an area that is 

different from the norms of the interior zone (González).  Anzaldúa (1999) characterized 

the US/Mexico borderlands as a geographic place where“…two cultures edge each other, 

where people of different races occupy the same territory, where under, lower, middle 

and upper classes touch” (p. 19). Coupling a borderlands construct with a sociocultural 

frame is the reference to CRP, a teaching approach, showing promise for the academic 

success of emergent bilinguals. I use Borderlands theory because I see it	  this	  way	  

because	  of	  immigrant	  stream	  and	  the	  Tejana	  Maestras	  transnational	  connections	  to	  

México.	  	  In	  the	  three	  classrooms	  the	  majority	  of	  the	  children	  and	  two	  of	  the	  Tejana	  

Maestras	  still	  have	  ties	  to	  Mexico.	  I	  have	  extended	  the	  Borderlands	  construct	  

metaphorically,	  as	  the	  Tejana	  Maestras	  embodiment	  of	  straddling	  two	  worlds,	  two	  

cultures,	  and	  two	  languages	  continues	  to	  be	  a	  part	  of	  them,	  even	  if	  they	  leave	  the	  

actual	  physical	  borderlands	  (Anzaldúa,	  1999). 

 
Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 

The term culturally responsive pedagogy is used interchangeably other similar 

terms like: culturally appropriate, culturally relevant, culturally responsible, culturally 

compatible, culturally congruent, and multicultural in describing a wide range of 

effective teaching approaches for culturally diverse classrooms (Irvine, 2001; Irvine, & 

Armento, 2001).  According to Geneva Gay, “culturally responsive pedagogy deals with 
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concepts, principles, and ideas that explain power struggles, privilege of one group over 

another, and cultural identity” (Gay, 2000; cited in Delgado-Gaitán, 2006, p. ix). CRP has 

been argued by many educational researchers as an effective means for meeting the 

academic and social needs of culturally diverse students (Gay, 2002; Howard, 2003; 

Ladson-Billings, 1992, 1995a, 1997; 2008; Shade, Kelly, & Oberg, 1997).  Research on 

CRP continues to scrutinize ways that corresponds to best practices for students of color 

(Compton-Lilly, 2009; García & Frede, 2010; Lee, 2007; Williams & Carroll, 2008).       

In the early 1990s, Ladson-Billings (1992) began using the term culturally 

relevant pedagogy to describe, “the kind of teaching that is designed not merely to fit the 

school culture to the student’s culture but also to use student culture as the basis for 

helping students understand themselves and others” (p. 314). She defines CRP as 

pedagogy of opposition committed to collective empowerment.  The author argues that 

one “goal of culturally relevant teaching is to empower students to examine critically the 

society in which they live and to work for social change” (p. 314).  The author adds that 

teachers using CRP attempt to create a bond with all the students (Ladson-Billings, 

1995a) and “encourage the students to learn collaboratively, teach each other, and be 

responsible for each other’s learning” (p. 163). 

Gay (2000) uses the term culturally responsive pedagogy and asserts that it uses 

"the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles 

of ethnically diverse students to make learning more relevant and effective [for students] 

... It teaches to and through strengths of these students.  It is culturally validating and 

affirming" (p. 29). As Gay argues (2002), “Culturally responsive teaching is defined as 
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using the cultural characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of ethnically diverse 

students as conduits for teaching them more effectively” (p. 106).  The author examines 

five essential elements of culturally responsive teaching: 1) developing a knowledge base 

about cultural diversity; 2) including ethnic and cultural diversity content in the 

curriculum; 3) demonstrating caring and building learning communities; 4) 

communicating with ethnically diverse students; and 5) responding to ethnic diversity in 

the delivery of the instruction.  These elements provide criteria that assist in coding of 

data collected to answer the research question: How do teachers implement culturally 

responsive pedagogical knowledge into their bilingual classroom literacy practices? 

 
Language, Achievement, and CRP 

As our schools and communities continue to change, we must take advantage of 

the rich linguistic and cultural repertoires students of color bring into American 

classrooms in order to “…foster togetherness in the face of a difficult, unequal, and 

increasingly multiethnic society” (Paris, 2009, p. 445). As educators, academics, and 

researchers continue to seek the rich repertoires of students from culturally and 

linguistically diverse backgrounds posses, more effective pedagogical skills, techniques, 

understanding, and strategies can be developed.  

One area that research has focused on is whether designing and implementing a 

culturally responsive curriculum has been linked to higher academic achievement and 

better schools (Espinosa, 2010).  Researchers have advocated for a curriculum that 

incorporates the linguistic and cultural knowledge that children bring into the classroom 

(García & Frede, 2010; Gay, 2000, 2002; Villegas & Lucas, 2002a, 2002b).  Given that, 
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the intended results are to enable Latina/o elementary educators through the use of CRP, 

this dissertation can provide a resource in exploring the CRP model for meeting and 

responding to the academic and social needs of Mexican American students (Ladson-

Billings, 1992; Villegas & Lucas, 2002a, 2002b).  This exploration includes examining 

ways the Tejana Maestras can insure acquisition of knowledge about the cultural, social, 

and language repertoires of emergent bilingual students when planning and implementing 

instruction (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005).  

 
Preparing Teachers for Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 

The demographic shifts in U.S. public school enrollment mandate that teachers be 

better prepared toward becoming culturally responsive teachers (Gay & Kirkland, 2003; 

Villegas & Lucas, 2002a, 2002b).  It is an unavoidable responsibility. Teachers must take 

into account the different experiences and academic needs of all students (Darling-

Hammond & Bransford, 2005).  One challenge in teacher knowledge is “…to figure out 

what teachers need to know about how people construct new knowledge out of 

experience” (Lee, 2007, p. 109).  Teachers should always use a reflection approach.  It is 

an unavoidable responsibility to prepare and plan appropriately and accordingly for all 

students. 

 Howard (2003) argues that the development of culturally relevant teaching 

strategies is contingent upon critical reflection about race and culture of teachers and 

their students.  In his study, critical reflection begins with preservice teachers 

interrogating various notions of their multiple identities.  According to Howard, “It is a 

process of improving practice, rethinking philosophies, and becoming effective teachers 
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for today’s ever-changing student population” (p. 201).  Critical reflections are judicious 

for teachers to effectively develop and use CRP with students from culturally diverse 

backgrounds.  Howard argues that in order to provide more meaningful knowledge and 

skills for teaching in today’s cultural context, educators must be able to help preservice 

teachers develop critical reflection.  

Similar principles by Weisman, Flores and Valenciana (2007) explored the 

perspectives of 27 Latino teacher candidates regarding the impact of a teacher-education 

program that promoted bilingualism, dialogue, cultural relevance, and cultural integrity.  

Weisman et al., hypothesize that when institutions of teacher education attract more 

prospective Latino teachers, they should receive an apprenticeship for understanding the 

special needs of their future Latino student population.  Weisman et al. (2007) posited 

promoting the academic success of bicultural children requires creating of learning 

communities in which teachers can collaboratively learn, find support and affirm their 

identities, express their realities, and develop their abilities “to reflect, critique, and act on 

their world to transform it” (Darder, 1991 p. 97; cited in Weisman, at al., 2007).  

Weisman et al. (2007) state that in creating a bilingual-bicultural learning 

community the implementation of a pedagogy that is shaped by the teacher’s personal 

experiences, professional knowledge base, and comprehension of the academic needs of 

Latina/o students is aligned with Delgado Bernal’s (1998) notion of cultural intuition.  

Delgado Bernal introduced this concept to describe the unique insights that many 

Chicana scholars bring, regarding personal theories, from their social, cultural and 

professional histories. Two additional concepts are consejos, the development of 
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supportive networks.  Together these three critical elements nurture and sustain a sense of 

community in classrooms.  Consejos, as defined by Delgado-Gaitán, (1994a) implies a 

cultural domain of communication, imbued with empathy, compassion and familial 

expectations. The development of academic and professional networks requires 

participation in a viable construction of a bilingual learning community.  In such a 

community, people with historical trajectories of exclusion come together for the purpose 

of creating a safe, inclusive learning environment promoting the development of healthy 

academic identities, critical examination of schooling structures, and discovering their 

potential for personal and collective transformation.  The three elements, cultural 

intuition, consejos, and supportive professional networks are significant to this 

investigation because the study participants often collaborated together during their 

candidacy in a Master’s degree program.  

Findings by Weisman et al. (2007) revealed that a bilingual–bicultural learning 

community supported both personal and collective professional development and enabled 

them to expand the realm of possibility in schooling practices that promote an optimal 

learning environment for linguistic minority children.  The authors add that the creation 

of a constructivist bilingual-bicultural learning community has important implications for 

diversifying the teaching force and that inclusive culturally affirming practices allowed 

aspiring teachers to experience success.  These preservice teachers were able to form new 

concepts and unfold a realm of knowledge in schooling practices that may result in 

increased academic achievement for linguistically diverse children (Weisman et al.).  
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Other scholars have also examined the type of affirming practices that teachers can 

develop to promote student academic success.  

 
Teacher Characteristics of those using Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 

Villegas and Lucas, in their book, Educating Culturally Responsive Teachers: A 

Coherent Approach, (2002a) lay out six strands that they find are essential dispositions, 

knowledge, and skills for teaching the changing student population.  These six 

characteristics are to be cultivated by teacher educators “to successfully move beyond the 

fragmented and cursory treatment of diversity that currently prevails, teacher educators 

must first articulate a vision of teaching and learning within the diverse society we have 

become” (p. 21).  The six salient characteristics that define a culturally responsive teacher 

are:  

1. Being socioculturally conscious – recognize that there are multiple venues of 

perceiving reality and that these ways are influenced by one’s location in the social order.  

2. Recognizing resources in learning in all students rather than on viewing differences as 

problems to overcome. Affirming views of students from different backgrounds is 

essential.  

3 Being both responsible and capable of bringing educational change that will make 

schools further responsive to all students.  

4. Understanding how learners construct knowledge and being capable of promoting 

learners’ knowledge construction.  

5. Being cognizant about the lives of all his or her students.  
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6. Using his or her knowledge about students’ lives to design instruction building on what 

they already know while embracing learning beyond the familiar.  

According to the authors, these six qualities constitute the central themes or 

strands that give conceptual coherence to the teacher education curriculum envisioned.  

This dissertation study envelops these six criteria per related topics obtained from the 

Tejana Maestras and documentation of life in the classrooms (Villegas & Lucas, 2002a). 

 
Learning in a Culturally Responsive Teaching Environment 

Using students’ own experiences is a powerful tool for educators to utilize and 

integrate into their pedagogy and curriculum.  In a seminal study, Ladson-Billings (1997) 

describes one way students develop and/or maintain cultural competence. She described 

how Patricia Hilliard, an African American second grade teacher, shared her love of 

poetry with her students through their own passion of rap music. “Students were 

encouraged to perform the songs.  The teacher reproduced them on an overhead for the 

purpose of discussing literal and figurative meanings including other technical aspects of 

poetry: rhyme scheme, alliteration, and onomatopoeia” (Ladson-Billings, 1995a, p. 161).  

This is an excellent strategy that affords teachers to engage students in a lesson, tying 

content to the students’ own lived experiences.  Student engagement is linked to 

academic achievement (Villegas & Lucas, 2002a, 200b).  

Delgado-Gaitán (2006), however, disputes that creating culturally responsive 

classrooms includes using students’ native language.  She adds that subject matter 

learning should be taught by integrating culture in the lessons.  She provides the 

following examples whereby a second grade classroom teacher (Mr. Sánchez), teaching a 
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mixed class of Latina/o and White students, is mindful of his students from diverse ethnic 

groups, knowing that parents differ in their interactions with their children in book 

literacy activities.  In many of the Latina/o students’ homes, the parents spoke primarily 

in Spanish and were insecure about their literacy skills and on how to assist their 

children. Subsequently, Mr. Sanchez’s district organized a family literacy project.  The 

program became the platform between the family and school (Delgado-Gaitán, 2006).  

The project was, guided by three premises, discussed and developed during parent 

meetings: “(1) All literacy is based on specific social practices, (2) children become 

empowered through interaction with parents (3) and by reading stories that engage their 

personal experience” (p. 106).  Producing this project demonstrated the requisite of 

tapping family’s cultural and linguistic repertoires for broadening the connections 

between home and school.  In this literacy project, parents felt that during the reading 

activity with their children that they too could teach through a cultural knowledge based 

on their own experiences (Delgado-Gaitán).  The study also acknowledges that when 

cultural and linguistic tools from home are incorporated into the academic environment, 

the learning is defined and facilitated.  

 
Enacting Culturally Responsive Pedagogy 

Scholars have stated that CRP is specifically being “…connected to subject 

matters” (Lee, 2007, p. 8). Lee’s work builds upon, extends, and deepens the research and 

theory on CRP. Using Moll & González’s (2004) concept of the funds of knowledge to 

enhance the teaching of academic subjects, CRP has been shown to promote academic 

success in the specific context of subject matter (i.e., Howard, (2003), with African 
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American and Latino students; Lee, (2007) with African American students). The 

challenge is that, “…instruction must be based on curricula that capture what is important 

to know in the subject matter” (p. 34). The following studies highlight curriculum 

practices significant in subject matter for teaching emergent bilingual students.  

In another study Fránquiz (2010), presents, “…portraits of teachers and students 

in U.S. classrooms who are interested in making schools and literacy instruction more 

responsive to bilingual, bicultural, and biliterate learners”, (p. 93). The researcher 

“…recorded classroom observations and discussed the types of classroom connections 

Latin@ children made with two pieces of literature.” The author was “…particularly 

invested in learning about how the linguistic and cultural funds of knowledge from 

children’s homes and communities were used to better understand” (pp. 95-96) the two 

Gloria Anzaldúa books used during literacy instruction.  In the case of one bilingual 

teacher (Liliana) who used Prietita and the Ghost Woman/Prietita y la llorona what 

families know about home remedies with hierbas (herbs) provided insights for 

amplifying the science subject matter in the story. In the case of another teacher 

(Nereida), dichos (proverbs) from home were used to better understand literacy genres 

during the study of Friends from the Other Side/Amigos del otro lado.  

In another study, the researchers elaborate on culturally responsive language arts 

lessons that provide an integration that builds on student’s cultural backgrounds and 

experiences (Frasher, Crane, Mohead, & Turner, 2009). According to Frasher et al., the 

lesson involves students reading about, writing about, and talking about stories that are 

familiar to them, as they are part of their own experiences, their families and 
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communities. In integrating folk literature and contemporary stories, the representation of 

many cultures was provided as a model for expanding student’s awareness of their own 

and other people’s cultures, instituting multicultural learning.  

The highlighted studies are but a few studies that have explored, and expanded the 

ongoing discourse on how to best meet the academic needs of students whose language 

and culture are many times left outside of the classroom door.  These studies inform my 

study as they promote the use of students’ culture and experiences to enact culturally 

relevant ways of knowing. 

 
Summary 

A sociocultural lens combines the primary socialization practices of emergent 

bilingual students living in the borderlands with the secondary socialization practices in 

the schools. Socialization practices occur during interactions with others (Vygotsky, 

1978). In schools these interactions are strengthened when CRP guides teachers’ planning 

and curricular decision-making. In situating a sociocultural and borderlands framework 

into literacy practices, Latina/o educators can capitalize on the language, culture, 

knowledge and experiences emergent bilingual students bring into the American school 

culture. It is important to mediate for emergent bilingual students’ language, culture, 

knowledge, and experiences in order to afford this group of students an more equitable 

education. Conformity into the mainstream American school is not acceptable for 

emergent bilinguals. The academic curriculum must invest in planning that provides 

limitless opportunities for children of color, of impoverished social status. Qualities of 

CRP applied into practice with the standard curriculum can create a conduit to develop 
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and promote greater academic success for all students, especially, for students of color/at-

risk.  
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 

 
The research methodology for this dissertation was guided by a qualitative case 

study design. Descriptive and exploratory in nature, this chapter began with a justification 

for choosing a case study research approach. A description of the setting and participants 

was included, followed by a description of the data collection methods and the methods 

of data analysis. The last section discussed limitations of this qualitative research design.  

A qualitative case study explored and described the ways three Tejana Maestras 

implemented culturally responsive literacy practices in bilingual classrooms during 

literacy practices. As schools and communities continue to change, teachers must take 

advantage of students’ rich linguistic and cultural repertoires. This dissertation study 

puts, at the heart and center, the academic needs of emergent bilingual students by 

dissecting ways their Tejana Maestras implemented CRP. 

 
Research Design 

This research was 12-15 weeks long; it started in August of 2013 and ended May 

of 2014. Personal interests and experiences in the education of Mexican-American 

bilingual students guided me to target on ways Latina bilingual teachers have utilized the 

principles of CRP in elementary classrooms. I describe how I purposefully selected the 

participants in the “research participant” section. Specifically described and probed were 

the literacy practices of three Tejana Maestras, who returned to the university pursuing 

and completing a Masters degree in bilingual/bicultural studies at a large university in 

Central Texas. The two questions guiding this dissertation study were: What culturally 
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responsive pedagogical knowledge and practices do the Tejana Maestras enact in 

bilingual classrooms? and How do the Tejana Maestras acquire knowledge about the 

culture, language, and background experience of their students when planning and 

implementing instruction? This dissertation project examined how these bilingual 

educators acquired and implemented the principles of CRP. The pedagogical literacy 

practices were observed over various periods of time in the teaching of specific themes 

including immigration, family and citizenship perspectives.  

 
Case Study 

Case study elements were appropriated for this project as this dissertation study 

was bounded by time, thickly descriptive, and contextualized in a natural setting. The unit 

of study dealt with bilingual educators and their pedagogical practices in a large urban 

school district in Central Texas. The educators, three Tejana Maestras, were 

representative of bilingual education committed to CRP in a geographical area highly 

impacted by Latina/o immigrant and Mexican American student enrollment. 

Accordingly, the study was contextualized in its natural context (elementary bilingual 

classrooms), bounded by time (one semester), and space (one district) (Yin, 2003, 2005). 

A notable advantage of being a case study research was its grounding in deep and varied 

sources of information (Hancock & Algozzine, 2011). Since mere studies have focused 

on bilingual education in the borderlands, this case study was “intended to study in depth 

one instance of a phenomenon” (Rallis & Rossman, 2012, p. 123). The final product of 

examination of the phenomenon comprised a “thick” description of CRP as practiced by 
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elementary school teachers in an urban school district (Merriam, 1998; Hancock & 

Algozzine, 2011; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003, 2005).  

 
Research Setting 

The research setting for this dissertation study was in an urban district of 84 

elementary schools serving a large metropolitan area in Central Texas. The dissertation 

data collected took place in three bilingual elementary classrooms. The sample 

classrooms selected for the study reflected a large proportion of Latina/o enrollment in 

the state of Texas.   In the 2011-2012 AY, in the Central Texas school district in which 

the study took place of all students enrolled, 52,140, or 60.5% were ethnically classified 

and imputed in state demographic data as Latino/a (TEA, 2012).  Table 3.1 below 

represents the student population for both the state and the school district, Camino Real 

Independent School District (CRISD), pseudonym given to the district where the study 

took place.  
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Table 3.1 

 Texas – CRISD: Student Population: 2011-2012   

 

                     Total Student     Hispanic        Hispanic         LEP         LEP 

         Population            Population              %    Population           % 

 

Texas           4,978,120             2,530,789               50.8           837,536                16.8 

 

CRISD              86,124                  52,140          60.5             23,943                27.8 

 

Source: Texas Education Agency, 2012. 

 
Texas enrolled 4,978,120 students for the 2011-2012 school year. Of this, 

2,530,789 or 50.8% students were ethnically identified as Latina/o.  The district Latina/o 

student population exceeded the statewide average. Additionally, 27.8% or 23,943 of all 

students enrolled in the district were classified as Limited English Proficient or emergent 

bilingual. This percentage also exceeded the statewide, average of 16.8%. Accordingly, 

the Latina/o public school enrollment in 2011-2012 constituted a majority “minority” 

student population in the Central Texas public school district and state. Having explored 

how Latina bilingual teachers use CRP to meet the needs of this increasingly diverse 

student population has shed insights into reducing the “increased risk of underperforming 

or dropping out of school” students that continue to be associated with the Latina/oo 

student population (Leffingwell & Tovo, 2011, p. A15).  
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Another significant characteristic of the demographic data for the same school 

year was related to the teaching force. As summarized in Table 3.2, the Latina/o 

population in the district comprised of over 60% of all students. However, only 26.9% or 

1,547.1 of all teachers employed by the district in 2011-2012 were classified as Latina/o. 

Table 3.2 has demonstrated that Statewide 24.4% or 79,115.8 of public school teachers  

 

Table 3.2 

Texas:  Total Teacher Population and Latina/o Teacher Population: 2011-2012 

 

                 Total Teacher        Other                Other   Latina/o        Latina/o  

                    Population         Teacher            Teacher           Teacher               Teacher     

                                              Population            %                 Population                 %  

 

Texas          324,144.6        240,028.8             75.6                 79,115.8                   24.4 

 

CRISD            5,757.6            4,210.5              73.1                  1,547.1                   26.9  

 

Source: Texas Education Agency, 2012 

 
were classified as Latina/o. The incongruences between the Latina/o student population 

in both the district and the state and the Latina/o teacher workforce have been 

noteworthy. Figure 3.1 below represents the Texas Hispanic Teacher and Hispanic 

student population for three Texas AY decades period: 1991 – 1992, 2001 – 2002, and 
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2011-2012; further demonstrates the continual low percentage of Texas Hispanic 

teachers, while the Hispanic student population continually increases each decade. 

 

Figure 3.1 

Overview of Texas Hispanic Teacher and Hispanic Student Percentages for 1991 – 2012 

AY 

Source: Texas Education Agency 

 
Using the demographic information for the 2011-2012 school year, Blanco 

Elementary total student enrollment was 669, and, of those, 605 or 90.4% were classified 

as Latina/o. These figures exceeded both the district percentage of 60.5 % and the state 

average of 50.8%. Additionally, at Blanco (pseudonym) — one of the elementary schools 
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where the study was conducted, of all students enrolled 56.4% or 377 were classified as 

Limited English Proficient or emergent bilingual. This percentage also exceeded the 

district average of 27.8% and the statewide average of 16.8%.  Treviño (pseudonym) —

the other elementary school where the study was conducted reported a total student 

enrollment of 859, and of those, 668 or 77.8% were ethnically classified as Latina/o. This 

figure exceeded both the district percentage of 60.5% and the state average of 50.8%. 

Additionally, 36.1% or 310 of all students enrolled at Treviño Elementary were classified 

as Limited English Proficient or emergent bilingual. This figure also exceeded the district 

average of 27.8% and the statewide average of 16.8%. Accordingly, the Latina/o school 

enrollment for both campuses in 2011-2012 constituted a majority “minority” student 

population.  

 
Research Participants 

The focal participants for this dissertation were three Tejana Maestras in the 

lower bilingual grades (second) and upper bilingual grades (fourth). The participants for 

this dissertation constituted a purposeful sampling approach and convenient sampling 

method (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Patton states, “Purposeful sampling is a strategy in 

which particular settings, persons, or events are deliberately selected for the important 

information they can provide that cannot be gotten as well from other choices” (Patton, 

1990; cited in Maxwell, 1996, p. 235). While some studies of teachers implementing 

CRP have focused on pre-service teachers, the purposeful sampling in this case study has 

addressed experienced Tejana Maestras teaching in the US/Mexico borderlands (Darling-
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Hammond & Bransford, 2005; Dantes-Whitney, 2009; Gay & Kirkland, 2003; Howard, 

2003; Weisman, Flores, & Valenciana, 2007).  

The bilingual teachers selected met specific criteria. All three bilingual teachers 

completed a specialized graduate studies program in bilingual/bicultural studies. All 

participants provided voluntary consent, taught language arts, and agreed to be 

interviewed over the course of the dissertation project. Participants also agreed to be 

observed during literacy practices.  The Masters program the teachers completed was 

sponsored by a National Professional Development grant from the U.S. Department of 

Education, Office of English Language Acquisitions. For the purpose of the dissertation 

the pseudonym, Programa Maestría, will be used when referring to the program.  

Programa Maestría. 

The Programa Maestría Masters program began in the summer of 2005. The 

Camino Real Independent School District (CRISD) in collaboration with a local 

university developed an academic initiative for the professional development of 

elementary bilingual education teachers. The initiative evolved and included elementary 

bilingual education teachers from surrounding school districts. The goals of the degree 

program provided Programa Maestría participants many affordances including: a) 

obtaining in-depth knowledge and skills about the education of linguistically and 

culturally diverse student populations, b) acquiring research strategies that could be used 

to learn more about emergent bilinguals; c) enhancing participants possibilities for 

professional advancement in their schools and district.  
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Programa Maestría, influenced the Tejana Maestras pedagogical practices in 

various ways. The Tejana Maestras learned about effective teaching practices where 

Spanish was valued.  Through the program, the Tejana Maestras further developed 

cultural awareness about what materials/resources to use when planning and 

implementing instruction.  Programa Maestría provided the Tejana Maestras teaching 

strategies they could immediately take back to their classrooms and apply, such as La 

Cajita project (discussed in chapter 4). The Tejana Maestras learned about theory to back 

up their teaching, such as Krashen and Freire.  Citing authors was clear that Programa 

Maestría afforded the Tejana Maestras to “name” their thinking and positions in the field 

of bilingual education.  In sum, Programa Maestría provided them with a rich wealth of 

knowledge for meeting the needs of bilingual students.  

 
Tejana Maestras  

The three Tejana Maestra participants in the study are Ms. Carmen González, Ms. 

María Ríos, and Ms. Catalina Díaz. Pseudonyms were selected by me to protect their 

identities. Ms. Rios was from Blanco Elementary and Ms. González and Ms. Díaz were 

from Treviño Elementary.  

 
Ms. Catalina Díaz. 

Ms. Catalina Díaz was born and raised in a large Central Texas metropolitan area 

and has resided in the area all her life.  At the time of the study, she was in her early 

thirties and a teacher of 9 years at the elementary school level. Ms. Díaz’s teaching 

credentials included an early childhood to eighth grade Bilingual Generalist certification 
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and Spanish endorsement at the secondary level. She completed a master’s degree in 

Bilingual/Bicultural Education in 2011. During the 2013-2014 academic school year, Ms. 

Díaz taught in a 4th—grade bilingual setting and followed a dual language one-way 

teaching approach. The one way dual language is defined as demographic contexts where 

one language group, in this case Latina/o children, is being schooled through their two 

languages (Collier & Thomas, 2004). 

 
Ms. Carmen González. 

Ms. Carmen González was born in a large Northern Texas metropolitan region. 

She was in her early thirties and a teacher of 9 years at the elementary school level. Ms. 

González has an Early Childhood to fourth grade Bilingual Generalist certification. She 

completed a master’s degree in Bilingual/Bicultural Education in 2012. During the 2013-

2014 academic school year, Ms. González taught in a 2nd—grade, and followed a dual 

language one-way teaching approach.  

 
Ms. María Ríos. 

Ms. María Rios was born in South Texas, was in her early thirties and a teacher 

for 12 years at the elementary school level. Ms. Ríos had an Early Childhood to fourth 

grade Bilingual Generalist certification. She completed a master’s degree in 

Bilingual/Bicultural Education in 2009. During the 2013-2014 academic school year Ms. 

Ríos taught in a Kindergarten bilingual classroom and followed a dual language one-way 

teaching approach.  
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As noted in the description above and the profiles provided below in Table 3.3, 

the three participant Tejana Maestras were of similar age, training, and professional 

experience as bilingual educators. 

 

Table 3.3 

Teacher Participant Profile Information 

 
Teacher  
Name 
 

 
Age 

 

 
Educational 
Attainment: 
Masters in 

 
Teaching 

Credentials 

 
Years 

Teaching 

 
Dual 

Language 
Grade 
Level 

 
Number of 
Students in 
2013-2014  
 

 
Ms. 
Carmen 
Gonzalez 
 

32 
 

Bilingual/ 
Bicultural 

EC-4 Bil. 
Generalist 9  

2nd 20 

 
Ms. María 
Rios 
 

33 
 

Bilingual/ 
Bicultural 

EC-4 Bil. 
Generalist 12 4th 18 

 
Ms. 
Catalina 
Diaz 
 

31 
 

Bilingual/ 
Bicultural 

EC-4 Bil. 
Generalist; 

5-8 Bil. 
Generalist; 
Secondary 

Spanish 

9  
4th 17 

 

Data Collection 

The data with corpora for this dissertation was evaluated through classroom 

observations, field-notes, semi-formal interviews, audio and video recordings; and by 

student and teacher artifacts (e.g., teacher resources, lesson plans, student products, 

photos). Data gathered from the classrooms of the three focal participants defined 



 49 

methods they embodied via culturally responsive planning into their literacy practices. 

The lessons, interviews, and artifacts were conducted in Spanish, English, or both 

languages. 

 
Field Notes 

Field notes were taken during each classroom observation period. They were used 

to describe literacy events, classroom interactions and intertextual connections. The field 

notes entailed the systemic noting and recording of events, interactions and artifacts. The 

field notes were the qualitative results taken from the physical environment, events, and 

interactions.  They were the relevant factors for recorded research inquiry (Emerson, 

Fretz, & Shaw, 1995a, 1995b). The notations, brief to elaborate, consisted of what the 

researcher saw, heard, and experienced through observation of participants in a bilingual 

setting during literacy practice. Field notes taken enriched data that provided solidity and 

resolution for the CRP theory propounded. 

 
Participant Classroom Observations 

The goal for obtaining data was to observe each classroom during a length of unit 

of study or a cycle of activity based on a classroom activity during literacy practices. 

Within each unit of study, cycle of activity, there were detailed observations, which 

included video and audio recordings, semi-structured interviews (Appendices A & C); 

and collection of teacher and student produced artifacts. The ultimate focus of the study 

was on how the Tejana Maestras enacted CRP across two languages. The observational 

period in each classroom served as purposeful saturation of data for the research.  
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Data collection for the study was collected through a micro-ethnographic 

approach (Bloome, Carter, Christian, Otto & Stuart-Faris, 2005), which centers on ways 

people use language and other systems of communication in constructing language and 

literacy events in classrooms with attention to social and cultural processes.  

A Classroom Observational Protocol (Appendix B) was used during each 

classroom observation period.  The Classroom Observation Protocol was taken from a 

checklist of elements likely to be present in any setting and/or for researchers to attend to 

(Mertens, 2005; Merriam, 1998). It was especially relevant for this study to ensure an 

accurate depiction of what will be observed during the literacy instruction.  

 
Semi-Structured Interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with each participant. Each 

participant was interviewed at their discretion.  Note-taking tools considered were: 

audiotape, videotape, and field notes. Each semi-structured conference session was 

conducted in a “neutral, and distraction-free interview location to increase the comfort of 

the interviewee” (Hancock & Algozzine, 2011, p. 45). The interviews, observations, and 

teacher or student produced artifacts granted data for purposeful triangulation of data. By 

triangulation of various data, crosschecking and trustworthiness are increased to make 

certain that the messages being relayed are optimally represented.  

At the inception of this dissertation study, the first semi-structured interview with 

each participant lasted approximately 30 minutes. The intention was to gain background 

information: personal history; teaching experiences; graduate studies.  A minimum of two 
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semi-structured interviews were scheduled with each participant at three-week 

observation period. 

 
Data Analysis 

Data analysis was an on-going process and included manual coding of the 

transcripts, observations, and artifacts. The analyzing was accomplished as Huberman 

and Miles (1984) suggest, by noting patterns and themes, arriving at comparisons and 

contrasts, and determining conceptual explanations of the narratives transcribed. For this 

study, Bloome’s (2005) definition of intertextuality was used. Intertextuality is based on 

the theory that texts are influenced by other texts; that is, it refers to the juxtaposition of 

texts (Bloome, 2005; Goldman, 2004; Pappas, Varelas, Barry, & Rife, 2004). The inter-

relationship of texts included conversational texts, electronic texts, and nonverbal texts 

(Bloome, 2005).  This text interrelationship was used to allow the researcher an analytical 

view on the literacy components selected to be transcribed (Shuart-Faris & Bloome, 

2004). This was appropriate for my study because information came in diverse forms 

including the oral “text” of a video (Goldman, 2004), which was a data gathering method. 

After every classroom observation, oral and written texts, for analysis, were employed.  

The constant comparative method (Glaser & Struass, 1967) was a useful 

technique as the data for this study was collected and analyzed simultaneously on an on-

going basis.  Facts and statistics collected entailed reviewing raw data as well as coding 

and comparing for emerging themes and/or patterns that related to the focus inquiry of 

the study. Patterns and themes were distinguished and interpretations of the literacy 

practices were provided. A focus on the unfolding instructional conversations was then 
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tied to the curricular text, which was used to obtain an adequate description (Green & 

Wallat, 1981). Once a message unit7 had been identified, the use of a map8 (Bloome, 

1989; Green & Wallat) presented the analysis in a transcript representation (Bloome; 

Green & Wallat).  

The focal point was on exploring the phenomenon of how three bilingual teachers 

implemented CRP during LA. Analysis of the data on an on-going basis provided 

opportunities for the participants to articulate how they plan for, reflect upon, and 

accommodate the tenets of CRP.  

 
Limitations 

While case studies are and have been quite useful for studying educational 

processes, limitations exist and include but are not limited to: time in each classroom, 

focus only on Tejana Maestras; focus on elementary school classrooms. More 

significantly, a case study has validity, reliability and generalization limitations (Hancock 

& Algozzine, 2011; Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003, 2005).  

Research conditions are not perfect. Nevertheless, this dissertation study considered 

specific boundaries for reflecting its focus. 

 

 

 

                                                
7 As described by Green & Wallat  (1981) a message unit is the smallest unit of conversational meaning 
whose boundaries are signaled prosodically and nonverbally. 
8 Green and Wallat (1981) and Bloome (1989) define a map as one way to graphically represent data. 
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Chapter Four: Tejana Maestras Anchoring “Everyday life” into the Pedagogy 
 

Giving kids engaging projects to work, giving them time to talk about their interest, 

letting them center their projects around their interests, and building from there is really 

important.  

(Teacher Interview, 2013) 

 

The American classroom landscape is increasingly changing due to student 

demographics, thereby, demanding inquiry into teaching and learning practices.  Positive 

impact in the social and academic needs of culturally and linguistically diverse students 

(CLDS) is essential.  In particular, it is important to focus research on successful teaching 

practices to improve the academic performance of emergent bilinguals.  Scholarly inquiry 

regarding teachers of color necessitates learning about their teaching practices.  This 

knowledge is needed for a better understanding of how the learning practices are 

occurring in the classrooms serving Latina/o emergent bilinguals. This study seeks 

enhance to the “ongoing attempt… to understand and describe ways in which people 

engage in and construct their everyday lives” (Gee, 2008, p.2).  The 2 questions which, 

the present chapter answers are: a) What culturally responsive pedagogical knowledge 

and practices do Tejana Maestras enact in bilingual classrooms? and b) How do Tejana 

Maestras acquire knowledge about the culture, language, and background experience of 

their students when planning and implementing instruction?   

 Latina/o teachers in Texas classrooms have increased minimally over the last 

three decades (Texas Education Agency, 2013) — despite the substantial increase of the 
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Hispanic student K–12 populations over the same period  (Texas Education Agency, 

2013). Racial/ethnic differences continue to exist between teacher and student 

populations in many American classrooms.  It is crucial to “create teaching-and-learning 

environments that are characterized by mutual understanding between students and 

educators (Rodríguez, 2013, p. 87).” In this study, three Tejana Maestras entail a positive 

impact, although, I am not making the argument that Tejana Maestras are better than 

other Latinas. Nonetheless, it is imperative that Tejana educator experiences be 

highlighted.  There is need to further acknowledge, specially designing teaching practices 

to understand pedagogies that foster academic success for students of color, and in 

particular Latina/o emergent bilinguals.  

Pedagogical practices by three elementary Tejana Maestras literacy practices 

were the focus of this study.  The classroom observational data collected for the study 

lasted from September to December 20, 2013.  Classroom observation data were 

collected from two elementary school campuses. A second grade dual language 

classroom and two fourth grade dual language classrooms in a large central Texas 

metropolitan area were observed. The time for the observation data collected varied 

slightly for each of the three participants but took place between the months of September 

and December of 2013.  

The initial and subsequent analysis of data was continually scrutinized.  There 

was continual examining of teacher interview field notes, transcripts; classroom 

observation field notes, curricular resources, a variety of books; and student artifacts that 

gave representation to the whole of this study.  Data were summarized in the form of 
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memos and outlines (Creswell, 1998). Using the research questions as a guide, culturally 

responsive pedagogical knowledge and practices by three Tejana Maestras were probed.  

The acquisition of their acquired knowledge about their bilingual students was imparted 

through this research.  This study emerges three themes.  The findings of the three themes 

represent a rich thick description of the essence of the study (Geertz, 1973; Stake, 1995).  

First, the presence of Building a Bilingual Classroom Community (BBCC) that 

was continuously evolving, and seamlessly functioning, as a system was clearly evident 

in each of the three classrooms. Second, the Tejana Maestras notion of agents of change 

that guided their pedagogical literacy practices. Third, the notion of centering Mexican 

American students’ values, beliefs, and norms into the pedagogy and curriculum 

responsive to emergent bilinguals was recognizable. 

 
 

Building A Bilingual Classroom Community 

 
During data analysis the first theme to emerge revealed the presence of the 

Building of a Bilingual Classroom Community carefully built by the Tejana Maestras 

that was continuously evolving, and seamlessly functioning as a system.  Building on the 

seminal work of Lave and Wenger (1991) on Communities of Practices (COP), in the 

three BBCCs, the teachers and students were participants in an activity system in which 

they  “share understandings concerning what they are doing and what it means in their 

lives and for their communities” (p. 98).  When entering the classrooms, it was evident to 

see each class functioning as a bilingual community.  Four characteristics of a bilingual 

community were apparent.  First, Spanish and English coexisted side-by-side in these 
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three bilingual classrooms. There was no priority of English over Spanish and vice-versa, 

as data indicated. Second, in these three classrooms, the vast selections of mentor texts 

were in Spanish or bilingual and consequently appropriately supported or incorporated 

the curriculum.  Third, identity texts were utilized for building and sustaining the 

classroom community. Identity texts, as a form of CRP, encapsulated bilingual students’ 

cultural experiences.  Completing the concepts of a bilingual community were the 

methods in which these Tejana Maestras engaged in pedagogical practices that included 

the “personal” as insiders of the Latino community (Villenas, 1996). 

 
Alternative Linguistic Discourses – Spanish and English Coexisting Side-by-Side 

The Tejana teachers and their students share (e.g., Spanish, English) “linguistic 

repertoires” defined as the total linguistic resources available to members of particular 

communities (Gumpertz & Hymes, 1972).  Like the Tejana Maestras, emergent 

bilinguals have two languages to navigate in the bilingual classroom community.  As a 

result, the bilingual students in these bilingual settings had greater opportunities to read, 

write, speak, and listen in L1 native language — Spanish and/or L2 target language —

English.  Data analysis would indicate that there was maintenance of L1 and development 

of L2 as well as fluidity with both Spanish and English.  

For instance, on one occasion Ms. Ríos was giving students instructions to her 

fourth grade classroom, clarifying the details on a museum project activity. While Ms. 

Rios was standing in the back of the room near her desk getting her materials for the 

activity, she addressed the students:   
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 Ms. Rios:  Ok, Maria has a good question, the special objects you are 

keeping here for a few weeks. If that is a problem you 

need to find something that can stay here for three weeks.  

As she moved across the room she shifted the student to the next activity for the 

morning, Ms. Rios continued: 

Ok, por favor si pueden venir a la alfombra con su 

cuaderno de lectura y lo que escribieron y si tomaron 

notas, esas notas. Vamos a tomar un minuto para venir a 

la alfombra con esos materiales. Ok, también la libreta si 

escribieron algo allí ok, les doy 30 segundos. (Ok, if you 

would please come to the carpet area with your 

reading/writing journals and if you took notes, those 

notes. We are going to take a minute to come to the carpet 

area with those materials. Ok, also bring the notebook if 

you wrote something in it, ok, I am giving you 30 

seconds).  

Delivering instructions in both English and Spanish was a common event in her 

classroom. She continued in Spanish as the students arrived at the carpet area: 

Quiero que repasen sus notas porque hoy vamos a 

escribir el mensaje del libro y el tema. Hoy vamos a 

escribir cual es el tema. (I want you to go over your 

notes, because today we are going to write about the 
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message and theme of the book. Today we are going to 

write what the theme is). (Classroom Observation, Sept. 

30, 2013).  

One could readily notice that Ms. Ríos was multitasking, answering a student’s 

question, and giving instructions relating to special objects, going to the carpet area with 

their Reading Journals, and having students review their notes for the previous day in two 

different languages. Ms. Rios was not translating.  

On another occasion Ms. González, in the second grade classroom was doing a 

read aloud from the book, The Tooth Fair and El Ratón Pérez (Winter, 2002). The book 

combines elements of the Mexican version of the tooth fairy—el Ratón with the 

American version of the tooth fairy. This book had a sprinkling of some Spanish words.  

Movement from one language to another was observed as Ms. González stopped reading 

at the point where El Ratón Pérez had just received the signal about a new tooth: 

Ms. Gonzalez: El también tiene una señal para saber que hay un diente nuevo. 

(He also has a sign to know when there is a new tooth). 

Antonio: They are probably going to go to the same house. 

Ms. González: Ese es el problema. Van a ir a la misma casa. Something is going 

to happen. (That is the problem. They are going to go to the same 

house).  

Mariana:  Van a llegar al mismo tiempo. (They are going to get there at the 

same time).  
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Ms. González: So, como escritores ustedes cuando escriban su hada hay 

personajes, hay magia, y hay una problema. So ya estamos 

mirando eso. (So, like writers when you write your fairy tale, there 

are characters, there is magic, and there is a problem. So we are 

now looking at that). (Classroom Observation, Oct. 24, 2013).  

In that short statement, it was evident how Ms. González smoothly switched from 

Spanish to English giving students essential elements found in fairy tales, characters, 

magic, and a problem. One can easily see how Ms. González, Antonio and Mariana 

comfortably and effortlessly held a short exchange about the read aloud— The Tooth 

Fairy and El Ratón Pérez, (Winter, 2010) in which each consciously or innately chose to 

use the language of their choice.  

One may argue that the students in these classrooms took cues from the Tejana 

Maestras, but they were engaged in fluidness of language.  This is observed in the 

following excerpt from Ms. Diaz’s fourth grade classroom.  Students were engaged in 

small group discussions regarding their Tejano family biographies that included 

interviews with a family member or someone they knew personally.  The bilingual 

students had just finished sharing their work and were instructed to reflect on what they 

had learned from the biographies. Julian began the dialogue with his own father’s story. 

Julian:   [My father], Armando Enríquez,9 was very hard working 

when he was a little boy. Armando Enriquez was born in 

1983 June in Guanajuato. Everyday he worked hard. He 

                                                
9 The name Armando Enriquez is a pseudonym. 
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went to pick cotton. He did not have enough time to play 

outside with his friends. He was nice to other persons. He 

did not get a good education. He only went to eight-grade. 

Armando Enriquez went crossing a river then he got to 

the U.S.A. in Austin, Texas. 

Aldo:  Yo escuche que cuando su papa era chiquito trabajaba 

mucho y no tenia chanza (slang for tiempo) de jugar con 

sus amigos. (I heard that when your father was young he 

worked a lot and didn’t have time to play with his 

friends).  

Cynthia:  Lo que escuche de la biografía del padre de Juan es que 

el iba a la escuela. (What I heard about Juan’s biography 

about his father is that he attended school).  

Dora:   Su papa nomas acabo de estudiar hasta el octavo grado. 

(His   father only studied up to the eight-grade). 

Jorge:  Yo oí que el papa de Juan nació en Guanajuato, México. 

(I heard that Juan’s father was born in Guanajuato, 

Mexico). 

Alexis:  ¿Porque tu papa paro en el nivel octavo? (Why did your 

dad stop at eight-grade)? (Classroom Observation, Nov. 

18, 2013).  
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Though Julian opened the dialogue and biography of his father in English, it was 

noticeable that his classmates Aldo, Cynthia, Dora, Jorge, and Alexis continued the 

conversation in Spanish. Like their bilingual teachers, there seemed to be a presence of 

understanding, and comprehension in both languages.  Regardless of the teacher’s absent 

exchanges, the students seemed at ease hearing the story from Julian in English and yet 

reiterating what they felt was important in Spanish.  

Unlike Pérez’s (2004) longitudinal ethnographic study of a dual language setting 

where strong parameters were set for language use, in this study, the teachers and 

students freely mixed languages during instructional time.  In fact, these three bilingual 

classrooms were more aligned with Zentella’s (1997) work in Latina/o communities and 

findings that argue interlocutors make the choice of which language to use.  

In addition, by analyzing the linguistic discourse used by the Tejana Maestras, I 

was able to observe some language features used by the participants (Gumpertz, 2009), 

such as Spanish and English coexisting side-by-side.  As such, both languages functioned 

as a form of CRP, as the Maestras chose to respect the practices of their students instead 

of strict separation of languages (García & Kleifgen, 2010; Martínez, Orellana, Pacheco, 

& Carbone, 2008).  As Ms. Ríos declared, “I am letting them chose a language when they 

are talking” (Teacher conversation/field notes, Sept 30, 2013).  In each of the settings, it 

was a common practice for the Tejana Maestras and students to use and affirm the range 

of a linguistic repertoire found within the classroom.  In sum, being bilingual was an 

academic and social asset the three bilingual Tejana Maestras and emergent bilinguals 

fostered — both Spanish and English existed side by side, which were an integral 
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element of the dynamic bilingual classroom community that functioned as a system in 

each class. 

Mentor Texts: Centering culture and both languages – Spanish and English   

Another way in which the bilingual classroom community developed was through 

the integration of mentor texts.  In examining the multiple mentor texts used in the three 

classrooms, they were overwhelmingly Spanish or bilingual — Spanish and English with 

a few exceptions in English.  The mentor texts that these three Tejana Maestras used all 

related to the culture, language, life experiences, and background of the teachers and 

students.  Mentor texts are published books used in education to meet a variety of 

curricular needs (Keene & Zimmerman, 1997).  In these particular classrooms mentor 

texts were selected and used with students and teachers schema in mind. According to 

schema theory, it is our previous experiences, and knowledge that affect how and what 

people learn (Harvey & Goudvis, 2000).  Therefore, it is a reader’s schema that affects 

how they produce meaning and understanding and this makes mentor text a valuable tool 

to use with emergent learners as they come from diverse backgrounds with different ideas 

about their world (Ebe, 2010).  Many times the mentor texts were used as springboards to 

relate and validate their own experiences and background knowledge. Mentor texts, were 

also used as models for students to write identity texts — those written works composed 

by students.  

For the Tejana Maestras and students included in this study, there were ample 

opportunities to engage with mentor texts that reflected their own culture, language, 
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experiences, and backgrounds.  A sample inventory of books used as mentor texts that 

were common in these classrooms is listed below in Table 4.1: 

 

Table 4.1  

Sample Inventory Mentor Text Selections 
Sample Inventory of Mentor Text Selections 

Title  Author Language 
A Gift for Abuelita: Celebrating the 
Day of the Dead, Un regalo para 
Abuelita: en celebración del Día de los 
Muertos 

Nancy Luann (1998)  
Spanish/Engli
sh 

Family Pictures, Cuadros de familia Carmen Lomas Garza (1990) Spanish/Engli
sh 

Frida viene al mundo Jonah Winter (2002) Spanish 
Gracias Mr. Falker Patricia Polacco (2006) Spanish 
La Calle es Libre Kurusa M. Doppert  (1994) Spanish 
Niño wrestles the world Yuri Morales (2013) Spanish/Engli

sh 
Oscar de la Hoya Gold-Medal 
Boxer/Boxeador de medalla de oro 

Rob Kirkpatrick  
Spanish/Engli
sh 

Prietita and the Ghost Woman; Prietita 
y la Llorona 

Gloria Anzaldúa and Maya 
Christina González (1996) 

 
Spanish/Engli
sh 

Semillas P. Fleischman, S. Fleischman, 
& I. Hernandez  

 
Spanish 

Sylvia & Aki Winifred Conkling (2011) English 
The Day of the Dead El Día de los 
Muertos: A bilingual celebration 

Bob Barner and translated by 
Teresa Mlaver (2010) 

Spanish/Engli
sh 

The Festival of Bones, El festival de las 
Calaveras 

Luis San Vicente (2000) 
 

Spanish/Engli
sh 

The Tooth Fairy meets el Ráton Pérez Lainez (2010) English/Spani
sh 

Tomas y la señora de la biblioteca Pat Mora (1997) Spanish 
 

 
Several of the books like A Gift for Abuelita: Celebrating the Day of the Dead, 

Un Regalo para Abuelita: en Celebración del Día de los Muertos (Luann, 1998) and 
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Family Pictures, Cuadros de Familia (Lomas Garza, 1990) promoted the traditions that 

are central to the Latina/o families. Other books, for example, Sylvia & Aki (Conkling, 

2011) highlights the contributions of Latinas/os to the political landscape of history.  

Finally a few of the books noted in Table 4.1 such as Prietita and the Ghost Woman; 

Prietita y la Llorona (Anzaldúa & González, 1996) and La Calle es Libre (Doppert, 

1994) also relate to the notions of community—the unique identities of Latina/o 

communities.  In addition to having valuable and salient themes, the books noted in my 

field notes were written in both languages—Spanish and English for the most part, with a 

few exceptions.  Each of these children’s books emphasized themes and represented the 

language repertoires there were central to the lives and experiences of the teachers and 

students and consequently served as mentor texts.  

Ms. González second grade Maestra provided an excellent example of how 

integrating mentor texts allowed for text-to-self, text-to-text, and text-to-world 

connections (Keene and Zimmerman, 1997). Family Pictures, Cuadros de Familia  

(1990), written by Tejana, Carmen Lomas Garza, depicts the culture, language, and life 

experiences that were totally relevant to the classroom community at Blanco Elementary.  

During a large unit that lasted a month and a half (September to mid October, 2013) 

entitled Nuestra Comunidad (Our Community), Ms. González’ students used mentor 

texts and created identity texts that focused upon Latina/o heritage.  In using Family 

Pictures, Cuadros de familia as a medium to help access student’s knowledge about 

family traditions, Ms. Gonzalez was deliberate in selecting for a read aloud a mentor text 

that focused upon common Mexican traditions.  This mentor text allowed the students to 
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draw on prior knowledge and experiences, enabling them to use the guiding text in the 

book to make connections with their own family traditions.  At the carpet area, sitting in 

her chair surrounded by her students, Ms. González began: 

Ms. Gonzalez: Puedes poner tradiciones a lo mejor que recordaste de  

 este libro, tu texto de   mentor. Este es un texto que 

usamos para ideas y    puedes usar esas ideas si son parte 

de tu cuento. La razón que me gusta este libro es porque 

Carmen Lomas Garza nació en Kingsville, Texas, que 

esta cerca de México. Escribió el libro de recuerdos de su 

familia que son tradiciones como mi familia. Tiene cosas 

que representa nuestra familia. Libros como estos son 

muy especiales para mi porque representa algo de 

nuestro cuento. (You can put traditions that maybe you 

remembered from this book, your mentor text. This is a 

text that we use for ideas and you can use those ideas if 

they are part of your story. The reason I like this book is 

because Carmen Lomas Garza was born in Kingsville, 

Texas, which is near Mexico. She wrote the book about 

her family memories, which are traditions like my family. 

It represents things that represent our family. Books like 

these are very special to me because it represents 

something of our story).  
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In this overview, I noted that with ease Ms. González was able to initially insert 

the students own lives into Lomas Garza’s book by saying they could “[recordarte] de 

este libro” and “Este es un texto que usamos para ideas y puedes usar esas ideas si son 

parte de tu cuento,” the Maestra stated how the book they were about to read embraced 

their lives and experiences. Moreover she was explicit in signaling the importance of the 

book by saying “tu texto de   mentor” and later “Libros como estos.”  Lastly her 

purposeful introduction of Family Pictures, Cuadros de Familia also included a notation 

of the physical proximity of the book’s setting in Kingsville, Texas to the students’ native 

and or ancestral country of Mexico.  She left no doubt the book they were about to read 

included “cosas que representa nuestra familia.” 

While showing students the cover of the book that included several traditions, 

Ms. González continued: 

 Ok, now estoy muy entusiasmado de la lección de hoy. La 

introducción es de una de mis poetas favoritas, que se 

llama Sandra Cisneros. Este libro es muy famoso y 

también muy conocido en el mundo. (Ok, now I'm really 

looking forward to the lesson today. The introduction is 

by one of my favorite poets, named Sandra Cisneros. This 

book is very famous and well known in the world). 

(Classroom Observation, Sept. 26, 2013). 

Once again, Ms. González started to access students’ prior academic knowledge and 

personal family traditions.  In fact she made text-to-self connections by pointing to stories 
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from similar genres, other books by the same author, or perhaps the same topic (Keene & 

Zimmerman, 1997). 

In this instance, the teacher was reminded about one of her favorite authors, 

Sandra Cisneros (2014). Cisneros, a Latina writer and poet is best known for The House 

on Mango Street (1984), which tells the story of a young Latina growing up in Chicago.  

And finally, in the last statement, Ms. González, made a text-to-world connection telling 

the student how the mentor text, Family Pictures, Cuadros de Familia, by Carmen Lomas 

Garza (1990), was well known around the world.  A text-to-world connection is the larger 

connections a reader brings to the reading situation (Keene & Zimmerman, 1997). 

 
Identity Texts to Build Community  

Identity texts were also essential components in the building of a bilingual 

classroom community.  These components brought focus to effective bilingual 

classrooms as they operate during literacy practices.  The ultimate goal was to ascertain 

how the bilingual classrooms were functioning as a community. During data analysis 

field notes and transcripts, student artifacts, and teacher interview transcripts, the data 

uncovered what constituted a bilingual community.  To reiterate 1) Spanish and English 

coexisting side by side and 2) mentor texts were integral elements in what constituted the 

bilingual community relating to the culture, languages, and community of the Maestras 

and emergent bilinguals.  This led to the identification of the third essential component in 

the building of the bilingual community — identity text (Cummins & Early, 2011; 

Fránquiz, 2012a, 2012b). Similar to how Cummins and Early (2011) use identity text, “to 

emphasize that they express the learner’s identity” (p. 181), the bilingual Tejana 
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Maestras incorporated students’ written texts which “can be highly effective in creating 

academic empowerment, particularly among bilingual children” (Cummins, 2001, p. 

146).  That is, identity texts represented another pertinent component in the building and 

sustaining of the classroom community, centering the identity of bilingual students by 

supporting and bringing in who they were.  

The example following is part of a larger project in Ms. Diaz’s fourth grade dual 

language classroom.  Mentor texts were used as guides in helping students write identity 

texts.  The Tejana Maestra presented the research biography by exposing the students to 

biographical mentor texts, focusing on Latinos. Among the Latinos books that were 

included: Lee Treviño, Henry Cisneros, Julia Alvarez, Oscar de la Hoya, Mariano Rivera, 

Roberto Clemente, and Cesar Chavez — to name some.  After introducing the children to 

the biographies, which included learning about biography text characteristics, the 

students then wrote their own biography identity text.  And as the teacher stated, “I really 

made it a point to look for books that were not Anglo centered” (Teacher Interview, 

November 14, 2013, p. 1).  A goal of the unit of study biography research project was to 

make it relevant to the students’ life experiences and backgrounds.  This was 

accomplished easily since most of the students chose to write about one of their parents, 

the majority choosing to write about their mother.  The text is an excerpt of a student’s 

biography about his mother.  The student wrote: 

Mi mama Sara Hernández nació en 1980 en la Ciudad Juárez, México. 

Está cerca del Estados Unidos con la ciudad de El Paso, Texas, donde el 

Rio grande marca la frontera entre México y Estados Unidos.   
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Immediately, following on the next page, the student translated the segment to 

English: 

My mom Sara Hernández was born in 1980 in the city of Juárez, 

México. It is close to the City of El Paso, Texas, where the Río Grande 

marks the border of México and the United States.  

Following the student wrote about his mother’s schooling experience: 

Estudio hasta la preparatoria y empezó a ayudar a su mamá en la venta 

de ropa, para tener dinero para comer y para la ropa.  

As in the last segment, the student translated the segment in English: 

She studied in the elementary school and she started to help her mother 

sell clothes to get money for food and clothes (Student Artifact, Nov. 25, 

2013). 

As the reader was able to note, the student who wrote his identity text as a bilingual 

biography text, and did so because the teacher, Ms. Díaz, as the other two teachers, 

allowed her bilingual students to frequently choose either language for written purposes 

when they crafted their identity texts.  According to Ms. Díaz, who stated, “I have no idea 

why we don’t allow two languages… in writing. I think there should be times when you 

know when you want to communicate in what language is acceptable” (Teacher 

Interview, Nov. 15, 2013). 

All three Tejana Maestras used mentor texts as springboards for students to write 

their own identity text.  Student samples from Ms. González’s and Ms. Díaz’s classrooms 

are presented. The third example is from a classroom observation from Ms. González 
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second grade class. This is part of a larger unit of study in which the teacher also 

introduced the students mentor text as a springboard for students to write their own 

identity text.  The literacy activity was the final culminating assignment.  The identity 

text example below is a representation of what other identity texts were like in this class. 

Similar to many students, the student wrote her identity text in Spanish and wrote about 

her mother. Following is a short excerpt: 

Mi mamá nació en Tijuana México. Ella nació en el mes de diciembre.  

Cuando estaba chiquita fue a la escuela. Le gusto matemáticas. El 

color favorito es rosita porque es como las flores de México. Cuando 

yo nací trabajaba en un restaurante y todavía trabaja allí. (My mom 

was born in Tijuana Mexico. She was born in the month of December. 

When she was little she went to school. She liked mathematics. Her 

favorite color is pink because it is like the flowers of Mexico. When I 

was born she worked in a restaurant and still works there). (Student 

Artifact, Dec 17, 2013). 

Similar to the other student example, in the last example the reader can note how this 

second grade student’s identity text was based on her mother.  Similar to Reyes’s (2001) 

study, whereby the biliteracy of four bilingual students in the early grades was observed.  

The student example revealed how a male student was able to manipulate the two 

systems for his written communicative purposes. As the bilingual students in Reyes’s 

(2001) study, who were fortunate to have teachers who assisted and encouraged their 

linguistic repertoires, these teachers also afforded students with language choice.  
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The previous identity text example clearly demonstrated how the Tejana Maestra 

afforded her emergent bilinguals the freedom to express themselves in the language of 

preference.  It is noteworthy to mention that the majority of the students wrote their 

identity texts in Spanish.  One student wrote his in both Spanish and English.  The last 

example is of a student who chose to and wrote his identity text about his mother in both 

languages.  The first part of the illustration shows the text written in Spanish, while the 

second is the English translation.  An interesting observation noticed was how the student 

first chose to write the segment about his mother’s place of birth in Spanish, showing the 

priority the student is giving to his native language, Spanish.  

 
Pedagogical Practices that Include the Personal  

 In these three bilingual classrooms, exemplary pedagogical practices included the 

personal.  By personal this means that Tejana Maestras integrated students’ lived 

experiences and knowledge, as well as, putting students into the pedagogical practice.  

The interjection of the personal was common in the pedagogical practices. In instruction, 

there was frequently recurring inclusion of sustainable and relevant themes that 

represented their lifes, familial experiences and historical knowledge, dichos, educational 

aspirations, customs, traditions, and cultural word meanings.  

Although all three teachers’ instructional practices included the personal, the first 

of the personal occurred when Ms. Díaz and her students were sitting on the carpet area 

in a circle, where she modeled and orally read aloud a part of the identity text she had 

written about her father. She began: 
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Mi papá nació en 1920 en su casa, el primer de 13 hermanos. Era niño 

hasta que tenia cinco años y después se convirtió a un trabajador. 

Tuvo que trabajar para ayudar a su familia. Su familia se mudo 

muchas veces porque estaban siguiendo las cosechas. (My father was 

born in 1920 in his home, the first of thirteen brothers. He was a child 

until he was five years old and afterwards became a laborer. He had to 

work to help his family. His family moved frequently because they 

were following the crops.) (Classroom Observation, Nov. 15, 2013).  

Ms. Diaz unmistakably added a personal layer to the class activity as she contributed the 

life story of her father including; birth, family, work experience, and the family’s 

migratory practice as “they were following the crops.”  In Ms. Diaz’s own words, “Si 

ustedes tienen que hacer una biografía, yo tengo que hacer una también. Hice mi 

biografía sobre mi papá” (If you have to do a biography, I have to do one too.  I did my 

biography of my father). (11-15-13).  As the other two Tejana Maestras, Ms. Díaz not 

only modeled for the students, but also included herself as she wrote an identity text, a 

biography about her father.  She modeled personal validation extending to the students 

the privilege to enter the personal life of their Tejana Maestras learning about her father.  

In another example regarding the book, Gracias, Sr. Falker (Polacco, 2006), Ms. 

Rios and her students made the activity personal as a discussion shifted from the mentor 

text to the student’s lives in relation to dichos or folk traditions. Ms. Ríos and students 

took a few minutes to integrate their own cultural knowledge about stars, by including 

dichos into the activity: 
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Yadir:     Mi abuelita dice que las estrellas son personas que aún  

fallecido. (My grandmother says that stars are persons 

who have died). 

Monica:  Ah, si hay muchos dichos diferentes que es lo que son las 

estrellas. ¿Aquí, para la abuela que son? (Ah, yes there 

are many different sayings of what stars are. Here, what 

are they for the grandmother?).  

Carmen:  Agujeros. (Holes). 

Monica:  Si, para la abuela son agujeros y allí sale la luz verdad? 

(Yes for the grandmother they are holes where light 

comes out, right?) 

Albar:    Mi abuela dice que las estrellas cuando una mujer esta 

embarazada es cuando sale otra estrella. (My 

grandmother says stars when a woman is pregnant another 

star appears). (Classroom Observation, Sept. 27, 2013).  

In the preceding example the dialogue ensued after reading about stars in the text.  

Trisha, the protagonist of the text, asks the grandmother if she is different and the 

grandmother responds that that the difference in each is the beauty of life.  Here, the 

teacher, Ms. Ríos, afforded students the opportunity to share family oral tradition or 

dichos.  

This example demonstrates the Tejana Maestra and students centering themselves 

through their own cultural knowledge and experiences within the read-aloud.  As the 
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reader notices, a student shares his own familial and cultural understanding of stars.  Ms. 

Ríos continued after she had acknowledged the student’s contribution and reinforces the 

many sayings about stars.  The students are redirected to the mentor text theme. Yet, the 

teacher afforded the student to center his own personal cultural knowledge and familial 

experience along side the mentor text read-aloud.  Next, as the reader can note, a student 

also re-focused the conversation to the mentor text theme.  A student answered the 

Tejana Maestra’s last question—Here, what are they for the grandmother? — Holes.  

Again, the Maestra afforded another student time to share his own knowledge and 

cultural interpretation of stars. It is clearly evident from this short exchange that ‘stars’ 

centers around the cultural knowledge and experiences these students take into the 

classroom community. 

The next two examples are from data that was generated from a classroom 

observation in Ms. Ríos’s fourth grade class.  Both examples are short class discourses 

during the class activity around the mentor text, Sylvia & Aki (Conkling, 2011), in which 

the personal was embodied by two themes, family educational and occupational 

aspirations and customs and traditions. The first example centered on family educational 

and occupational aspirations. The short dialogue followed right after Ms. Rios and her 

students were reading the first part of chapter one in the part about where Sylvia, the 

protagonist of the story, was reminiscing about the many times her father had spoken 

about wanting the best education possible for her and to be the first in their family to 

finish high school.  The teacher stopped and asked students if they had any connections. 

Next, are some of the student connections:  
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Nelson:  My dad told me he wanted a dream job, he wanted to be a 

doctor, but he had to help his mother. 

Andres:  Mi papa no quiere que pinte carros, quiere que yo tenga 

un buen trabajo o colegio. (My dad doesn’t want me to 

paint cars. He wants me to have a good job or college.) 

Sara:      Mi mama me dijo que para ella no tenían mucho dinero 

ahora si témenos para ir yo a la escuela. (My mom told 

me that for her they didn’t have much money, now we do 

have money for me to go to school.). (Classroom 

Observation, September 27, 2013). 

The pedagogical practice became personal as a student shared his father’s professional 

aspirations.  Then, a second student spoke about the aspirations his dad wanted for him. 

In contrast with the first two students, a third student’s contribution focused on the 

mother’s educational experience and her own.  This tied nicely with the aspirational 

theme in the previous example where   Sylvia was reminiscing about the conversations 

her father had had with her.  This provided students with the opportunities to make 

connections between their own lives and the mentor text. 

The other example regarding the mentor text, Sylvia & Aki (Conkling, 2011), 

focused on customs and traditions.  It occurred while Ms. Ríos and the students were 

chorally reading (ps. 38-39) the part where Sylvia’s mother is singing “Cielito Lindo”—

“Pretty Sweetheart.” Immediately after that, the teacher stopped and asked the students 

why the author had the mother singing the song.  A student responded, “Para ponerla 
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pensar en la felicidad.” (To get her to think of happiness.) (10-18-13, p. 2).  Next, the 

Tejana Maestra used her cultural intuitiveness (Delgado-Bernal, 1998) to center the class 

discussion on the Mexican song.  She was able to do this as she had located three 

versions of the song, Cielito Lindo, on the internet and then had the students listen to it 

and then they sang along with each version.  There was clear expression of happiness in 

all of the children’s faces. After they sang the first version of the song—the Mariachi 

version of the song, a student made a comment, “A mi abuelita le cantaron esa canción 

en su cumpleaños y siempre vienen Mariachis.” (They sang that song to my grandmother 

on her birthday and Mariachis always came) (10-18-13, p. 3).  This was clear evidence 

demonstrating student’s knowledge about familial and cultural traditions, especially as 

Mariachis are quite common and are part of the Mexican heritage.  Next, the Tejana 

Maestra and students discussed that the song meant more to them in Spanish.  They 

discussed the phrase Cielito Lindo and this centered the discussion on terms of 

endearment in which their parents had used when referring to them. The discussion took 

students to a more personal level as students shared some terms of endearment their 

parents sometimes referred them by.  Some of the terms students shared were ojitos 

lindos (pretty eyes), oso (bear) and bruja (witch). (Classroom Observation, Oct. 18, 

2013).  

In the last example, the data drawn were generated from a classroom observation 

while Ms. Ríos and her fourth graders were sitting on the floor on the carpet area in a 

circle.  In this example, the class stopped during a Read Aloud of the book, Gracias, Sr. 

Falker (Polacco, 2006), to discuss the word braver and what it commonly meant in 
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Mexico, as some cultural groups have a different interpretation for certain words. The 

exchange follows: 

Ms. Rios:  ¿En México que significa tener coraje? (In Mexico what 

does it mean to have anger?)  

Sarai:    Estar enojado. (Being mad). 

Ms. Rios:  Si, en México significa estar enojado a veces. En este 

libro el coraje es igual a braver. ¿Que es braver? (Yes, in 

Mexico it means to be angry at times. In this book anger 

is equal to braver. What is braver?) 

Carmen:  Valiente (Brave). (Classroom Observation, Oct. 28, 

2013). 

In this last example, the Tejana Maestra was using her cultural intuitiveness (Delgado-

Bernal, 1998) to provide another learning opportunity for her bilingual students. There 

were familial and cultural ties to their heritage and therefore facilitation of knowledge 

about word meanings.  This was another successful means by which the Tejana Maestras 

and students continued in centering their own lived experience and background into the 

academic activities.  

These Tejana Maestras engage in pedagogical practices that included the 

“personal” because they could draw from their common cultural heritage or shared 

identity (Valencia & Aburto, 1991). They were able to integrate shared common cultural 

knowledge and lived experiences personalizing the CRP pedagogical practices.  In 
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contrast to educators who cannot make the practice “personal” these Tejana Maestras 

were setting forth academic progress through personal experiences.  

As evidenced from the five above exemplary pedagogical practices, including the 

‘personal’, in lesson themes is an asset. The themes presented: a) familial experiences 

and historical knowledge, b) dichos, c) educational aspirations, d) customs and traditions; 

and e) cultural word meaning.  Still, these themes are a small representation of personal 

topics.  The themes incorporated the “personal” adding layers of language experiences 

for effective student engagement, foster further academic success for this cultural group 

whose language and culture often exist outside the American classrooms.  

Conclusion 

The findings of how the bilingual teachers and students were building a bilingual 

classroom community revealed the presence of four sub-themes; a) Spanish and English 

coexisted side-by-side, b) utilized mentor texts centering culture and language, c) and d) 

pedagogical practices that included the personal.  

First, Spanish and English coexisted side-by-side in these three bilingual classes.  

As evidenced from the data, the examples presented, there was no priority of English 

over Spanish and vice-versa.  The Tejana Maestras and students used the totality of their 

linguistic repertories emerging as language co-existed as a form of CRP, respecting all 

available practices instead of separation of languages (Gárcia & Kleifgen, 2010). Second, 

in these three classrooms the vast selection of mentor texts were in Spanish or bilingual 

and consequently provided better support as incorporated into the curriculum.  

Completing the “personal” conceptions of a bilingual community were the ways in which 
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these Tejana Maestras as insiders of the community, engaged in pedagogical practices, 

reaching the soul of the Latina/o community (Villenas, 1996).  Again, themes seek to 

contribute to the nuances these Tejana Maestras and students created for an evolving 

bilingual community. Successful teaching and learning practices must be geared 

appropriately when evidenced by academic successes. 

This dissertational study’s first finding revealed the presence of how the building 

of a bilingual community was being crafted, dynamically functioning, and evolving while 

being implemented through four operating components: a) Spanish and English 

coexisting side-by-side, b) integration of mentor texts, c) incorporation of identity texts, 

and, d) making the pedagogical practices personal, as forms of CRP, encapsulating the 

Tejana Maestras and bilingual students’ community culture, funds of knowledge, and 

experiences into the classroom community — all components reflecting academic 

accomplishments. 

 

Teachers As Agents of Change 

 
In the second theme, the Tejana Maestras as agents of change that guided the 

pedagogical literacy practices are explored in the three bilingual elementary classrooms.  

Teacher as agent of change or change agent (Montaño & Burstein, 2006) was central to 

the study and the assertion is that educators who attribute teaching as a moral purpose, as 

the Maestras did, with the skills of change agentry, in fact became agents of change 

(Fullan, 1993). Consequently, teachers “must combine the mantle of moral purpose with 
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the skills of change agentry” (Fullan, 1993 p. 2), which the Tejana teachers in this study 

possessed.  

Building on the concept of agents of change (Fullan, 1993; Montaño & Burstein, 

2006), the Tejana Maestras who they were provided them with a Tejana-Mexicana 

cultural knowledge taken into the classroom.  The Tejana Maestras accomplished this as 

they promoted and engaged in pedagogical practices that centered their ideas based on 

who they were, schooling experience, shared commonalities, and meeting bilingual 

student needs, supporting the notion of agent of change (Fullan, 1993). 

As data analysis revealed the Tejana Maestras integrated who they were, their 

experiences, and their students.  The study ascertained what Tejana Mexicana ethnic 

cultural knowledge and experiences were being used as they made teaching literacy 

practice decisions. This responded to the study’s first inquiry.  The three Tejana Maestras 

notions of who they were, their experiences, and their bilingual students experiences was 

suitable in tying with the second question guiding this study: How do teachers acquire 

knowledge about the culture, language, and background practices of their students when 

planning and implementing instruction?  

Using the second study research question as a guide, the second theme—Teachers 

as Agents of Change—emerged.  The participants made decisions based on who they 

were—Tejanas.  In attempting to capture teacher’s identities and it’s manifestation into 

pedagogies, I argue at least three facets of “who they were” emerged.  First, the Tejana 

Maestras teaching choices encompassed an honoring of heritage language, and a border 

crosser identity that was reflected in their daily practices.  The Tejana Maestras and 
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bilingual students shared traditional ethnic characteristics hence their histories 

influencing their teaching. Second, the Tejana Maestras made decisions based on their 

own schooling experiences.   K-12 schooling, graduate master’s program, a required 

graduate class project, and augmented reflection knowledge greatly influenced the Tejana 

Maestras teaching practices.   And third, the teachers made instructional decisions based 

on deeper acquired understandings, and always with the needs of their bilingual/bicultural 

students first.  This included knowing about the students’ linguistic repertoire, immigrant 

identities and background knowledge.  

 
Tejana-Mexicana Cultural Knowledge: Making Pedagogical Decisions Based on 

Shared Understandings and Histories 

Most Latinas/os residing in the United States reflect a straddling of two cultures, 

values, beliefs, norms and two languages (Anzaldúa, 1999).  The Tejana Maestras in this 

study embodied their bilingualism and biculturalism wholeheartedly as a form of CRP 

during literacy practices. During initial and ongoing analysis of data what guided the 

bilingual teachers in crafting and implementing instructional decisions in literacy 

practices, the construct of who they were kept recurring.  The Tejana Maestras developed 

critical consciousness and transformed into critical pedagogy integrating their lived 

experiences into their classroom practices (Arce, 2004; Barlolomé, 1994).  The Tejana 

Maestras learned “that instead separation of linguistic and cultural knowledge, the idea of 

crossing boundaries and utilizing all resources in educational contexts is promising” 

(Fránquiz, Salazar, & DeNicolo, 2011, p. 285). 
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In their ideological stance as bilingual/bicultural beings, family native language 

communicating experiences influenced each in becoming bilingual teachers.  In addition, 

each Tejana Maestras personified a border-crosser identity due to the fact that each one 

had some family connection to Mexico.  The Tejana Maestras making pedagogical 

decisions based on who they were builds on Anzaldúa’s (1999), construct of border-

crossers.  

Native language maintenance- loss: Impact on becoming bilingual 

pedagogues. 

 Each Tejana Maestra stated how communication with some of their family 

members impacted the decision to become bilingual teachers. Ms. Díaz fourth grade 

Tejana Maestra expressed how growing up with her maternal grandmother, who spoke 

no English, influenced her bilingual career.  According to Ms. Díaz, her grandmother, a 

native of Mexico, who had migrated to Texas with her family, did not speak English.  In 

Ms. Díaz’s words, “My mother’s mother spoke no English, but I would spend a couple of 

weeks with her every summer.  She spoke to me in Spanish and I spoke to her in 

English”.  Despite the fact that they both were able to communicate with each other, Ms. 

Díaz never spoke Spanish to her grandmother.  On a personal note, according to Ms. 

Diaz, “I wanted to be a bilingual teacher because I was never able to talk to my 

grandmother” (Teacher Interview, November 15, 2013).  One might argue that there was 

a personal urgency that compelled Ms. Díaz to learn Spanish as a way to remedy her past 

and ensure that others not feel that same sense of loss. 
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Like Ms. Díaz, Ms. Ríos also recalled not being able to communicate with her 

grandparents although she did grow up in a household where Spanish was maintained.  

This, according to her, resulted in being exited out of bilingual education at the start of 

fourth grade. She further stated, “It took me many years to be fluent in conversational 

Spanish after that.  I think the point that really made me conscious of it was when I went 

to visit my grandparents [in México].”  The Maestra recalled how she “couldn’t talk to 

them [grandparents] about the things I wanted to talk to them about, it was superficial, 

and I didn’t have the vocabulary” (Teacher Interview, September 2013).  Similar to 

Wong Fillmore’s finding that  “suggest that the loss of a primary language, can be very 

costly to the children, to the family” (1991, p. 323), both Ms. Díaz and Ms. Ríos had also 

experienced language loss prompting them to merge that own experiences into their 

practices with their now language ideologies. 

In contrast to Ms. Diaz and Ms. Ríos, Ms. González never experienced any 

communication issues with her extended family.   In her case, both of her parents had 

migrated from México to Texas during their late teens.  She explained that she had 

always maintained and sustained her native language skills and abilities throughout all 

her life.  For Ms. González, the family language practices significantly impacted her 

desire to become a bilingual pedagogue.  

The Maestras: Embodiment of border-crosser. 

 Each of the Tejana Maestras personified the construct of a border-crosser.  Each 

has resided in the U.S.-Texas – Mexico border region with cultural and familial ties to 

both countries. Ms. González and Ms. Ríos continue to have close relationships with their 
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extended families in both Texas and Mexico and incorporated the notion of border-

crossers into the delivery of instruction.  

To further exemplify, Ms. González’s bilingual second grade classroom’s project 

– the Tejano Heritage Project: Nuestra Comunidad integrated the construct of border-

crosser and the significance of their complex and unique identities.  The teacher focused 

upon her own family’s border-crosser identity, a family who resided both in the U.S. and 

Mexico.  In an activity, “Countries Where We Come From,” Ms. González emphasized 

how both her life and her students shared a commonality of having family ties in both the 

United States and Mexico. Standing in front of the classroom the teacher called the 

students to go sit in the carpet while she pulled down the world map.  As she pointed to 

Texas, she told the students: 

Aquí en el mundo, aquí estamos. Muchos de nosotros y nuestras familias 

no vienen de Austin, Texas como mi familia. Yo nací en Dallas, pero mi 

familia mi papá es de Monterrey  y mi mamá de Durango, México. 

Cuando yo era chiquita yo iba a México cada verano. Iba muchas 

semanas con mis abuelos y mis tías. Íbamos de Tejas a México y pa tras a 

Tejas de México. (Here in the world, we are here. Like my family, many 

of our families and us do not come from Austin, Texas like my family. I 

was born in Dallas, but my father is from Monterrey and my mother from 

Durango, México. When I was small, I went to México every summer. I 

went for many weeks to be with my grandparents and aunts). (Classroom 

Observation, September 2013). 
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Jaramillo (1973) posited that biculturalism implies knowing, feeling, and behaving as a 

native of a given culture, as well as,  “a true biculturate is committed to and has 

internalized the beliefs, values, customs, and mores of two different people” (pp. 253-

254). All three teachers shared similar narratives that they purposefully presented within 

their teaching.  As border crossers with intimate ties to both Texas and Mexico, they 

incorporated their ‘dual and dueling” identities into their everyday instruction, honoring a 

common story they shared with their students. 

An emphasis on a shared identity. 

The Tejana Maestras shared cultural, social, and linguistic commonalities with 

emergent bilinguals.  In other words, the Tejana Maestras personified a shared identity 

with their students (linguistic, social, and cultural commonalities) (Valencia & Aburto, 

1991).  All three Tejana Maestras revealed similarities that included being bilingual, 

bicultural, and having partaken in like familial socialization practices.  The Tejana 

Maestra’s knowledge base was capable of countering hegemonic10 knowledge that 

prevails in mainstream American classrooms (Arce, 2004; Gutiérrez, & Larson, 1994). 

The Tejana Maestras’ knowledge and bilingual ideals prevailed for them. Using their 

world-view, the three Tejana Maestras fostered cultural awareness that made teaching 

more relevant and long-term learning for their emergent bilinguals (Paris, 2012).  The 

Tejana Maestras have faced resistance but have demonstrated successes utilizing their 

native language and family as central components of their curriculum and teaching. 

                                                
10 Hegemony refers to a form of ideological control in which dominant values, beliefs, and social practices 
are reproduced and distributed in many institutions such as schools (Giroux, 1981). For more information 
see: Apple (1990) and Gramsci (1971). 
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Through literature, language and culture were viewed as shared assets in these 

three classrooms.  For instance, during a read-aloud, Ms. Gonzalez’s second grade, 

during a brief break from the activity at hand –stated to her bilingual students that 

throughout the year they would be focusing on authors who spoke Spanish, who wrote in 

Spanish, and on books whose characters mirrored their lives as Latinas/os.  The Tejana 

Maestra actively engaged in the integration of shared commonalities of language into 

literacy practices.  It was common for the Tejana Maestra to explicitly position Mexican 

culture and the Spanish language as having cache.  

The Tejana Maestras also revealed that despite a more Latinaness identity, the 

classroom community shared language in diverse ways. The following during 

observation in Ms. González’s second grade classroom shows the students engaged in a 

short discussion centered on place of origin:  

            Ms. Gonzalez: ¿Abril sabes de que país vienes? (Abril, what country do you come  

                                    from?) 

Abril: De México. (From México). 

            Ms. González: Catarina de donde vino tu familia? (Cathy, where does your 

                                    family come from?) 

Catarina:  México. 

Ms. González: Sara? 

Sara: De Monterrey, México. (From Monterrey, México). 

           Ms. González: Nico, ¿donde nacieron tus papas? (Nico, where were your parents  

 born?) 
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Nico: Nacieron en Argentina. (They were born in Argentina). 

            Ms. González: Diana, ¿de donde vino tu familia? (Diana, where did your family  

 come  from?) 

Diana: Guadalajara. 

Ms. González: ¿Que lenguajes hablan en estos lugares? ¡Español si! ¿De que 

lugares somos? (What languages do they speak in these places? 

Spanish yes! What places are we from?) 

Aida: Somos casi de dos lugares. (We are practically from two places). 

As a follow-up Ms. González told her students that both her parents were from México.  

Ms. González employed every opportunity possible to include ethnic traits as a form of 

CRP.  It is clearly evident from the above exchange that the Tejana Maestra afforded 

learning opportunities for bilingual students by highlighting experiences that were 

common to the classroom community. 

Beyond shared texts and language was a working class understanding what 

shaped their everyday lives and places in the United States.  The Tejana Maestra 

interrupted the read-aloud and held a short dialogue with the students about Día de 

trabajo (Labor Day): 

Ms. Ríos:  ¿Saben de que es ese día? ¿Para que lo festejamos? (Do you know 

about that day? Why do we celebrate it?) 

Daniel:  Día de trabajo. (Labor Day) 

Ms. Ríos: Día de descanso de trabajo, y muchos lugares no tienen horas de  

 servicio como los bancos están cerrados. Entonces deben saber  
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porque descansamos ese día. (Day of rest from work, and many 

places do not have service hours that day, like banks are closed. 

Therefore you all need to know why we rest on that day). 

Noé:  Mi papá no descansa ese día. (My dad does not rest that day). 

Ms. Ríos: Unas personas no descansan ese día. (Some people do not rest that  

 day). 

Daniel: Mi papá tampoco descansa porque trabaja en construcción y  

tiene que trabajar. (My dad will not rest that day either because he 

works in construction and has to work). 

Ms. Ríos:  Algunas personas no pueden descansar ese día. Por ejemplo mi 

papá antes trabajaba en construcción y mi abuelo también. (Some 

persons can not rest that day. For example, my father used to work 

in construction and so did my grandfather). 

In the above short exchange, a teachable moment was observed when the Tejana Maestra 

and the bilingual students briefly inserted an activity to incorporate both the purpose of 

Labor Day and the working class dilemma. The brief exchange became personal and 

engaging as both — students and teacher — integrated the family experiences as a way to 

elaborate meaning.  

 
The Tejana Maestras: Making Decisions Based on Their Notions of Their Own 

Schooling Experiences 

Integral to their integration of their border crossing identities, the Tejana 

Maestras shouldered a consciousness that emerged from their own schooling experiences 
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including elementary to their graduate studies embracing the Programa Maestría. First, 

the three Tejana Maestras K-12 schooling has played a role for the educators.  Second, a 

master’s program in bilingual/bicultural emphasis further developed their pedagogy to 

better meet the needs of bilingual students. Third, the Tejana Maestras asserted how 

graduate studies had had a major impact on their dynamic and evolving teaching 

practices.  One influential teaching tool, two of the Tejana Maestras spoke about, was a 

project called — Las Cajitas and Journey Boxes assignment.  Fourth, the notion of 

reflection thrived due to the teacher’s participation during the master’s program.  This 

study is similar to other studies that look at Latina/o teachers or bilingual Latina/o 

teachers who draw on their own backgrounds, cultures, and life experiences to better 

teach bilingual students (Gómez, Rodríguez, & Agosto, 2008; Monzó & Rueda, 2003; 

Ochoa, 2007; Weisman, 2001).  This study can be compared to Ochoa’s (2007) study 

about experienced Latina/o teachers in California that describes how the teachers use 

their own background and life experiences to form their teaching philosophies and 

practices.  The Tejana Maestras also relied on their schooling experiences to form their 

pedagogy style.  

The bilingual teachers K- 12 schooling experiences impacted their teaching.  

Early educational and family experiences impacted the bilingual teachers’ 

pedagogy.  Ms. Diaz experienced her youth without knowing Spanish. In contrast, Ms. 

Ríos spoke Spanish, but went through a period of very limited Spanish speaking because 

of her school setting.  The third teacher Ms. González maintained her native language and 

fluently communicated with her immediate and extended family.  
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Ms. Diaz attended public school in the early 1960’s at a time when the schooling 

experience for many Mexican Americans was not a positive one (Blanton, 2004; San 

Miguel, 1987).  She recalls that two of her older siblings had been held back in the lower 

primary grades because of their limited English abilities.  Therefore, her parents made a 

decision to raise her with English only.  She explained that her inability to speak Spanish 

during her childhood played a major impact on her decision to become a bilingual teacher 

and her ideological view of language being as integral to her identity and choices as a 

teacher.  

In comparison, Ms. Ríos’s interest in becoming a bilingual teacher was partially a 

result of “enjoying working with and tutoring bilingual [elementary] students” at the 

elementary campus where her mother was the principal. During her experiences with 

emergent bilinguals, teachers would inform her that students had become more 

consistently successful and had tremendously improved academically as a result of 

tutoring one-on-one with her.  For Ms. Ríos, though she was not fluent in Spanish, the 

success of her tutoring was very rewarding and she realized she could make a difference 

as a bilingual teacher. As a result she continued to tutor throughout her time in high 

school and college. Ms. Ríos explained, “I wanted to make sure that bilingual students 

got to learn in their native language and that they weren’t just pushed into English like I 

was” (Teacher Interview, September 2013). In some ways the experience was incidental, 

but the continuous affirmation and sense of contribution seemed to have made a large 

impression upon Mr. Riíos prompting her to pursue bilingual education as her field of 

study. 
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As for, Ms. González, she remembered vividly how Spanish was spoken at home 

while English was her exclusive form of communication at school – two language 

identities that never co-mingled for her.  She explained that her parents wanted her to 

excel in America and consequently denied bilingual education services when she enrolled 

in school.  In Ms. Gonzalez’s own words, “At school I didn’t learn anything positive 

about anybody that looked like me or spoke Spanish.”  In her K – 12 schooling 

experience, she retreated to a world of books that were all in English. The characters 

were clearly Non-Latina/o.   She had a hard time pronouncing names, and noted skin 

color totally different from hers.  Ms. González recognized that her schooling experience 

did not include her language or history.  Ms. González is not alone in this sense of 

isolation since “a majority of English learners — approximately — 60% are in essentially 

all-English instruction” (Goldenberg, 2010, p. 17).  However, during a mission trip to 

Peru, after graduating from college, she realized that it was important for her to work 

with children that looked like her and who had experienced the same struggles she had 

had growing up (Teacher Interview, September 2013). Upon her return from Peru, she 

enrolled in studies for bilingual education certification. 

Each teacher explained the roots of their decisions to become bilingual education 

teachers.  Each detailed the familial connection to language and the ways in which school 

served to reinforce, separate or ignore language and consequently identity.  

The Maestras graduate experience: Influence on their teaching philosophy. 

Even though all of their schooling had an influence on their trajectory to become a 

bilingual classroom teacher and develop a praxis or ideological framing (Ruiz, 1984), 
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conversations with the bilingual teachers led me to the conclusion that their Master’s 

degree in bilingual/bicultural education had explicitly influenced and clarified their 

pedagogical practices in numerous ways.  The three Tejana Maestras discussed how 

graduate classes in a Bilingual Master’s program was educational regarding their 

pedagogical practices.  

For instance, Ms. González stated how “the program (i.e., master’s program) 

made me feel I had a lot to offer”.  Ms. González further shared that during the master’s 

program she had been exposed to many other classroom experiences and read articles 

about teachers being effective in the classroom where the Spanish language was valued. 

In reflecting on her own teaching, Ms. Gonzaález declared, “That is happening in my 

room and I feel like a whole new empowered educator” (Teacher Interview, September 

2013). The course work, discussions and relationships that were built helped her to peak 

into other similar classrooms and identify and affirm teaching strengths.  

It was apparent that the master’s program provided the Tejana Maestra with a 

wealth of knowledge for meeting the needs of bilingual students by integrating their 

language, experiences, the “personal,” into meaningful classroom activities (Souto-

Manning, 2006). In a conversation with Ms. Ríos, she explained that prior to the Masters 

program she knew of various effective teaching strategies, but graduate studies afforded 

new educational insights that supported her decisions and processes of bilingual theories. 

Ms. Ríos posited: 

I was validating what I was doing, learning the theory to back up my teaching. 
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Programa Maestría gave me a new life, to be very culturally aware of all 

the materials we are planning with and the language, which language to 

give power to. I enjoyed going through the program because everything 

that we learned I could immediately go and apply. I also got some 

background knowledge about bilingual education that I did not know 

anymore and why things are the way they are. I got more understanding 

of why students have some attitudes about language, like if you like 

English you are smarter… it sometimes even comes from parents, from 

society (Teacher Interview, September 2013).  

Ms. Ríos’ enrollment in the program allowed her to acquire vital theoretical and 

pedagogical knowledge.  The program and provided her with a historical view of the 

development of bilingual education (Blanton, 2004; Padilla, 1980).  The sum of the 

learning produced a confident, well-informed and deliberate bilingual educator. 

Similarly, Ms. Díaz stated, “Graduate studies impacted my teaching giving me 

more confidence through the information I gained.” Additionally, the Tejana Maestra 

stated how after graduate school, she was more able to further develop her teaching 

philosophy. “I have read that Krashen said this, and I have read that so and so said this 

and not just say it’s a personal belief and that its founded in data and that seems to be 

stronger” (Teacher Interview, November 2013). Citing authors and concepts is self-

evident that Programa Maestría allowed the Tejana Maestras to ‘name’ their thinking 

and positions in the field of bilingual education.  
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Master’s program project—into classroom practices: Las cajitas Project 

and/or Journey Boxes. 

Proyecto Maestría was an integral part in each of the three Tejana Maestras’ 

classroom communities. Two of the bilingual Tejana Maestras identified a particular, 

“La Cajita” project they had partaken in their Master’s program and how each had 

implemented it in their classrooms. The La Cajita,” or the Journey Boxes was one of the 

first structured assignments provided in the teacher-education program in Profesora 

Cruz’s biliteracy class. The project afforded bilingual teachers the opportunity to identify 

and deconstruct their own racial experiences through inclusion of personal items (e.g. 

first books or letters or any memento that allowed them to represent their raced/gendered 

lives) that defined their own experiences as bilingual/bicultural learners (Fránquiz, 

Salazar, & DiNocolo, 2011).  

Ms. González shared how the project, with slight variations, was implemented in 

her classroom.  During the program, she explained, “We did a project, which we brought 

in who we were into the classroom. I mean we were sharing artifacts from our childhood 

such as pictures and memories and that was really powerful.” The act of eliciting 

memories served at least two purposes: “becoming conscious of one’s cultural and 

linguistic oppression” by making visible the majoritarian tale and raising questions 

(Fránquiz, Salazar, & DiNocolo, 2011, p. 286).  Some Maestras would “fight back” the 

effects of majoritarian tales. Ms. González makes reference to graduate studies, “Oh… 

doing something like that in my classroom.”  As she expanded her ideas: “I incorporated 

it into my room actually making sure that the family was included and that the kids were 
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writing about their thoughts” (Teacher Interview, September 2013).  Ms. González not 

only used Las Cajitas project but added two additional components—writing and family 

inclusion that enhanced the worth of the project and honored the lived experiences 

inclusive of histories of the bilingual students and their families (Souto-Manning, 2006).  

Very comparable Ms. Ríos posited, “Something I do every year are the Journey 

Boxes we did in Profesora Cruz’s class.  I have the kids do some kind of museum or a 

little box of their experience so we can build a community.  I also have the students write 

about their experiences” (Teacher Interview, September 2013).  During the fall semester 

of 2013, the Tejana Maestra and her emergent bilinguals added a subtle distinction to the 

project. The bilingual teacher had the students either take a personal artifact from home 

or had them make an illustration and then they displayed their finished product in the 

classroom for a few weeks.  Each of the students partook in the museum project and 

shared visuals and written data about their families and experiences. One student sample 

was a drawing of her family (Illustration 4.1below).  

 

Illustration 4.1: Reference in text for readers to see. 
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The visual representation of the student’s family proudly displayed the members and 

dynamics of the family.  Through this simple drawing the teacher and students prioritized 

family and their language thus allowing the La Cajita Project to comprehensively 

represent the values of the Latina/o community. 

Another museum project sample was that of a student sharing her family’s love of 

pizza by including a drawing of a slice of pizza, with an explanation of “why pizza?” 

(See Illustrations: 4.2, 4.3, and 4.4).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.3: Reference in text for reader to see. 

 

Pictorial representation of a 

slice of pizza; a food the 

family enjoyed.  This 

allowed other students to 

learn that their peer and her 

family liked pizza. 

Illustration: 4.2: Reference in text for reader to see 
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Illustration 4.4: Reference for reader to see. 

 
Though the selection of pizza (Illustration 4.2) may not appear to be culturally 

noteworthy, it is important to review the students decision to explain in Spanish 

(Illustration 4.3) and English (Illustration 4.4) the family practice and to note the 

extended family inclusion.  Ms. Ríos was open to the various approaches regarding the 

cajita project, but also required a student written reflection that nurtured the students’ 

richness of self and home practices (Souto-Manning, 2006).  

 It is this study’s that through drawings and script, the bilingual emergent students 

are incorporating story telling that validates them and their significant communities, 

within and outside the school.  Students produce creatively, individually, and socially, 

enforcing the language of preference.  Combining drawing with script produces 

compelling tools that strongly empower the “personal.” 

 

 

I chose this object cause all 

of my family likes pizza 

even my baby sister and my 

nees [niece] too. 
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Reflective practices: Promoting CRP in classroom.  

Reflective processes were a fundamental practice for the Tejana Maestras too. As 

a result of Programa Maestría, the Tejana Maestras engaged in reflective thinking that 

veered them in discovering how their bilingual students learned and how an optimal 

learning environment could be created (Milk, Mercado, & Sapiens, 1992).  Before the 

program, Ms. Ríos said  “I had heard about doing that [reflection], but it’s not a common 

practice, that you have time for, or that you see people doing around you.  You don’t 

necessarily see people reflecting or even having those kinds of conversations.”  The 

teacher further shared that when the class undertakes a big project, “I try to reflect and 

ask the students questions about the project to inform me when I do it again” (Teacher 

Interview, September 2013).  Ms. Ríos used reflective practice based on the growing 

belief that teachers can improve their teaching by consciously and systemically reflecting 

on lesson implementation (Farrell, 2007).  

Ms. González shared how reflection had also become a part of her pedagogical 

repertoire. For instance in discussing the additive and appropriate notion of code-

switching, she stated “I brought a lot of reflection as a teacher in order to know how I 

responded to my kids code-switching and also how I incorporate books that use code-

switching” (Teacher Interview, September 2013).  She explained how she had integrated 

the culturally relevant bilingual book, I love Saturdays y domingos by Alma Flor Ada 

(2002) which included aspects of code-switching.  By her reflective reasoning, the book 

was appropriate to use because her students could relate to the use of code-switching 
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which was naturally found in their community that brought value to one of their linguistic 

repertoires (Hymes, 1974).  

The bilingual Tejana Maestras stated how reflective conversations were very 

helpful. The shared results were embedded in the lesson planning. Ms. González’s 

explained,  “We have so much on our plates and being around learning and having those 

conversations around planning was very helpful in bringing it back to the team… now 

being able to bring it, its second nature to bring that into planning and to have that 

thought” (Teacher Interview, September 2013). Critical scholars have found that 

reflection among bilingual pedagogues is important in order to match their own 

linguistically, culturally complex, and diverse selves to the classroom communities 

(Souto-Manning, 2006).  

Prior to the Masters program, the construct of reflection was not a new concept to 

the Tejana Maestras. However, it did become an integral and notably explicit part of their 

pedagogy. From the above case, it is evident to the reader how the notion of reflection 

was incorporated as a response to; a) inform practice, b) respond to code-switching, c) 

utilize culturally relevant books, d) integrate into peer reflective conversations, and e) 

reflective writing. 

 
Three Tejana Maestras: Pedagogical Practices that Usher in Change 

As agents of change, the bilingual Tejana Maestras promoted and engaged in 

pedagogical practices that acknowledged knowing about the linguistic repertoire, cultural 

world, and background knowledge and experiences of the students.  First, in each of the 

three bilingual classrooms, students’ use of both languages was honored.  Second, the 
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integration of students’ background knowledge and lived experiences was clearly evident 

in all three classes.  Ultimately, these instructional strategies resulted in that the Tejana 

Maestras made decisions based on meeting the social, academic, and linguistic needs of 

the emergent bilinguals.  

Similar to Bartolomé’s (1994) notion of a humanizing pedagogy, the Tejana 

Maestras, through a culturally sustaining and relevant pedagogy, embraced “a 

humanizing pedagogy that valued the student’s background knowledge, culture, and life 

experiences, plus created learning contexts where empowerment is shared by students 

and teachers (p. 190).  

Honoring the linguistic repertoire of emergent bilinguals.  

The Tejana Maestras honored the linguistic repertoires of the emergent bilinguals 

by being privileged in the classroom with their native language.  The students’ choice of 

which language to use, Spanish or English was empowering.  According to Ms. 

González, the Gómez & Gómez dual language program implemented by the local school 

district was a benefit to the bilingual students as “their native language is valued” unlike 

“the old bilingual model their native language was really to be extinct – if you want to be 

successful you learn English” (Teacher Interview, September 2013).  The model provides 

50% instruction time in English and 50% instruction time in Spanish. According to 

Gómez, Freeman, & Freeman (2005) the design is unique in that scaffolding of students 

based on language ability is used for all classroom-learning activities. Another distinctive 

trait of the program is all students, including school personnel actively, engage the non-

instructional school language throughout the day.  
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Providing opportunities for students to use the language of their choice and 

affording equal status to Spanish was not only upheld by the school district model but 

vital to the Tejana Maestra in the classroom (Gárcia & Sylvan, 2011).  For example, 

while Ms. Ríos was giving instructions to students as they prepared to work with their 

bilingual partner, she stated, “Some of us feel more comfortable in English, some of us 

feel more comfortable in Spanish. So if you feel you are really comfortable in English, 

stand up, then go and find a partner who feels they might need your help” (Classroom 

Observation, October 31, 2013). Ms. Díaz, fourth grade, similarly posited, “It’s important 

for the students to be bilingual, biliterate, and they need to be able to write in two 

languages” and added, “I don’t want them to think that school and Spanish do not go 

together.” (Teacher Interview, November 2013). Although, Ms. Ríos and Ms. Díaz 

understood the district wide program expectations, they nonetheless provided space for 

students to use their language practices to naturally develop into emergent bilinguals. In 

doing so they offered student choice without diminishing either.  

I noted the value of both languages one day during an observation of Ms. Ríos 

class.  As she was giving students instructions as they prepared to work in analyzing a 

poem with a bilingual partner or small group, I took the opportunity to ask students about 

their language preference.  

Below are some student examples in response to: What language do you prefer to write 

in? 

 David:  Español. (Spanish). 

 Noe: Para mi ingles. (For me English). 
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 Natalie:  En los dos. (In both). 

 Denzel:  Español porque se mas palabras. (In Spanish because I know more 

words). 

 Yadir: A mi me gusta mas español. (I like Spanish more). 

 Allison: Um well I kind of like English and Spanish. 

 Stacy: Well, I can write in both languages, but I when I write I sort of feel 

more comfortable in Spanish. 

 Araceli: I write in English and Spanish and I also feel comfortable in 

English or Spanish. 

 Maria: Escribo español porque cuando escribo en ingles a veces escribo 

mal las palabras, español es mas fácil para mi. (I write in Spanish 

because sometimes I write the words wrong when I write in 

English. Spanish is easier for me). (Classroom Observation, 

November 22, 2013).  

The range of students responses reveals not only the latitude given to them but their 

willingness to choose or decide for themselves, as emergent bilinguals how to best 

express their ideas and identities.  Scholars have documented the benefits of integrating 

second language to students’ native language repertoires (García, 2005; García & 

Kleifgen, 2010).  Likewise, in this study, the bilingual Tejana Maestras cultivated the 

practice of both languages, existing side-by-side, highlighting the emergent bilinguals 

repertoires (i.e., Spanish, English).  The Tejana Maestras embraced emergent bilinguals’ 
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linguistic repertoires instead of strict separation of languages (Gárcia & Kleifgen 2010; 

Martínez, Orellana, Pacheco, & Carbone, 2008).  

Embracing emergent bilinguals’ background knowledge and experiences into 

the literacy event. 

Research literature has highlighted the benefits when the background knowledge 

and lived experiences of students of color are integrated into the curriculum and 

pedagogy (Heath, 1983; Ladson-Billings, 1992, 1995a, 1995b; Pérez, 2004). This study 

acknowledges its validity through the Tejana Maestras who have integrated students’ 

experiences and background knowledge. A slight distinction existed due to the extended 

classroom events that included home knowledge and experiences. Family knowledge and 

experience were gathered at home by the students and taken back to the classroom and 

then were incorporated into literacy practices or student products. Frequently, the Tejana 

Maestras many times had the students write about the knowledge they gathered from 

their homes.  Using their own personal home knowledge, the students were availed the 

practice of written conventions outside the formal academic day.  

Home knowledge was fundamental to the pedagogical practices of the Tejana 

Maestras in this qualitative study.  On one occasion while waiting for the students to 

come back from a special area, Ms. Díaz shared with me a photo of a religious book that 

one of her students had brought from home.  According to the Tejana Maestras, the 

student integrated the picture into her Tejano Biography Project because it was 

something special and personal for the mother who loved to read it.  The teacher stated, 

“Its very different because this is very personal and its part of her life.”  The Tejana 
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Maestra also spoke of the importance of integrating authenticity into the curriculum.  In 

her own words, “I think students need to be able to work on authentic work” and also 

commented how she had learned that “pedagogy needs to be driven by personal interests” 

(Teacher discussion, November 2013).  

Ms. Ríos shared a similar story. During a read-aloud of the semester long-project 

of Sylvia & Aki (2011), in chapter three, the author Winifred Conkling introduced the 

electric fence that separated Westminster Elementary School and Hoover Elementary.  

The Tejana Maestra paused the reading and engaged the class in a short discussion about 

the justification of an electric fence at the Westminster campus.  The conversation moved 

toward the present-day tensions regarding the US-Mexican border wall. The students 

shared that they thought the fence along the U.S. - Mexico border was put so that 

Mexicans could not get in and intermingle with White students.  The student comment 

created a teachable moment that pressed Ms. Ríos to give a new assignment, “Tonight 

you are going to be taking your Sylvia & Aki book and you are going to talk to your 

parents about the fences they know about” (Classroom Observation, October 2013). 

The following day, the Tejana Maestra had the students share what their parents 

had said. A student shared, “Some people climb it para cruzar al otra lado por el sueño 

Americano” (… to cross to the other side for the American dream). Yet another student 

stated, “In Mexico there are not many jobs and [people cross] to have a better life in the 

United States.”  Yet another student shared his own personal experience with the border, 

“I have seen the border, una vez mi mamá fue para México en el nuevo año y como mi 

mamá no tenia papeles fue difícil para pasar la frontera” (… one time my mother went to 
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Mexico for the new year and since my mother didn’t have legal papers it was difficult for 

her to cross the border) (Classroom Observations, October 22-23, 2013). The ease with 

which each student shared was impressive to me. Moreover, it was Ms. Ríos and her 

students’ willingness to make their everyday lives part of the classroom that was 

stunning. 

 The data analysis would indicate that the three Tejana Maestras without 

hesitation integrated students’ language, culture, experiences, and background knowledge 

into literacy events.  There is clear evidence that the Tejana Maestras valued and honored 

bilingual students’ values, beliefs, and norms by incorporating them into their 

pedagogical practices. Consequently, the Tejana Maestras met the needs of their 

bilingual students as they integrated the background and experiences of emergent 

bilinguals as a form of CRP during literacy practices. 

As agents of change the Tejana Maestras made pedagogical decisions based on 

who they were.  First they are the bilingual Tejana Maestras who integrated who they 

were to drive their teaching during literacy practices. Each integrated the construct of 

shared commonalities with their students. Second, the Tejana Maestras made decisions 

based on the notion of their schooling experiences. And third, the teachers made 

decisions based on meeting the needs of their students, which encompassed knowing 

about the linguistic repertoire, cultural world, experiences, and background knowledge of 

the students.  Ultimately, the three bilingual Tejana Maestras incorporated aspects of who 

they were, their schooling experiences, shared commonalities with their students, as well 

as meeting the needs of the bilingual students as forms of CRT.  
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Three Tejana Maestras Centering Mexican American Students’ Lives Into Their 

Pedagogy and Curriculum  

 
In the third and final theme, this study examined how culturally responsive 

bilingual Tejana Maestras convey relevance to the standard curriculum based on the 

specific needs of linguistically and culturally diverse bilingual students. Research has 

proven that teaching embedded through culture, language, and values of emergent 

bilinguals provides more opportunity for learning to take place (García & Kleifgen, 

2010).  Gunning (1992), for instance, argued that perhaps the most powerful discovery 

pertaining to classroom learning was the incorporation of students’ interests and 

experiences. What bilinguals bring with them to the learning situation needs to be 

acknowledged.  As evidenced by the three units of study including this theme analysis, 

the student’s cultural interests and experiences were central to the learning (Rutherford, 

1999).  

Two principles of valuable instruction in literacy are: (a) skills should be taught in 

relation to meaningful connection and (b) teachers should help students bridge existing 

knowledge and concepts with new knowledge and concepts (Gunning, 1992). This notion 

of making connections between existing knowledge and text knowledge is supported by 

Pearson and Fielding (1991).  Early seminal work describes ways in which Latina/o 
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instructional philosophies integrate bilingual students’ lives into literacy practice (García, 

1994).  

 Culturally responsive teaching links culture, prior experiences, language, and 

home-life as schema for new learning (Cepeda, 2010; Urrieta, 2010).  Culturally it 

increases the pride of heritage, empathy for others and academic achievement.  In the 

three bilingual classrooms, included in this study, the Tejana Maestras centered Latina/o 

students’ values, beliefs, and norms into their pedagogy and curriculum. 

The third theme is presented through exemplary units of study, which came from 

each of the three bilingual classrooms.  Noted, the use of biographical stories became 

central to instruction. Second, texts that have a clear inclusion of the Latina/o culture are 

utilized.  Finally, the direct inclusion of families in the teaching and learning process was 

found consistently throughout the culturally responsive practices.  The unit’s analysis 

provide the reader with rich and thick descriptions of the three ways in which Tejana 

Maestras enacted learning the centering Latina/o lives (Geertz, 1973).  

Each unit of study represented how each Tejana Maestra made the instructional 

experience culturally relevant and sustaining for the students by making the learning 

experience—a match between the school culture and the culture of both the teacher and 

student.  This manifested as each unit of study centered on the student’s life experiences 

and background knowledge.  By studying at the units represented in Table 4.1, the reader 

can conclude that each unit of study epitomized how the Tejana Maestras centered the 

units on family and community experiences. 
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Table 4.2 below represents a unit of study from each of the three bilingual teacher’s 

classrooms.  

 
Table 4.2 

Units of Study 

Unit of Study  Maestra Grade Level Month:  

Tejano Biography Project/ 

Including the cultural biography 
Ms. González 

2nd grade dual 

bilingual classroom 

September – 

October 2013 

Tejano Biography 

Project/Including family  the 

teaching and learning 

Ms. Díaz 

4th grade dual 

bilingual classroom 

November – 

December 2013 

Sylvia & Aki/Using text to 

engage in children 
Ms. Ríos 

4th grade dual 

bilingual classroom 

September – 

December 2013 

 
 
Tejano Biography Project/Including the Cultural Biography 

The Tejano Biography Project in Ms. González’s second grade classroom is an 

exemplary example in which biographies can become cultural reflections of bilingual 

children’s experiences and their families. The unit of study titled — Tejano Biography 

Project — lasted two weeks in mid December of 2013 in Ms. González’s bilingual 

classroom. Latina/o based biographies were introduced (e.g., Frida Kahlo, Diego Rivera) 

and analyzed as examples for students to understand the writing genres. Then, students 

were assigned to select a family member, interview him/her and had to produce a written 

biographical account. 
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Introducing biographies in a 2nd grade bilingual classroom.  

During a classroom observation on the first week of December 2013, Ms. 

González introduced the Tejano Biography project.  The teacher explained to the 

students, “Van a escribir una biografía” (You are going to write a biography), so vamos 

a empezar el proceso. Ahorita el paso que estamos hacienda es mirando ideas, siempre 

estamos mirando modelos  para cuando tu escribas la biografía” (So we are going to 

start the process. Right now the step that we are taking is looking at ideas, we are always 

looking at models for when you write the biography of your family).  While each group 

browsed through Latina/o based biographies, the teacher wrote a list of common 

biography characteristics: Empieza, características del texto, medio, final (Begin, text 

characteristics, middle, end) on the doc camera.  Ms. González explained “Muy bien tiene 

que hacer de verdad, a veces hablan de que pasa en el mundo. Ahora se están haciendo 

expertos de lo que se tratan biografías (Really well it has to be true, at times they talk 

about what happens in the world. Now you all are becoming experts about biographies).  

Together the class generated questions to ask the family members. A few of the questions 

that the class generated were: “Where were you born? Where did you go to school? What 

was your immigration experience?  What do you like to do?  What is your favorite 

food?  Where do you work?” In doing this Ms. González and her students defined 

biographies as representations of the ethnicity, language, and culture of the peoples. 

Biography centered writing: writing about self, family, and culture. 

Research literature highlights the positive results when Latina/o families’ cultural 

and linguistic assets, values and experiences are integrated into the curriculum and 
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pedagogy (García, 1994, 2005).  Research specifically addresses the notion of students 

transmitting family knowledge into the classroom that mirrors the students’ community 

and historical knowledge. Through the biography assignment in Ms. González class, 

students were able to share their familial and community experiences.   I note that though 

students had the choice to write their biographies in English or Spanish, the majority 

wrote in Spanish.  Omar’s biographical excerpt demonstrates this language preference 

(see Illustration 4.5).  Through Omar’s biography the reader learns at least two valuable 

facts about his family history.  First we discover that he has roots in both Texas and 

Mexico.  This kind of bi-national identity is crucial to the way Omar experiences his life 

through two lenses.  We also learn that his dad enjoyed reading with him.  This reveals 

that the family and in particular his father valued reading in the home. While, the mother 

is often depicted as the one who predominantly reads to the children, it is noteworthy in 

this particular case that it is the father who primarily reads with Omar and to Omar.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.5 Omar’s home literacy practices 

My mother was born in 
Mexico and my father was 
born in Texas. I like Texas 
because there is a lot of food 
and the restaurants.  My father 
always reads with me. 
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 In another example, Sierra’s biography of her uncle and his family’s aspirations 

(Yosso, 2005) of living in the United States becomes central to the analysis (see 

Illustrations 4.6 & 4.7).  Sierra’s writing of the biography represented the student’s 

familial knowledge and experiences regarding migration from México to the United 

States (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2009).  The data provides a personal account of 

Mexican families who have education and have romanticized over ideals about the 

American Dream.  It is also clear that the family’s migration experiences extend from 

family to other members.  Like countless Mexican nationals, the narrative is pervasive 

and integral regarding the rationales for immigration (De Block & Buckingham, 2010). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.6 Sierra’s uncle’s desire to obtain the American Dream (p. 1) 

 

My uncle’s dream is 
shopping. His family’s 
dream is to live in the 
United States. He has two 
children. The worse that 
has happened to him has 
been… 
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Illustration 4.7 Sierra’s uncle’s desire to obtain the American Dream (page 2) 

 
 Finally, through Alexsys’ biographical text (Illustration 4.8), the reader learns 

about the historical and cultural traditions of cooking passed down from great-

grandmother to grandmother to mother. Commonly analyzed events in the Latina 

community (Delgado Bermal, 1998), the richness of such events are prioritized by the 

biography (Clark & Tafolla, 2011).  Recent scholars might also describe the shared 

experience as part of a community of wealth or the familial knowledge and experiences 

essential to the identity and agency of Latinas/os (Yosso, 2005).   

 

 

 

 

 

…he broke his foot. 
My uncle lives in 
México, even though, 
his dream is to live in 
the United States. 
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Illustration 4.8 Learning from the mother 

Tejano Biography Project/Including Family Teaching and Learning 

 
The Tejano Biography Project was also completed in Ms. Diaz’s class. This 

observation noted an added dimension –the sharing of the biographies with the families. 

Similar to Ms. González’s unit of study, Ms. Díaz’s class also embarked on writing 

biographical accounts of a family member. The Maestra explained, “This is a very 

authentic project and it is very personal” (Teacher Interview, November 18, 2013).  Ms. 

Díaz explained the project was personal and powerful because students’ family, 

experiences, and community became central to the learning activity.  During the course 

of the unit she shared her own family experiences by writing a biographical account of 

her father’s life. As Ms. Diaz stated, “I think it shows them that we are history, that it is 

not something that only exists in books” (Classroom Observation, Nov. 22, 2013). 

Family biography centered writing: writing about self – family example.  

 There were equally compelling examples from Ms. Díaz’s class.  For example, 

Sylvia wrote about her mother’s struggles in school and separation from her parents (see 

Illustration 4.9).  

[My mother] learned how to 
cook with her mother and 
grandmother. Her favorite 
movie is The Notebook. Her 
first mascot’s name is Tato. 
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Illustration 4.9 Difficulties in a mother’s life at a young age 

 
 This biographical excerpt was representative of the struggles that immigrants face 

as they undertake the arduous journey of immigrating to the United States.  This 

biography references its centrality to the lives and experiences of the students, families, 

and communities.  Adriana’s biography of her mother also depicts a journey from México 

to Texas and her responsibilities of taking care of kids (see Illustration 4.10).   The 

children’s biographies in both Ms. González’ and Díaz’ classes describe the hardship 

immigrants face but also note their academic identities and accomplishments. 

 

 

 

 

  

Difficulties 
Her difficulties are living without 
parents. She came to the United 
States when she was ten or nine years 
old in 1989. My mother was retained 
in fourth grade and did not make her 
first Holy Communion. 
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Figure 4.10 Mother’s México to Texas immigration journey  

  
This study’s analytical position on family biographies is that through the 

gathering of information, in students’ preferred language, the students cultivate the ‘self’ 

and address a cognitive development.  The biographical process aids in producing 

independent thinkers as choices need to be made regarding who the biography will be 

about.  The final product is a commanding outcome.  

Student created biographies: bridges for family school involvement. 

Significant to these biographies was the culminating event whereby a “gallery 

walk” was created displaying the biographies in the school library, for families and 

friends. The literacy event took place on a Monday afternoon, after school dismissal 

My mother came from 
México to Texas in 1999 
because Thanks to God 
and she also has to take 
care of four children. My 
mother attended and 
completed school in 1999. 
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(Nov. 26, 2013).  Student biographies were displayed on tables, and all in attendance 

participated in the gallery walk.  

On the day of the event, the Tejana Maestra explained to the parents that they 

would be viewing their children’s biographies. Ms. Díaz added, that all in attendance 

could write a comment about the biographies they read during the ‘gallery walk’.  Three 

by five index cards were placed at each table.  The parents’ feedback, comprised consejos 

(Delgado-Gaitan, 1994) that were validated by parents and family members.  

While at the ‘gallery walk’ biography presentation a mother expressed to Ms. 

Diaz, “Yo le digo a mija que le eche muchas ganas a su tarea, es lo más importante” (I 

tell my daughter to do her best at her homework, that is the most important).  The mother 

shared with the teacher the consejo, “que le heche muchas ganas… es lo más 

importante” which she often repeats to her daughter. Delgado-Gaitan’s (1994) work 

addresses the importance of consejos in Latina/o families and communities. Consejos 

implies the cultural domain of communication, imbued with empathy, compassion and 

familial expectations (Delgado-Gaitan, 1994a, 1994b; Fránquiz & Salazar, 2004).  A 

father shared, “Me siento muy orgulloso de mi hijo, me preguntó preguntas pero no sabia 

que iba hacer un libro de mi” (I feel very proud of my son, he asked me questions, but I 

didn’t know he was going to make a book about me) (Nov. 26, 2013). The biographies 

were an opportunity to validate parents and family members, reflecting the importance of 

the bilingual student. 

 Sonia’s mother shared her thoughts about the biography (Illustration 4.11).  The 

mother’s response demonstrated the impact that the biography had on her. She reflected 
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on her own schooling experience and was cognizant of how vital formal education was 

for her children. She took the opportunity to thank the teacher for helping her child 

understand the importance of studying.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.11 A mother’s response to the biography 

 
 Ms. Díaz created a pedagogical space that uniquely validated students and parents 

as co-creators of the curriculum. The teacher not only engaged the students in the writing 
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process, but also included the experiences of their own families in significant ways. 

Overall, the parents’ written feedback went beyond a simple recognition of the students’ 

rich biographies. The parents engaged with the students at a deeper level as demonstrated 

by the mother’s written response.  

 A mothers’ shared appreciation perhaps captures best the importance of the 

‘gallery walk’ that afternoon (Illustration 4.12). The parent elevates the history and 

contributions of the Latina/o students in the community by saying, “podemos conocer 

nuestras Historias” and the opportunity to learn more about others.  

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.12 “Conocer nuestras Historias” 

 
Delgado’s (1989) work on counter-storytelling points to the importance of 

including the experiences of people of color.  Similar to counter-storytelling, the 

biographical accounts serve to build community, challenge majoritarian stories, shed light 

on the reality of marginalized individuals, and can be instrumental in changing any 

dominant discourse.  Indeed, Ms. Díaz designed a project so that students and their 

families could be engaged in a collaborative process.  It is evident that the afternoon 

resulted in a positive literacy experience for the students and their respective families.  

 

I liked the biography 
because that way we 
can learn about our 
history and share 
with others so that we 
can learn about more 
people. 
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Sylvia & Aki: Using the Text as a Springboard to Engage in Personal Connections to 

Self 

 
Beyond writing their own biographies and sharing their work with their families 

and community, the children in these classes were engaged with books that were 

culturally relevant. In this section of analysis, I attend to one particular example- the use 

of Sylvia and Aki11 by Winifred Conkling.  The text was used as a read-aloud to engage 

students in making connections to their own lives. Although, this text is written in 

English, it afforded emergent bilingual students many learning opportunities.  

Selecting Latina/o relevant texts. 

During an interview with Ms. Ríos, she shared why she purposely selected the book  

[Sylvia and Aki]  that raised issues about Mexicans and Japanese 

and how both of those groups have been marginalized throughout 

American history and have had to overcome oppressive 

circumstances in terms of immigration, segregation, and 

discrimination.  I want my students to make connections between 

history and issues we currently face.  This book does a great job in 

raising those issues! (Teacher Interview, September 27, 2013) 

                                                
11 The historical novel is based on true events of two third grade girls, Sylvia Méndez and Aki Munemitsu, 
whose lives are connected by two parallel historical events of the 1940s. Sylvia and her brothers are denied 
enrollment at their local school, Westminster, on the basis of language. This leads to the pioneering case 
Méndez vs. Westminster (1946) School District desegregation case, which precedes the Brown v. Board of 
Education (1954). 
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Ms. Ríos understood the importance of providing students with many opportunities to 

make text-to-life, and text-to-self connections through the use of culturally relevant 

literature (Keene & Zimmerman, 1997). 

Students frequently responded to important events in the read-aloud in Ms. Ríos’s 

class (Illustration 4.13). Their responses ranged from personal connections to larger 

societal issues.  Alicia’s example was a written response to Mr. Méndez after receiving a 

phone call from the superintendent of Westminster, letting him know that his children 

could attend the school. Due to the fact that only Ms. Méndez’s children would be 

allowed to attend, he declined. During this crucial event, Ms. Ríos prompted the students 

to discuss and then write about what they thought about the incident.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.13 Alicia’s personal response  

 
Through Alicia’s written response, the reader gets a glimpse of her belief and 

understanding of the significance of helping others without having an ulterior motive.  At 
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such a young age, Alicia was able to voice the importance of being a good citizen similar 

to Mr. Méndez who fought for equal schooling opportunities for Mexican students.  

 In Adan’s written response to the read-aloud of the day, in which he had 

responded to Ms. Ríos’s prompt about the purpose of the use of fences.  Later, Sylvia 

reflects on the electric fence used to keep the cattle in their pasture and off of Hoover 

Elementary school grounds.  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.14 Separation between México and United States 

 
Adan raised a societal concern about undocumented individuals and families who 

desire to migrate to the United States in hopes of improving their standard of living. Adan 

voiced the impact that the United States Immigration Policy had on his uncle (Suárez-

Orozco & Páez, 2001; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2009).  Adan was seeking 

clarity on possible ramifications in not having proper documents to be in another country. 

 In the following example (Illustration, 4.15), Patricia wrote about the importance 

of privacy in public spaces.  The student’s response came about after Ms. Ríos read about 

My dad told me that the United 
States has them separated from 
México because they are 
different and in México they put 
some fences so they won’t go to 
the United States because when 
my uncle wanted to come to the 
United States but they did not 
let him. 
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Aki, the protagonist in the story, who’s family experienced living in an interment camp as 

a result of the bombing of Pearl Harbor by the Japanese.  Aki points out that during their 

stay in the interment camp they were forced to share the communal restrooms.  At this 

point in the book, Ms. Ríos asked the students what they thought about people being 

forced to share communal spaces.  

 

 

 

 

Illustration 4.15 Importance of privacy 

 
 Due to her own camping experience, Patricia was able to relate to the possible 

dehumanizing treatment that stigmatization individuals can encounter.  Without 

identifying the impact that government officials have on prisoners of war, Patricia was 

able to verbalize the importance of privacy in a shared public space, such as the 

bathroom.  

When the Tejana Maestra encountered important and significant events during 

the read-alouds, she afforded students opportunities to develop a deeper understanding of 

the problem and solution that occurred in the reading by engaging in discussions and 

reflecting through their writing.  The student artifacts presented above demonstrated an 

awareness of injustices that individuals encounter in small and large societal contexts.   

In this last section, the Tejana Maestras not only provided the students with 

authentic opportunities to engage with culturally relevant and long-term learning texts, 
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but also integrated writing in meaningful ways by having students reflect about important 

events during read-alouds.  Selecting appropriate instructional materials, which were 

familiar to students afforded students another tool to engage more with the literacy 

practices.  By integrating resources and materials that were linguistically and culturally 

relevant to emergent bilingual students, the learning was contextualized into the students’ 

background and experiences.  Assisting in connecting students’ prior knowledge and 

cultural experiences with a new skill (i.e., research), made the learning more personal. 

Integrating school knowledge and home knowledge afforded students the opportunity to 

bridge home and school cultures.  

This study’s position on read-alouds is that they provide a comfort zone for 

bilingual emergent students to develop and create project in two languages.  All reading, 

regardless of language, helps make connections between languages and to the real world.  

The read-alouds further perk the mind perpetuate community and cultural experiences, 

and bridge personal emergent growth with community emergent growth.  

The overall findings for this dissertation study revealed the presence of building 

bilingual classroom communities (BBCC) that were continuously evolving.  The 

bilingual integration was evident of a successful academic system in each of the three 

classrooms.  Second, it is clear that the Tejana Maestras are agents of change, guided 

their pedagogical literacy practices. Third, the notion of centering Latina/o students’ 

values, beliefs, and norms into the pedagogy and curriculum is highly responsive to 

emergent bilinguals.  Thus, Tejana Maestras guided their teaching practices through CRP 
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in their bilingual classrooms for all students, specifically, students of color, of Latina/o 

backgrounds, to achieve all that they can in life. 
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Chapter 5: Bilingual Tejana Maestras fostering Culturally Responsive and 
Sustaining Pedagogy 

  
  

                      This study was about three Latina bilingual teachers who implemented culturally 

responsive pedagogy (CRP) during the literacy block to elementary emergent bilingual 

students.  The two questions used to guide this dissertation were: What culturally 

responsive pedagogical knowledge and practices do Tejana Maestras enact in bilingual 

classrooms?  Second, how do Tejana Maestras acquire knowledge about the culture, 

language, and background experience of their students when planning and implementing 

instruction?   

This study used a sociocultural lens (Vygotsky, 1978) and borderlands theory 

(Anzaldúa, 1999) to explore and describe ways the Maestras enacted and sustained CRP 

(Villegas & Lucas, 2002a) during literacy events.  The sociocultural perspective is a 

fitting lens with which to interpret this study as it underscores the significance of 

knowledge construction in and through social interaction. Given that the socialization 

practices of Mexican American students has often been incongruent with the standard 

curriculum normed for White middle-class students, this work highlights learning as an 

active process that is improved through interaction in social activity. The Tejanas in this 

study acknowledged the importance of language and culture in learning and teaching by 

integrating their emergent bilingual students’ language and cultural backgrounds and 

experiences into lessons.  These Tejana Maestras incorporated CRP during the delivery 

of instruction in its natural context (classroom).  Student’s native language was 
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positioned as a mediating tool to make the bridge between his/her everyday language and 

the school’s academic language to foster academic achievement. 

For this study, Borderlands as a theoretical construct focused on a specific 

geographical locale, the United States-Mexico border area where this study took place.  

The borderlands is an area where its’ inhabitants embody identities and practices different 

than that of the norms of the interior zone (González, 2005). The innate knowledge of the 

language and culture that the three Tejanas possessed was often manifested in the 

classrooms as Culturally Responsive Pedagogy (CRP). This pedagogical approach 

provides the basis for making sense of the way that Tejana Maestras become the 

architects for the links between the school and the child.  CRP is useful in teasing out 

Tejanas’ practices that showcase “the kind of teaching that is designed not merely to fit 

the school culture to the student’s culture but also to use student culture as the basis for 

helping students understand themselves and others” (Ladson-Billings, 1992, p. 314).  As 

an inclusive pedagogical approach, CRP privileges what Gay (2000) describes as "the 

cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of 

ethnically diverse students to make learning more relevant to and effective” (p. 29) to 

borderland students in this case. Furthermore, CRP teaches to and through Latina/o 

bilingual borderland students’ strengths as it provides affirmation and validation of their 

experiences.  

                      With these three overarching lenses, three themes emerged in the analysis of data 

collected during the fall of 2013 through teacher interviews, classroom observations, and 

student artifacts.  The specific construction of a bilingual classroom community was the 
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first theme to emerge. The Tejana Maestras co-constructed with their students a bilingual 

classroom community that was continuously evolving, and functioning seamlessly as a 

system.  The seminal work of Lave and Wenger (1991) on Communities of Practices 

(COP) was instrumental in making sense of how these three distinct bilingual classroom 

communities functioned as a bilingual community of practice.  Four characteristics of the 

bilingual classroom community emerged from the initial and subsequent data analysis.  

The first characteristic was the coexistence of Spanish and English. Second, the selection 

of Spanish or bilingual mentor texts was vast and complemented the curriculum. Third, 

the classroom community was sustained through the production of identity texts. Such 

identity texts, took center stage as a sustaining element of CRP, as they facilitated the 

incorporation of bilingual students’ cultural experiences into literacy learning.  

Another theme to emerge from the data was the notion of teachers as agents of 

change. A particular feature of the participants was how Tejanas made pedagogical 

decisions based on who they are as cultural beings. Prioritizing teachers’ and students’ 

ethnic/linguistic/cultural identities and their manifestations was another way the teachers 

sustained CRP in their classrooms. Maestras teaching choices encompassed honoring the 

heritage language and embodying a border crosser identity that is reflected in their daily 

practices. The shared traditional ethnic characteristics and histories of the bilingual 

students and maestras were highlighted in the teaching approach.  The Tejanas Maestras 

made decisions based on the experiential knowledge of their prior schooling experiences 

that included and was not limited to their K-12 schooling, experiences in their graduate 

master’s program, required graduate class projects, and sustained reflections. The sum of 
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all these experiences greatly influenced the teachers’ teaching practices. Finally, the 

Maestras made instructional decisions based on their deeper understandings and a desire 

to meet the needs of their bilingual/bicultural students.  Such decisions are based on their 

awareness of the linguistic repertoires, immigrant identities and background knowledge 

that they know their students possesses. 

The final theme to emerge was the centering by the three Tejana Maestras of their 

Mexican American students’ lives into their pedagogy and curriculum. This was made 

evident through exemplar units of study from each of the three bilingual classrooms.  The 

method of incorporation occurs in the following ways: biographical stories, inclusive 

texts, and the direct inclusion of families in the teaching and learning process. Each unit 

analyzed in each classroom provides the reader with rich and thick descriptions (Geertz, 

1973) of the ways in which the teachers centered their work on Mexican American lives. 

The findings for this dissertation were derived from the three themes of 

community, agency, and centering the Mexican American experience.  I will begin by 

describing the first three findings that emerged from the first question and then I will 

continue to describe the remaining findings of the second guiding question for this study. 

 
Lessons Learned About Tejana Maestras  

 The first question of the dissertation asked: What culturally responsive 

pedagogical knowledge and practices do Tejana teachers enact in bilingual classrooms?   

Findings indicate Tejana Maestras foster cultural awareness by centering Latina/o culture 

at the center of learning. Tejana Maestras also embrace Latina/o bilingualism by being 

inclusive of linguistic repertoires and positioning them as valuable resources for 
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classroom learning. Finally Tejana Maestras employ a menu of culturally responsive 

literacy events during language arts, the content area that was examined in the study. 

Tejana Maestras Foster Cultural Awareness. 

Culturally responsive Tejana Maestras centered Latina/o culture in their 

pedagogical practices. Through the continued effort to center the Latina/o culture, the 

teachers validated and their bilingual students and families (Nieto, 2010).  This validation 

was accomplished through the use of mentor texts (Dorfman & Cappelli, 2007) that 

served as a link between the written word and the everyday experiences of the students. 

The students saw themselves reflected in the mentor texts and engaged on a more 

personal level with the various literacy activities. The Tejana Maestras incorporated 

mentor texts that illustrated Mexican American ethnic cultural identity and were 

representative of students’ and families’ histories, knowledge, and experiences.  Thus, 

these Tejana Maestras used culturally rich mentor texts to facilitate the creation of 

students’ own identity texts (Cummins, 2001, 2006; Fránquiz, 2012a, 2012b) such as 

autobiographies that place students’ experiences as the focal point.   

The Tejana Maestras were purposeful about how they facilitated the involvement 

of families to support students’ learning. All three Tejana Maestras extended the standard 

curriculum by incorporating the families. They specifically did this by having students 

create family identity texts using Latina/o based mentor texts. Identity texts normally are 

written about the self (student), but the Tejana Maestras guided their students as they 

extended the project by having the students write about family. This added the dimension 

of validating the Latina/o family, thus the project became intergenerational.   
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Often times, Latinas/os based mentor texts are not inclusive in U.S. classrooms, 

but the Tejana Maestras added Latina/o based mentor texts which validated the family. 

Another added dimension was not only in how the Tejana Maestras guided their students 

in developing biographical identity texts, but how they extended the projects by having 

the family become part of the learning activity.  In one case, one Tejana Maestra engaged 

parents in a gallery walk where they also provided written feedback to students. Overall, 

the Tejana Maestras understood the positive impact that parental involvement had on the 

learning outcomes of their students (Cotton & Wikelund, 2001a, 2001b).    

What was prevalent across the literacy practices amongst the Tejana Maestras 

was the centrality of their knowledge and experience in their pedagogical practices. 

Accordingly, they privileged the Latino identity, the Latino culture, and the Latina/o 

family (Jones, Young, & Rodríguez, 1999; Monzó & Rueda, 2003).  The Tejana 

Maestras included in their teaching relevant themes present in their lives, such as familial 

cultural capital (Delgado-Gaitan, 1994a), dichos (Sánchez, Plata, Grosso, & Leird, 2010), 

and customs and traditions.  

The Tejana Maestras made every effort to bring to the forefront, the cultural 

wealth that these young people and their families brought to the classroom and school 

(Zambrana & Zoppi, 2002; Yosso, 2005). It could be said they were guided by a mestiza 

consciousness, (Anzaldúa, 1999; Prieto, 2013) that allows them to take into account the 

history, language, knowledge and experiences of Latinas/os in the borderlands, and to 

incorporate Tejano centered practices in their teaching.      
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In addition some research indicates Tejanas are guided by an intuitiveness 

informed by their experience. This cultural awareness or intuition as Delgado Bernal 

(1998) proposes encompasses the experiential, intuitive, historical, personal, collective, 

and dynamic knowledge of Latinas.  As opposed to outsiders to the culture, Tejanas are 

borderland insiders that possess a body of knowledge and experience that they draw from 

to help their students navigate their own experiences as borderlanders (Villenas, 1996). 

Drawing from these strengths, Tejanas engage in culturally responsive pedagogy through 

the co-construction of knowledge that draws on the experiential and cultural knowledge 

of the classroom community.  In these ways Tejanas create a particular community of 

practice with all of their students, (Ladson-Billings, 1995a) and “encourage the students 

to learn collaboratively, teach each other, and be responsible for each other’s learning” 

(p. 163).  The biographies that the students produce require them to engage or interact 

with immediate family members creating a social learning environment that extends 

learning beyond the classroom (Vygotsky, 1978) walls and into the home. 

Culturally Responsive Tejana Maestras Embrace Bilingualism. 

 Having grown up in the borderlands where Spanish and English have an 

intricately woven relationship, Tejana Maestras understand that their students’ two 

languages do not exist in separate vacuums.  These maestras personify what Grosjean 

(2010) describes as a holistic view of bilingualism, where “the bilingual is not the sum of 

two [or more] complete or incomplete monolinguals; rather, he or she has a unique and 

specific linguistic configuration” (p. 75).  Adhering to the principles of “dynamic 
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bilingualism” (García, 2009) Tejanas draw on the students’ full linguistic repertoires and 

cultural meanings to narrate and/or author their everyday experiences. 

Culturally responsive Tejana Maestras provide pedagogical spaces for students to 

develop and maintain their bilingualism by modeling bilingualism, providing bilingual 

instruction, and incorporating bilingual texts. Because Tejanas view their students’ 

bilingualism as a gift (Hakuta, 1991) and plan their lessons with the premise of language 

as a resource (Ruiz, 1984) instead of a problem that must be overcome, they put language 

at the heart and center of the class curriculum.  Culturally responsive Tejana Maestras 

respect students’ linguistics choices in speaking and in written products. They accept 

code-switching rather than demand restrictive limits or strict separation of languages.  

Evident in their daily discourse are explanations such as, “puedes usar el idioma que 

prefieres” (You can use the language you prefer). In essence, the Tejana Maestras 

privileged emergent bilinguals to develop both languages.  

Tejana Maestras Employ an Array of Culturally Responsive Pedagogical 

Practices. 

Culturally responsive Tejana Maestras employ a myriad of instructional choices 

that are deliberate and purposeful.  They agree with Bartolomé who states, “...keep in 

mind that methods are social constructions that grow out of and reflect ideologies that 

often prevent teachers from understanding the pedagogical implications of asymmetrical 

power relations among different cultural groups” (1994, p. 177).  As a result they 

promote awareness of power differentials and the importance of cultivating a variety of 

diverse literacy practices.  For example, Tejana Maestras promote the use of culturally 
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relevant mentor texts that validate Latina/o identity, culture, and experiences.  Examples 

of books that validate Latino traditions are: A Gift for Abuelita: Celebrating the Day of 

the Dead, Un regalo para Abuelita: en celebración del Día de los Muertos (Luann, 1998) 

and Family Pictures, Cuadros de familia (Lomas Garza, 1990) that promote the traditions 

that are central to Latina/o families, particularly in Texas. Other books, such as Prietita 

and the Ghost Woman/Prietita y la Llorona (Anzaldúa & González, 1995) and La Calle 

es Libre (Doppert, 1994) explore the agency of Latino children.  Books that promote 

intercultural understanding are also important; for example, Sylvia & Aki (Conkling, 

2011) highlights the friendship of a Mexican American girl and Japanese American girl 

during the segregated era of the 1940s.  By providing rich literature that speaks to 

Mexican American experiences — past and present — Tejana Maestras facilitate 

connections between text-to-self, text-to-text, and text-to-world (Keene and Zimmerman, 

1997).  The facilitation of these types of connections from a mentor text propels students 

to respond with cultural awareness and consciousness to begin writing about/upon their 

world (Freire, 1983).  Freire elaborates this process:  

This movement from the world to the word and from the word to the world is 

always present; even the spoken word flows from our reading of the world. In a 

way, however, we can go further, and say that reading the word is not preceded 

merely by reading the world, but by a certain form of writing it or re-writing it, 

that is, of transforming it by means of conscious practical work. (1983, p. 10).  

Taking this cue from Freire, Tejana Maestras teach their students to “first learn to read 

the world, then write upon it” (p.10).  Writing upon their world could be through the 
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construction of an identity text be it autobiographical or a family biography in which a 

student can select the language to write in as well as who they want to write about.  

 Tejanas highlight and validate their students’ and families’ Latino/a culture, its 

knowledge and practices.  In addition, Tejana Maestras position their students’ 

bilingualism and linguistic repertoires as assets to learning.  Tejanas employ a variety of 

culturally responsive pedagogical practices to foster connections between the members of 

their community of practice.  From their choice of mentor texts, Tejana Maestras 

facilitate student connections to the text; then guide their students to make connections to 

their world, and as a way of engaging in praxis propel their students to create their own 

identity texts.   

In sum, the Tejana Maestras’ participation in the Programa Maestría provided 

them with a vault of knowledge and for meeting the needs of emergent bilinguals by 

integrating their language, culture, experiences, and backgrounds — and making 

meaningful classroom literacy practices. 

 
Tejana Maestras Planning Literacy Around Student Knowledge 

The second question of the study was: How do teachers acquire knowledge about 

the culture, language, and background experience of their students when planning and 

implementing instruction? Findings indicated that Tejana Maestras fostered particular 

learning spaces where they position themselves as learners. They were also conscious of 

their mestizaje and their cultural/linguistic border-crossing abilities/identities. Finally, 

their teaching philosophy is multifaceted and includes, valuing 
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bilingualism/biculturalism, privileging the home language, and disrupting the 

teacher/student dichotomy. 

Tejana Maestras Learn From their Students. 

Tejana Maestras positioned themselves not as disseminators of knowledge but 

rather as learners (Freire, 1970).  They were constantly fostering learning spaces that 

gave value to and recognized students’ cultural/familial knowledge and lived 

experiences. They were committed to the breaking down of the teacher/student 

dichotomy (Freire, 1970) by sharing and not prioritizing their experiences. In this sense 

learning was bidirectional.  This approach “enables teachers and students to become 

subjects of the educational process by overcoming authoritarianism and an alienating 

intellectualism” (Freire, 1970, p. 258-259).  The Tejana Maestras, whenever possible, 

incorporated their students’ experiences and background knowledge to inform their 

curricular and pedagogical choices. Such pedagogy “creates learning contexts where 

power is shared by students and teachers” (Bartolomé, 1994, p. 190) and positions 

students as active participants and collaborators in the learning process.   

Culturally responsive Tejana Maestras are conscious of culturally responsive 

pedagogy, hence they seize opportunities to capitalize on what their pupils bring to the 

bilingual community of practice.  As a result Tejanas are constantly honing instruction by 

learning about the diverse Latina/o cultures, languages, and values. It can be said that 

culturally responsive Tejana Maestras strive to determine how the school fits the lives of 

their children. This is in contrast to most teachers who want children to fit into the 
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schools. In essence, Tejana Maestras are conscious that CRP requires that the needs of 

the child take center stage.   

Tejana Maestras are Conscious of Their Own Identity. 

Tejana Maestras in this study were bilingual, bicultural and border-crossers. In 

short, the three teachers are an embodiment of mestizaje (Anzaldúa, 1997).  They 

reported being consciously aware of their border-crossing ability/identity. These Tejana 

Maestras engaged in a process of “border crossing” as conscious and deliberate efforts 

that challenged dominant discourses (de la Luz Reyes & Garza, 2005).  Observational 

data showed the Tejana Maestras articulated their identity in ways that created strong 

bonds in their individual community of practice. As has been noted in research accounts, 

the three teachers also voiced their individual struggles with race, language, immigration, 

culture, and being historically excluded from the school curriculum (Arce, 2004). Living 

between two languages (i.e., Spanish, English) the Tejana Maestras co-constructed with 

their students “A language which they can connect their identity to, one capable of 

communicating the realities and values true to themselves—a language with terms that 

are neither español ni inglés, but both” (Anzaldúa, 1997 p. 55).  Straddling simultaneous 

worlds, belonging neither-here-or-there, the Tejana Maestras embraced bilingualism, 

biculturalism, and a borderland identity (Anzaldúa, 1999; Fránquiz & Salazar-Jerez, 

2013) that was strengthened across time. In sum, the Tejana Maestras’ indigenous insider 

embodiment of sharing similar co-ethnic characteristics with their emergent bilinguals, 

parents, and community provided them with a rich cache of wealth that they 
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complemented with the standard curriculum making meaningful classroom practices for 

their emergent bilinguals.  

Tejana Maestras’ Philosophy. 

           The philosophy of Tejana Maestras is to link the content of lessons to the 

students’ own lived experiences with the purpose of enhancing academic achievement 

(Villegas & Lucas, 2002a, 2002b). Toward this end, Tejana Maestras position language 

as a resource for their lessons (Ruiz, 1984).  Planning language as a resource in the 

literacy curriculum can have a direct impact on enhancing the status of Spanish in U.S. 

society (Ruiz).  With this premise in mind, Tejana Maestras embrace the co-existence of 

Spanish and English in their classrooms 

 Tejana Maestras embrace their bilingualism and bicultural identity.  They are 

aware that biculturalism takes into account the, “...historical experiences of 

marginalization and relationships of power within the society…” (Weisman, 2001, p. 

207).  Anzaldúa (1999) referred to living between two worlds as the conciencia de la 

mestiza, a condition of being she called Nepantla, a Nahuatl word meaning the in-

between state.  Fránquiz and de la luz Reyes (1998) described this in-betweeness as a 

condition many students experience in bilingual schools. The Tejana Maestras in this 

study recognized they were constantly navigating and negotiating between two worlds in 

both their personal and professional lives.     

I propose that the Tejana Maestras in this study epitomize a mestiza 

consciousness. They are politically aware and make deliberate pedagogical choices 

(McLaren, 2007) for the purpose of improving educational outcomes for their students. 
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Bartolomé (1994) argues that a humanizing pedagogy values students’ experiences, 

background knowledge, and culture, creating a learning context where both teachers and 

students share power.  The Tejana Maestras understand the complexities of language 

choice and the critical need to improve the relationship between schools and students’ 

families and communities (Salazar, 2013).  

 
Implications 

The aim of this study was to create an understanding of how Tejana Maestras 

engage in Culturally Relevant Pedagogy as it relates to their borderland students. Stake 

(1994) in explaining the applicability of case studies states that “understanding them will 

lead to a better understanding, perhaps better theorizing, about a still larger collective of 

cases” (p. 237).  In this spirit I offer the following implications for teacher education. 

Research has shown that CRP positively impacts the language and literacy 

development of emergent bilingual students (e.g., García & Kleifgen, 2010; Pérez, 2004; 

Soltero-González, Escamilla and Hopewell, 2010). This study contributes to what is 

known about teachers’ use of CRP, in this case, primarily by borderland Tejana 

Maestras.  As Adair, Tobin, and Arzubiaga (2012) suggested, research needs to be 

centered on the perspectives of teachers of color. This dissertation highlighted the voices 

of Tejana Maestras and identified successful teaching and learning practices in their 

bilingual classrooms.   

The affordances cultivated by Tejana Maestras who embody a borderland way of 

being through language, culture and pedagogy will continue to be paramount to the 

growing population of Latina/o youth across the nation. Now that Latina/os encompass a 
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quarter of the school age population (Fry & López, 2012b), they can no longer be kept in 

the shadows and presented with subpar education. This study shows that Latina/o youth 

need teachers that employ practices that foster communities of practice without leaving 

home language and culture outside the classroom door (Nieto, 1994, 2010). It is 

imperative to understand the implications of this demographic imperative and encourage 

appropriate educational practices such as those exemplified by Tejana Maestras. 

 
Recommendations 

This study employed a synthesis of sociocultural theory complemented by 

borderlands theory, and the construct of CRP. Together these lenses were used to explore, 

build upon, and expand theoretical and practical schools of thought related to the 

instruction of bilingual learners by Tejana borderland teachers. Teacher education 

programs should pay attention to borderland in-service teachers pedagogical practices 

and support the growth of preservice teachers by validating and highlighting their 

community’s cultural wealth. This cultural capital should be positioned as value laden 

and having a potential for academic growth.  

As mentioned in previous chapters, Tejanas possess knowledge about the 

characteristics and effective pedagogy of non-mainstream students (Collins, 1990).  What 

they offer holds promise for the generation of children that is browning America. 

Because the knowledge that is often privileged or positioned as valid is that which aligns 

with the mainstream, Tejanas are endorsing a paradigm shift away from viewing teachers 

as passive technicians. Their professional identity is as a transformative intellectual 
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(Giroux, 1988, Kumaravadivelu, 2002) with lived experiences that matter — lived 

experiences that play an instrumental role in the education of all children. 

     
Recommendation For Future Research 

 Future research should focus on how borderlands teachers foster a bilingual 

community of practice where parents engage with their children during classroom 

literacy events. As research seeks to build on knowledge specific and unique to the 

borderland context, it would be important to learn how mainstream teachers utilize CRP 

in borderland classrooms. 
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Appendix A:  

Teacher Initial Personal and Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 
 

Background knowledge 

1. Can you tell me about your personal background:  

•  Place of birth  

• family life, and  

• early school experiences. 

2. Can you tell me about your professional history? 

Teaching Experience 

1. Why did you decide to become a teacher? 

2. Why did you become a bilingual elementary teacher? 

3. What teaching certifications do you have? 

4. How long have you been teaching (in this school and other campuses)? 

5. How many emergent bilinguals are in your classroom? 

6. What is central for you in promoting academic success for emergent bilinguals? 

7. What challenges do you encounter in teaching emergent bilinguals? 

8. As a Latina/o elementary teacher how has your life experiences influenced your 

teaching? 

Graduate Studies  

1. How has graduate studies impacted your teaching? 

2. How has your teaching evolved, since completion of your Masters program? 
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Appendix B:  
Classroom Observation Protocol 
 
Materials 
 
Social Grouping 
 
 
Literacy Event 
 
Phases of Event 
 
 
Actions at the beginning 
 
 
Actions in the middle 
 
 
Actions at conclusion 
Time La   Language  Event  Actions 
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Appendix C:  
Teacher Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 
 

1. What literacy practices are central for learning in your dual language classroom? 

2. What pedagogical knowledge is central for learning in your dual language 

classroom? 

3. How do you maintain your responsibility between two languages? 

4. What role does your grade level team have in your lesson/unit plans? 

5. How do you acquire knowledge about culture when planning and implementing 

instruction? 

6. How do you acquire knowledge about language when planning and implementing 

instruction? 

7. In what ways do you teach culture during literacy practices in your classroom? 

8. In what ways do you teach language during literacy practices in your classroom? 
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