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This study examines how a group of second- and 1.5-generation Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant youths navigate the uneven process of assimilation into the United States by 

using digital tools and networks. Understanding Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth as 

social actors and creative agents, I investigate how their new media practices and skills 

help them assimilate into multiple dimensions of the host country. For this purpose, I use 

a transdisciplinary framework that combines sociocultural theories of media practice, 

critical theories of digital inequality, and sociological theories of assimilation. Through a 

series of case studies of five immigrant youths with Mexican origins (two girls and three 

boys, ages 14-18) and working class socioeconomic backgrounds, I analyze the mediated 

activities they have developed in the contexts of their homes, an after-school program, 

and social media networked spaces. I draw on qualitative data that I helped collect as a 

member of the Digital Edge project during a longitudinal ethnography (2011-2012) 

conducted at Freeway High School, a large, ethnically diverse, low-performing, and 

economically disadvantaged public school in the Austin Metropolitan Area. By revealing 

the local conditions and structural forces that shape how these Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

youths use technology in their everyday life, my analysis provides: new insights into 

digital divides and participation gaps; a grounded understanding of the role of new media 

practices and skills in the process of assimilation; and a nuanced description of the 
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diverse media environments accessed by minority youth. My findings suggest that 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth use digital media technology to assimilate into cultural, 

linguistic, and social dimensions of U.S. society. Particularly, as the five youths 

developed new media practices and gained new media skills, their process of adaptation 

to the culture and language of the host country accelerated. However, although they 

obtained skills that helped them to advance in their process of assimilation, their abilities 

were not developed to high levels of expertise and their participation in new media 

cultures often remained peripheral. Evidence reveals that digital inequalities and 

participation gaps persist and continue to evolve in complex ways. 
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Introduction 

 
On the Saturday morning of June 8, 2012, at the Frank Erwin Special Events 

Center, a multipurpose arena near downtown Austin, Inara, Antonio, and Sergio, three 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths with Mexican origins, were awarded a U.S. high 

school diploma. Along with other senior students (402 in total), school officers, faculty 

and staff, the band, and an audience of family and friends (approximately 1,500), they 

participated in the commencement ceremony of Freeway High School, a public school 

located on the north urban fringe of Austin. Wearing the traditional European academic 

dress of gown and cap, they walked across the graduation stage while members of the 

audience cheered, applauded, raised written signs with congratulatory messages, and took 

pictures with smartphones and other digital mobile devices. Following the graduation 

ritual protocol, they sang the “The Star-Spangled Banner” national anthem and the school 

song, listened to the speeches given by school administration officers and counselors, and 

to the salutatorian and valedictorian addresses delivered by the top ranking graduates. 

The ceremony marked a life milestone for these immigrant youths, the end of their K-12 

educational journey in the country where their parents migrated years before in search of 

opportunities. 

Together with Alex, another researcher from the Digital Edge project1, I arrived at 

the commencement just in time for the initial procession that hundreds of Freeway High 

seniors, along with the school band, performed at the ground floor. It was the first time in 

my life attending a high school graduation ceremony in the United States. It was also my 

first time inside “The Superdrum,” as it was also known the Frank Erwin Special Events 
                                                
 
1 The Digital Edge project was a three-year research initiative founded by the McArthur Foundation as part 
of the Connected Learning Research Network. The project was led by Professor S. Craig Watkins and had a 
team of seven research assistants from the Media Studies, Information Science, and Sociology departments 
at the University of Texas. The team spent the 2011-2012 academic year conducting ethnographic 
fieldwork at Freeway High School. This dissertation emerges from my work in that project as a member of 
the research team. 
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Center due to its shape and huge size (6,400 Sq. Ft.). Although I had seen the building 

many times and wondered about its retro-futuristic architecture style, I never had the 

opportunity to go to any of the rock concerts, basketball games, professional wrestling 

combats, and other kinds of events that take place there. Inside, the building looked like 

an entertainment venue, it had two levels of seats organized in rings, several video 

screens and electric signs arranged on the ceilings and walls, a ground floor, and several 

corridors with food vendors. Half of the ground floor was filled with rows of chairs for 

the graduates. They were organized in front of a graduation stage located at one of the 

sides, which had a long rectangular table, chairs for school officers, and the flags of 

Texas and the U.S. The lower ring of seats was almost full, consisting of a diverse and 

intergenerational audience of family members and friends that reflected the demographics 

of Freeway High. The majority of the student population was minorities. Almost half 

(47.5%) were Latino/Hispanic, 24.2% African American, 13.3% Asian, and 11.2% were 

White. 

While at my seat at the lower ring, surrounded by a mix of Asians, African 

Americans, Latino/Hispanics, and Whites adults and children, I was reminded of the 

demographic transformation that has unfolded in the United States as a result of the last 

wave of large-scale immigration that has happened since 1965. The so-called “new 

immigrants” and their children were indeed changing the face of the United States and 

proof of this was the diversity of families and graduates present at the Freeway High 

School commencement ceremony. This mix of colors, ethnicities, and races, provided a 

glimpse of what social scientists have predicted for the future of U.S. population 

composition. The reality of the U.S. as a majority-minority country was perhaps arriving 

sooner than expected.2 

                                                
 
2 Due to the continuous flow of immigrants from Latin America and Asia during the last five decades, the 
demographic structure of the United States has become more ethnically and racially diverse than ever 
before in the history of the country. In 2011, nearly one in four youth under the age of eighteen were either 
foreign-born or native-born to immigrant parents (24% of a total of 74.7 million youth) (Passel 2011a). 
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However, the past was also present at the commencement ceremony. During the 

presentation of the graduates by the superintendent of schools, I could not stop thinking 

about the longue durée historical processes that unfolded across Texas territories. More 

than a hundred of the graduates had Spanish names similar to the ones I could encounter 

in Latin America, Spain, or Colombia, my country of origin. Listening to first names like 

Alejandra, Maria, Gabriela, and Carlos, and last names like Martinez, Garcia, and Diaz, 

pronounced with an Anglo accent, reminded me of the history of the lands where the 

graduation ritual was taking place. Not that many years ago these territories were part of 

the Republic of Texas (1836-1846), the República de Mexico (1821-1836), and for 

almost two centuries, these lands belonged to Nueva España and the Spanish Empire 

(1690-1821). Before those multiple occupations, of course, these territories were the 

home of several Native Americans Indian tribes such as Comanches, Coahuiltecos, and 

Caddos.3 Spanish, however, was an European language that continued to be present in 

Texas not only in the names of rivers, towns, streets, foods, plants, and people, but also in 

the orality of many of its inhabitants. Among people grouped under the pan-ethnic term 

“Hispanic” or “Latino/a” in the U.S., Spanish was one of the languages they could use for 

communicating with each other, especially, intergenerationally. 

“¡Felicitaciones mijo!” [Congratulations my son!] said Mr. Chapa to his son 

Antonio after the ceremony while walking through the open public space outside of the 

Erwin Center. Navigating through a crowd of parents, children, and recent graduates the 

five members of the Chapa family moved through the public space trying to find a spot 

for a picture. Minutes later, with a view of the Capitol building, Antonio, his old sister, 

younger brother, and dad, all dressed up in formal clothes, posed for a photograph that 

Ms. Chapa took with her smartphone. In the background, new buildings and construction 

cranes emerged as symbols of one of the fastest growing cities in the country. Twenty 

                                                
 
3 The etymology of Texas, for instance, comes from the Spanish word “Tejas,” earlier pronounced as “ta-
shas.” It comes from the Caddo (eastern Texas Indian tribe) word “Taysha” that means “friends, allies,” 
written by the Spanish as a plural (Online Etymology Dictionary, 2015). 
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years before, Mr. and Ms. Chapa migrated from a small town in the state of San Luis 

Potosi, northern Mexico, escaping from extreme rural poverty. In the middle of one of the 

biggest economic crisis that affected agriculture in Mexico, Antonio's parents decided to 

move north of the Rio Grande in search of better opportunities. As many other 

immigrants from Mexico, they came to the U.S. in order to become part of the labor 

force. Given their low levels of formal education (none of them completed middle 

school) and few economic resources, Mr. and Ms. Chapa started to work in construction 

and housekeeping jobs. More than two decades later, posing with Antonio, the second 

child that had completed high school in the U.S., they had reason to celebrate and be 

proud of their accomplishments. Mr. Chapa had already become a U.S. citizen, Ms. 

Chapa was a U.S resident, they owned an old suburban house equipped with media 

technologies and Internet connectivity, had two sport utility vehicles, and both continued 

to have working class jobs. Although their income was low and their occupations low-

skilled, they still were able to raise a family and send their children to public school. 

Antonio (17), for instance, was born in Austin, proficient in English, completed twelve 

grades of schooling, passed the Texas standardized tests, and was becoming a high school 

graduate. “Vamos a tener una comida de mole de olla y enchiladas potosinas esta tarde 

en nuestra casa” [We are going to have a dinner of mole de olla y enchiladas potosinas 

this afternoon in our house] Ms. Chapa told me when I asked her about their plans after 

the ceremony. Their dream of finding better opportunities in the U.S. seemed to be 

happening as they were able to participate in several social domains in their new country. 

However, anti-immigrant discourse abounded at the dawn of the twenty-first 

century in the United States, and some opinion leaders, politicians, and scholars 

questioned the assimilation of the newcomers. Due to the sustained large-scale migration 

of immigrants from Mexico, Central and South America since 1965, and the rapid growth 

of the Latino/Hispanic population (they became the largest minority in the country in 

2001), some sectors of the U.S. public expressed their anxieties about their incorporation 

into society. As the anti-immigration debate gained force, fears of the demographic shift 
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became easier to propagate, especially given the changes in the economy, and the way in 

which racial and social stratification were interlaced in the United States. Hence, 

Latino/Hispanics, and especially Mexicans as the dominant group (64.6% of the total 

share) (Lopez, Gonzalez-Barrera and Cuddington 2013), became the target of several 

concerns. Political scientist Samuel Huntington, for instance, articulated one of the most 

controversial arguments in “The Hispanic Challenge” (2004). In this essay Huntington 

claimed that Latino/Hispanics did not assimilate into U.S. mainstream culture but instead 

formed linguistic and political enclaves rejecting the white Anglo-Protestant values. 

Warning the public about the dangers of immigration, Huntington wrote, “the possibility 

of a de facto split between a predominantly Spanish-speaking United States and an 

English-speaking United States (…) is a major potential threat to the country's cultural 

and political integrity” (Huntington 2004). Emphasizing cultural factors, and especially 

language and educational attainment, Huntington sketched an alarming picture of the U.S 

as divided by two cultures and two languages, complementing other anti-immigration 

arguments that focused on economic costs. According to Huntington, the 

Latino/Hispanics, and in particular the ones with Mexican origins, were becoming a 

threat to U.S. national identity. 

Given the reality of a public school system in which Latino/Hispanic children 

became the majority in states such as in Texas and California, the problem of immigrant 

youth assimilation into the United States intrigued me.4 Many second- and third-

generation Latino/Hispanic immigrant children were at the cusp of U.S. demographic 

shift and were the subject of moral concerns that could exacerbate negative stereotypes 

and disempower them.5 Were Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth really a threat to the 

                                                
 
4 For historical, cultural, and geographical reasons, the most popular destination states for Mexican 
immigrants are California and Texas. In these states they are the dominant group of the total immigrant 
population. According to a Pew Hispanic Center report from 2012, Mexican immigrants constituted 88% of 
a total of 9,794,000 Latino/Hispanics living in Texas (38% of the state population) (Motel 2012).   
5 Scholars have argued that Latino/Hispanic immigrant children, particularly the ones with Mexican 
origins, have been affected by the negative stereotypes. Within the U.S., as Cintia Bejarano (2005) clearly 
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national identity? Were they dividing the country into two cultures and two languages? 

After living in the U.S. for more than six years and having spent several months doing 

ethnographic work at Freeway High School as a member of the Digital Edge project, it 

was difficult for me to imagine such a split. In contrast, what I observed was that many 

Latino/Hispanics adults, particularly from Mexican origins, were working hard holding 

down multiple jobs, making efforts to earn a living and sustain their families. Meanwhile, 

their children were going to public schools, using digital media technologies, speaking 

English and sometimes, with less proficiency, Spanish. Some Latino/Hispanic youth were 

also enrolled in colleges, and I had the opportunity to meet, work, and befriend several of 

them at U.T., especially while working at the Division of Student Affairs. It troubled me 

that the presence of Latino/Hispanics generated so much anxiety especially in a state like 

Texas, which such deep cultural and historical ties to Spain and Mexico.6 Moreover, in 

the U.S. context of increasing socioeconomic inequalities and stratification, it was 

problematic to see the Latino/Hispanic population, with all its diversity, being positioned 

at the “wrong” side of many divides and many times studied from a perspective that 

emphasized a pathological narrative of social ill and cultural deficit. As a result, I became 

interested in researching Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth, and, particularly, how they 

were navigating their process of assimilation in the U.S while using digital tools and 

networks. 

In this dissertation, my main objective is to investigate the assimilation process of 

five second- and 1.5-generation Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth growing up in Austin, 

Texas, in a context of networked communication, a hyper-mediated culture, and 

                                                                                                                                            
 
stated, “the Mexican immigrant is blamed for substandard impositions on people's idyllic, yet inaccurate, 
perceptions of American life” (13). Such discrimination and negative stereotyping becomes detrimental to 
the development and assimilation of Mexican immigrant youth through a process that Carola Súarez-
Orozco (2000, 2002) has conceptualized as “social mirroring.”  
6 I, myself, as an international student from Colombia and native Spanish speaker, was positioned 
sometimes as a “Hispanic” and “Latino” during my everyday interactions in Austin and had to deal with 
some of the stereotypes that such label carried in Texas. 
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structural inequalities.7 The problem of immigrant assimilation, allows me to inquire from 

a rarely explored perspective, the critical issue of digital inequalities and youth agency. 

Immigrant youth are playing a more active role in the process of assimilation that their 

families undertake as they actively engage with digital tools and networks and develop 

new media practices that shape not only their adaptation to the U.S. but also the one of 

their parents. As an interdisciplinary researcher and designer working in the field of 

media studies, I am interested in understanding the characteristics of the new media 

practices and skills Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths are developing as they 

communicate and socialize in a networked communication environment. My analysis 

focuses on three particular contexts of everyday activity: the home, an after-school 

program, and the multi-setting of social media networked spaces. For each of these 

contexts, I intend to elaborate a series of case studies of Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth 

in which I analyze how they exercise their agency, develop digitally mediated practices, 

and acquire new media skills. The main questions I try to answer are: 

 

What are the new media practices and skills Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth 

develop in the contexts of family/home, after-school, and social media networked spaces? 

How do those practices and skills help them to navigate their assimilation process? 

 

Understanding Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths as social actors and creative 

agents, I examine how their use of digital tools and networks can help them assimilate 

into multiple social domains. Particularly, I focus on how they assimilate into linguistic, 

cultural, educational, and social dimensions, but in some cases also into the economic and 

civic ones. Since according to U.S. official quantitative data the Latino/Hispanic 

                                                
 
7 Several immigrant generations have been defined on the basis of nativity, citizenship, nativity of the 
parents, and age of arrival. Native-born with two native-born parents are third and higher generations; 
native-born with at least one immigrant parent are second-generation; and foreign-born are considered first-
generation if they entered the host country after their adolescence, or 1.5 generation if they immigrated 
before their teenage years (Portes & Rumbaut 2001; Kasinitz et al. 2008). 
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population is situated on the “wrong” side of several structural divides (educational 

attainment, income, occupation, and health), analyzing the new media practices of 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth is useful for revealing the diversity of these population 

and the complex ways in which digital inequalities and participation gaps are evolving.8 

Although the position of these youths is one of disadvantage given the working class and 

immigrant status of their families, my approach tries to understand them in terms of their 

resilience and normative growth, their agency and creativity, and not in terms of their 

deficit or poverty.9 By doing so, I intend to untangle some of the paradoxes that appear as 

these youths, despite their fewer economic, social, and technological resources, can 

leverage the affordances of the new networked communication environment in a 

particular manner. Despite structural forces and inequalities, Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

youth exercise their agency and can shape the direction of their process of incorporation 

into the U.S., participating, or not, in multiple social domains. One of my goals in this 

dissertation is to demonstrate how the rapid evolution of the networked communication 

environment and the increasing structural inequalities determine different forms of 

participation and incorporation, with different qualities, and disparate outcomes. 

 

Assimilation Trajectories 

In a nation of immigrants such as the United States, the term assimilation has 

been used to describe the process of incorporation of newcomers into the host country. 

Although the term is contested, it remains useful today for researching and understanding 

the experiences of Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth and their families in the U.S. 

                                                
 
8 See for instance, data published in by the U.S. Census Bureau, the U.S. Department of Education’s Office 
for Civil Rights, U.S. Bureu of Census Statistics, and the National Center for Education Statistics. 
9 In this dissertation I use only the measures of educational attainment and occupation to refer to social 
class. I consider working class families those composed of parents with low educational attainment (high 
school or lower than high school degree) and working on service, blue collar, and manual labor 
occupations. However, I understand that this categorization and the issue of social classes in the U.S. are 
contested. Therefore, I acknowledge that there are different ways in which the working class could also be 
measured such as income, lifestyles, and membership to specific social networks.   
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Drawing on contemporary sociological theories I conceptualize assimilation as a complex 

process that is uneven, segmented, and multidimensional. It may or may not happen 

according to different individual and structural factors. In this dissertation, I understand 

assimilation as the process of incorporation into the culture, economy, education, and 

other social domains that immigrants and their children undertake, at least during three 

generations, as they settle in a new country. Assimilation, therefore, is a 

multidimensional process closely related to social inclusion. It involves issues of 

participation, access to opportunity structures, and socioeconomic mobility. 

In the twenty-first century, however, this process has become much more 

complex than the one that sociologists theorized about for previous generations in which 

there was a straight line trajectory into an Anglo and white mainstream middle class. U.S. 

society, on the one hand, is no longer as homogenous as it was once imagined. On the 

other hand, the relationships between different ethnic-racial groups have become 

considerably more complicated than what the melting pot metaphor and its harmonious 

ideal of common culture could describe. In the present context, with a society that is 

highly stratified and ethnically-racially heterogeneous; a post-industrial economy 

characterized by growing inequality and a bifurcated labor market; and a vibrant culture 

that is networked and hyper-mediated by information communication technologies, 

processes of assimilation in United States have disparate and uneven outcomes. For 

instance, not all immigrants in the U.S. are being incorporated into the same 

socioeconomic segments. As researchers from the segmented assimilation paradigm have 

argued, depending on individual and structural factors, immigrants may assimilate into 

the working class and not necessarily to a mainstream middle class. As a matter of fact, 

since the U.S. middle class has been shrinking consistently over the past half-century, 

assimilation into the working class has become part of the trajectory of many immigrants 

in this country. Especially for the labor immigrants with low levels of education, 

becoming part of the expanding U.S. working class of service and less-skilled workers 

has allowed them to adapt to the host country, gain some fair socioeconomic mobility, 
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and participate in some of the social domains, although from a disadvantaged position of 

power.10 

In my analysis of the assimilation process of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

youth, I draw on the segmented assimilation model that Alejandro Portes, Min Zhou, and 

Ruben Rumbaut have been elaborating and testing since the 1990s. Particularly, I rely on 

their understanding of assimilation trajectories as an intergenerational process of 

socioeconomic mobility, access to opportunity, and cultural adaptation. According to the 

segmented assimilation model, two trajectories are characterized by upward mobility and 

incorporation into the working and middle classes, while one follows a downward 

trajectory towards the underclass and exclusion. Each trajectory is correlated with a 

specific type of intergenerational cultural adaptation. While the upward mobility and 

integration into the middle class goes together with the consonant acculturation (parents 

and children adopt mainstream culture), the one of upward mobility and incorporation 

into the working class is correlated with selective acculturation (parents and children 

adopt certain mainstream cultural practices). In contrast, the downward socioeconomic 

trajectory is correlated to what researchers call “dissonant acculturation.” That is, 

acculturation gaps between parents and children that create conflicts within the family, 

risky behaviors among youth, and marginalization (Portes & Rumbaut 2001). Although 

this model does not take into account all the messiness and unevenness of the 

assimilation process, and I do not completely agree with it, I found it useful for analyzing 

the intergenerational trajectories that immigrants follow in a highly stratified society.  

Using the segmented assimilation model, I intend to describe the trajectories of 

the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths focusing on specific indicators of their process 

                                                
 
10 Economic data suggests that Hispanic/Latinos are more disadvantaged compared to other groups in the 
U.S. Hispanic/Latinos are placed at the bottom of the economic hierarchy ($20,000 Annual Personal 
Earnings) below Non-Hispanic Whites ($36,000) and Non-Hispanic Blacks ($25,000) (Kochhar et al. 2011; 
Motel 2012). Furthermore, a large share of the young Latino/Hispanic population under 17 years old lives 
in poverty (37%) compared to 11% of Non-Hispanic Whites and 33% of Non-Hispanic Blacks (Lopez & 
Velasco 2011).  
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of adaptation such as language, education (school performance), media 

consumption/production/circulation (ethnic, U.S.), and cultural tastes. When analyzing 

the new media practices and skills in the contexts of family/home, after-school, and 

social media networked spaces, I focus on these indicators in order to measure the 

outcomes of the assimilation process and describe the trajectories that each of 

Latino/Hispanic youth are following. Although I recognize that this theoretical model has 

limitations, I found it useful for analyzing the incorporation of immigrant youth in 

culture, education, and other social domains. Recognizing the trajectories of assimilation 

allows me to reveal that in a highly stratified capitalist society, participation and inclusion 

may happen in a segmented way, and that socioeconomic mobility can still occur, even 

within the working class. By describing the immigrant trajectories of assimilation, I will 

try to answer some of the secondary questions of this dissertation project:  

In which direction are their trajectories moving? In relation to their parents, are 

they adapting to the cultural, linguistic, and educational dimensions of the U.S.? 

 

Digital Inequalities 

In the open public space outside of the Frank Erwin Center, I talked briefly with 

Antonio. He was one of the eighteen students from Freeway High that participated in the 

Digital Edge project, and was one of the two subjects I followed, interviewed, and 

observed for almost 8 months at the time of the commencement ceremony. “It is just a 

diploma,” he told me after I congratulated him, looking at me through the dark lenses of 

the sunglasses he was wearing, and shrugging his shoulders like it was not a big deal. 

Antonio did not seem as excited about his graduation as his parents. Life after high 

school was not very clear for him and his future was uncertain. Although weeks before a 

school teacher encouraged him to apply to a community college, he was not sure about 

how a pathway of higher education would allow him to become a filmmaker, the career 

he wanted to follow. Furthermore, he also knew he needed to get a “real” job in 

“anything”, start to earn money, and help his family. As the majority of the graduates 
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from Freeway High School, Antonio took only regular curriculum classes of low 

educational quality that did not prepare him for college and high skilled jobs.11 Although 

he became alienated from school, he learned how to pass and get the grades he needed in 

order to advance in his education without being a high achiever and while actively 

leveraging digital media. Growing up with access to computers and Internet connectivity 

both at home and at school, he invested lots of time in searching information, browsing 

the Web, discovering music, downloading files, streaming videos, and also “messing 

around” with audio production software. Moreover, during his senior year at Freeway 

High, Antonio became passionate about filmmaking while taking a digital video elective 

class and participating in the Cinematic Arts Project (CAP) after-school program where 

he could access professional media production gear. 

By the time of his graduation Antonio dreamed about becoming a filmmaker but 

confronted several challenges that he did not know how to overcome. He did not have a 

clear map of the road he could take in order to continue advancing the creative career that 

he started to discover through his new media practices and media production activities. 

Paradoxically, he seemed to be digitally networked and at the same time disconnected 

from the structures of opportunity. On the one hand, he grew up with access to digital 

tools and networks at both school and home, and developed several new media practices 

and skills in his everyday life. Although the quality of his technology access and skill 

levels were not high, he was able to experience a networked life in which he 

communicated and socialized with friends using computer-based software; searched, 

created, and circulated information; and was able to produce media texts and “mess 

around” with digital tools. On the other hand, he struggled with the lack of access to 

social supports, scaffolding, and high quality technology. Although he had been 

empowered by the access to digital media and the development of new media practices, 

                                                
 
11 The majority of students in Freeway High were enrolled in the regular curriculum track (non-college 
bound). Only a small share of the students (24%) took advanced placement (AP) classes who would 
prepare students for college.  
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his agency seemed to be limited as he finished high school and confronted the “real” 

world. At the end of his K-12 educational journey in the U.S. he faced the paradox of 

having been empowered by digital tools and networks, and at the same time not having 

access, for a variety of reasons, to the opportunity structures that would allow him to 

follow a creative career. Antonio situation revealed the complex evolution of digital 

inequalities and participation gaps. 

In the context of rapid technological change, increasing socioeconomic 

stratification, a hyper-mediated culture, and a pervasive networked communication 

environment, understanding digital inequalities is a task that requires analyzing multiple 

factors. Although more young people in the U.S. are becoming connected to the Internet 

and are using computers, mobile devices, and other digital tools, disparities persist not 

only at the levels of quality and quantity of technology, but also among other dimensions 

of access.12 Differences in skills, social supports, motivations, and usages, add other 

layers of complexity to the dynamics of digital divides and participation gaps. 

Understanding the interplay among these multiple factors and their relationship with 

structural inequalities and the assimilation process is one of the objectives that I 

undertake in this dissertation. Looking at this problem through the case studies of 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth and their process of assimilation opens a productive 

space for untangling the complexity of digital inequalities. By pursuing this task, I intend 

to not only elaborate a critique of structural and digital inequalities, but also to investigate 

the potential of digital networked technologies to support the social process of 

assimilation and youth agency. I recognize that as much as the networked communication 
                                                
 
12 For instance, a Pew Hispanic Center report from 2011 revealed greater disparities in broadband access 
between populations. While only 45% of Hispanic-Latino households had broadband Internet access, 65% 
of White and 52% of Black homes had access to broadband. (Livingston 2011). The same report showed 
that significant differences in Internet usage persist between foreign (51%) and native-born 
Latino/Hispanics (85%), as well as between English language speakers (87%) and Spanish speakers (35%) 
(Livingston 2011). Controlling variables related to educational attainment, income, and occupation, 
researchers confirmed that in the case of Latino/Hispanics, both immigrants and natives, there is a strong 
correlation of material access and usage with educational attainment and income (Fox & Livingston 2007; 
Livingston 2010). 
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environment intensifies and makes visible structural inequalities, it can also empower 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth as social, cultural, and creative agents. According to 

that, two of the secondary questions that I try to answer in this dissertation are:  

 

How do disparities in multiple accesses, and their interplay, in the contexts of 

family/home, after-school, and social media networked spaces, determine the 

development of Latino/Hispanic youths’ new media practices and skills? 

 

Do not Panic, I am Latino and Hispanic 
An important ritual of passage for immigrants and temporary visitors in the U.S is 

to be classified according to racial-ethnic categories. For those coming south of the Rio 

Grande, we are usually categorized as “Hispanics” or “Latino/as” regardless of the color 

of our skin, our cultures, and our nationalities. As a person of Colombian origins and 

living in the U.S. as an international student, I have struggled with the meaning of those 

terms. Suddenly, by being in this country I became a “Hispanic” even if I was not from 

Spain. Both labels do not exist in the countries where we come from, and as a result they 

are difficult to embrace. Scholars, activists, and immigrants have constantly pointed out 

that pan-ethnic terms such as “Hispanic” or “Latino/a” homogenize a diverse population 

with a variety of national backgrounds, cultures, classes, and races (especially mixed 

races) (Hernandez 2012; Alzaldua 2012; Torres-Saillant 2002; Oboler 2005; Padilla 

1985). 

However, in this dissertation I use the hybrid term “Hispanic/Latino” when 

referring to the race-ethnicity of the second- and 1.5-generation immigrant youth with 

Mexican origins and their families.13 Despite the problems of homogenization that these 

                                                
 
13 According to a Pew Hispanic Center report from 2012, Mexican immigrants constituted 88% of a total of 
9,794,000 Latino/Hispanics living in Texas (38% of the state population). (Motel, 2012) Given that they 
constitute the majority of the Latino/Hispanic population, it is possible to describe the demographic trends 
of immigrants with Mexican origin living in Texas using the available Census data on Latinos/Hispanics. 



 
 

15 

labels create, I have decided to use them strategically. By choosing “Latino/Hispanic” I 

can, on the one hand, locate the experiences of these youth in the context of a big corpus 

of data that uses the category “Hispanic” (federal surveys, government forms such as 

school registrations, Census data previous to 2010, educational and health agencies).14 On 

the other, I can also recognize the grass-roots political meaning and situational 

conciseness of the term “Latino/a.”15 In the U.S., race-ethnic labels play an important role 

for defining and articulating social and political positions. Race-ethnicity shapes the 
                                                                                                                                            
 
The median age of this segment of the Latino/Hispanic population (27 years old) makes them the youngest 
racial/ethnic group in the state. 
14 The history of the term “Hispanic” can be traced to the end of the Mexican-American War (1846-1848) 
and the violent incorporation of Spanish-speaking populations from the Southwest (Fernandez-Armesto 
2014; Oboler 1992, 1995; Acuña 1972). This war is key in the construction of the homogenizing category 
of “Hispanics” and the perception of people from Latin America in the U.S. as a homogenous group of 
foreigners (Oboler, 1992 1995). Although many Mexicans decided to accept U.S citizenship after the war, 
the U.S. government expropriated the territories of many small farmers who owned communal lands 
(ejidos). In order to keep privileges, rich and elite Mexicans allied with the Anglos and identified 
themselves as Spanish-Americans as a strategy to cope with the segregationist-based dynamics of the 
Anglo society. As Oboler explains, “Spanish-American” was like an aphorism about color and class. The 
term “Hispanos” was a reference to the Spanish conquistadores who conquered those lands before. Carey 
McWilliams has explained the use of this term as a strategy to maintain power and status in the Anglo 
racial hierarchy, a “fantasy heritage” of racial purity. Officially, it was until the early 1970s when the term 
“Hispanic” was first used by the U.S. government to refer to people from the south of the Rio Grande, 
Spanish speakers, and with Spanish surnames. The Department of Health, Education and Welfare started to 
use the term and in 1980 it was included for the first time in an official U.S. census. Although several 
activists and scholars make reference to President Nixon as the one who coined the term “Hispanic” it was 
actually created by a Mexican-American bureaucrat from South Texas named Grace Flores-Hughes. Flores-
Hughes was an assistant in an ad-hoc committee in what was then the Department of Health, Education and 
Welfare. As she explained in several interviews and in her biographical book, for Mexican-Americans 
discriminated in the State of Texas, it was better to claim their Spaniard heritage as the former inhabitants 
and landowners in this territory.  
15 Although the term “Latino” appeared in the post-Civil Rights Movement era (1970s) in the context of 
the Chicano and Puerto Rican activists groups, it was until the 1990s that the use of this term became 
popular. According to some scholars and activists, using the term “Latino/a” was a conscious choice that 
offered an alternative to the supposedly imposed (official) label “Hispanic.” Scholars like David Hayes-
Bautista and Jorge Chapa (1987), and Felix M. Padilla (1985), for instance, have argued that the term 
“Latino” is more political than “Hispanic.” In “The Latino Ethnic Consciousness,” Padilla argues that the 
population from Latin American origins, specifically the Chicano and Puerto Ricans groups, need to 
collaborate in the political struggle for equality and justice regardless of their national origins and cultural 
differences. According to him, the use of a pan-ethnic label could be useful for dealing with the minority 
and oppressed status of the group. According to Padilla, “the expression of Latino ethnic conscious 
behavior is situationally specific, crystallized under certain circumstances of inequality experience shared 
by more than one Spanish-speaking group at a point in time.” Hence, the use of an umbrella term such as 
“Latino/a” is useful for mobilizing communities who are in positions of disadvantage. 
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institutional and social life in this country and is important for accessing governmental 

resources such as housing, education, as well for building political power. There are 

advantages in the use of umbrella terms such as “Hispanics” and “Latino/as” because 

they can enable access to resources and help to articulate policy demands for specific 

ethnic groups. Under certain circumstances, such as the ones of structural inequalities, the 

use of pan-ethnic terms could be useful for political unity and for competing for 

resources.16  

 

Reflexivity and the Process of Writing Ethnography 
This dissertation has been designed, executed, and written as an ethnography. I 

developed the research process based on the ontological and epistemological properties 

of the ethnographic method. As a researcher, I both participated in and observed life in a 

public high school in Austin, Texas, with the goal of interpreting and analyzing the 

sociocultural practices of Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths and their use of digital 

media technologies in their everyday life. I joined this world with curiosity and 

imagination and deployed qualitative research techniques such as participant observation, 

field note writing, interviewing, and discourse analysis, in order to understand the “nitty 

gritty” (Willis 2000) of a living context. More specifically, during my fieldwork, data 

analysis, and writing processes, I tried to make sense of the sociocultural practices, media 

ecologies, and assimilation trajectories of five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths growing 

up in Austin, Texas. 

The ethnographic approach for this dissertation emerged out of my experience 

with the Digital Edge project, a three-year research initiative. The Digital Edge project 

was led by S. Craig Watkins at the University of Texas at Austin, and funded by the 

MacArthur Foundation as part of the Connected Learning Research Network (CLRN). I 

visited Freeway High School as a research assistant and member of the Digital Edge team 
                                                
 
16 Ethnic and race data collected by the U.S government can be used to support enforcement of civil rights 
laws and redistricting of congressional districts. 
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while I was completing a PhD in Media Studies at the Radio-Television-Film department. 

During fieldwork at Freeway High (2011-2012 academic year), our team consisted of six 

graduate students (research assistants) who spent time observing two technology elective 

classes and two after-school programs, and who followed and interviewed a total of 

eighteen high school students (each researcher was paired with somewhere between two 

to five students). Both students and teachers at Freeway High recognized the members of 

the Digital Edge team as researchers affiliated with the University of Texas but as 

welcomed outsiders to their community.  

The students who participated in our study, in particular, were aware of the 

objectives of the Digital Edge project and familiar with our interest in understanding their 

media ecologies and use of digital technology in and out of school. Because our sampling 

method was a mix of convenient, snowball, and theoretical sampling, some of the 

subjects could have felt unique and especial about participating in our project. They 

understood we have chosen them because they were taking technology elective classes or 

were part of the digital media after-school programs. Although it is possible that in some 

conversations students wanted to appear savvier about technology than they actually 

were, we were nevertheless able to help clarify their answers through longitudinal 

fieldwork and multiple in-depth interviews. Digital Edge researchers developed personal 

and trusting relationships with our subjects, which provided greater validity to the 

qualitative data we collected. For my dissertation, I draw on this data and use a sub-

sample of five students, including the two youths that I worked with during our 

fieldwork. 

As an interdisciplinary researcher and practitioner, I have been working in the 

field of digital media and learning for more than a decade. At the moment of our 

fieldwork at Freeway High, I had experience working with several research and action 

projects that recognized the potential of digital technology for supporting youth learning 

and participation in culture, society, and economy. Both in Colombia and in the United 

States, I have participated in initiatives such as the Environmental Community Mapping 
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of the City of Bogota at the Institute of Environmental Studies, the Project New Media 

Literacies at MIT, and the Youth and Media lab at the Berkman Center for Internet and 

Society, where I had the opportunity to research and design experiences that worked to 

empower youth through media production and the acquisition of media literacies. 

Through my research and practice, I learned that new media tools and networks could be 

leveraged to help youth to find a voice, exercise their agency, and learn across different 

social and economic contexts. With these previous experiences in mind, I conducted 

fieldwork at Freeway High with a vision of digital media and learning that was 

subjectively positive and committed toward the possibility of sociocultural change and 

youth empowerment. Although I also assumed a critical position that recognized the 

existence of structural inequalities, digital divides, and participation gaps, I believed (and 

still do) in the potential for technology and new media cultures to foster social 

transformation and learning. In my observations in the field, interactions with students, 

and my subsequent analysis, I tried to maintain a balance between a hopeful and positive 

view of the potential of new media and also a critical awareness of the deep structural 

inequalities occurring in a highly stratified society. This positionality allowed me to 

recognize some of the contradictions that working class Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth 

could experience in a hyper-mediated and networked U.S. where they could be, at once, 

connected through technology but disconnected from the structures of opportunity.  

 

 

 

Chapter Plan 

This dissertation is composed of five body chapters. With the exception of the 

first and the last one, each chapter focuses on the analysis of a particular context of 

activity: the family/home, an after-school program, and the multi-setting of social media 

networked spaces. Chapter 1 introduces the methodology, data, and theoretical 

framework that I used for the elaboration of this research project. Given the specificity of 
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the contexts of activity that I investigate and the structure of the chapters, I decided to 

introduce only the general foundational theories that I use throughout the dissertation in 

Chapter 1. In order to facilitate the articulation of my argument and the analysis of the 

specific contexts of activity, a more comprehensive revision of the theoretical framework 

is later presented and discussed in each of the following chapters. Although each of these 

three chapters addresses the general theoretical foundations of the dissertation, each of 

them also has specific theories according to the specificity of their contexts and the 

research traditions that have studied them. I review these theories and engage with them 

in order to elaborate diverse case studies and develop a complex analysis. 

Chapter 2, for example, considers the family and home as contexts of activity 

where Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth develop meaningful media practices and gain 

new media skills. I divided this chapter into two major sections. In the first one, I 

introduce the working class Latino/Hispanic immigrant families where each of the five 

immigrant youths were raised up. After the series of short family profiles, I discuss the 

cultural dimension of the process of assimilation and highlight its importance in shaping 

immigrant family dynamics. Then, I address the general characteristics of the 

Latino/Hispanic families that have been studied by researchers in the U.S., specifically 

focusing on the issues of language and media technologies. In the second section, I 

analyze the five different family contexts according to their socioeconomic and 

technological resources and parenting styles drawing on sociological, media, and 

communication theories (Seiter 1993; Livingstone and Bovill 2001; Livingstone 2002; 

Lareau 2003; Horst 2010). While mapping the domestic media environments, in both its 

public and private spaces, I describe the agency that immigrant youths exercised in these 

contexts in relation to the process of assimilation. Particularly, my analysis focuses on 

three media practices the youths developed using media technologies (homework, media 

consumption, and media production) and two of the new media skills they acquired 

(distributed cognition and transmedia navigation). 
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Chapter 3 focuses on the context of an after-school program offered at Freeway 

High, the Cinematic Arts Project (CAP). In the first part of the chapter I provide a 

background of the research related to the field of after-school program. I discuss its 

historical evolution and relationship with immigrant and low-income youths; review 

some of the recent literature on after-school program outcomes, learning approaches, and 

incorporation of digital technology; and introduce the two digital media oriented after-

school programs that existed in Freeway High. In the second part, I elaborate on a case 

study about the CAP and the participation of two Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth, 

Antonio and Sergio, in this program. Drawing on the sociocultural theory of “figured 

worlds” (Holland et al. 1998) I analyze the goals, tools, discourses, media practices, and 

situated activities that took place at CAP. Specifically, I examine how by participating in 

the CAP, Antonio and Sergio were able to access several social, cultural, economic, and 

technological resources, they could eventually mobilize for advancing their process of 

assimilation. In my analysis I also investigate the characteristics of the new media 

practices and skills that these youths developed through their engagement with the CAP, 

inquire about their level of expertise, and describe how they exercised their agency. 

In Chapter 4 I study the activities of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth in 

the multi-context of social media networked spaces. In the first part of the chapter, I set 

up the theoretical framework for analyzing youth online activities in a new 

communication environment. In a brief historical review, I introduce the social media 

networked spaces, their technological affordances, and the sociocultural practices that 

have been developed on them. After that I discuss the potential and challenges of the new 

communication environment in relation to participation, culture, and youth. I critically 

engage with the literature on participatory cultures (Jenkins 2006, 2010; Jenkins et al. 

2006) and genres of participation (Ito 2008, 2009; Ito et al. 2010), as well as with the one 

on digital inequalities (DiMaggio et al. 2004; Hargittai 2007; Hargittai and Walejko 

2008; van Dijk 2005), and set-up the theoretical framework for my analysis. In the 

second part, I look at the specific contexts of activity where the five Latino/Hispanic 
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youths developed their media practices. I map their geography of social media networked 

spaces looking at the Social Network Sites (SNSs) and Media Sharing Sites (MSSs) 

where they “hang out,” “mess around,” and sometimes also “geek out.” In the analysis of 

the new media practices that these youths developed through their interactions online I 

focus on the networking and appropriation skills. I discuss how these two skills supported 

the process of assimilation into the U.S. in several dimensions, particularly the cultural, 

social, and linguistic ones. 

Chapter 5 serves as a coda for the dissertation. In this chapter I offer an update on 

the assimilation trajectories that each of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths 

followed after we finished our fieldwork in 2012. I describe how their process of 

assimilation continued to develop in the next two years until summer 2014, and discuss 

the major outcomes of it. Finally, in Chapter 6, the Conclusion, I synthesize the various 

issues addressed through the previous chapters and integrate the evidence analyzed 

through the different case studies. Besides providing answers to the research questions 

presented in this Introduction and addressing the dissertation objectives, in the 

Conclusion I discuss the key findings of this research project. Moreover, I provide a set 

of recommendations for researchers, educators, media designers, parents, and policy 

makers. 
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Chapter I:  Methods and Theory 

1. METHODS 

The research design and methods for this dissertation have been greatly shaped by 

the Digital Edge Project; a three-year research project that examined young people’s new 

media and learning ecologies. As part of the research team led by S. Craig Watkins 

(Principal Investigator), I spent over a year conducting ethnographic fieldwork at 

Freeway High School, and two years analyzing the data we collected. Although there are 

several similarities and intersections between the Digital Edge Project and my 

dissertation, there are also important differences between the two, especially regarding 

the objectives, research questions, sample of participants, data analysis, and limitations. 

When describing the work of the Digital Edge, I will use the plural pronouns “we” and 

“us” to credit the work and findings of the research team I was part of. In contrast, when 

describing the specific research questions, findings, and analyses of this dissertation, as 

well as the case studies I personally conducted, I use personal pronouns to distinguish my 

work from the larger collective project.17 

1.1. Objectives and Research Questions  

This dissertation is concerned with the problem of immigrant youth assimilation 

into the U.S. and the problem of digital inequalities. I examine these issues through a 

series of case studies about the mediated activities of five Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

youths, with working-class socioeconomic backgrounds, in three contexts: the 

family/home, an after-school program, and the multi-setting of social media networked 

spaces. My aims are:  

                                                
 
17 A similar use of pronouns was elaborated by Jacqueline Vickery (2012), another member of the Digital 
Edge research team, in her dissertation “Worth the Risk: The Role of Regulations and Norms in Shaping 
Teens’ Digital Media Practices.” 
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• to understand the characteristics of the new media practices and skills that five 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths develop as they use digital tools; 

• to investigate the assimilation process of five second- and 1.5-generation 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth in a context of networked communication, a 

hyper-mediated culture, and structural inequalities; 

• to contribute to the theory of segmented assimilation by considering how 

immigrant youths’ new media practices shape the process of incorporation 

into a host country;  

• to understand the complex evolution of digital inequalities and participation 

gaps. 

 

While the first and fourth objectives intersect the aims of the Digital Edge project, 

particularly in its goals of studying diverse youths' engagement with new media, formal 

and informal learning, and unique media ecologies; the second and third objectives are 

unique to my dissertation and specifically relate to the problem of immigrant youth 

assimilation in the U.S. From these general objectives, I formulated a number of specific 

research questions and further refined them in the course of this dissertation project. My 

main questions are: 

 

1. What are the new media practices and skills working class Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant youth develop in the contexts of family/home, after-school, and 

social media networked spaces? 

2. How do new media practices and skills help Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

youths to navigate their assimilation process in the United States? 

 

Addressing these questions allows me to develop an inquiry into the problems of 

assimilation and digital inequalities while at the same time examining the agency of 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths at specific contexts of activity. In order to provide a 
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more nuanced perspective on these issues, I also intend to answer the following 

secondary questions: 

1. In which direction are the assimilation trajectories of the five Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant youths moving? Are they assimilating? In relation to their parents, 

are they adapting to the cultural, linguistic, and educational dimensions of the 

United States? 

2. How do disparities in multiple accesses, and their interplay, in the contexts of 

family/home, after-school, and social media networked spaces shape the 

development of Latino/Hispanic youths' new media practices and skills? 

 
Answering the main and secondary questions I will try to untangle the complex 

interplay of digital inequalities and structural factors, and understand how it shapes 

immigrant youths' trajectories of assimilation. Moreover, these questions are intended to 

help me understand the agency of Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth exercised as they 

communicated and socialized using networked technologies in their everyday life. 

Specifically, their agency in the contexts of family/home, an after-school program, and 

social media networked spaces. 

1.2. The Site 

1.2.1. The Austin Metropolitan Area 

The research from the Digital Edge project and this dissertation is located in the 

particular local context of the larger metropolitan area of Austin. Named the 11th biggest 

city in the U.S. in 2013 according to the Census Bureau population estimates, this area is 

one of the fastest-growing regions in the country. Once provincial, known for its 

legislative and educational operations, in the last twenty-five years Austin has exploded 

as a major destination not only for immigrants from other countries, but also for 
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Americans from all over the U.S. The “new immigration” has in particular increased the 

share of the Latino/Hispanic population. It went from 23% in 1990, to 31% in 2000, to 

35% in 2010. According to a recent report, Austin is ranked as the 20th largest area of a 

Hispanic population in the country (Pew Hispanic Center 2013), with a population of 

885,400, the city has become ethnically diverse. The Latino/Hispanic group has a share 

35.1%, the white Anglos 48.7%, Blacks or African Americans 8.1%, and Asians 6.3% 

(Cohen et al. 2013). 

The research from the Digital Edge project and this dissertation is located in the 

particular local context of the larger metropolitan area of Austin. Named the 11th biggest 

city in the U.S. in 2013 according to the Census Bureau population estimates, this area is 

one of the fastest-growing regions in the country. Once provincial, known for its 

legislative and educational operations, in the last twenty-five years Austin has exploded 

as a major destination not only for immigrants from other countries, but also for 

Americans from all over the U.S. The “new immigration” has in particular increased the 

share of the Latino/Hispanic population. It went from 23% in 1990, to 31% in 2000, to 

35% in 2010. According to a recent report, Austin is ranked as the 20th largest area of a 

Hispanic population in the country (Pew Hispanic Center 2013), with a population of 

885,400, the city has become ethnically diverse. The Latino/Hispanic group has a share 

35.1%, the white Anglos 48.7%, Blacks or African Americans 8.1%, and Asians 6.3% 

(Cohen et al., 2013). 

Although the metropolitan area of Austin has a history of spatial segregation, that 

has been gradually changing. The eastern portion of the city, separated from downtown 

by Interstate I-35, is historically home to minority communities, a configuration 

established even before the highway’s completion in the early 1960s (Straubhaar et al. 

2012). With recent development efforts, combined with the massive scale of the “new 

immigration” and the boom of the area as a technological and innovation hub, Austin has 

experienced a wave of gentrification that has displaced minority populations unevenly 

throughout the city. A look at a map of the Latino/Hispanic population in Austin shows 
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that although this group is concentrated in three major zones (80% plus): lower east 

Austin, greater Dove Springs, and the St. Johns area, this population is also concentrated 

in several little pockets (60-80%) distributed unevenly across the metropolitan area 

(Robinson 2011). It is precisely in an area that contains one of these growing 

Latino/Hispanic clusters, where Freeway High School is located. Specifically, this public 

school and its community are located on the north urban fringe of the city, in what used 

to be a middle class suburban area in the 1970s but has increasingly become inhabited by 

working class families in the past two decades.18   

1.2.2. Freeway High School 
Because of its minority-majority student population, its location at the margins of 

the city, the socioeconomic background of most of the students families, and its digital 

media after school programs and elective classes, Freeway High School offered us a 

unique opportunity for researching digital inequalities of the U.S. Moreover, given the 

size of the Latino/Hispanic student population (951), the school was also an appropriate 

site for investigating the problem of the assimilation of Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth 

and their new media practices. 

Freeway High School (FHS) was a large-scale public school located at the edge of 

the city, near what could be considered the urban fringe. The school served a community 

that was racially and economically diverse. However, the majority of the population was 

minority (88.8%) and economically disadvantaged (61.7%). In 2011-2012, 

Hispanic/Latinos made up 47.5% of a total of 2,002 students, whites 11.2%, Asians 

13.3%, and African-Americans 24.2% (Texas Education Agency 2011-2012). Almost 

                                                
 
18 Data from the Census Bureau (2010) shows that Hispanic population in the Austin has spread from the 
traditional enclaves or barrios of the East Side and Dove Springs to all parts of the metropolitan area. 
Besides being a majority in much of East and Southeast Austin, they have become the majority in portions 
of North and South Austin (Toohey 2014). Interestingly, the movement of working-class Latino/Hispanic 
families to the edges of the city in the past decades has coincided with what some scholars describe as the 
rise of suburban poverty in the U.S. That is, the growth of poverty and low-income families in major U.S. 
city’s suburbs during the 2000s (Kneebone & Berube 2015). 
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half of the students (45%) classify for the Free Lunch Program, and 11% are in the 

Reduced-Price Lunch Program (Propublica 2013). According to the Texas Education 

Agency Academic Excellence Indicator System the school had an “academically 

acceptable” rating in the year 2010-2011. The school provided few educational programs 

like Advanced Placement (AP), gifted and talented programs, and advanced math and 

science classes. Furthermore, very few students were enrolled in AP classes (24%), and 

even less were in gifted/talented programs (6%) (Propublica 2013). 

The general climate of Freeway High School was one of a crowded and low 

performing school, with the majority of students in the regular curriculum track (83.7%), 

budget cuts, and pressure on teachers (to get students pass the tests).19 The school banned 

students' use of mobile and digital devices, and blocked social network sites inside 

computer labs and classrooms. However, the school also offers elective classes and after-

school programs that focused on digital media production and embraced new forms of 

learning. The Digital Edge team centered its interactions and observations around four 

spaces that have digital media technology orientations: two elective classrooms (a video 

technology class and a video game design class) and two after-school programs. Two 

members of the research team spent a total of approximately 150 hours in each classroom 

and four members spent more than 70 hours in the after-school programs doing 

participant observation. 

                                                
 
19 In Texas, as in many other states in the U.S., public schools use a tracking system in which students are 
divided in two groups. On the one hand there is a group of students (usually a small percentage of the total 
student population) that take high-level coursework and that is being prepared to go to college. On the 
other, there is a group of students that receive low-level coursework and are not prepared to continue a 
pathway towards higher education. This system reproduces social inequalities because children of poor-
educated parents and from poor-resourced immigrant families are usually the ones tracked in the 
low/regular curriculum tracks, while the ones of better-educated parents are usually placed in the advanced 
and high-level coursework. As Romo and Falbo (1996) have explained, "When our current system of 
tracking began at the beginning of the 20th century, public schools needed to produce only two kinds of 
students: the small percentage who would be going to college, and the larger group who would be working 
on the assembly line or on the farm. Assembly lines and farms did not require high-level skills then, but 
within this century, the technical innovations in most workplaces require that workers have higher skills. 
By the end of the 20th century, our economy and the jobs available in it have changed so that earning a 
middle-class income requires much higher reading, writing, and mathematical skills than before"(39).  
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1.2.3. Digital Media Oriented After-School Programs 
The Digital Edge research team observed two after-school programs on a weekly 

basis: the Digital Media Club (DMC) and the Cinematic Arts Project (CAP). While the 

DMC expanded through two classrooms/computer labs and was supervised by both Mr. 

Warren and Mr. Lopez (the teachers of the game design and video technology elective 

classes, respectively), the CAP was only supervised by Mr. Lopez and most of its 

activities happened in only one classroom. Both classrooms provided access to more than 

forty I-Mac desktop computers, midi keyboards, drawing tablets, and other media 

production gear. The I-Mac computers ran OS-X, were connected to the internet, and had 

several media production software applications such as I-Movie, Garage Band, Key Note, 

Adobe Suite (Photoshop, Illustrator, After Effects), Final Cut Pro, and Celtix. The 

computers also have an integrated camera, a microphone, and headphones. Some 

participants of the Digital Edge study frequented these spaces in a regular or casual basis 

depending on the intensity and structure of each program. 

 

The Digital Media Club (DMC) 
The DMC functioned as a two-classroom open computer lab where any student 

from Freeway High could work on multimedia projects, play computer games, mess 

around with software, browse the internet, geek out in media production (music, video), 

or simply hang out with friends. The DMC was an unstructured program and had an 

ambiguous nature that facilitated the participation of members and non-members of the 

club. On the one hand, the two classrooms where the club met during the after school 

hours (4:15pm-6pm approximately) were open spaces for any Freeway High student. On 

the other, the official members of the club had opportunities for working and 

collaborating on specific production projects that went beyond the computer lab, and 

enjoyed certain privileges such as checking out equipment (e.g. laptops, cameras). 

Activities were very diverse at the DMC and included playing video games, editing 
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videos, creating portraits with the IMac cameras, making beats, photoshopping, browsing 

the web, and messing around with visual effects software. 

 

The Cinematic Arts Project (CAP) 
The CAP was a structured program run by a partnership between Mr. Lopez and 

the directors of a local film production company. At the time of our fieldwork, and one 

year after its creation, the CAP became a non-profit organization focused on teaching the 

art of digital storytelling and audiovisual production to young people. Although the CAP 

started as a project that emerged from the DMC, it grew very fast and in its second year it 

included not only students from Freeway High (10) but also from two other public high 

schools from the district (30). The program offered access to professional digital cinema 

tools (e.g. cameras, computers, lighting kits, microphones, software), peer and project-

based learning, and adult mentorship. Most of the CAP activities took place in Mr. 

Lopez's classroom/computer lab and they happened from November 2011 to April 2012. 

Due to the intensity of the activities (everyday, from 4:30-7pm approximately) and the 

number of participants, during the months that the CAP was running the DMC faded 

away from Mr. Lopez's classroom. 

The CAP had clear goals and structure. Students collaborated in five teams led by 

recent graduates from Freeway High in the creation of a short fiction film, a 

documentary, a making-of video, three webisodes, and multimedia content for the web. 

An executive team of producers and high school teachers supervised all the teams with 

experience in media production. The program had a sophisticated division of labor that 

resembled the professional structures of media production. For instance, the Narrative 

Team was divided in several departments such as Production Management, Camera & 

Electrical, Sound, Art, Costume & Wardrobe, Hair & Makeup, Music, and Editorial. 

Each department had students assuming diverse roles that went from directors to camera 

operators to grips, allowing them to learn and practice particular skills. Some of the major 

goals of the CAP were to submit the fiction film to an international film festival, send a 
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group of selected students to the festival, fundraise money for the international trip, and 

recruit sponsors among the local community who could support the project economically 

and with production gear. 

1.3. Qualitative Methodology 
In the Digital Edge project our research design relied on multiple qualitative 

methods that included classic ethnography, participant observation, informal and semi-

structured interviews, focus groups, and action research. A qualitative approach was 

appropriate for examining young people’s new media and learning ecologies and their 

participation in digital media cultures. It allowed us to gain a nuanced understanding of 

the characteristics of the multiple technologies that youth access at specific contexts of 

activity and their interconnection with their wider media ecologies. Furthermore, it 

helped us to understand the many different nodes that composed their learning ecologies 

(peer group, family, after-school, social media). The qualitative approach also allowed us 

to look closely at some of the activities (including learning) where youths exercised their 

agency as they participated in digital media cultures and developed new media practices. 

This approach was also useful for investigating the problem of youth assimilation into the 

U.S. Although this problem has been thoroughly examined with quantitative 

methodologies, looking at it from the micro-perspective of immigrant youths' mediated 

interactions and mediated experiences was useful for revealing its complexity and 

interplay with digital inequalities. Particularly, this research approach allowed me to 

analyze the linguistic, social, and cultural dimensions of the assimilation process of 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths into the United States. 

 

Ethnography 

One of the main qualitative methods used by the Digital Edge project was 

classical ethnography (Emerson, Fretz & Snow 1995; Rubin & Rubin 2005; Spradley 

1979; Foley 2002). After having established an initial rapport, we conducted semi-

structured in-depth interviews with students, mentors, teachers, and parents/guardians, 
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during an academic year (2011-2012). Our goal was to document the nuances of young 

people’s new media and learning ecologies over a long period of time, and to elaborate a 

series of ethnographic case studies for each of our participants, families, and settings. 

Given the amount of hours spent doing participant observation in the elective technology 

classes (+150) and the digital media oriented after-school programs (+70), we were able 

to create a “thick description” (Geertz 1973) of these spaces and their culture. The 

quality, quantity, and frequency of interviews during an extended period of time also 

allowed us to construct vivid and nuanced analysis of the youth's new media ecologies 

and practices, their family/homes dynamics, and activities on social media networked 

spaces. 

Each member of our team was matched with between two and five students (14-

18 years old) across all grades (18 in total) that we followed for a year, having 

approximately 12 semi-structured in-depth interviews each (206 interviews in total). I 

personally worked with two participants, Antonio and Sergio, who were second- and 1.5- 

generation Latino/Hispanic immigrants.20  

 

Participant Observation 
During the academic year 2011-2012, the Digital Edge team conducted 

participant observation in two elective classes and two after-school programs. Following 

the traditional stages of participant observation (Howell 1972), researchers first 

established a rapport with the participants of the study, then immersed themselves in the 

field, recorded observations as fieldnotes, and finally analyzed and organized the 

information gathered. According to the types of participant observation described by 

Spradley (1980), there were differences between the role that members of the team 

played when observing the elective classes and the one played at the after-school space. 

                                                
 
20 I am thankful to the Digital Edge team of researchers who collaborated in the fieldwork conducting 
participant observations and interviews: Alexander Cho, Jennifer Noble, Vivian Shaw, Jacqueline Vickery, 
S. Craig Watkins, and Adam Williams. 
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While at the elective classes the method was of active participation, at the after-school 

program it was passive participant observation. The two members of the team who spent 

approximately 150 hours in each classroom became more involved in the population and 

collaborated in several projects and curriculum design. In contrast, the four researchers, 

including me, who conducted approximately 70+ hours of fieldwork observing the after-

school played a more passive role. 

At the after-school programs, we limited our interactions to one of bystanders 

who hung out at the space on a weekly basis. Our observations focused on the digital 

media practices and social interactions that the students developed. We did not participate 

actively in the after-school activities nor become members of the community, and both 

the subjects of the study and the supervisors of the after-school setting recognized us as 

outsiders who were working in a project associated with the University of Texas and with 

the principal investigator Professor S. Craig Watkins. 

Given the nature of the digital media after-school programs we observed, the 

fieldwork expanded across multiple spaces where the activities of the program took 

place. For instance, inside the Freeway High School building the DMC after-school 

program was split between two computer lab classrooms, the one of Mr. Lopez, the video 

technology teacher, on the second floor, and Mr. Warren’s, the videogame teacher, on the 

first floor. Researchers decided to observe either of these two spaces according to where 

their assigned subjects of study spent the most time. While some subjects were inclined 

towards gaming practices spent most of the time in the first floor computer lab, others 

participants interested in digital video and music production spent most of their time in 

the second floor classroom. I personally, spent more time observing Mr. Lopez’s 

classroom since it was in this space where the activities of the CAP took place from 

November 2011 to May 2012. 

While observing the CAP, I had the opportunity to see how after-school activities 

expanded to other spaces inside the Freeway High campus such as the cafeteria, the 

theater, the second floor hall, and two adjacent rooms next to Mr. Lopez's classroom. In 
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these locations students developed shots, rehearsals, casting sessions, screenings, and 

brainstormed. Moreover, I also had the opportunity to observe some activities of the CAP 

that took place outside of the school setting in several locations around the Austin 

metropolitan area. Students shot scenes, delivered public presentations at educational 

conferences, organized fundraising events, and participated in a local film industry event. 

 

Action research intervention 
After spending a year at the school doing ethnographic research, three members 

of the Digital Edge team, including me, conducted an action research intervention in 

collaboration with Mr. Lopez and a group of sixteen high school students, that included 

four of the participants of our original sample of eighteen students.21 Two of them (Inara 

and Antonio) were part of the subsample of my dissertation. The intervention was a 

three-week summer camp (summer 2012) in which all participants formed a digital media 

and design studio. Together, we redesigned the space of Mr. Lopez's classroom/computer 

lab in order to make it more participatory, and structured the learning environment 

applying the principles of the connecting learning model (participation, hands on 

learning, constant challenge, and interconnectedness). One of our goals was to see how 

the model worked in practice, in the context of Freeway High and with some of the 

participants we had been following for several months. For this experience, we 

purposefully integrated new media tools for social connection, creation, and linking the 

classroom, community and home. We created several design challenges that allowed 

students to engage with real world problems, particularly ones related to toxic food 

environments and childhood obesity. During this intervention students were able to 

���experience learning as hands-on, experiential, and connected to their communities and 

their environment. Hence, it could be said that the intervention provided an enrichment 

                                                
 
21 I am thankful to the Digital Edge researchers who collaborated in the design and implementation of this 
action research intervention, S. Craig Watkins and Jennifer Noble, as well as to Mr. Lopez, the high school 
teacher who worked with us.  
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opportunity for Freeway High students, supporting learning that was connected, relevant, 

production centered, and interest-motivated. 

1.4. Participants and sampling method 

1.4.1. Sampling 
Our method for selecting the participants of the Digital Edge project was a 

combination of theoretical, snowball, and convenience sampling. From the eighteen 

subjects in our study, half of them were recruited with the help of Mr. Lopez, our main 

point of entry to Freeway High School. Lopez initially identified several students from 

his video technology elective classes that could be interested in participating in the study. 

As a result some of these students were highly interested in digital media and studying 

them could help us to develop our understanding of diverse youths' new media and 

learning ecologies. The other half of the participants was either friends of the initial 

group of participants or students in the elective classes where members of the team were 

doing participant observation. In choosing our sample we tried to reflect the demographic 

characteristics of Freeway High. Ten students were Latino/Hispanics (6 boys and 4 girls), 

two white males, three African Americans (2 girls and 1 boy), and three multiracial 

females. Most of them had working-class socioeconomic backgrounds, and only a few 

had middle-class families. Their age range was between 14 and 18, and they were 

enrolled in different grades. The sample of eighteen students was diverse and, although it 

was not representative of the total student population (2002) of Freeway High, it allowed 

us to collect relevant data that answered our research questions and supported our 

theoretical aims. This sample provided a lot of data for understanding the evolution of 

digital inequalities, participation gaps, and the diversity of youths' media and learning 

ecologies. 

For my dissertation project I chose a subsample of five students from the eighteen 

participants of the Digital Edge. Given the objectives of this dissertation I relied on 

theoretical sampling for selecting my subjects. The selection of participants was guided 
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by a particular theoretical orientation (assimilation and digital inequalities) that could be 

seen on the ground and supported the kind of grounded theorizing I was interested in 

doing (Glasser and Straus 1967). I chose participants that were second and 1.5- 

generation Latino/Hispanic immigrants and with Mexican origins. All of them were also 

interested in digital media technology and were either involved in Mr. Lopez’s elective 

class or in the digital media oriented after-school programs. All of them were also from 

working-class socioeconomic backgrounds and spoke both English and Spanish.22 

Although this group of students was not representative of the entire immigrant population 

in Freeway High, nor of the Latino/Hispanic majority (951), they allowed me to study the 

specific social problem I was interested: the interplay between immigrant youth 

assimilation in the U.S. and digital inequalities. Furthermore, when selecting this group 

of students I relied also on convenience sampling, since these students were the youths 

that I got to know best during my fieldwork at Freeway High. I had the opportunity to 

directly interact with them during the participant observations and focus groups I 

conducted, as well as in the action research project I helped design and implement. This 

firsthand knowledge of them was key in my sample decision since I wanted to elaborate 

on ethnographic case studies of students I got to know personally and witnessed develop 

during the year of our fieldwork. 

By selecting this group of five participants I was able to create a more nuanced 

and textured description and analysis of immigrant youth's new media practices and their 

process of assimilation into the U.S. Two of the participants, Antonio (second-

generation) and Sergio (1.5-generation) were the youths that I followed and interviewed 

during the academic year (2011-2012). I also conducted the home visit and interviewed 

their parents. Gabriela (second-generation) and Miguel (1.5-generation) were members of 

the DMC and I was able to conduct informal interviews with them while observing the 
                                                
 
22 This dissertation deals primarily with the children of immigrant laborers that have mostly low-skilled 
jobs and low educational attainment (usually high school or less). With the exception of the mother of 
Miguel, all the parents were employed and participating in the U.S. labor force.  
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space. Furthermore, I also helped to conduct the interview and home visit with Miguel's 

parents since they were not proficient in English and I was the only native Spanish 

speaker on the Digital Edge team. Finally, I had the opportunity to get to know Inara 

during the three weeks that our action research intervention in the summer of 2012. As a 

facilitator of several of the learning activities of the summer camp I was able to talk with 

her in a regular basis, mentored her in digital media design, and also observed her using 

media technologies and socializing with her peers. Antonio was also a participant of the 

summer camp and I had the opportunity to get to know him better during this period of 

time. 

1.4.2. Participants Profiles23 

 
Antonio Chapa 

Antonio Chapa (17) was a second-generation immigrant, a senior student at 

Freeway High, identified as Mexican-American, and was the middle children of a 

working-class family of five. While he and his little brother were born in Austin, Texas, 

his parents and older sister had emigrated to the U.S. 20 years ago from a rural town in 

San Luis Potosi, central Mexico. Antonio was creative and passionate about the arts, 

especially drawing, video, and music. Both at home and school, he had cultivated his 

creativity by using computers, the Internet, and guitars. He loved to mess-around with 

technology and believed he was media savvy. He considered himself a visual learner and 

was very proud of his ability to learn anything by messing around with technology. He 

had learned in this way how to use multimedia authoring software, how to find free 

content from the web, and how to solve technology problems at home. He spent many 

hours exploring the Internet, and used the Google search engine to find the information 

that he needed. Although he visited online communities and forums related to his 

                                                
 
23 Participants’ names have been changed in order to protect their privacy and maintain anonymity and 
confidentiality.  
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interests, he limited his participation to reading and watching content and did not publish 

his own produced media. He downloaded movies, music, and software from bootleg 

websites and also loved to watch professional videos in the Vimeo web platform. 

Although he was disconnected from the regular curriculum track at Freeway High, he 

was deeply engaged in the art and technology elective classes, and in the digital media 

oriented after-school programs. During his senior year, while participating in the 

Cinematic Arts Project he found several opportunities to develop his skills as video editor 

and camera operator and became very passionate about filmmaking.  

 

Gabriela María Garcia 

Gabriela María García (14) was the oldest child of an upper working class 

immigrant family of four, a sophomore at Freeway High, and identified as both Hispanic 

and Mexican. She was a second-generation immigrant, born and raised in Austin, Texas. 

Gabriela was academic oriented, high achiever, creative, and considered herself a “fast 

learner.” She enjoyed being in Freeway High and was positive about schooling and life in 

general, and was enrolled in the advanced-high curriculum track. Besides being good at 

learning languages (Spanish, English, and French), she was passionate about creative 

media production, social relationships and psychology. In order to pursue her interest in 

the media arts, Gabriela joined after-school programs such as Band and the Digital Media 

Club, took elective classes like Video Technology and Photojournalism, and participated 

in an internship at a local youth media organization. Furthermore, Gabriela had access to 

several media technologies in her everyday life such as a personal laptop, a smartphone, 

and a digital SLR photography camera. She invested a lot of time on the Internet finding 

inspirational art, listening to music, and watching videos. She used social network and 

media sharing sites, and published some of her own creative content in web platforms 

like Flickr and Tumblr. Gabriela had a social personality and liked to help peers giving 

them advice about life. She had a good relationship with teachers, and a very especial and 

close one with her dad, who had not only supported her interest in creative media 
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production by buying her many digital tools, but also had motivated her to advance 

educationally and gain a high academic attainment. 

 

Inara del Carmen Aguirre 
Inara del Carmen Aguirre (18) was a second-generation immigrant and the 

youngest sibling of a working class family of five. She was a senior at Freeway High and 

identified as Hispanic. Her parents migrated to Texas from a rural town in Coahuila, 

northern Mexico, almost 30 years ago and first settled in Houston. Inara was easy going, 

social and passionate about fashion design. She loved to have new experiences, meet 

friends, and join social groups. Although she was not engaged in academics and was 

enrolled in the regular curriculum track, she had decided to continue post-secondary 

education and applied to several colleges in order to pursue a degree in fashion design. At 

Freeway High, she was involved in extracurricular activities such as the Drill Team, and 

the Fashion Club. She used the Internet for communication, sociability, music listening, 

video watching, and supporting her interest in fashion and dancing. For instance, she 

actively participated in Facebook, and frequently streamed music videos from YouTube.  

 

Miguel Flores 

Miguel Flores (14) was 1.5-generation immigrant, a freshman student at FHS, and 

identified as Mexican. He and his twin brother Marcus were born in Mexico City and 

moved to Austin with their mother at the age of 6 years old in order to reunite with their 

father, who had migrated to Texas three years before. Miguel lived in a mobile home in a 

suburban area together with his parents, Marcus, and two second-generation little 

brothers of three and five years old, composing a working class family of six. Miguel was 

passionate about videogames and heavy metal music. Everyday, he played massively 

multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs) such as Minecraft and Perfect World 

and actively socialized with other players around the U.S. using social media. For 

supporting both his gaming and music practice, Miguel relied heavily on the Internet, and 
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particularly on YouTube where he found videos about game tactics, and listened and 

discovered music. Miguel invested a lot of time watching American television series, 

movies, and video-logs from amateur commentators using Netflix and YouTube. 

Although Miguel was enrolled in the regular curriculum track and did well in school, he 

did not consider himself academically engaged. During after-school, he participated in 

the Culinary Club, the Manga Club, and the Digital Media Club. 

 

Sergio Martínez 

Sergio Martínez (18) was a 1.5-generation immigrant, a senior student at FHS, 

and identified as Mexican. He was born in Tampico, northeast of Mexico, grew up with 

his mother in a single parent household near San Jose, California, and moved to Austin, 

Texas, at the age of 15, right at the start of high school. In Austin, Sergio lived in the 

house of his older sister together with her husband and children, and shared a room with 

his mother in a remodeled garage. Together they made up a working class family of eight 

members. Sergio was passionate about the visual arts, comedy, Internet culture, and 

American popular culture. He was engaged with alternative rock music, television 

comedy, movies, and graphic design. His interest on comedy and visual arts converged 

on the topic of Internet memes and he had developed a thorough understanding of the 

typology and history of these media texts and even created few of them. He was an active 

user of Facebook, visited Cheezburger and 9Gag, watched movies and television shows 

online through Netflix, and spent lots of hours in YouTube listening to music videos and 

discovering new artists. At Freeway High, Sergio was positioned in the general track, and 

although he performed well enough to pass the tests and graduate, he was not engaged in 

schooling and found most of the classes boring with the exception of the electives related 

to technology and digital media. During after school time, in contrast, Sergio was very 

engaged in several programs that Freeway High offered such as the art honors society, 

the Digital Media Club and the Cinematic Arts Project.  
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1.5. Data Collection  

1.5.1. Qualitative Interviews 
We conducted interviews of two different kinds: informal and semi-structured 

interviews. On the one hand, we conducted informal interviews (Bernard 1994) with the 

subjects who participated in the after-school programs, and who were enrolled in the 

elective classes. The questions asked during these casual interviews were specifically 

related to the practices that students were doing in situ, did not follow a structured 

protocol, were not audio-recorded, and its main purpose was to clarify some of the 

actions observed at the setting. The majority of these informal interviews happened at 

Freeway High, with few exceptions when researchers had the opportunity to observe 

after-school activities that developed outside of the school setting. After we left the field, 

some of these interviews also happened at public spaces in Austin such as the Convention 

Center during SXSW, coffeeshops, and restaurants. 

On the other hand, we also conducted semi-structured (Bernard 1994; Merton et 

al. 1990) interviews with the subjects of the study, two teachers, parents/guardians, and 

mentors. When conducting this kind of interviews, we used a digital audio recorder, and 

followed a structured protocol that was previously crafted and included a set of pre-

determined questions about specific topics. A total of twelve different protocols were 

designed to cover a range of topics such as Home Life & Routines, Civic engagement, 

and Social Media. During the interviews, we followed the protocols but also had the 

possibility of straying from the interview guide in order to engage in a deeper 

conversation with the informants and grasp a better understanding of their lives, learning 

ecologies, and new media practices. These interviews were also in-depth (Rubin and 

Rubin 2005) and allowed us to understand youth's experiences and reconstruct some of 

the activities that they developed across multiple contexts. We met one-on-one with our 

informants usually in the space of the after-school programs’ computer labs or in the 

hallways near them. 
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With the exception of three in-home interviews that were conducted in Spanish, 

all of the other interviews were done in English. Although some of the participants of our 

study spoke Spanish their preferred language of choice for communication was English. 

Three in-home interviews in Spanish were conducted using this language because the 

parents were not fluent in English and could not follow a conversation. The in-home 

interviews were semi-structured and sometimes included tours of the homes and 

bedrooms which allowed us to observe the domestic media environments, the quality and 

quantity of media technologies and their arrangement. These interviews covered a range 

of topics including parents' use of media technology, familiarity with computers and the 

Internet, parenting styles (rules), and attitudes toward child education and future 

orientation. 

For the semi-structured interviews, we standardized twelve interview protocols 

across all researchers and participants addressing a range of topics such as social media 

use, civic engagement, and family dynamics. This approach allowed us to have 

consistency across all of the case studies and to elaborate comparative analyses among 

them. Although the protocols, as research instruments, served as guides for conducting 

the interviews, they were loose in form and researchers frequently deviated from them in 

order to discuss specific topics relevant to each participant. As a result, many of the semi-

structured interviews turned into friendly conversations between researchers and 

informants. A sample of these protocols is provided in the Appendix. 

1.5.2. Focus groups 
We also conducted three focus groups with some of the participants of our study. 

Although all of them were semi-structured group interviews, two of them involved the 

production of creative content by the participants. We structured the two creative focus 

groups as activities that allow us to explore new topics and get to know our participants at 

the beginning of our fieldwork. For instance, one of them was about drawing their 

favorite media technology. The other, that I had the opportunity to led, was about 

creating a map of the media technologies in their homes. After creating their media 
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artifacts, we led a discussion with the participants. We asked questions about the uses of 

the technologies, their quality, and their favorite activities. Between five and seven 

students participated in these creative focus groups. Two of the students (Antonio and 

Miguel) who participated in the mapping of technology at home were part of the 

subsample of my dissertation. 

Toward the end of our fieldwork, in May 2012, we conducted a focus group with 

four of the participants of our study. At this time we designed a semi-structured group 

interview and focused on a few topics  (Asbury, J. 1995; Kitzinger, J. 1995). The topics 

were a reflection on the overall high school experience, their goals, interest, and future 

aspirations. Another member of the research team and I moderated and recorded the 

interview with the four participants, all of Latino/Hispanic ethnicity. Three of them, 

Inara, Sergio, and Antonio, were part of the subsample of my dissertation. 

1.5.2. Texts, Still Images, Videos, and Sounds 
Besides drawing on narrative data from the semi-structured interviews and focus 

groups, I also used other kinds of data that the study participants created, consumed, and 

circulated. Texts from the Social Media Journal entries, comments and status updates in 

Social Network Sites (SNSs), and multimodal content from the Cinematic Arts Project 

website; still images such as disposable camera photographs, home media maps, visual 

memes and digital pictures (published in Flickr, and 9Gag web platforms); videos such as 

the ones produced within the CAP and published in the Vimeo web platform; and sounds 

such as the songs from participants’ favorite bands have been collected and analyzed. 

1.5.3. Participant-generated data collaboration 
We tried to actively involve the subjects of our study in the research process by 

inviting them to directly participate in the data collection by generating specific kinds of 

media texts. After producing these media texts we usually discussed them in our 

interviews. For instance, we provided our participants with disposable cameras they used 

to document their everyday lives and the media technologies they encountered across 
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contexts. We invited them to keep a journal of their social media usage they could share 

with us. Another collaborative activity was a “Facebook Walk-Thru” in which each of the 

participants demonstrated in front of a researcher, and under certain probes, how they 

used the social network site platform. Also in relation to collecting data related to social 

media usage, we invited participants to keep a journal of their activities on their favorite 

social network site. Although not all of the participants of our study engaged in this 

collaborative data gathering, some of them certainly did. In my dissertation I use data 

from the disposable camera photographs taken by Miguel, Antonio and Sergio; the 

Facebook walk-thru made by all the five participants; and the social media journals kept 

by Antonio and Sergio. 

1.6. Data Analysis 
Qualitative data analysis is an ongoing and iterative process. Although all of the 

interview and focus group recordings were transcribed and coded by seven researchers 

from the Digital Edge team (including me), I continued with an interim analysis of the 

data according to the aims of my dissertation project.24 The coding of the interviews was 

done using Dedoose software, a mixed methods data management and analysis tool that 

facilitate collaborative work. We read the transcribed interview data and identified 

meaningful analytical segments that we marked with colors and code names. By doing 

so, we developed ethnographic content analysis (Altheide 1996) and were able to 

systemically identify themes, frames, and discourse. The team developed a list of 

analytical codes (with two levels of hierarchy: categories and sub-categories) that helped 

us to identify and organize all the meaningful segments. The codes corresponded to 

several themes and topics including, for example, media production, socioeconomic 

class, future orientation, learning, ethnicity and race. In this dissertation project I 

developed my content analysis using the same codes created by the research team, 
                                                
 
24 I am thankful to the Digital Edge team of researchers who collaborated in the coding of all the 
interviews: Bailey Cool, Alexander Cho, Jennifer Noble, Vivian Shaw, Jackeline Vickery, Lauren 
Weinzimmer, S. Craig Watkins, and Adam Williams. 
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focusing on the ones related to my inquiry on assimilation (language, race and ethnicity, 

religion, media consumption, literacy, family, class, socio-economic status, peer 

relationships), digital inequalities (equity, access to technology, lack of guidance, money, 

computers, mobile devices, participatory cultures), and new media practices (media 

production, social network sites, online information search). 

Using the analytical tools that Dedoose software provided, I explored the corpus 

of the interviews I selected for this dissertation according to demographic information of 

the participants and to codes related to my inquiry. The software allowed me to create 

and visualize relationships between different codes and their frequency of repetition. This 

affordance supported my content analysis and helped me to identify connections between 

data across several interview protocols. Furthermore, it allowed me to find meaningful 

information about the contexts of family/home, after-school, and social media networked 

sites in several interviews and not only in the ones unique to that context. For instance, 

information about social network sites and media sharing sites appeared not only in the 

“social media” protocol interviews but was also present in other ones such as the “civic 

engagement,” “information search, “popular culture,” and “home life and routines” 

interviews. Dedoose also provided the function of creating memos and organizing the 

coded excerpts in different files according to broader themes. This function turned out to 

be very helpful for grouping the coded excerpts according to the specific themes of my 

dissertation. 

Among the twelve interview protocols we used in our fieldwork, in my 

dissertation project I decided to focus on nine of them for the content analysis: Civic 

engagement, Social Media, Cinematic Arts Project, Pop Culture & Media, Home Life & 

Routines, Mobile Technologies, Online Information Seeking & Practices, Peers & Social 

Groups, and Home Visit. Further, I also analyzed the follow-up interviews we did with 

some of the study participants and with a teacher (after-school program supervisor). My 

content analysis had a total of 55 interviews including 46 semi-structured interviews with 
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youths (including 4 follow-up interviews), 5 interviews with parents, and 2 interviews 

with a teacher.  

Furthermore, I also developed ethnographic content analysis of other relevant 

documents I selected according to the objectives and questions of my dissertation. I 

analyzed the field notes I produced during my fieldwork at the after school spaces, home 

visits, and interviews (both informal and semi-structure). I also developed qualitative 

content analysis of the participant-generated documents such as photographs taken with 

disposable cameras, maps of media at home, and social media journals, as well as other 

texts, images, videos and sounds that the participants created, consumed, and shared in 

social media networked spaces. I systematically identified themes, frames, and discourse 

on these ethnographic documents and compared the analysis with the one of the narrative 

data (interviews). 

 

Grounded theory 

Because part of the goal of my dissertation is to continue developing specific 

theoretical constructs and concepts (assimilation and digital inequalities) that are 

grounded in the real life experiences of a particular segment of the population, my 

analysis relied on grounded theorizing (Glasser and Straus, 1967; Strauss and Corbin, 

1990). Theoretical selective coding was also applied in order to generate strong concepts 

from the data that explained the phenomenon observed (Glasser and Straus, 1967; Strauss 

and Corbin, 1990). On the one hand, some of the codes that I used for my analysis 

allowed me to measure the assimilation process of the Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth 

in terms of language, media consumption, cultural interests, peer relationships, and 

socioeconomic status. On the other hand, some codes like equity, access to technology, 

lack of guidance, workarounds, and money, allowed me to understand the complexity of 

digital inequalities across multiple layers of access. 

One of the aims of this dissertation is to contribute to building the theory of 

assimilation by incorporating the problem of digital inequalities. By analyzing the 
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process of assimilation from a media practice perspective, I intended to help to 

understand how the immigrant youth assimilation process looks like when they are 

engaged with new media technologies and gaining new media skills. Hence, my 

dissertation work created a middle-level theory (Rubin & Rubin, 2005) that builds on and 

speaks to the theoretical framework of assimilation and digital inequalities. 

1.7. Reflexivity 
During the longitudinal ethnographic process that unfolded through my year of 

fieldwork, and the following three years of data analysis and writing, my position as a 

researcher and academic evolved. By being immersed in Freeway High I was able to gain 

a better understanding of the complex reality of Latino/Hispanic youths growing up in 

Texas and the U.S. Being immersed in a public school where Latino/Hispanic were the 

majority, helped me to better understand, in a physical and sensual way, the 

Latino/Hispanic experience in this country and to learn how to grapple with the diversity 

of the nation’s population. Especially in terms of social class, countries of origin, and 

immigrant generation status, the Latino/Hispanic population in the U.S. is very diverse. 

Contrary to dominant perspectives about Hispanic/Latino homogeneity, the population is 

actually heterogeneous and the label is in reality a pan-ethnic term. Because the 

Hispanic/Latino population will continue to grow it has become essential to understand 

its diversity, strengths, and possibilities. Showing the nuances and richness of 

Hispanic/Latinos, especially in a qualitative manner that can go beyond the media 

stereotypes and the statistical big data generated by government agencies and other 

institutions is urgent, if want to create more equitable futures in the U.S. 

As a researcher from Latin America and native Spanish speaker, I was able to 

establish a cultural and linguistic connection with the Latino/Hispanic youths that 

participated in our study. It was this connection and shared sensibility that allowed me to 

recognize that immigrant generation status was an important variable shaping everyday 

life and living contexts for Latino/Hispanic youths in the United States. Personally, as an 

international student who has experienced the process of adaptation to a foreign language 
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and culture, I felt a strong empathy toward those Latino/Hispanic youths with second-, 

and 1.5-generation status who were assimilating into a country different to the one of 

their parents and families. Coming from Colombia, a country that shares some of the 

social inequalities facing other Latin American countries like Mexico, allowed me to 

recognize the socioeconomic diversity of Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth in the U.S. 

However, given my status as a researcher and graduate student in a University, the 

participants of the study also recognized my privileged position. That recognition created 

a distance between researchers and subjects that became shorter as I conducted interviews 

and hung out regularly at the after-school space. 

In the middle of our fieldwork and during our initial phase of analysis, I started to 

investigate literature on immigration and assimilation, as well as the expanding body of 

works on the U.S. Latino/Hispanic population. My position as a researcher evolved 

significantly as I became familiar with this literature and put it in dialogue with the 

framework of digital inequalities and participation gaps. I found that an inquiry into the 

process of assimilation developed by Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth in the 21st 

century would benefit from taking into account their new media practices, their multiple 

levels of access to technology, and the kind of participation they were having in several 

social domains. Having a clearer idea of the social puzzle I intended to study, I was able 

to create a framework that allowed me to analyze the complex interplay between digital 

inequalities and the process of assimilation, and to be able to articulate an analysis that 

considered multiple levels of access and multiple social dimensions. Although 

assembling this theoretical framework took me several months and evolved after we 

finished the fieldwork, I was able to leverage it systematically during the phases of 

content analysis and writing as I organized and interpreted the qualitative data we have 

collected. Furthermore, during these later phases I also became engaged in gathering 

quantitative data on the Latino/Hispanic population produced by government agencies 

and research institutions that helped me to contextualize U.S. structural inequalities and 

demographic change. 



 
 

48 

1.8. Limitations 
For my dissertation project, I draw upon interviews with only five of the eighteen 

focal students that participated in the Digital Edge project. Furthermore I draw upon the 

participant observations I conducted at the after-school programs, the field notes I wrote, 

five home visits interviews with their parents, interviews with the mentors and teachers, 

participant-generated data, and focus groups. Although this data is rich for elaborating a 

“thick description” of the CAP after-school, it has limitations for the description of the 

contexts of the family/home and social media networked spaces. With the exception of 

the parents' interviews that included a home visit, and the Facebook “walk-thru” that 

participants gave us, we were not present at the context of activity and relied only on the 

data that informants narrated in the interviews. However, because of the extended period 

of time of our fieldwork and the amount of in-depth semi-structured interviews that 

addressed the contexts of the family/home and the Internet, the narrative data also allows 

us to elaborate on a textured description and thorough analysis. 

Another limitation of the study is that the sample is not representative of the 

whole Latino/Hispanic immigrant population at Freeway High School. It is also not 

representative of that population living in Austin, in the state of Texas, or in the U.S. As 

explained before, the method for selecting the participants was based on theoretical 

implications and convenience sampling and was intended to facilitate the theory building 

in relation to assimilation and digital inequalities. 

Because I was the only Spanish speaker on the Digital Edge research team, one 

limitation of this study is that during the data collection we did not have many 

opportunities to explore issues of bilingualism. Although the preferred language for 

communication for of all the five participants of this study was English, they also spoke 

and understood Spanish with different levels of proficiency. Some of them, like Gabriela 

and Inara, were able to write in Spanish, while the others rarely did. This constraint 

created a bias in the type of data we collected in relation to the uses of the Spanish 

language, especially in the context of the family/home. 
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The studies of immigrant assimilation processes are usually longitudinal and 

expand for several years. My dissertation, however, is based mainly on only one year of 

fieldwork. Although I have collected data after we left the field and also was able to 

figure out parts of the previous trajectory of the five youths and their parents using the 

narrative data from the interviews, there is a limitation in the description of assimilation 

trajectories. Furthermore, given the complexity of the assimilation process I am not able 

to address its multiple dimensions. In this dissertation I mainly focus on the linguistic, 

cultural, and social dimensions. The data that I analyze, moreover, has a bias towards the 

new media practices and does not really address other important practices that the 

participants developed in their contexts of activity. Specifically in the context of 

family/home where the ethnic traces of Mexican and Latino/Hispanic cultures were 

present in the spoken language, foods, norms, and other rituals, I could not fully describe 

the nuances of those practices given our bias towards digitally networked technologies 

and mediated practices. 

2. THEORY 
I have assembled an interdisciplinary framework that integrates theories from 

media studies, sociology, anthropology, communication, and new literacy studies. This 

framework allows me to examine the problems of assimilation and digital inequalities, 

with a media practice approach that recognizes youths as social actors and creative 

agents. In the sections below I introduce the theories that compose the general 

foundational framework of this dissertation. However, in each of the body chapters I 

expand this foundational framework with a more comprehensive literature review 

according to the specific context of analysis (family/home, after-school, and social media 

networked sites). 
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2.1. Assimilation Theory 

Assimilation is not a static or unchanging concept; its definition and 
specifications have evolved steadily as American society has changed in its more 

than several-century experience of immigration. (Alba and Nee 2003) 
 

Researchers, politicians, and the general public have used the concept of 

assimilation to describe the processes of incorporation of foreign immigrants into a host 

society, or in other words, the process in which people of different ethnicities and races 

negotiate and adapt to a new social environment. This concept, however, is contested. 

Due to particular historical contexts and the complexity of the process of incorporation 

and ethnic interaction, social scientists in the twentieth century have conceptualized 

assimilation differently. As the U.S. has become more culturally and ethnically diverse, 

as well as with changes in the economy, researchers have developed theories of 

assimilation that consider more dimensions of the complex process. While some 

researchers have considered the host society as homogenous, others have assumed it to be 

heterogeneous and highly stratified, while some have tried to address multiple 

dimensions (e.g. socioeconomic, educational, civic, identity, psychology), others have 

focused only on two dimensions of the process (e.g. culture and economy). 

2.1.1. Classic and Alternative Assimilation Theories 
What is known in the social science literature as classic assimilation theory (e.g. 

Warer and Strole 1945; Blay and Duncan 1967; Gordon 1978) assumed a single and 

unified U.S culture and society where immigrants became incorporated progressively and 

inevitably. Although classic assimilation studies described the process of immigrant 

adaptation, identified different dimensions, and operationalized several indicators to 

measure the extent of incorporation of individuals and groups to the U.S., their theories 

were often ethnocentric and idealized conformity in a homogeneous white Anglo middle-

class culture and society. Given the racial and ethnic characteristics of the European 

migration that took place at the turn of the twentieth century, as well as the historical and 
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economical context of massive industrialization, a “straight-line” process of incorporation 

into a core white Anglo mainstream seemed to describe the experience of many of the 

white European immigrants and their children in the U.S. However, as the immigrant 

population became more ethnically and racially diverse after the new wave of massive 

immigration post-1965, and as the economic context changed entering a post-industrial 

era, such assumptions of Anglo conformity and assimilation into a unified white middle-

class could not accurately describe the uneven experiences of the “new immigrants” and 

their children in the U.S. In order to better understand the variety of outcomes and 

complexity of the assimilation process in contemporary U.S. stratified post-industrial 

context, researchers developed alternative theories. While some scholars theorized about 

the possibility of positive assimilation into a new melting pot that is heterogeneous and in 

which the mainstream majority is diverse (Alva and Nee 2003); others have 

conceptualized the assimilation process as mixed, with both positive and pessimistic 

outcomes depending of the segments of the society in which immigrants assimilate 

(Portes & Zhou 1993; Rumbaut 1996; Zhou 1997; Portes & Rumbaut 2001). 

2.1.2. Segmented Assimilation 
Making a paradigm shift, sociologist Alejandro Portes and his collaborators 

outlined the theory of segmented assimilation in the 1990s. They posited that the 

assimilation process of the “new immigrants” (post-1965 immigrants and their children) 

was no longer a positive “straight-line” trajectory in which they gradually integrated to 

the mainstream white American middle class, losing their ethnic culture and values, and 

gaining equal access to economic opportunity. In contrast, in the present context of 

persistent racial discrimination, bifurcation of the labor market (hourglass economy), and 

inner-city marginalized populations, the “new immigrants” follow divergent pathways 

and assimilated into different segments of the society (Portes & Zhou 1993; Rumbaut 

1996; Bankston & Zhou 1997; Zhou 1997; Gibson 1998; Portes & Rumbaut 2001). 

While some assimilate and move upward to become middle-class, others are poorly 
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assimilated and move downward into the marginalized and racialized bottom segments of 

society. 

According to the segmented assimilation framework the outcomes of the 

incorporation process are not always positive, but mixed, and they depend on both 

structural and individual factors and the interaction between them (Portes & Zhou 1993; 

Rumbaut 1996; Zhou 1997; Portes & Rumbaut 2001). Diverse pathways to downward or 

upward assimilation are shaped by the interaction between the structural characteristics of 

the social contexts where immigrants enter such as racial-ethnic stratification, spatial 

segregation, and access to mobility layers (structure of opportunities); and individual-

level factors such as education, family composition, and parental resources (Rumbaut 

1996; Rumbaut & Cornelius 1995; Zhou & Bankston 1998; Portes & Rumbaut 2001; 

Portes et al. 2005; Portes & Fernandez-Kelly 2008). Moreover, assimilation trajectories 

of immigrant youth depend not only on the segments of the society where their parents 

are incorporated, the resources (e.g. economic, human, and cultural) that their parents 

bring along and the structure of the family, but also on how youth navigate the 

advantages and disadvantages of their family socioeconomic background. Depending on 

the interplay between structural and individual-level factors, the immigrants’ process of 

incorporation into the host society could result in positive or negative outcomes (e.g. 

educational and occupational attainment, income, civic engagement). 

 

Immigrant Trajectories: Socioeconomic Mobility and Acculturation 

The socioeconomic and cultural dimensions are central to the process of 

immigrant adaptation modeled in the segmented assimilation theory. Since 1993, 

Alejandro Portes, Min Zhou, and Ruben Rumbaut have been developing a model of 

segmented assimilation that consists of three trajectories: two are upward and positive, 

and one is downward and pessimistic. They have tested and refined this model through 

several longitudinal, quantitative, and mixed methods studies. Although the number of 

trajectories has remained consistent, the model has been modified to include up to three 
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generations and more details about the cultural dimension and family dynamics (Portes & 

Rumbaut 2001). One trajectory is of upward mobility and leads to complete integration 

into the social and economic mainstream. It includes starting from middle class status in 

the first generation, and full acculturation, professional and entrepreneurial occupations 

in the second generation and preservation of parental authority. The other two paths start 

from a working class status for the first generation but leads to different outcomes 

depending on the strength of the receiving co-ethnic community context, the type of 

acculturation, and parental resources. The pathway that starts with a strong co-ethnic 

community context and rich social robust social networks in the first generation leads to 

selective acculturation and attainment of middle class status through education in the 

second generation, preservation of parental authority, and full acculturation and 

integration into the mainstream in the third one and higher. In contrast, the trajectory that 

starts in a context of weak co-ethnic community, poor social resources, and working class 

status leads to dissonant acculturation, parental lost of authority, and low educational 

achievement in the second generation, and to downward assimilation into underclass in 

the third generation (Portes & Rumbaut 2001).  

Economic, human, and cultural resources that first generation immigrant parents 

bring from their countries of origin are crucial for determining the starting position of the 

assimilation trajectories. Because immigrants come from countries that are also stratified 

and heterogeneous, they arrive to the host society carrying different resources. According 

to the context of reception in the host country, especially in terms of governmental 

policies, the presence of a co-ethnic community, and the attitudes of the native 

population, immigrants are able to leverage the resources they bring in order to attain a 

more or less advantageous position.  For instance, immigrants that come with robust 

human capital in the form of high educational attainment, language knowledge, and job 

experience, usually have an advantage and are able to find a competitive position from 

the moment of their arrival (Portes & Rumbaut 2001). The “cultural capital” (Bourdieu 

1984, 1986) that immigrants bring from their home country also affects the starting 



 
 

54 

position of the assimilation trajectory. Cultural capital, both as “the motivational force to 

restore family pride and status” and as the “know-how that immigrants who come from 

the upper or middle classes posses” (Portes & Fernanez-Kelly 2008, 29), gives certain 

families an advantageous position. Such “know-how” can be understood in terms of the 

of “the information, values, and demeanor that migrants from more modest origins do not 

have” (Portes & Fernanez-Kelly 2008, 29).  

 

Immigrant generations 

The experiences of immigrant youth, especially of those native-born to immigrant 

parents, have been a central topic of study for segmented assimilation researchers. In the 

study of the multiple dimensions (e.g. linguistic, culture, education, socioeconomic 

mobility, identity) of the process of incorporation into the new society, researchers have 

paid special attention to the trajectories that immigrant descendants follow and the 

challenges that immigrant children confront. Several immigrant generations have been 

defined on the basis of nativity, citizenship, nativity of the parents, and age of arrival. 

Native-born with two native-born parents are third and higher generations; native-born 

with at least one immigrant parent are second-generation; and foreign-born are 

considered first-generation if they entered the host country after their adolescence, or 1.5 

generation if they immigrated before their teenage years (Portes & Rumbaut 2001; 

Kasinitz et al. 2008). By analyzing the different outcomes of the assimilation process 

across generations, researchers have been able to understand how immigrants and their 

families navigate, according to individual and structural factors, the barriers and 

opportunities that the new country offers, and also describe the different trajectories of 

socioeconomic mobility that immigrant follow. 

Because not all immigrants start their assimilation trajectories with the same 

individual and structural factors, their social mobility needs to be understood 

intergenerationally according to their particular circumstances. This is especially relevant 

when analyzing the pathways of immigrants from Latin America and Mexico because 
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they come from different backgrounds and arrive in diverse contexts of reception. Given 

the nature of their journeys and the social inequalities of their countries of origin, many 

of the so-called Latino/Hispanic immigrants arrive in the U.S. with low educational 

attainment and few economic resources. Hence, it could be said that they start their 

immigrant assimilation pathways from a position of disadvantage. 

In the case of the Mexican immigrants who have arrived to the U.S. during the 

last four decades, for instance, it is very clear that the majority of them work in menial 

jobs. Data from 2009 showed that Mexican immigrants are overwhelmingly represented 

in jobs that are low skilled, including construction, transportation, and service 

occupations (Brick et al. 2011). Furthermore, compared with other immigrants, Mexicans 

have the lowest levels of formal education. According to a report from 2011, 65% of 

Mexican immigrants 25 years and older have less than a high school degree compared to 

32% of all other foreign-born adults (Brick et al. 2011). When analyzing the mobility of 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth of Mexican origin, therefore, it is important to consider 

their disadvantaged starting position and recognize that their assimilation trajectories 

could be upward even though when compared with the American white middle-class 

population and other groups their pathways look low in terms of outcomes such as 

educational and occupational attainment. 

 

Criticism of Segmented Assimilation 
However, despite being the most influential paradigm for the study of the “new 

immigrants” and their children, the theory of segmented assimilation has also been 

criticized by social scientists who have either questioned its assumptions or empirically 

tested it finding contradictory evidence. Richard Alba and Victor Nee (2003), for 

instance, have argued that the segmented assimilation model is too pessimistic and 

exaggerates the structural factors working against non-white immigrants. According to 

them, segmented assimilation researchers have created an image of the central city poor 

that essentializes Black and Latino/Hispanic cultures. This image puts too much emphasis 



 
 

56 

on the relationship between race-ethnicity and poverty, and ignores that immigrants can 

have social mobility even though they keep their racial and ethnic markers. In the 

longitudinal study, “New York Second Generation” (1996-1999), Philip Kasinitz, John 

Mollenkopf, and Mary C. Waters, empirically tested the segmented assimilation model 

combining quantitative and qualitative methods. Some of their findings contradicted the 

central tenets of segmented assimilation theory such as that second generation 

immigrants are more likely to move downward if they experience racism and live in 

minority enclaves. In contrast, what these researchers found is that second generation 

immigrants are situated in a social and cultural space that works to their advantage 

(Kasinitz et al. 2008). 

2.2. Media Matters 
Despite the complexity of the alternative theories of assimilation and their 

attention to multiple dimensions of the immigrant adaptation process, none of them have 

thoroughly considered the role of media in their models. For instance, both at the 

individual and structural level of analysis, media technologies have remained for the most 

part absent in the theory and empirical studies of segmented assimilation. Although some 

researchers have recognized the role of mass media as “assimilative agencies” (Rumbaut 

1995, 1997), they have limited their studies to one broadcast medium (television) and 

have only used a “media effects” approach in their analysis (Portes & Rumbaut 2001, 

Rumbaut 1997). Their findings reveal a correlation between time of media exposure at 

home and second generation educational attainment and aspirations. As Ruben Rumbaut 

explained in “Paradoxes (And Orthodoxies) of Assimilation” (1997), the available 

evidence from the “Children of Immigrants Longitudinal Study” showed that the role of 

television as an agent of cultural assimilation was negative in relation to “successful” 

academic outcomes (Rumbaut 1997). 

Although it is true that “new immigrants” growing up during the 1970s, 1980s, 

and the 90s were the first immigrant generation to live in the “Age of Television” 

(Rumbaut, 1997), the analysis of other media practices and of the whole communication 
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environment stands out as a missing piece in the segmented assimilation theory and 

empirical research. Further, a media-effects perspective that focuses only on media 

exposure without considering the reception practices cannot reveal the nuances of the role 

of media in the processes of assimilation. In order to fill this analytical gap, it is 

necessary to consider media technologies at the micro level of individual and family 

practices, and to analyze the role that they play across the multiple dimensions of the 

process of assimilation. One of the purposes of my dissertation project is to understand 

that complexity. 

At the dawn of the twenty-first century, rapid changes in communication 

information technologies and in sociocultural media practices have given rise to a more 

participatory, networked, and interactive communication environment. In the emergent 

U.S. media environment, where old broadcast mass media converge with new forms of 

interactive digital media, there is a greater potential for audiences and users to not only 

become active consumers, distributors, and producers of media content; but also active 

participants of networked audiences/publics and collectivities. Hence, a “media effects” 

approach that only measures exposure time could not capture the nuances of the activities 

that immigrant youth and their families are having with new media and the role that those 

practices are having in their assimilation process. In contrast, a “media practice” 

approach that looks closely to the situated media activities across contexts could help us 

to understand the roles that information communication technologies are having in the 

immigrants' assimilation process, particularly, in dimensions such as acculturation, 

language, and civic engagement. 

2.2.1. Media practice 
By focusing on practice, social scientists from various fields of knowledge have 

tried to overcome the dichotomy between individual agency and social structure. The 

“practice turn” calls attention to the need to study the specific activities in where agents 

perform and exercise their power instead of studying the social world as an abstract 

system. Nick Couldry (2004, 2012) has made a call for a sociological “media practice” 
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paradigm that “treats media as the open set of practices relating to, or oriented around, 

media” (2004). Asking questions about what people are doing with media, how those 

activities are interrelated, what kind of patterns they generate, and how these practices are 

articulated in systems of power, can help us grasp the “social process enacted through 

media-related practices” (Couldry 2012, 44). However, the practice-base approach is also 

suited for anthropological studies that look at the details of micro-processes and do not 

try to make claims for the whole population (Hobart 2010). 

The interdisciplinary approach to the study of literacies and youth, with its 

emphasis on the cultural and social acts, is related to the wider “practice turn” in social 

sciences. For instance, the “new” literacy studies brings together approaches from 

linguistics, anthropology, history, education, and sociology in an effort to understand 

literacy in a new way, as a sociocultural practice instead of a cognitive phenomenon. 

According to this paradigm, people learn to read and write by participating in groups and 

communities where they can develop particular kinds of practices (Barton and Hamilton 

1998; Street 1984, 1995, 1997; Gee 1990, 2000, 2010). Hence, literacy is understood as a 

social process in where people not only make and decode meaning but also relate to 

others (community) and articulate who they are. Through acquiring and using literacy 

skills, individuals make sense of their identities, manifest their membership of groups 

(communities of practice, affinity groups), and learn (Street 1984; Gee 1990, 2004; Cope 

& Kalantzis 2000; Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1991). 

Building on the new literacy studies work, several researchers have investigated 

digital media practices and recognized both a multiplicity of texts, practices, and 

contexts. Such plurality has been synthesized in the notions of “multiliteracies” (e.g. The 

New London Group 2000, Cope & Kalantzis 2000, Kress & van Leeuwen 2001) and 

“new literacies” (Lankshear and Knobel 2006). According to these researchers literacy is 

not a single phenomenon but a multiple one. The malleability of digital media allows for 

the reading and writing of multiple texts, for getting and giving meaning, and for doing 

meaningful things in diverse contexts. In the case of immigrant youth, several of those 
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meaningful things can help advance the process of assimilation into a new country across 

multiple dimensions. 

2.2.2. Digital Divides and Participation Gaps 
Studying the contemporary U.S. communication environment and youth media 

practices can contribute to a better understanding of the immigrant assimilation process. 

Growing up in the U.S. in the twenty-first century is generally an experience of 

immersion in a hyper-mediated society and rich popular culture. Either at public schools, 

home, libraries or while transiting public space, immigrant youth in the U.S. are engaging 

in media practices that shape their assimilation process in a variety of ways. As they seek 

information with a search engine, text and share pictures with family and friends using 

cellphones, watch music videos on YouTube, or write an update on a social network site, 

they are accessing —with differential degrees of motivation, usage, quality, social 

supports, and skills — tools and networks that mediate their social and cultural 

interactions. By engaging in diverse media practices, Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth 

navigate their assimilation trajectories. 

However, despite the fact that the new communication environment is more open 

and participatory, and that young people are highly engaged with new media tools and 

networks, its emergence in the context of a highly stratified society has repercussions for 

the reproduction of social inequality. Beyond the metaphor of an existing “digital divide” 

between “have” and “have-nots,” rich and poor, several scholars point out that digital 

inequalities are more complex than simple access to a computer and an Internet 

connection (Warschauer 2002; DiMaggio et al. 2004; Selwyn 2004; van Dijk 2005; Chen 

and Wellman 2005; Hargittai 2008; Stern et al. 2009; Schradie 2011; Straubhaar et al. 

2012, Watkins 2012). There are gradients not only in the quality of access to technology, 

but also in the sociocultural practices and skills that people develop, and the information 

they consume and produce (Hargittai 2011; Schradie 2011; Jenkins et al. 2006; 

Livingstone & Helsper 2007; Van Dijk 2005; Watkins 2012). As Jan van Dijk has 

explained in “The Deepening Divide: Inequality in the Information Society” (2005), there 
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are in fact successive kinds of access (motivational, material, skills, and usage) that vary 

according to the positions and resources that people have in society. Furthermore, as 

DiMaggio and his research team (2004) have explained, there are also disparities in the 

autonomy of use, the social supports, and the purposes for which people use digital tools 

and networks. 

Social stratification matters in terms of media technology because it constrains 

how people experience the media environment, the practices they cultivate, and their 

dispositions and attitudes toward mediated interactions (Seiter 2008; Couldry 2012; 

Hargittai 2008). Even though there are more opportunities for participation today, uneven 

power relationships and deep social, economic, educational, and historically rooted 

inequalities persist. Such disparities determine the different kinds of technical and 

sociocultural skills, usages, motivations, social supports, and purposes that people could 

have. Some researchers have demonstrated, for instance, that digital information usage 

and quality varies according to digital skills and social networks (Hargittai 2008; 

Mossberger et al., 2003; Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2010). Others have described a 

“participation gap” related to the disparities in sociocultural practices and the skills for 

sharing and creating online content (Hargittai 2007; Hargittai and Walejko 2008; Jenkins 

et al. 2006). Others have focused on the nuances of different kinds of material access and 

its relation to use (DiMaggio et al. 2004; Selwyn 2004; Van Dijk 2005; Witte and 

Mannon 2010). Still others have examined how socioeconomic status is strongly 

associated with the skills and motivations for Internet use and with the production of 

online content (Hargittai 2002, 2008; Livingstone and Helsper 2007; Mossberger et al. 

2003; Schradie 2011; Van Deursen and Van Dijk 2010; Warschauer 2003; Zillien & 

Hargittai 2009; Robinson 2009). All of these studies have consistently contributed to 

reveal the evolving nature of digital inequalities and have pointed out the challenges 

ahead for building a more inclusive and participatory society. 

Some researchers of digital inequality have applied a Bourdieusian framework in 

their efforts to understand and explain the complexity of digital inequalities. They have 
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found in the theory of French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu a useful lens to explain how 

uneven relations of power and the reproduction of an unequal social order are at the core 

of digital participation gaps. Using Bourdieu’s theory of capital, for instance, Seiter 

(2008), Zillien & Hargittai (2009), Hargittai and Walejko (2008), Robinson (2009), and 

Straubhaar et al. (2012) have argued that social class and status, in addition to practice 

and skill, shape how people use digital media. According to these researchers, social 

positionality shapes a particular disposition (“habitus” in Bourdieu’s terminology) 

towards the use of Internet and new media. Such a disposition is determined not only by 

access to economic capital, but also by access to cultural and social capital.25  

In their study of Internet usage among U.S. adults (N=6,053), Zillien & Hargittai, 

for instance, found that individuals from a higher socioeconomic background and an 

advantaged position in the social hierarchy “are much more likely to engage in so-called 

capital-enhancing activities online than are their less privileged counterparts” (2009, 

274). Capital-enhancing activities include using technology to take part in economic and 

political life, and having access to information such as stock prices and news that is 

beneficial for maintaining and advancing a social status. Likewise, Shradie (2011) found 

in her national study of U.S. adults (N=2,447) that there is a digital production gap 

shaped by social class. According to her, despite the expanded opportunities to participate 

in the production of online content and contribute to the digital public sphere, the poor 

and working class have not been able to use the tools and produce at the same rate as 

privileged users. Shradie found that cultural and material factors, including a high status 

disposition, “are more significant for the production of online content than they are for 

consumption” (165). 

The Bourdieusian approach has been instrumental in the critical analysis of digital 

inequalities from a social class perspective. It has helped scholars to bring to the forefront 
                                                
 
25 Researchers using a this approach to digital inequality have even coined terms such as “information 
capital” (Robinson 2009), “information habitus” (Robinson 2009; Shradie 2011), and “techno-capital and 
techno-disposition” (Straubhaar et al. 2012) to refer to a specific set of resources and dispositions 
(including digital practices and skills).  
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issues of social stratification and power positionality that were hidden in early 

discussions about the digital divide. Using this approach, scholars have revealed that the 

diffusion of digital technology and the spread of digital practices and skills within a 

highly stratified society tend to reproduce an unequal social order. Because digital 

inequalities are systemic and rooted in deep socioeconomic structures, they are more 

difficult to overcome than early theories of the digital divide suggested. 

2.2.3. Youth, Digital Media and Participatory Cultures 
Due to their high levels of engagement with the tools, networks, and the content 

circulating in the new media environment, U.S. youth have become the focus of several 

studies that describe and analyze changes in sociocultural practices and learning. Scholars 

from different disciplines have analyzed youth new media practices and ecologies 

(Jenkins et al. 2006; Ito et al. 2010), social relationships (boyd 2007, 2010a, 2014; 

Watkins 2010), and literacies (Gee 2000; Lankshear and Knobel 2006, 2007a, 2007b, 

2008, 2010, 2011; Tyner 1998; Jenkins et al. 2006). Considering U.S. young people as 

actors with agency and power in culture and society, these researchers have tried to 

understand youth mediated and networked everyday lives. Their findings reveal, among 

other things, an active engagement in popular culture and informal learning (Jenkins et al. 

2006; Ito et al. 2010), the increase of digitally mediated sociability (boyd 2007, 2014; 

Watkins 2009), and the emergence of several new literacies (Lankshear and Knobel 2006, 

2007a, 2007b, 2008, 2011; Alexander, 2008). 

Researchers have noticed that as young people develop meaningful new media 

practices they participate more actively in the production of culture and are able to 

structure their learning around their own interests. (Ito et al. 2010) In “Confronting the 

Challenges of Participatory Culture: Media Education for the 21st Century” Jenkins et al. 

(2006) analyzed the kind of informal learning that is taking place in contemporary media 

culture, a culture that they describe as more participatory. As Jenkins et al. state, 

participatory culture emerges “as the culture absorbs and responds to the explosion of 

new media technologies that make it possible for average consumer to archive, annotate, 
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appropriate, and recirculate media content in powerful new ways.” (8) The emphasis in 

participation highlights the connection across educational practices, creative processes, 

community life, and democratic citizenship. According to Jenkins et al., these new 

practices can be conceptualized as affiliations (membership in online communities, 

message boards, online games), expressions (music remixing, fan videomaking, fan 

fiction writing, mash-ups), collaborative problem solving (working together in teams, 

formal and informal, to complete tasks and develop new knowledge), and circulations 

(podcasting, blogging). Although the proliferation of new media practices among U.S. 

youth can be understood in relation to a new cultural and technological context in which 

the creation and sharing of media content has become more social, democratic, and 

networked, it also needs to be understood in relation to a U.S context in which 

opportunities are not evenly distributed. 

Given the visibility and abundance of creative expressions online, the 

transformation of audiences into networked publics, and the renewed potential of 

mediated forms of communication, learning, and sociality, research on youth and new 

media have tended to overlook how disparities in participation are also strongly related to 

historical structures of privilege. There is an urgent need to understand how 

socioeconomic, racial, gender, and educational inequalities shape the development of 

new media practices among youth. As S. Craig Watkins (2012) points out, “young 

people’s adoption of digital media is shaped by a mix of factors —social, familial, 

economic, cultural, political— that situate a wide range of digital media activities and 

forms of engagement.” That is precisely why it is important to take a closer look at how 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth in the U.S. are developing new media practices and 

skills, how they are living their everyday lives within a networked media environment, 

and how those practices are shaping their assimilation trajectories in the U.S. 

In this dissertation, I try to maintain a middle range theoretical approach to the 

understanding of digital inequalities and Latino/Hispanic youth new media practices. On 

the one hand, I recognize the constraints that systemic macro-structures impose on youth 
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agency and understand that social class and stratification can determine certain 

dispositions and attitudes towards the use of technology. On the other, I also 

acknowledge the agency that young people possess and the possibilities that micro-

interactions create in everyday life and in the particular context of activity. I have chosen 

to focus on how digital tools and networks can support the creative agency of youth, 

generating possibilities of sociocultural change, action, and, specifically, opportunities 

for assimilation into the United States. By analyzing the interplay between structure and 

agency, I intend to reveal the possibilities of social and creative action by immigrant 

youth while exposing the constraints that systemic structures create in this process. In 

attempting to maintain a balance between structure and agency in my study of 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth, I avoid the systematic use of sociological theories that 

are overly deterministic or over-emphasize the reproduction of the social order (e.g. 

Bourdieu’s theory of capital). 

 

Latino/Hispanic Youth New Media Practices 
In recent years, qualitative research on the new media practices of 

Latino/Hispanic youth has started to emerge, especially from the fields of 

sociolinguistics, youth studies, and digital media and learning. Given the importance of 

the family and language for Latino/Hispanics youth it is not surprising that several 

scholars have focused on the analysis of activities at home and the intergenerational 

family relationships (Orellana et al. 2003; De La Peña and Orellana 2007; Sánchez and 

Salazar 2012; Tripp and Herr-Stephenson 2009; Tripp 2011; Katz 2010, 2014). On the 

one hand, scholars have analyzed the role of Latino/Hispanic children as language 

translators and media brokers for their families actively helping their parents to navigate 

the assimilation process (De La Peña and Orellana 2007; Katz 2010, 2014; Sánchez and 

Salazar 2012). On the other, researchers have looked at how Latino/Hispanic youth 

negotiate different rules and anxieties in their households in relation to computers and 

other forms of technology (Horst 2010; Tripp 2011). As these studies confirm, the 
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available qualitative evidence reveals that family dynamics and relationships shape the 

new media practices of Latino/Hispanic youth. 

Other qualitative studies on the new media practices of Latino/Hispanic youth 

have focused on the school and out of school contexts. In “Making Access Meaningful: 

Latino Young People Using Digital Media at Home and at School” (2009), Lisa M. Tripp 

and Rebecca Herr-Stephenson analyzed and compared the new media practices of two 

working-class Latino/Hispanic middle school youngsters (one boy and one girl, ages 12 

and 14) who were students in a mixed-grade special education class. According to them, 

incorporating digital media production into the classroom without considering youth 

knowledge and interests in popular culture, technology, and play, creates barriers to 

meaningful learning. Studying the out of school context, Kathy Bussert-Webb and María 

E. Díaz (2013) examined language opportunities and digital practices in a group of 29 

children (15 boys and 14 girls, ages 6-14) living in an impoverished South Texas colonia, 

in the U.S-Mexico borderland. According to the researchers, although participants lacked 

digital experiences in school, the majority of them had access to technology at home, 

Internet connectivity, and engaged with digital practices out of school. All participants 

from their study played games with computers, Nintendo DSs, Sony Playstations, 

Xboxes, and cell phones (mostly in English); most of them communicated with friends 

through Facebook, Myspace, and texting in both English and Spanish; and many used 

email, instant messager (IM), and Skype to maintain family ties in Mexico (in Spanish). 

Finally, although recent large scale surveys reveal that Latino/Hispanic youth 

have become avid users of Social Network Sites (SNS) (Lopez et al. 2013), qualitative 

studies on how this population is socializing, sharing content, and communicating 

through SNS are still waiting to be made. In “The Future of (the) Race: Identity, 

Discourse, and the Rise of Computer-mediated Public Spheres” (2008), one of the very 

few qualitative studies that addressed Latino/Hispanic youth activities in SNS, Dara N. 

Byrne analyzed the racial and ethnic discursive practices of minority youths in three web 

platforms: AsianAvenue.com, BlackPlanet.com, and MiGente.com. By studying the 
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users’ conversations, Byrne found that although participants invested time and effort 

building a community around specific racial-ethnic identities (Asian, Black, and Latino), 

discussions did not transform into social action but remained at the discursive level of 

civic engagement. 

2.2.4. Skills and New Media Literacies 
New media skills are the competences that allow people to meaningfully interact 

with the flows of information, collectivities, and machines in a networked and mediated 

world. These skills are not only technical but also social and cultural, and they are 

essential for participating across multiple societal realms. New media skills matter 

because they open new ways to cultivate and mobilize social, cultural, human, and 

economic resources. However, they are not evenly distributed across all segments of 

society. As with other kinds of access such as material, motivation, and usage, new media 

skills are also shaped by social positions of power. Socioeconomic status, gender, 

ethnicity-race and other macro structural determinants continue to constrain what people 

do with new tools and networks. 

For scholars, policy makers, and educators, especially in English speaking 

countries (UK, USA, Canada, and Australia), new media skills have become the focus of 

several studies, policies, and pedagogies. They have used the term “literacy” in order to 

describe the skills needed to read and write in a multimodal and media rich world. 

Despite the contested nature of the term and its changing nature, “literacy” has turned out 

to be useful for calling attention to the importance of developing abilities to access, 

analyze, create and evaluate media content in different formats and across various 

contexts (Buckingham 2003, 2007; Livingstone 2003; Tyner 1998). As everyday life in 

advanced capitalist societies has increasingly become more and more mediated by digital 

technologies, and as new tools and networks have allowed new kinds of cultural, social, 

and creative processes, the need for “media literacy” has become more evident. As a 

matter of fact, “media literacy” has become plural, and new terms such as 

“multiliteracies” (New London Group 2000; Bazalgette 1988; Tyner 1998) and “new 
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media literacies” (Jenkins et al. 2006) have been coined in order to describe the 

multiplicity of skills that are needed to meaningfully communicate, interact, and 

participate in the twenty first century. 

For analyzing the media practices and skills that Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth 

are developing, I have decided to use the framework of the Project New Media Literacies 

that Henry Jenkins and his interdisciplinary team developed in 2006. They began 

mapping a set of social skills and cultural competencies that young people need to 

acquire in order to become fully active, creative, and ethical participants in contemporary 

U.S. society and culture. These skills are supposed to build on the foundation of print 

literacy (read and write), research, technical, and critical-analysis skills. Following the 

tradition of media and communication research, and building in new literacy studies, 

Jenkins et al. called these skills “new media literacies.” Some of the new media literacies 

include play, appropriation, collective intelligence, transmedia navigation, networking, 

and negotiation.26 

  

                                                
 
26 I worked as a research assistant at the Project New Media Literacies from 2006 to 2008 while pursuing 
graduate studies in comparative media studies at MIT.  There I had the opportunity of becoming familiar 
with the complete set of new media literacies. Besides developing a theoretical understanding of the skills 
and researching their adoption, I also collaborated in the creation of learning materials and experiences that 
were intended to foster the development of new media literacies among youth.  
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Chapter II: Family/Home 

 

Immigration is usually a family affair. Family dynamics, relationships, and 

resources are essential to the immigrant youth process of assimilation in particular. These 

factors shape many assimilation outcomes across multiple dimensions such as language, 

culture, socioeconomics, and education. Hence, researching familial context is crucial to 

understanding how individual and structural factors shape different trajectories of 

assimilation, various forms of acculturation, and particular repertoires of new media 

practices.  

1. IMMIGRANT FAMILIES 
Because immigration is most often a family affair, the process of assimilation 

cannot be understood without looking at the context of the home. Especially for children 

and youth, resources and relationships acquired, mobilized, and developed at home shape 

their process of assimilation. It is precisely within the familial context where researchers 

have started to analyze the immigration process as an intergenerational one, where 

structural and contextual factors of the host society interact with internal individual 

characteristics. Family composition, parental resources, values, language, and 

sociocultural practices, for instance, are some of the individual factors that have been 

measured across several assimilation studies (Portes & Zhou 1993; Rumbaut 1996; Zhou 

1997; Portes & Rumbaut 2001; Kasinitz et al. 2008; Alba and Nee 2003; Alba et al. 

2011). While structural factors emerge from social, geographic, cultural, and economic 

macro contexts, individual factors converge in micro contexts as seen on the family level. 

Studying the family, household, or home, has been useful for understanding the 

individual and familial transformations that occur as immigrants assimilate to the new 

country. Focusing on these contexts as a units of analysis, immigration scholars have 

been able to reveal some of the complexities of the process of assimilation into a new 

society and the multiple changes that are experienced in terms of gender roles, family 
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relationships, language, and cultural norms (Chávez 1985; Hondagneu-Sotelo 1999; 

Pessar 1982; Hondagneu-Sotelo 1994; Kibria 1993; Menjivar 2000; Velez-Ibañez and 

Greenberg 1992). While some researchers have privileged the study of adult relationships 

and functions within the immigrant family (Donato 1993; Hirsch 1999; Hondagneu-

Sotelo 1994, 1999; Kibria 1993; Menjivar 2000; Tienda and Booth 1991), others have 

focused their analyses on the study of children and youth. Researchers have studied, for 

instance, the relationships between parents and children in the processes of language 

socialization at home (e.g., Baquedano-López 1998; Zentella 1997, Orellana 2009); the 

impact of immigrant children’s educational experiences in family life (e.g., Delgado-

Gaitan 1992; Valdés 1996); children and youth' media usage (Katz 2014; Moran 2011); 

and the relationship between children’s cultural assimilation, identity development, and 

psychological well-being (e.g., Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 2001). Across several 

longitudinal studies, assimilation scholars have also analyzed youth trajectories of 

incorporation, especially with the “new second generation,” focusing on large-scale 

social patterns, parental resources, and the long term outcomes of immigrant youth 

assimilation processes (Rumbaut 1996; Zhou 1997; Portes & Rumbaut 2001; Kasinitz et 

al. 2008). 

Immigrant youth experiences are heterogeneous and as diverse as their family’s 

socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds and their contexts of reception. Family 

dynamics, parenting styles, modes of incorporation, and the resources that immigrant 

parents have brought with them and have cultivated in the new country, shape multiple 

dimensions of children and youth assimilation processes. Because not all immigrants start 

their assimilation trajectories with the same individual and structural factors, their social 

mobility and cultural participation is best understood intergenerationally according to 

their particular circumstances. This is especially relevant when analyzing the pathways of 

immigrants from Latin America and Mexico because they come from different 

backgrounds and arrive in diverse contexts of reception. Given the nature of their 

journeys and the racial and social inequalities of their countries of origin, many of the so-
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called Latino/Hispanic immigrants arrive in the U.S. with low educational attainment and 

few economic resources. Hence, it could be said that they start their immigrant 

assimilation trajectories from a position of disadvantage. In the case of the Mexican 

immigrants who have arrived to the U.S. during the last four decades, for instance, it is 

very clear that the majority of them came to work in low-skilled jobs. Data from 2009 

showed that Mexican immigrants are overwhelmingly represented in jobs that are low 

skilled, in terms of formal education, including construction, transportation, and service 

occupations (Brick et al. 2011). Compared with other immigrants, Mexicans have the 

lowest levels of formal education. According to a report from 2011, 65% of Mexican 

immigrants 25 and older have less than a high school degree compared to 32% of all 

other foreign-born adults (Brick et al. 2011). 

1.1. An Intergenerational Voyage: Five Immigrant Families 

To be able to work more, to live more comfortably than in Mexico, mostly that’s 
why we moved here. There I didn’t have – there is work but they don’t pay much, 

there isn’t too much money, that’s why I came.  (Mr. Florez, Miguel's Father) 

 
Gabriela (14), Inara (18), Miguel (14), Antonio (17), and Sergio (18) are all 

members of immigrant families of Mexican origin. All of their parents migrated to Texas 

in search of economic opportunities, hoping to become part of the U.S. labor force, and 

dreaming of improving their lives. Given the few resources they brought with them, and 

the market demand for low skilled labor, these five immigrant families started their 

assimilation trajectories in the U.S. by being incorporated into the low-income working-

class. At the moment of our fieldwork, all of these families were in the midst of 

assimilating to their new life, moving not only geographically, but also changing 

culturally, economically and socially. Settled in the north of Austin’s metropolitan area, 

parents and children lived in an ethnically and racially diverse suburban area that had 

both low middle and working class households. All the children had been attending local 

public schools in the U.S., and with the exception of one family, both parents (mother 
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and father) were employed and contributing income to the household. As each journey of 

these immigrant families reveals, they had advanced in their process of assimilation 

across multiple dimensions according to the different economic, cultural, human, and 

social resources they had brought, cultivated, and mobilized. Their assimilation process 

has been uneven and multidirectional, and different members of the families, in particular 

youth, had assimilated faster than adults across the cultural and linguistic dimensions.  

Through a series of family profiles I will try to provide a concise picture of the 

voyages that each of the subjects from this study, and their parents, have been 

experiencing during their migration process. Movement is the essential feature of 

immigration, and both youth and their parents experience it at different paces, with 

different degrees of agency, and with different outcomes. The family profiles trace 

movement across space, time, culture, and social class, and are intended to introduce the 

unique characteristics of the family contexts where Gabriela, Inara, Miguel, Antonio, and 

Sergio grew up. Although they are not intended to be comprehensive, the profiles outline 

the families' assimilation trajectories, and highlight some of the most important structural 

and personal factors that have shaped the incorporation of these Latino/Hispanic youths 

to the United States. Despite showing the heterogeneity of these journeys, the profiles are 

also intended to reveal some common patterns, especially in relation to the lack of 

resources brought by parents at the moment of entering the country. All of these families 

were assimilating in complex and uneven ways, but only one of them, the family of 

Gabriela, was clearly on way to transition to the American middle class. 

 

The Aguirre Family (Inara del Carmen) 

Mr. and Ms. Aguirre moved to the U.S. thirty years ago from a rural town in the 

northern Mexican state of Coahuila, in search of economic opportunities. With fair 

educational attainment (both had graduated from high school), little knowledge of 

English, and few economic resources, they first settled in Houston and were able to start 

working in service jobs and raising a family. Mr. Aguirre worked as a gardener mowing 
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lawns in middle class suburban houses, while his wife stayed at home taking care of their 

two U.S. born sons and eventually found opportunities doing low skill jobs as a 

housekeeper. One year after Inara was born in 1993, the whole family moved to Austin as 

Mr. Aguirre was looking for ways of starting his own landscaping business in a smaller 

city. This movement helped the family to continue advancing their assimilation process 

to the U.S. working class, and moving upwardly in socioeconomic terms. The two 

parents had improved their English skills, became U.S residents, and the three children 

were enrolled in U.S. public schools. Although the two older male brothers graduated 

from high school and dropped out of local community college, the younger sister, Inara, 

was about to finish high school and wanted to study fashion design at the university level.  

In Austin, Mr. Aguirre worked for the City in the maintenance department and 

had managed to grow a landscaping enterprise where he employed his two older sons. 

Released from the tasks of child rearing, Ms. Aguirre enrolled in ESL classes and 

obtained an associate degree as a nurse's assistant. After living in a neighborhood closer 

to the downtown area for nine years (Muller), the family moved to the northwest part of 

the city in what used to be the suburbs, and lived in a more spacious old suburban house 

Mr. Aguirre bought. As the two older sons became independent and found ways of 

renting their own places, only Inara continued to live in the house with her two parents. 

Spanish was the spoken language at home, and the media domestic environment was fair 

and distributed across the bedrooms and the living room. They had two television sets, 

broadcast television, Internet connection, and a home computer. Besides having lived in 

Houston for twelve years and in Austin for eighteen, the Aguirre family had cultivated 

their social and cultural resources in Mexico and maintained their connections with their 

extended family in their country origin. They visited their hometown in Coahuila 

periodically for vacations, received family guests from Mexico in their house in Austin 

during holidays, and allowed their children to live with their grandmother in Mexico 

during several summers.  
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The Chapa Family (Antonio) 

From a rural town in the state of San Luis Potosi, northern Mexico, the Chapa 

family migrated to Central Texas 20 years ago in search of safety and economic 

opportunities. Both parents brought with them few social and economic resources. They 

did not speak English and their literacy level in Spanish was low since they had only 

completed elementary school in Mexico. First, Mr. Chapa migrated to Dallas, started to 

work in the informal construction sector, and rented a house. Two years later, Ms. Chapa, 

carrying her daughter Maria, reunited with him. While Mr. Chapa worked long hours 

taking several construction jobs, Ms. Chapa took care of the house and their children. 

After a couple of years living in Dallas and saving money, they decided to move to 

Austin, a city that according to Mr. Chapa was calmer, smaller, and easier to navigate. In 

Austin, the Chapa family continued their process of assimilation and the family grew 

with two U.S. born children (Antonio and Jose, the youngest). Their parents kept working 

hard in low skill jobs and learned basic English skills through their interactions at work 

and with the help of their children who acted as translators. After living in a small house 

in the north west of the city, the family moved to an old suburban house that Mr. Chapa 

was able to buy. Slowly, the family continued assimilating to the U.S. working class and 

moving upwardly. The three children were fluent in English and went to elementary, 

middle, and high school. Maria graduated from Freeway High School in 2010, Antonio 

finished in 2012, and Jose was in his freshman year. Mr Chapa became a U.S. citizen and 

continued working in construction and Ms. Chapa obtained a green card and started to 

work as a janitor in a cleaning service company. Although Spanish was the spoken 

language at home, English was also practiced by children through their multiple 

interactions with the new media tools and networks they could access at the household. 

Although their home media environment was not rich, it was fair with several television 

sets, direct-broadcast satellite service, a DVD, a high fi stereo, a home computer, and 

Internet connectivity. It played a central role in both the cultural assimilation into the U.S 

and the maintenance of contact with the Mexican and Hispanic/Latino cultures. Despite 
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the fact that the Chapa family was able to make periodical visits to their home town in 

San Luis Potosi in years previous to the 2007-2008 U.S. economic crisis and the 

increasing narco violence in northern Mexico, the hardship of recent years have limited 

their ability to travel back to Mexico. 

 

Martinez Family (Sergio) 

The Martinez family’s journey is a story of separations and reunions, movements 

back and forth between Mexico and the U.S., Texas and California. From a rural town in 

the state of Tamaulipas, northeastern Mexico, Ms. Martinez and her recently Mexican 

born child (Sergio) moved to the U.S. in search of economic opportunities, safety, and 

family support. They left in Mexico a divorced father and two older children. As a single 

mother with a baby, Ms. Martinez settled in Stockton, California, where her sisters lived, 

and started a new life. With few economic resources, low levels of education (middle 

school), and the help of her extended family, Ms. Martinez raised Sergio in California. 

Thanks to having been born in the U.S., Ms. Martinez had the benefits of being a U.S. 

citizen (second generation immigrant) even though she had lived most of her life in 

Mexico. Utilizing her rights as a citizen she was able to obtain for Sergio a resident 

permit and green card. Despite her limited knowledge of English, Ms. Martinez found 

low skilled jobs in the cleaning sector, and worked very hard in order to take care of 

Sergio. Although her two older children visited Ms. Martinez in California several times, 

only the one middle child, Mario, decided to live with her in Stockton for few years, 

while the oldest, Julia, decided to settle in Texas and start a family. Meanwhile, Mr. 

Martinez, the father, never migrated to the U.S.  

After fourteen years living in California, Ms. Martinez and Sergio moved to 

Austin, Texas, in order to reunite with Julia and Mario. Julia already had three children 

and lived with her husband in a big-older suburban house in the north east of Austin. 

Mario moved to Texas after dropping out of community college in Stockton and also 

started to raise a family in a low-income suburban household near his sister’s home. After 
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settling in Julia's house and customizing a garage into a new master bedroom, Ms. 

Martinez and Sergio adapted very fast to the life in their new home and city. They found 

support with Julia and Mario, who, although had low wage jobs and were very busy, now 

lived very close. Once in Austin, Sergio entered his junior year in high school and Ms. 

Martinez started to take care of her new home and reconfigured family. She cleaned, 

cooked and helped to raise her grand children, as well as contributed to the home budget 

with the salary she earned working as a janitor at a church school. The reunification, 

allowed the family to move upward in their assimilation process and access more social, 

economic, cultural, and human resources. Although Spanish was the language spoken at 

home by the adults, English was spoken by children and heard through multiple media 

devices. Julia worked in the service industry and was fluent in English, and her husband 

owned a truck and worked in construction. The domestic media environment was fair, 

with television sets in all the bedrooms and in the living room, satellite television, several 

videogame consoles, wireless Internet connection, an old desktop computer, a high fi 

stereo, and a telephone landline. The Martinez family did not maintain their transnational 

connections in Mexico, and Sergio had visited Tamaulipas just once to meet his father at 

the age of fourteen. 

 

The Flores Family (Miguel) 

From Mexico City, the capital of Mexico, the Flores family migrated to the U.S. 

in search of economic and educational opportunities. First, Mr. Flores moved to Austin, 

Texas, nine years ago, leaving in Mexico City his wife and two young twin children 

(Miguel and Marcus). With few economic resources, undocumented, little knowledge of 

English, and low level of education (middle school), Mr. Flores settled in south Austin 

with the help of his two older brothers who had migrated years before and worked in the 

service industry. Very quickly Mr. Flores started to work in local restaurants, was able to 

manage having several jobs as a cook, and saved money. After two years of hard work, 

Mr. Flores was ready to receive his wife and six year old twins who traveled from 



 
 

76 

Mexico City undocumented. He rented a mobile home in the north of Austin where the 

reunited family settled down. Once in Austin, Ms. Flores took care of the house and 

childrearing, while Mr. Flores continued advancing his career as a cook working in 

several kitchens and improving his skills. The twin brothers went to public schools, 

learned English very fast, and advanced to high school. As Mr. Flores increased his 

income the domestic media environment became richer with several television screens, 

video game consoles, and a desktop computer. The family modes of transportation 

became more flexible with two SUVs cars. The Flores family was moving upward and 

integrating to the U.S. working class despite their undocumented status. They also moved 

geographically within the city of Austin. As the family expanded with two U.S. born 

children (second generation and U.S citizens), and Miguel and his twin brother finished 

middle school, Mr. and Ms. Flores decided to move to a bigger mobile house located in 

the northeastern fringe of Austin. Although Ms. Flores continued to take care of the 

house and childrearing, Miguel and his twin brother started to help taking care of the 

younger brothers (5 years old, and 3 years old) so their mother could engage in activities 

outside the house such as taking English classes in a community program. Given the 

undocumented condition of many of the family members, the Flores family could not risk 

a visit to their extended family in Mexico City and did not maintain transnational 

connections. 

 

The Garcia Family (Gabriela María) 

Mr. and Ms. Garcia migrated to the U.S. from different Latin American countries 

and met after independently setting in the U.S. On the one hand, Ms. Garcia came to 

Austin twenty-three years ago from a rural town in Honduras, a country that faced a 

political crisis and war conflict. She migrated to the U.S. in search of safety and 

economic opportunities and brought with her some economic resources, little knowledge 

of English, and low educational attainment (high school degree). On the other, Mr. 

Garcia moved to Austin twenty years ago from the border city of Nuevo Laredo, 
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Tamaulipas, in northeastern Mexico. He brought with him fair economic resources, some 

knowledge of the English language, middle educational attainment (graduated from high 

school and attended college for a few years) and cultural knowledge (know-how) of the 

U.S. At the moment of his migration, Mr. Garcia had already been back and forth several 

times between the U.S. and Mexico and had cultivated social resources (social capital) at 

both sides of the border. One of his brothers had lived in Austin for several years and 

helped him to settle and quickly find a job. Despite not having college degrees, both Ms. 

and Mr. Garcia have been able to venture into some kind of entrepreneurship leveraging 

their social resources, especially from other family members who lived in Austin. Mr. 

Garcia had a managerial position in his own window screen business, and Ms. Garcia 

worked independently as a personal chef (catering service), a nursing aid, and a 

housekeeper in an exclusive neighborhood in the south west of the city.  

The Garcia family was intent on rapid upward mobility and made several efforts 

to transition to the mainstream middle class. Besides their occupational advancement, the 

family was in the process of improving its educational achievement. Gabriela (14) and 

Eva (12), the two U.S. born children (second generation immigrants), were in advance 

placement classes at their public schools and had been constantly pushed by their parents 

to succeed academically and to pursue a postsecondary education. Thanks to its economic 

well-being, the family built a rich media domestic environment in a suburban household 

located in the northeast of the city. Both parents have learned to speak and read English, 

and although were not totally proficient, tried to communicate in this second language 

with their children inside the home and to engage in communal media practices. In their 

efforts to assimilate to the mainstream middle class and foster a nuclear family, Mr. and 

Ms. Garcia lived in the same household although they were divorced and each had their 

own room. That unusual configuration made the interactions inside the Garcia family 

very unique, and Mr. Garcia was the person who not only mobilized most of the 

economic, cultural, and human resources, but also the one who was spending more time 

taking care and monitoring the two girls. Although the social and cultural resources of 
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Mr. and Ms. Garcia did not expand transnationally and they did not maintain connections 

and did not visit their countries of origin, their social ties within the U.S. were fair and 

expanded across several states. The family frequently enjoyed visiting extended family 

members in California and Florida, and also received several guests in the house in 

Austin.  

1.2. Cultural Changes 
Among all the transformations that occur with the process of assimilation into a 

new country, the ones related to culture are intensively experienced in the family context. 

The cultural dimension of the process of assimilation alters family dynamics and 

relationships among its members as they assimilate to the host mainstream dominant 

culture at different paces. As immigrants confront the challenges of living in a new 

country they develop particular repertoires of cultural practices such as language and 

media uses, social norms, consumer preferences, and lifestyles. Family repertoires or 

assimilation vary according to the social, cultural, economic, and human resources 

parents have brought, the context of reception, and practical decisions that members of 

the family take in their everyday life. Languages spoken at home, celebration of ethnic 

rituals, ethnic media consumption, food traditions and religious practices, for instance, 

are all part of the cultural repertoires that are developed at the family context and that 

alter the process of cultural assimilation in complex ways. 

Adaptation to the host culture, normative rules, system values, and new language 

can be challenging and stressful for all members of the immigrant family. For children 

and youth, however, cultural assimilation can be more complicated given the fact that 

they acculturate faster than their parents as they have exposure to mainstream institutions 

such as the school, native peer culture, and have more leisure time for engaging in 

activities related to the new culture such as mainstream media consumption. As children 

and youth gain more cultural skills, their position and role within the family can change 

and the differential pace of cultural assimilation between parents and youth can generate 

tensions within the family. What several social scientists have described as “dissonant 
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acculturation” precisely refers to the way in which different levels of cultural assimilation 

can create conflicts and behavioral problems within the family as children and youth feel 

alienated from parents (Suarez Orozco M. & Suarez-Orozco C. 2001; Hernandez and 

McGoldrick 1999; Portes & Rumbaut 2001; Rumbaut 2005). 

In the context of family life, cultural assimilation can have different outcomes, 

both positive and negative, and influence other dimensions of assimilation such as 

economic and social adjustment. Segmented assimilation scholars, for instance, have 

theorized and empirically tested the relationship between socioeconomic outcomes and 

three different types of cultural adaptation. In their typology of intergenerational cultural 

assimilation, Alejandro Portes and Ruben Rumbaut explained how three different parent-

child acculturation styles align with three different pathways of socioeconomic mobility. 

(1) “Consonant acculturation” is related to the upward socioeconomic assimilation 

pathway and occurs when parents and children join a process of rapid abandonment of 

the home language and culture, and together search for integration into the mainstream 

culture while fostering their family cohesion. This method of cultural assimilation occurs 

in a context of reception of mainstream middle class. (2) The “selective acculturation” 

type also leads to upward socioeconomic assimilation but a slower pace, as parents and 

children combine elements of the new and original culture, in a reception context of a co-

ethnic community and working class. Parents and children gradually learn the new 

language and mainstream cultural repertoires, while at the same time retaining their 

original language and some of their ethnic values and norms. (3) “Dissonant 

acculturation” is related to downward socioeconomic assimilation and takes place when 

children learn the English language and adopt mainstream lifestyles faster than their 

parents in a reception context of racial discrimination and poverty. This process leads to 

intergenerational conflict and the reversal of roles within the family. Children assume 

adult responsibilities at an early age and have to act as brokers between their parents and 

the host culture. According to researchers, in the “dissonant acculturation” 
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intergenerational tensions emerge because children feel embarrassed by their parents as 

they try to assimilate to the mainstream (Portes & Rumbaut 2001; Rumbaut 2005). 

 

Trajectory Context of 
Reception Outcomes Acculturation 

Upward Middle class. 

High education and 
occupational attainment, 

Integration into the 
economy. 

Consonant. Parents and children fully 
adopt mainstream culture. 

Monolingualism. Preservation of 
parental authority. 

Upward 
Working class and 
strong co-ethnic 

communities. 

High education 
achievement, time-

honored integration into 
the economy through 

education. 

Selective. Bicultural. Bilingual. Parents 
and children adopt certain mainstream 

cultural practices. Preservation of 
parental authority. 

Downward 

Working class and 
hostile context of 

reception 
characterized by 
discrimination. 

Low educational and 
occupational 
achievement. 

Dissonant. Marginalized. Parents do not 
learn to speak English. Loss of parental 

authority. 

Table 1: Typology of Assimilation Trajectories 

Despite being an important model for the study of immigrant families, the three 

different acculturation types described in the theory of segmented assimilation do not 

take into account the complexity and messiness that can actually happen on the ground. 

As other scholars of immigration have pointed out, segmented assimilation theory may be 

too pessimistic and exaggerates the structural factors working against nonwhite 

immigrants (Alba and Nee 2003; Waters et al. 2010; Kasinitz et al. 2004, 2008). By 

doing so, the segmented assimilation theory idealizes the relationship between race-

ethnicity and poverty, ignoring the fact that immigrants can have social mobility even 

though they keep their racial and ethnic markers. As social scientists have started to show 

through empirical, multi-method, and longitudinal studies, so called “dissonant 

acculturation” does not necessary determine a downward process of socioeconomic 

mobility toward marginalization, but could also be related to slow upward mobility 

within the working class. In the longitudinal “New York Second Generation” study, for 

instance, Kasinitiz and a group of researchers found that children of immigrants growing 

up in New York City, despite living in a context of racial discrimination, poor schools, 
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and lacking economic opportunities in an hourglass economy with a shrinking middle 

class, are not only doing better than their parents, but also better than some of their native 

peers (Kasinitz et al. 2004, 2008; Waters et al. 2010). According to their findings, the 

different types of acculturation (consonant, dissonant, selective) outlined by Portes & 

Rumbaut (2010) do not seem to matter much for the socioeconomic outcomes of second-

generation immigrants (Waters et al. 2010). 

In the case of the five Latino/Hispanic families of my study, cultural changes 

could be described as a mixture of “selective” and “dissonant acculturation.” As I intend 

to document in this chapter, as well as through the whole dissertation, the acculturation 

processes for these families and their youth turned out to be more uneven and messier 

than that described by segmented assimilation researchers and did not necessary lead 

toward a trajectory of downward social mobility. Disparities between the acculturation 

processes of parents and children were actually quite wide and, although they did not 

generate much intergenerational tension (at least during the fieldwork period), several 

reversal roles and brokering activities emerged within all five families. Cultural 

transformation, therefore, occurred in both a selective and a dissonant manner. Given the 

minimal social, human, and economic resources of almost all the parents (the only 

exception was the Garcia family), all the families confronted acculturation gaps that were 

especially evident in the use of language and digital media technologies. The 

socioeconomic outcome of cultural adaptation, however, was not marginalization, despite 

dissonance. These families were assimilating socioeconomically to the U.S. working 

class in the particular reception context of the fastest growing city in Texas and a robust 

high tech economy that demanded low skilled labor in several services such as 

construction, cleaning, food, and gardening. In Austin, these families encountered a 

reception context where some of their original cultural repertoires were already mixed 

and rooted in the everyday life of the city in the form of food choices (e.g. breakfast 

tacos, tamales, aguas frescas), language (e.g. Spanish, names of the streets), ethnic media 

(radio, television, print), and music (e.g. tex-mex, conjunto banda, cumbia). Although 
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their position in this reception context was often disadvantageous given the deep history 

of subordination of Mexican-descended people living in the U.S. southwest territories, it 

also offered opportunities for adaptation and slow socioeconomic mobility comparable to 

the possibilities they would find in their countries of origin, and were in fact, better in 

terms of earning capacity, education, safety and access to new media tools and networks. 

In order to understand the complex and uneven cultural assimilation process that 

immigrant youths navigate at the family life context, I will briefly discuss some of the 

cultural characteristics of the Latino/Hispanic family focusing on the issues of language 

and digital media use. 

1.3. The Latino/Hispanic Family 
The study of Latino/Hispanic families in the United States has been the subject of 

prolific scholarly research since the 1970s. Sociologists, economists, anthropologists, 

educators, geographers, psychologists and communication scholars have studied the 

Latino/Hispanic domestic sphere in order to understand immigration, labor, delinquency, 

teen pregnancy, educational attainment, youth development and media consumption. As a 

result, a vast body of knowledge on the cultural characteristics of Latino/Hispanic 

families has emerged. 

Relying on quantitative data collected by the U.S. government and other 

institutions, early studies on Latino/Hispanic families have often overemphasized their 

disadvantaged position and fostered the creation of a pathological narrative of a “culture 

of poverty” and social ill around this segment of the population. As Robin Harwood et al. 

(2002) state, “Demographic trends have contributed to research emphasizing social ills 

among Latinos” and have created a bias “towards problem-focused research in studies of 

Latino children, youth, and families.” (22) For instance, one of the long lasting 

assumptions made by U.S. social scientists was that low academic achievement and 

failure was directly related to the cultures of Latino/Hispanic families, especially 

Mexican ones. Such bias positioned these cultures as a deficit and contributed to 

strengthening ideologies of racial/ethnic superiority and hierarchy (Suarez-Orozco and 
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Suarez-Orozco 1995; Valdez 1996; Villenas and Deyhle 1999). In reaction to these 

biases, some scholars called for more studies that examine the Latino/Hispanic 

population in terms of normative growth, development and resilience (Fisher et al. 1998; 

Garcia Coll et al. 1995). 

Other scholars have turned to critical qualitative methods in order to analyze the 

population in their specific sociocultural, political, and economic contexts, revealing their 

cultural strengths, resilience, and agency. Since the 1990s, sociologists and 

anthropologists in the field of education and youth development have developed various 

critical qualitative studies about Latino/Hispanic families. Understanding Latino/Hispanic 

as a heterogeneous group, researchers have begun to reveal the diversity of this 

population and its cultural power in the context of racial and social inequalities and 

demand for low skill labor. Ethnographic works have documented the voices and stories 

of Latinos/Hispanics and provided new insight on their contexts and practices, revealing 

them as positive, creative, and appropriate. Instead of analyzing the Mexican and 

Latino/Hispanic culture as a deficit, these researchers focused on its strengths, and 

explained how cultural traits such as bilingualism, strong family cohesiveness 

(familismo), and ethnic notions of education have become important resources (cultural 

capital) to succeed in the United States (Suarez Orozco 1995; Trueba & Delgado-Gaitan 

1990; Trueba et al. 1993; Valenzuela & Dornbusch 1994). 

As researchers have tried to come to terms with the homogenous notion of the 

Latino/Hispanic population and its heterogeneous reality, they have been able to identify 

ethnic characteristics that persist across most U.S. Latino/Hispanics and are especially 

salient among the Mexican immigrant community. Although these traits serve to 

differentiate Latino/Hispanics from the dominant culture, they are not static and remain 

in constant flux as immigrant and host cultures interact, come closer, and influence one 

another. Familismo (family unity), respeto (respect), marianismo (feminine respectability 

and purity), machismo (misogyny), and educación (moral education), are some of the 

most salient values that shape Latino/Hispanic family dynamics, parent-children 
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relationships, and gender roles. Familismo refers to the existence of a strong family 

orientation, identification, and cohesiveness in which all the family members feel 

responsibility and attachment to each other (Baca Zinn 1982; Cortes 1995; Fulligni et al. 

1999; Marin 1993; Parra-Cardona et al. 2006; Valenzuela and Dornbusch 1994). The 

value of respeto is related to the conformity with strict age and gender roles, the respect 

toward elders and authority, and can at sometimes involve passivity and lack of 

questioning (Sabogal et al. 1987; Valdez 1996). Marianismo and machismo are 

associated with the specific gender roles that mothers and fathers play within the family 

(D’Alonzo and Sharma 2010; Ingoldsby 1991; Jezzini et al. 2008; Opazo, R. M 2008; 

Paternostro 1998). While the latter emphasizes the mother’s self-sacrifice and principal 

role in child-rearing, the former refers to the role of the father reinforcing a patriarchal 

culture. Finally, the value of educación refers to a broader and encompassing notion of 

education that includes both moral education (being good) and academic achievement. 

On the one hand, Hispanic/Latino parents emphasize moral development as they strive to 

make sure their children “follow the good path of life” (el buen camino) (Azmitia and 

Brown 2002; Delgado-Gaitan 1992; Sabogal et al. 1987; Reese et al. 1995; Valdez 1996). 

On the other, researchers have also found that academic achievement is also part of the 

value of educación, and, contrary to popular U.S. dominant culture mythologies, 

Latino/Hispanic parents have high educational aspirations for their children (Henderson 

1997, Goldernber & Gallimore, 1995).27 

1.3.1. Language 
Researchers have always considered use and proficiency of language within the 

host country as an indicator of cultural assimilation. In the case of Latino/Hispanic 

families in the U.S., a robust indicator of their assimilation process is that members 

become proficient in English.  However, as many of the changes that are experienced 
                                                
 
27 However, the high aspirations of Latino/Hispanic parents sometimes are limited by the little knowledge 
of the U.S. educational system that sometimes they have, especially when they are first generation 
immigrants with few social, cultural, and economic resources.  
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during this intergenerational process such as the ones in culture and socioeconomic 

mobility, linguistic assimilation does not happen in a linear and harmonious way. Instead, 

assimilation seems to be messier and multidirectional, especially when observed in the 

context of family life. For Latino/Hispanic families to become proficient in English does 

not always involve losing Spanish, and not all family members learn the new language at 

the same speed. Children and youth usually learn the language faster than their parents. In 

the context of the family, different approaches to language use are developed according 

to the cultural, human, and economic resources parents have brought and the ones they 

have gained and leveraged in the U.S. While some families speak Spanish-only within 

the family unit, others decide to engage with both English and Spanish within the home, 

and still others become English-only speaking families. In the case of the working class 

immigrant Latino/Hispanic families of our study, they have developed an approach, 

which although apparently seems to be one of Spanish-only within the home, when 

analyzed closely, turns out to be more bilingual, with both English and Spanish being 

spoken, listened to, written, and read by family members according to different levels of 

familiarity. 

Despite the media panic about the lack of linguistic assimilation among the 

Latino/Hispanic population, and the spread of ideologies of language purity in the U.S. 

(where the Spanish language and bilingualism are seen as threats to national identity), 

quantitative and qualitative studies continue to reveal that immigrants and native 

Latino/Hispanics are gaining English proficiency according to their generational status 

(Portes & Rumbaut, 2001; Kasinitz, et al. 2008; Alba and Nee, 2003; Alba et al., 2011). 

While foreign born or first-generation Latino/Hispanics tend to be less proficient in 

English, almost all of the second and third generation U.S. born Latino/Hispanics speak 

the dominant language. In a recent survey conducted by the Pew Hispanic Center, 92% of 

second and 96% of third generation Latino/Hispanics considered themselves proficient in 

English, while only 38% of first generation immigrants reported being able to carry on a 

conversation in English.(Taylor et al. 2012). However, as the survey also documented, 
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Latino/Hispanics do also continue to speak their original language and think that future 

generations should speak it as well. 95% of all Latino/Hispanic adults surveyed 

(including both foreign born and U.S. natives) said it was important that future 

generations speak Spanish (Taylor et al. 2012). This evidence, combined with the fact 

that Spanish has become the most spoken non-English language in the U.S., with more 

than 37 million speakers (Gonzalez-Barrera and Lopez 2013), gives us clues to 

understanding why linguistic assimilation at the family context has become more 

bilingual. As the reception context increases the number of Spanish speakers, and the 

consumer market, media industries, and even the government, make efforts for targeting 

the Latino/Hispanic population, delivering content in both English and Spanish, members 

of Latino/Hispanic immigrant families can develop a more flexible and mixed approach 

to languages spoken at home. 

Especially among working class immigrant Latino/Hispanic families with few 

economic, cultural, and human resources, the unevenness of linguistic assimilation is 

noticeable, in the way in which youths in this study referred to the English proficiency 

level of their parents. Because youths have already navigated U.S. elementary and middle 

schools, have successfully completed English learning language (ELL) classes, were 

enrolled in regular High School classes, had native peers, and were engaged with U.S. 

media content, they were all proficient in the host language. Their parents, however, had 

fewer skills. Antonio, for instance, provided an explanation of the differences in the 

English skills of his mother and father when describing the languages that were spoken at 

home. 

Q: Inside your house, do your parents speak in Spanish or in English?  
A: In Spanish more -- they know a bit of English but not much (…) My dad knows 
more English than my mom because he had to take the U.S. citizen test -- you 
need to learn English for that -- well I think -- I don’t know. To find a job, most of 
the time he’ll need to know English so he knows a bit of English. He has a thick 
accent, but he knows it. 
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In the five working class immigrant families of our study, parents did have some 

understanding of the English language and made efforts to improve their skills (gain 

human capital). For instance, the mothers of Sergio and Miguel were both enrolled in 

English classes at a church and a community organization during our year of fieldwork. 

Inara's mother had also been enrolled in English language classes and attended a 

community college. Inara’s father, however, had learned English informally. In one 

interview, Inara explained how her father spoke with an accent because he had not had 

the opportunity to go to school. She said: 

He has a very, very hard accent. I'm like, “You've been living here longer than I 
have,” but then again, he didn't come to school here. He just came to work, like 
every other Hispanic. 
 

Parental English skills were directly related to the economic, cultural, and human 

resources the family had and the educational opportunities they have been able to gain 

either in the U.S. or their home country. In the case of Inara's working class family, the 

father remained busy doing hard work, managing his own gardening enterprise, and 

earning an income to support his wife and three children. In contrast, Gabriela's parents, 

with more economic resources and time, had been able to acquire English skills and U.S. 

cultural “know how” through their jobs and social networks. As a working class family 

transitioning to middle class, Mr. and Ms. Garcia had access to more spaces where they 

could learn the mainstream culture and practice English with native speakers. Further, 

they also tried to actively improve their English skills at home encouraging their children 

to speak both languages. As Gabriela explained, her house was “like 60% English and 

40% Spanish” and all the members of the family tried to speak both languages. Gabriela 

explained her family dynamic in the following way: 

A: My parents speak Spanish to me, but I speak English now, mainly because, 
like, when I go to my mom I speak English. And she practices her English with 
me, and so she speaks English to me. And then whenever she gets mad she talks to 
me in Spanish. But, like, with my dad, he usually talks Spanish to me, but I always 



 
 

88 

talk English back. Like, English became my first language, but I understand 
Spanish, like, 100%.  
Q: And I'm assuming they understand English as well?  
A: Yes, my dad does. My mom, like, you have to say it a couple times sometimes. 
 

The linguistic gap between parents and children opened a space for collaboration, 

where youth actively aided their parents in learning and communicating in the new 

language. Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths helped their parents do translation work and 

became, at different moments and with various frequencies, language and cultural 

brokers. That is, they acted as translators, interpreters, or paraphrasers, helping their 

parents to navigate different situations and contexts (Chu 1999; Katz 2014; Orellana 

2001; Orellana, et al. 2003; Song 1999; Tse 1995, 1996; Valdés 2002; Vásquez, Pease-

Alvarez and Shannon 1994; Valenzuela 1999). Although often the brokering activities 

took place outside the home, they also happened within the family context. Sergio, for 

instance, helped her mother, doing both translation work and teaching her English. As he 

explained: 

A: My mom can speak English, but not that well. So sometimes she'll need me to 
be a translator for her. When she goes to a doctor's appointment, if the doctor 
only speaks English, I'll go with her and translate. So, I'll always try to help her 
out by understanding for her. Sometimes, she asks me to help her learn some 
English, so I'll try to speak to her in English, like some simple sentences, and 
she's been learning ever since.  
Q: Have you tried to teach her? 
 A: Yeah. (...) She comes to me sometimes with how to put words in past tense and 
future tense, because she's also going to English school on Fridays, and when she 
needs help, I'll help her out with her homework like she used to help me out with 
my math homework.��� 
Q: That's very nice. How do you feel teaching English? 
A: I kind of like it, because someone put the idea in my head a couple years back, 
because they realized I speak English, and when I started speaking Spanish to 
them, they were amazed at how I speak Spanish and English very fluently. 
 

Although given the limitations of our study it is not possible to understand the 

nuances of the bilingual approach that each of the five immigrant families developed, our 



 
 

89 

data reveals that they combined the use of both languages at home and that they were 

assimilating into the United States. However, the uneven reality of their assimilation, 

clearly expressed in youth bilingualism, did not seem to marginalize the younger 

members of these families as the segmented assimilation theorists have theorized. As it 

will be seen in the analysis of their media and technology use, immigrant Latino/Hispanic 

parents and their youth were engaged in a process of assimilation that fostered the 

interaction with both the cultures of the host country and the one of their countries of 

origin. 

1.3.2. Media Technologies 
In a rapidly changing high tech-society, like in the United States, the use of media 

technologies at the family level often makes the process of cultural assimilation more 

uneven and multidirectional. As the multiplication of media devices and screens inside 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant households continues to grow, parents and children are able 

to access, individually, not only different content, in both Spanish and English, but also 

different social networks. While they interact in a media-rich and networked 

communication environment, family members can connect to both their “origin” and U.S. 

cultures, based on their personal motivations and orientations. Although their engagement 

varies according to the social, cultural, human, and economic resources they can access, 

peer groups, ages and genders, evidence reveals that Latino/Hispanic family members, 

particularly youth, are becoming more connected to U.S. culture and society, especially 

in terms of new media use and pop culture consumption. For instance, all five immigrant 

Latino/Hispanic youths from our study lived in working class suburban households with 

media-rich domestic environments, and not only had access to broadcast mass media 

such as radio and television, but also to new media networked devices such as computers 

and videogame consoles that were connected to the Internet. Furthermore, most of these 

families, with the exception of the ones of Sergio and Miguel, also had access to smart 

phones and mobile connectivity that adults and youths used across multiple contexts, 

including at home. 
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Research on the use of media technologies among Latino/Hispanic families has 

been conducted in the United States since the 1980s by communication and cultural 

studies scholars, focusing, in particular, on television. This research has developed along 

with the increasing availability in the U.S. of Spanish-language television via major 

outlets such as Univision and Telemundo, and the increasing recognition of 

Latino/Hispanics as an important segment of the U.S. consumer market. Using both 

quantitative and qualitative methods, researchers have investigated issues of 

biculturalism, identity formation, representation, youth development, and audience 

formation. A common finding across all these studies has been that Latino/Hispanic 

children tend to watch more television than other ethnic populations and that they 

consume content in both English and Spanish (Greenberg et al. 1983; Subervi-Velez 

1986; Moran 2011). Researchers have also found that Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

children are adapting faster to the mainstream pop culture due to their engagement with 

the medium of television and their advanced knowledge of the English language 

(Greenberg et al. 1983; Subervi-Velez 1986; Subervi-Velez & Colsant 1993; Moran 

2011). Likewise, communication scholars have demonstrated that immigrant families 

leverage television to connect to the host cultural environment and the new language 

(Kim, 1977, 1988; Tan, 1983; Wilkin, Katz, & Ball-Rokeach 2009; Subervi-Velez 1986). 

Latino/Hispanic parents and their children, therefore, can leverage television viewing as a 

cultural resource and become more assimilated to the host country, in cultural terms 

(Stilling 1997; Subervi-Velez 1986). 

However, despite the emergent body of research on Latino/Hispanic immigrants’ 

media use that shows the positive aspects of television in the process of incorporation 

into the U.S., segmented assimilation researchers have revealed through their longitudinal 

and intergenerational studies, some negative outcomes of television watching. Drawing 

on quantitative data, Alejandro Portes and Ruben Rumbaut found that there was a 

correlation between time of media exposure at home and second generation educational 

attainment and aspirations. As Rumbaut explained in “Paradoxes (And Orthodoxies) of 
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Assimilation” (1997), the available evidence from the “Children of Immigrants 

Longitudinal Study” showed that the role of television as agent of cultural assimilation 

was negative in relation to “successful” academic outcomes (Rumbaut 1997). In a 

reductionist way, and following a long tradition of “media effects” anxiety, Rumbaut 

argued that despite having high levels of engagement with television and knowledge of 

the English language, Latino/Hispanic immigrant children were not assimilating to the 

high achieving U.S. mainstream dominant culture. Instead, the more time they spent 

watching television seemed to be correlated with high school and college drop-drop outs, 

that is, with low educational attainment. 

Anxieties about Hispanic/Latino excessive media use have not only been common 

in the analysis of broadcast mass media. In the twenty-first century, Latino/Hispanics 

high levels of digital media use are also becoming a matter of concern for researchers as 

new media is increasingly used for entertainment purposes. Ironically, after the fears 

about Latino/Hispanics lack of computer and Internet access and the popularity of the 

digital divide discourse in the 1990s, current studies are starting to warn us about the 

increasing amount of time Latino/Hispanic children spend with new media devices. 

Researchers from the Kaiser Family Foundation (2010) found that Latino/Hispanic youth 

are especially avid adopters of new media and heavy consumers of entertainment, 

spending about an hour and a half more each day than White youth using their cell 

phones, iPods and other mobile devices to watch TV and videos, play games, and listen 

to music (Rideout, Lauricella, & Wartella 2011). According to the study, Latino/Hispanic 

youth spend more time than their non-Hispanic white peers with each form of media (TV, 

movies, video games, music, computer, cell phone) except print (e.g., books, magazines). 

In contrast to the 8.5 hours per day of media consumption white youth had, 

Latino/Hispanics spent 13 hours per day. Furthermore, the study showed that children 

from households with lower levels of education have increased their exposure to media. 

Pointing out minority youth high levels of media consumption, researchers argued that 

although the digital divide seemed to be closed in terms of access to technology, a wider 
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gap was emerging in terms of meaningful content creation and education. As Victoria 

Rideout stated in an interview for the New York Times, “instead of closing the 

achievement gap, they [new media] are widening the time-wasting gap” (Ritchel 2012). 

Although from the macro perspective of quantitative data, Latino/Hispanics are 

starting to appear as heavy users of new media devices connected to the Internet, 

disparities in technology access remain, and continue to evolve, shaping youth new media 

practices. A Pew Hispanic Center report from 2011 revealed greater differences in 

broadband access between populations. While only 45% of Hispanic/Latino households 

had broadband Internet access, 65% of White and 52% of Black homes had access to 

broadband (Livingston 2011). The same report showed that significant differences in 

Internet usage persisted between foreign (51%) and native-born Latino/Hispanics (85%), 

as well as between English language speakers (87%) and Spanish speakers (35%) 

(Livingston 2011). Controlling variables related to educational attainment, income, and 

occupation, researchers confirmed that in the case of Latino/Hispanics, both immigrants 

and natives, there is a strong correlation of material access and usage with educational 

attainment and income (Fox & Livingston 2007; Livingston, 2010). The quality of 

technology access at home continues to matter because, given the accelerated rate of 

planned obsolescence of new media devices, many of the content creation and 

educational activities are highly dependent on robust access to computer power, software, 

and high Internet connectivity. 

Beyond the macro perspective of quantitative studies, researchers have also 

started to examine how the new media practices of Hispanic/Latino youth look on the 

ground. Qualitative studies on the new media practices of Latino/Hispanic youth have 

emerged from the fields of sociolinguistics, youth studies, and digital media and learning. 

Given the importance of the family and language for Latino/Hispanics youth, it is not 

surprising that several scholars have focused on the analysis of activities at home and 

intergenerational family relationships (Orellana et al. 2003; De La Peña and Orellana 

2007; Sánchez and Salazar 2012; Tripp and Herr-Stephenson 2009; Tripp 2011; Katz 
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2010, 2014). On the one hand, scholars have analyzed the role of Latino/Hispanic 

children as media brokers for their families actively helping their parents to navigate the 

U.S. environment and mediating their use of technology (De La Peña and Orellana 2007; 

Katz 2010, 2014; Sánchez and Salazar 2012). On the other, researchers have looked at 

how Latino/Hispanic youths negotiate different rules and anxieties in their households in 

relation to computers and other forms of technology (Horst, 2010; Tripp, 2011). As these 

studies confirmed, the qualitative evidence reveals that family dynamics, relationships, 

and resources shape the new media practices of Latino/Hispanic youth and the skills they 

are able to acquire. 

2. IMMIGRANT YOUTH AGENCY IN NETWORKED DOMESTIC ENVIRONMENTS 
Besides their time in school and after school program activities, the five working 

class Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths of our study spent a considerable part of their 

everyday life at the family context. Interestingly, none of them were engaged in “street 

culture.” In other words, they did not hang out on the streets, parks, or malls, and only in 

special occasions went to the movie theater. In contrast, they hung out in their bedrooms 

and families’ living rooms. In the process they developed a repertoire of cultural and 

social activities that in many cases involved the use of new media tools and networks.  

According to the new media domestic environments they had access to, their family 

parenting styles and resources, and their interests and motivations, immigrant youths 

exercised their own agency in the context of home. By doing so, they developed a range 

of media practices and acquired new media skills that shaped their process of assimilation 

into the U.S., especially across the cultural, social, and educational dimensions. 

2.1. Parenting Styles and Attitudes toward Technology 

We are very busy with the job, and although you might think you’re giving 
everything to your family, there are certain things you’re not providing. 

 (Ms. Martinez, Sergio's Mother) 
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Immigrant youth new media practices at the family context are greatly shaped by 

the economic, cultural, human, and social resources of their parents, the family 

assimilation trajectory, and specific approaches developed toward child-rearing (what is 

known as parenting styles). As immigrant parents buy new media devices, engage in joint 

media activities with their children, and monitor (or not) media uses at home, they 

practice particular kinds of parenting styles that reflect their aspirations, expectations, and 

values (Livingstone 2002; Horst 2010). These styles are not only shaped by the 

immigrants' culture of origin and ethnic traditions, but also by the social class the family 

is assimilating to in the host society. In the case of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

families of our study, all the parents, with the exception of Gabriela's, have brought few 

resources with them from Mexico and rapidly assimilated to the U.S. working class by 

working in low-skilled jobs. As part of their assimilation process into a high-tech society 

and culture, and despite having a low socioeconomic status, these Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant parents have tried to set up media environments in their households with a 

range of digital and networked devices that go from television sets to videogame consoles 

to computers. Media technologies were important for all of these immigrant parents, and 

they valued them according to their particular imaginaries about education and 

entertainment, their expectations for their children, several discourses that circulated in 

U.S. institutions (e.g. schools, media, consumer market), and discourses they had been 

exposed to in their countries of origin. 

The parenting approaches of the five immigrant Latino/Hispanics of our study can 

be understood according to the two types of child rearing described by Anette Lareau in 

her seminal work Unequal Childhoods (2003). According to Lareau, families in the U.S. 

develop two kinds of parenting styles that are shaped by social class. That is, by parents' 

income, educational level, and occupation. While middle-class parents develop 

“concerted cultivation,” working-class parents practice “accomplishment of natural 

growth” (Lareau 2003). In the former, parents assume greater responsibility in structuring 

childhood activities and managing their time, and “deliberately try to stimulate their 
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children’s development and foster their cognitive and social skills” (Lareau 2003, 5). In 

the latter, children are expected to grow up naturally, without the constant monitoring and 

periodic intervention of parents, have more autonomy and are expected to navigate on 

their own their relationships with institutions and peers. As Lareau demonstrated, the 

outcome of the two different approaches leads to the transmission of differential 

advantages to children, being “concerted cultivation” the one that leads toward a position 

of privilege and a “sense of entitlement.” While middle-class children learn to act “as 

though they had a right to pursue their own individual preferences and to actively manage 

interactions in institutional settings,” working class children have a “sense of constraint 

in their interactions in institutional settings” and are “less likely to try to customize 

interactions to suit their own preferences” (Lareau 2003, 6). 

The two approaches outlined by Lareau can be used to explain the trajectories of 

social mobility that immigrants experience in the U.S. Whereas immigrants that 

assimilate to the middle-class often embrace a “concerted cultivation” parenting style; 

immigrants that assimilate to the working class more often practice the “accomplishment 

of natural growth” approach. In the case of the five working class Latino/Hispanic of our 

study, all of the parents, with the exception of Gabriela's, practiced some variation of the 

“accomplishment of natural growth,” allowing their children to develop naturally with 

minimal input and monitoring. Interestingly, Gabriela's parents, in their effort to move 

upward and assimilate to the middle-class, developed a kind of “concerted cultivation” 

style in where they actively tried to guide their children, pushed them to achieve in 

school, and managed their extracurricular activities. 

 

Discourses and Imaginaries 

In all the five families, the outcomes of the parenting approaches shaped the 

configuration of the domestic media environments, and the new media practices and 

skills that were developed within the family context. For instance, in the four families 

that developed the “accomplishment of natural growth” approach parents did not 
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participate in joint new media activities or actively monitor the use of new media devices. 

Given their busy schedule and hard work, little knowledge about technology and low 

levels of education, working class parents tended to have little or no participation in 

youth new media practices at home.28 For instance, Mr. and Ms. Aguirre, did not have 

any rules regarding Inara's computer and Internet use. As Inara explained, her parents 

knew she was responsible and believed she understood how to use the technology. 

Q: Do your parents have any rules?  
A: Rules?  
Q: Yeah. 
���A: No. They know I’m responsible for whatever I do on the computer. And so, 
they’re like, “Whatever you do it’s your thing. But you know what you’re doing. 
And you know what consequences you’re getting into. 
 

Likewise, Mr. and Ms. Chapa, the parents of Antonio practiced a working class 

parenting approach with little mentorship and minimal involvement in new media 

practices. Their parenting style was based on trust and the belief that their children were 

doing the correct things. In our home interview, while answering a question about setting 

up rules for media use at home, Mr. Chapa said, 

I don’t think it’s necessary, because I trust them, and I don’t think they will be 
doing things that are not correct. At least that’s the way I think, who knows? Only 
they know. You don’t have to be on top of them, telling them all the time what they 
have to do or not, because if they want to do it, they will do it anyway. I think you 
have to trust them. And, on the other hand, if you scold them a lot they will get 
mad. And regarding me, I don’t scold them. 
 

                                                
 
28 I would like to notice that the way in which the working class parenting approach shapes the use of new 
media at home is very different to “ethic of respectful connectedness” that Clark (2013) has found in her 
studies of lower-income families in the U.S. In “The Parent App: Understanding Families in a Digital Age” 
(2013), Lynn Clark Schofield argues that there are two different patterns of family media use in the digital 
age that vary according to social class. On the one hand, upper-income families have an “ethic of 
expressive empowerment” who encourage children to use media in relation to education, learning, and self-
development and discourage media use that might distract them from goals of achievement. On the other, 
lower-income families embrace an “ethic of respectful connectedness” that emphasize the uses of new 
media “in ways that are respectful, compliant towards parents, and family focused” (Clark 2013, xii). 
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In contrast to the variations of the “accomplishment of natural growth” parenting 

style that characterized the families of Sergio (18), Miguel (14), Antonio (17) and Inara 

(18), the one of Gabriela (14) practiced the “concerted cultivation” approach. By 

developing a variation of this parenting style, Mr. and Ms. Garcia actively tried to 

transition from working-class to middle-class. Although their parenting style did not have 

all the elements and privileges than the one of a native dominant middle-class family, 

their approach intended to actively cultivate the development of their children by 

structuring their activities, buying them high tech consumer goods, developing new 

media practices together, and pushing them to succeed in school. Thanks to their higher 

incomes, independent entrepreneurial activities, and having a diverse and robust social 

network, the Garcias had not only more knowledge about digital technology (Mr. Garcia 

was the only parent who used computers in his work) and more access to consumer 

goods, but also had more time to spend with their children in joint family new media 

practices such as playing video games, doing home videos, and exchanging music files. 

Especially Mr. Garcia, in a sort of patriarchal fashion, actively monitored his children’s 

use of the new media devices he bought them. In one interview, Gabriela explained how 

her dad was aware of her activities online. 

Q: Do you think your parents know what you do online on Facebook and Twitter 
and Tumblr?  
A: Yeah. My dad’s told me, “I know what you do. I know you too good. Trust 
me.”  
Q: So, how does he know? How do you think he knows?  
A: I think because we’re just open with him. I think he just knows us. It’s really 
weird how he knows us. He could just sit me down and be like, “I know you’re 
feeling like this.” And it’s actually correct. I’m like, “Oh my God. He knows me. 
 

Gabriela’s description of her dad’s supervision reveals her feelings about the deep 

knowledge that her dad had about her new media use, and about her life in general. That 

sense of parental supervision, was not only based on the high level of communication that 

she maintained with her dad, but also in her dependency on him for paying Internet and 
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cellphone connectivity and buying multiple new media goods. As Gabriela explained, by 

paying for her cellphone service, her dad was able to monitor what she did with the new 

media tool. She said, 

My dad’s always like, “I pay your bill.” He’s like, “I see when you stop talking at 
night. And I can see how much you text.” (...) usually he’s like, “What time did 
you go to sleep last night?” If it was really late and I’m like, “Early.” He’s like, 
“Liar.” 
 

Ms. and Mr. Garcia developed a “concerted cultivation” parenting style in which 

they actively pushed their children to achieve and to “do better.” Despite not having 

college degrees, both parents, and in particularly Mr.Garcia, played a vital role in 

building career aspirations and preparing their children to do well in school and go to 

college. As Mr. Garcia told us, “what we always tried to tell her (Gabriela) is that no 

matter what, she needs to do good, do better.” Mr. and Ms. Garcia have invested a lot of 

time in keeping track of the academic performance of their two children and have 

nurtured, since early age, the idea that they have to excel in school and get involved in 

enrichment activities. As Gabriela explained, she felt a sense of responsibility in meeting 

her parent’s expectations. She said: 

A: They’re not so strict, but they really push me to do good in school. And I think 
that I know if I got a bad grade or if I failed a class or if I had to take summer 
school they would be really disappointed. And I would feel bad for not meeting 
my parents’ expectations.  
Q: Expectations?  
A: Yes. 
���Q: Do you like it that they have those expectations? Or do you feel like there’s a 
lot of pressure?  
A: I don’t think there’s that much pressure. They don’t say it, but I can feel it. 
 

In contrast to the Garcia family, the other four working class immigrant 

Latino/Hispanic families that practiced the “accomplishment of natural growth” parenting 

style did not constantly instill high achieving expectations. Although Inara, Sergio, 



 
 

99 

Antonio and Miguel parents valued education, they did not have a clear understanding of 

the U.S. schooling system and did not feel the need to push their children to have a high 

educational attainment. For these parents, the fact that their sons and daughters were 

enrolled at U.S. public schools, learned English, and passed their grades, even if they 

were in the general track, was understood as a sign of success and achievement. Although 

it was clear that all of these parents provided support and wanted the best for their 

children, their expectations were lower compared to Gabriela's family, who was making 

efforts to transition to the U.S. middle class. Inara, for instance, explained the kind of 

expectations and support that her parents gave her in the following way: 

my parents, they really don’t push you to do stuff. They don’t push me. (...) They 
never force me into anything. (...) They’re more like, “No. You do what you want 
to do. We’ll support you.” Or sometimes they’d be like, “I think you’re putting 
too much on your plate. You should probably quit dance team.” They’ve been 
telling me that. I was like no. 

2.2.2. The Home Computer and the Present 
Regardless of parenting style, all five immigrant parents made efforts to provide 

new media devices and Internet connectivity to their children. For these parents, new 

media technologies became part of living in the U.S. They believed that new media 

devices and the Internet were important for their children’s development and life in the 

new country. Even though the majority of them had little knowledge of how digital tools 

and networks functioned, these parents provided access in their households according to 

their economic resources. Some of these parents, especially the ones with rural origins 

(Martinez, Chapa, and Aguirre families) had experienced little contact with new media 

devices prior to their migration to the U.S. Although they had used television, radio, and 

telephone, they understood very little about how computers, networked mobile devices, 

videogame consoles, and the Internet functioned, and did not have the time and 

opportunities to learn about them in the U.S. However, in order to help their children 

complete schoolwork, they bought several new media devices. These parents, for 

instance, understood that providing access to a computer and Internet connectivity at 
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home was necessary for the education of their children. Even more specifically, many of 

them understood the home computers as a tool for doing homework. Mr. and Ms. Chapa, 

Antonio's parents, clearly articulated in our home interview this as a reason for buying a 

computer. 

FATHER: The kids needed it [the computer]. 
MOTHER: The kids needed it. 
FATHER: For their homework. (...) That’s why we bought it because they needed 
it for their homework.  
MOTHER: They have many projects which need a computer. 
Q:  Is it like a school supply?   
FATHER: Yes. 
Q: Is it like buying a book, or something like that? 
FATHER: Yes, it was a need, and we had to buy it. 
Q: But before that, had you ever thought about buying a computer? 
FATHER: Maybe, but no-- we didn’t buy one, until we needed it. 
Q: And when did you find out you needed it? 
FATHER: Well, when they said they needed a computer for their homework. 
 

Likewise, Ms. and Mr. Flores described how they bought a home computer when 

Miguel and his brother started to have more homework, as they were moved into an 

advanced track in middle school. After we asked them about the reason for buying the 

computer, they said, 

FATHER: For them, so that they could learn how to use it and do their 
homework, for school stuff mostly, it’s easier.  
MOTHER: Yes, when they were in fourth grade they advanced them to – what’s it 
called? To higher level. (...) So, they had extra homework, they had to do some 
research work and we had to go to the library to search for that information, so 
we decided to buy it. 

 
The discourses of education, learning, and school homework had a great influence 

on the working class Latino/Hispanic immigrant parents and seemed to be the main drive 

for having a computer and an Internet connection at home. However, motivations 

changed according to the new media device that parents bought for their children. Some 
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of these working class immigrant parents, for example, bought videogame consoles and 

portable game systems, as presents and rewards so they could stimulate their children to 

do well in school. Miguel's dad, for instance, explained in our home interview, how he 

maintained a practice of giving his children new media devices, as they advanced in their 

school trajectory and improved their English skills. Mr. Flores said, 

I told them, “Learn English well and improve your level, and once you reach the 
level you need –” What did we buy? A Gameboy. Okay, they wanted a Gameboy, 
okay, we will buy it for them. And they passed and I bought the Gameboy. That’s 
how I started. (…) They tell me or I ask them, it’s something to motivate them a 
little. They say, “I want this.” “Okay, if you pass to the next grade and you do 
well at school, I’ll buy it for you.” I have tried to do that every year. 

2.2.3. The Future of work 
Although all working class Latino/Hispanic immigrant parents articulated the 

discourses of homework, education, and entertainment at the moment of equipping their 

houses with new media devices, only the father of Gabriela mentioned the relation 

between technology and the future of work in U.S society and economy. As Mr. Garcia 

explained during the home interview, technology was very important for the long-term 

development and career pathway of Gabriela. He said: 

it’s very important. If you don’t have technology then you don’t have a job. And 
these days everything you do you have to do it through emails and the Internet 
and websites. So she has to be, she has to have some knowledge in order to know 
how to survive. If she wants to go far. 
 

Differences between the two parenting styles, therefore, were noticeable in the 

discourse that parents articulated about technology in relation to the future of work. In 

harmony with the “concerted cultivation” parenting style, middle class aspirations, richer 

resources, and higher status occupation (owning his own business and using a computer 

at work), Mr. Garcia was able to articulate a discourse about the future transformation of 

jobs that the other working class parents were not familiar with. 
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2.2. Networked Domestic Media Environments 
As part of their process of assimilation in the U.S., the five Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant families of our study built domestic environments that had multiple new media 

devices and Internet connectivity. Although the quality and number of devices varied 

across the different families, all of them had at least one desktop or laptop computer, a 

wi-fi Internet connection, several TV screens, and one videogame console. These 

immigrant families had joined the low-skilled working force, moved to big, 1970s era 

suburban houses in the north of Austin metropolitan area, and set up domestic media 

environments according to some of the standards of a high tech hyper mediated society 

(usually lower standards with the exception of the Garcias). To a certain extent, it could 

be said that immigrant parents made investments in new media goods for their homes in 

an effort to assimilate to the current U.S. working class and to participate in the growing 

new media mass market. By leveraging their earning capacity and building new media 

domestic environments, these five Latino/Hispanic immigrant families made their own 

versions of a safe, modern, and high tech twenty-first century American “dream home.” 

Furthermore, by building these new media domestic environments, parents also 

supported their children's interests in U.S. consumer culture and digital media as much as 

their resources allowed them to do. As the younger members of the family rapidly 

assimilated to the U.S. across the dimensions of language, school, and culture, their 

desire to participate in the host consumer culture grew. In order to meet their children’s 

needs and support their school activities, development at home, and, in general, their 

process of assimilation into the U.S., parents made investments in a range of new media 

goods and services. Thanks to the massification of computers, mobile phones, videogame 

consoles, portable multimedia devices, and the spread of internet connectivity, building a 

new media domestic environment was something that all of these working class 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant parents were capable of doing, even if it was at the most basic 

levels entry. As Table 2 shows, all five families had new media domestic environments 

that were networked and, particularly, rich in screen-entertainment media. Although the 
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quality of technology access was low (except for the Garcia family), these domestic 

environments offered youth a range of media choices where they could exercise their 

own agency, and develop new media practices and skills. 

 

Family Comput
ers 

V-game 
Console 

Mobil
e 
Devic
e 

Smar
t-
Phon
e 

Musical-
Instrume
nt 

Cameras TV Audio Internet 

Garcia 4 Mac 
laptops 

1 wii, 1 
Xbox 

2 iPod 
touch 

4 
iPhon
es 4S 

1 piano, 1 
flute 

1 digital 
video, 2 
digital 
photo 

4 TV screens, 1 
direct-broadcast 
satellite service, 1 
DVD 

1 HiFi 
Stereo 

wi-fi 
DSL 

Chapa 

1 Dell 
Inspiron 
laptop, 1 
broken 
laptop, 1 
broken 
desktop 

1 
Nintend
o NES, 1 
Nintend
o 
GameCu
be 

1 iPod 
touch 

5 
Sams
ung 
Andro
id 

2 guitars 
(electric, 
acoustic) 

1 broken 
analogue 
photo 
camera 

3 TV screens, 1 
direct-broadcast 
satellite service, 1 
broken TV, 1 
DVD, 1 VCR 

1 Radio wi-fi 
DSL 

Aguirre 
1 Dell 
Inspiron 
laptop 

1 Wii none 

3 
Sams
ung 
Andro
id 

none none 2 TV screens, 
broadcast 

1 HiFi 
Stereo 

wi-fi 
DSL 

Flores 
1 
Optiplex 
desktop 

1 Wii, 1 
Xbox 

1 
Ninte
ntdo 
DS 

1 
Andro
id 

none none 

2 TV screens, 1 
direct-broadcast 
satellite service, 2 
DVDs 

1 HiFi 
Stereo, 
4 
radios 

wi-fi 
DSL 

Martin
ez 

1 Dell 
desktop 

1 Wii, 1 
Play 
Station, 
1 Xbox 

none none none none 

5 TV screens, 1 
direct-broadcast 
satellite service, 4 
DVDs, 1 DVR, 2 
VCR 

1 HiFi 
Stereo, 
1 radio 

wi-fi 
DSL 

Table 2: Domestic Media Environment of the Five Families 

Not surprisingly, the differential quality of material access at home was 

determined by the economic, social, and cultural resources that families had brought with 

them and gained while living in the U.S. Given the richer resources of Gabriela's parents, 

the Garcias' new media domestic environment had a higher quality in terms of 

connectivity, computer power, multiplicity of devices, and individual ownership. The 

four members of the Garcia family had personalized access to last generation Macbook 

laptops, multimedia software, iPhones, and Wi-Fi Internet connection at home. In a clear 

sign of assimilation into the U.S. consumer culture and willingness to transition to the 

middle class, Mr. Garcia explained to us that his income allowed him to make a “nice 
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living,” buy “lots of stuff,” and have a “happy family”. Regarding the decision to buy new 

laptops for each family member, he explained that: “it’s easier when they [Gabriela and 

her sister] got their own laptops. They kind of asked and I got them. (...) It becomes 

handy. And it keeps everybody happy.” 

Four television sets, two videogame consoles (Wii, Xbox), two DVD players, an 

electric piano, and direct-broadcast satellite television service complemented the new 

media domestic environment of the Garcia family, providing a wide range of media 

choices for all family members. Other digital tools such as photography and video 

cameras, and portable multimedia devices were also available in a more personalized 

manner at the Garcia's household. Gabriela, for instance, had access to an iPod touch, a 

flute, and two photography cameras (one compact Canon Powershot, and one SLR Canon 

Rebel) that Mr. Garcia had bought her in order to support her interests in photography 

and music. 

In contrast to the Garcias, the families of Inara, Sergio, Antonio, and Miguel, 

confronted more limitations at the moment of setting up their domestic environments. As 

a result of having fewer economic resources, these families experienced lower quality of 

material access to new media technology at their households. Home computers, for 

instance, were outdated, lacked multimedia software, had small screens (12-16”) and 

were shared among several members of the family. In the Martinez household, for 

instance, Sergio had to share an old desktop computer (with a 16”screen monitor) with 

his mother, his sister, his two nieces (ages 12 and 14), and little nephew (age 8). In the 

Aguirre family, Inara shared an old Dell 15” laptop computer with her mother. In the 

Chapa family, Antonio shared a Dell 12” laptop computer with his younger brother (age 

15) and his older sister (age 20). In the Flores family, Miguel shared an old Dell desktop 

computer (14” screen monitor) with his twin brother that he described as a “16 year old 

crappy Optiplex.” Although the other computers were probably not as old as the one that 

the Flores family had, they were more than six years old, ran on outdated versions of the 
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Window operating system, and did not have multimedia software (with the exception of 

Antonio’s laptop). 

Lower quality and quantity of material access, as Ellen Seiter has argued in 

“Practicing at Home: Computer, Pianos, and Cultural Capital,” (2008) affects the 

development of “digital literacy skills that are robust and confident”(32). Old computers 

and few hours of practice limit the kinds of activities that youth can do as well as their 

disposition toward technology. As a result of low quality and quantity of material access, 

usage quality decreases and developing new media skills, both technical and 

sociocultural, becomes difficult. Even more important, low quality and quantity of access 

directly undermines the possibility of acquiring the disposition (cultural capital) for using 

new media beyond casual and recreational modes. As Seiter has pointed out, there is “an 

underestimation of specific forms of cultural capital required to maintain the systems 

themselves and move beyond the casual, recreational uses of computers to those that 

might lead directly to well-paid employment” (29). Such challenges were confronted by 

youth such as Miguel, Sergio, and Antonio, whose interest in gaming and audiovisual 

production required high quality of material and usage access. Antonio, for instance, 

expressed his desire to have a better computer at home in the following way: 

I really want to get a Mac, because they’re faster, they’re -- what I’m interested 
in, I can do that on that and most PCs are really slow and you can’t really do 
most of the stuff I want to do. 
 

Despite limited practice time, lack of computer power, and outdated new media 

devices, all these Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth still figured out ways to exercise their 

agency in the family context while using the digital tools and networks they had. For 

instance, taking advantage of the networking capabilities and computer power of 

videogame consoles, Inara, Miguel, and Sergio, became avid users of their Wii and Play 

Station consoles for streaming TV shows and movies from the Internet via Netflix, 

YouTube, and Hulu. Although such kind of new media practices were clearly oriented 

toward entertainment and cultural consumption, it was still important for participating as 
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consumers in U.S. society. By interacting with the audiovisual content they retrieved 

using videogame consoles, these youth, found opportunities to not only practice English 

within the home, but also had the chance to familiarize themselves with the narratives 

and symbols of U.S. youth culture. 

2.2.1. The mobile disruption 
Bigger disparities in material access to technology were noticeable when looking 

at the ownership of mobile phones. Not surprisingly, given the configuration of the 

Martinez family with a single working class mother, and numerous people living in the 

same household (3 adults, 4 children), resources were more scare. As a result, neither 

Sergio nor his Mother had access to cellphones. Likewise, the Flores family could not 

provide access to smart phones to their children, and only the father could afford having a 

mobile telephone. In contrast, Inara, Gabriela, and Antonio, had access to smartphones 

that were paid by an older family member. Mr. Aguirre and Mr. Garcia paid the 

cellphone bills of Inara and Gabriela respectively; Maria, the older sister of Antonio, paid 

for the mobile telephone of his brother.  

Access to smart phones considerably expanded the range of media activities youth 

could develop at the context of home because these devices provided anytime/anywhere 

Internet connectivity, web browsers, audiovisual recording capabilities, text messaging 

tools, GPS navigation, and a range of applications for reproducing, creating and sharing 

content. Hence, having a smart phone meant more than accessing a simple 

communication tool. The mobile phone became a portable entertainment and production 

center, a mini-computer for communication, sociality, and navigation. 

However, the smart phone was not the only new media device that youth could 

use for multiple purposes and in a mobile (anytime/anywhere) fashion. There were other 

powerful mobile devices, such as the iPod and the Nintendo DS that had networking 

capabilities and could be used for connecting to the Internet and reproducing multimedia 

content (both from the network and from dedicated memory storage). For Miguel and 

Sergio, the two youth who did not have access to cellphones, these kind of multimedia 
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mobile devices became a valuable resource they could use not only for entertainment 

(especially music and games), but also, for communication and sociality. For instance, 

Sergio used an iPod touch given to him by Antonio, and was able to exchange text 

messages with his peers using an application he installed in the mobile device. Miguel 

also leveraged a multimedia mobile device for sociality as he used the browser of his 

Nintendo DS in order to access online social networking sites such as Facebook and send 

direct messages to his peers from his home.  

2.2.2. Negotiating Public and Private Spaces  
Family members, according to their age, gender, and roles, assume different 

positions of power and negotiate the organization of the media domestic environment. In 

modern twentieth century homes (especially in the U.S and U.K.), as communication 

scholars have argued, this environment has been divided spatially in public and private 

spaces, structured in time according with the family rhythms and routines, and organized 

according to social class values and earning capacity (Seiter 1993; Livingstone and Bovill 

2001; Livingstone 2002; Horst 2010). In the case of the five Latino/Hispanic families of 

our study, the spatial and temporal organization of the new media domestic environment 

revealed their trajectory of assimilation into the U.S. working class, the beliefs and 

aspirations that characterized their parenting styles, and the bicultural dynamics and 

acculturation gaps between parents and children. Although given the limitations of our 

study and data collection it is difficult to create a detailed map of the new media domestic 

environment, our data allows us to discuss some of the main characteristics of the 

temporal and spatial organization of this environment in the five Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant families. In particular, it allows us to analyze how these families negotiated 

the distribution of media in the “public space” of the living room and the “private space” 

of the teenager bedroom. 

In all the five working class immigrant families cultural assimilation differences 

between parents and children situated the latter in a position of relative power where they 

played roles as translators, learners, and experts in the U.S. culture. As a result, the 
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building of the new media domestic environment, as well as its temporal and spatial 

organization, reflected the interests of both parents and children and the acculturation 

gaps between them. While parents negotiated the organization of the domestic media 

environment with a cultural frame characterized by the use of Spanish language, 

familismo (strong family orientation and cohesion), and a communal provision of media, 

youth used a framework marked by the use of the English language, individualization, 

and personalized media. Although at first glance, the process of parent-children 

negotiation seemed to locate the original culture in the public spaces of the house, and the 

host culture in the private spaces of youth bedrooms, the reality turned out to be more 

complicated. Given the networked affordances of the new media devices and the Internet 

connectivity of the households, the Latino/Hispanic and U.S. cultures coexisted in the 

public spaces and were juxtaposed by the different media practices that family members 

developed. 

2.2.3. Personalized Environments and the Bedroom Space 
For all the five immigrant youth of our study, the space of their bedroom was an 

important context of media use at home. It was a space for personal expression, leisure, 

rest, and media activity. Due to their busy school schedule (8am-4pm), and after-school 

activities (4-6:30pm approximately), their activities in the bedroom tended to happen at 

night and early morning during the weekdays. On weekends and school breaks, however, 

their activities in this space intensified. Despite sharing bedrooms with other members of 

the family (only Inara had a single bedroom), these youths carved out semi-private spaces 

in their bedrooms where they could engage in new media practices away from the 

supervision of their parents, and have more control over their media schedule and usage 

time. In the semi-private space of their bedrooms, and according to the media devices 

they had available, youth had the opportunity to explore their interests in music, games, 

television and cinema, and also to connect to the Internet and to their peers via wi-fi 

networks. Given these cultural and social interests, their bedrooms were mostly English-

language oriented. 
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Although the bedrooms of Inara, Gabriela, Antonio, Miguel, and Sergio were 

different in size, furniture, decoration, and quantity and quality of new media devices, all 

of them had at least one TV screen, one videogame console with networking capabilities, 

and one mobile device (in the case of Sergio, borrowed). Hence, even the lack of access 

to a computer within the bedroom, these youth could connect to the Internet via their 

videogame consoles or mobile devices and engage in a range of different activities 

including browsing the web, exchanging messages with peers, and reproducing of 

audiovisual content. However, given the design of the video game consoles and its 

controllers, the latter activity was the one preferred by youth when they used these 

devices to connect to the Internet. For instance, Miguel spent many hours in his bedroom, 

beyond the sleep time schedule fixed by his parents, watching U.S. TV shows and movies 

via Netflix and U.S. amateur videos via YouTube he could reproduce using a Wii and a 

small TV screen. As one of the photos (Figure 1) that Miguel took in our participant-

generated data exercise (mapping out daily uses of technology) illustrates, the set-up of 

this mini networked entertainment system (Wii-Tv screen-Internet connection) had 

several limitations for media production, writing, and reading. The mini-system was set-

up inside the reduced space in the interior of a closet, on the top of a little chair, and with 

a small TV screen (12”) and low quality TV speakers. 
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Figure 1: Miguel’s Photo of Mini Networked Entertainment System 

 
Differences in the quantity and quality of material and usage access were very 

noticeable in the configuration of the personalized new media environments within the 

bedroom and they were determined by the income of the parents. As Table 3 reveals, 

Gabriela and Inara were the only youths who could regularly access a computer in their 

bedroom. The two of them, and also Antonio, had access to smart phones and relied on 

them for several activities they did in the semi-private space of their bedroom, and many 

times, from their bed. Miguel and Sergio, despite not having access to cellphones, also 

experienced some degree of mobility in the bedroom with the use of multimedia portable 

devices such as the Nintendo DS and the iPod. 
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Name Computers Videogame 
consoles 

Mobile 
Multimedia 

Devices 

Smart 
Phones 

Musical 
Instruments TV sets Audio 

Gabriela 1 Mac laptop none 1 iPod touch + 
headphones 

1 iPhone 
S4 + 
earplugs 

1 flute 1 TV 
screen none 

Inara 
1 Dell 
Inspiron 
Laptop 

1 Wii none 
1 Samsung 
Android + 
earplugs 

none 1 TV 
screen none 

Antonio none 

1 Nintendo 
NES, 1 
Nintendo 
GameCube 

1 iPod touch + 
headphones 

1 Samsung 
Android 

2 guitars 
(electric, 
acoustic), 1 
amplifier 

2 TV 
screens, 1 
DVD 
player 

none 

Miguel none 1 Wii 1 Nintendo DS + 
headphones none none 1 Tv 

screen 
1 alarm 
radio 

Sergio 1 borrowed 
Mac laptop 

1 Play 
Station, 1 
Xbox 

borrowed iPod 
touch + headphones none none 1 TV 

screen 1 boombox 

Table 3: Personalized New Media Environments in the Bedroom 

A common characteristic across all five personalized new media environments was the 

pervasiveness of music. Although only Gabriela and Antonio had access to musical 

instruments within their bedrooms, all five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth were able to 

reproduce and amplify music in their bedroom and they usually juxtaposed this activity 

with other media practices. Audio reproduction and amplification inside the bedroom was 

possible using devices such as boomboxes, an alarm radio, TV speakers, mobile device 

speakers, amplifiers, and headphones. Gabriela, for instance, mentioned in one interview 

that she used to amplify music in her bedroom (and other spaces of the household as 

well) by using the internal speakers of her iPhone. She said: 

A: I use my phone a lot. I use it on A days or every morning to wake me up, to 
actually get me awake I put music on.  
Q: Through speakers or with your ear buds?  
A: Usually with speakers, but then I’ve been too lazy to. So, I just carry around 
my phone. My dad’s always making fun of me with that. It’s my own little boom 
box. 
 

Having multiple new media devices in the bedroom space, however, did not 

necessary mean active engagement in new media practices. Low quality of material 

access directly affected motivation, usage, and skills. Some of the personalized new 
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media environments of working class Latino/Hispanic youth were filled with new media 

that were never used because they were broken or because they did not have networking 

capabilities. In many cases these devices were old and no content was created for them by 

the industry. For instance, in the map of media technologies at home that Antonio drew 

during one of our focus group exercises (Figure 2), he identified seven different devices 

in his bedroom. However, one of them was listed as “broken” (a laptop), and two of them 

where videogame consoles from previous decades (NES 1980s, GameCube 2000s). 

 

 

Figure 2: Antonio’s Map of Media Technologies at Home 

As I confirmed through several interviews as well as during my visit to his house, 

the broken and “old” new media devices were never used. However, they continued to be 

part of his bedroom and were piled on the top of a cabinet that was filled with his clothes. 
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Given the limited economic resources of his family, he had not been able to get new 

videogame systems and had already lost his interest in playing games. As Antonio 

explained: 

Q: When did you stop playing?  
A: When it stopped making games (…) that was in eighth grade they stopped 
selling those games. (…) And I couldn’t find any more new games and I already 
beat the ones I had.  
Q: So it’s an old system?  
A: Yeah.  
Q: And you didn’t want to have a new one?  
A: I did, but we didn’t have money, or I didn’t have money to buy a new one, and 
I never actually got to buy one. 
 

As this example reveals, in working class families with few economic capital, the 

rapid obsolescence of new media generates challenges for maintaining children and youth 

new media practices. As software and hardware quickly become obsolete, the lack of 

economic resources for updating to new systems directly affects new media usage and 

skills. Although children and youth could still have the motivation and continue their new 

media practice, the lack of quality of material access can undermine their engagement. 

Hence, although many new media devices could remain in the working class home, if 

they are old or broken (that is, if they have low quality), there is little chance that youth 

will be using them to pursue their new media interests and practices. 

 

The Living Room as a Domestic Public Space 

In contrast to the more personal space of youth bedrooms and their individualized 

temporalities and styles, the public space of the living room in all five Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant households was organized according to the idea of communal family life. This 

idea was not only shaped by parents’ original culture values (e.g. familismo), but also by 

their assimilation trajectories into the U.S., their parenting styles, and their social, 

cultural, and economic resources. A common characteristic of the living rooms of our 

five working class Latino/Hispanic families was that all of them had a big TV set, a DVD 
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device, a high fi stereo, and Wi-Fi Internet connection. They were all spaces for media 

use with a heavy audiovisual orientation. Its layout with sofas and chairs that surrounded 

a central big TV set was like a re-interpretation of the 20th century U.S. middle-class 

family ideal. 

The living room was an open space inside the house where all members of the 

family could gather and interact with each other, engage in a range of new media 

activities, and speak and listen to both Spanish and English according to their different 

levels of acculturation. Although parents tended to have a greater position of power at the 

moment of organizing the domestic public space due to their earning capacity and 

childrearing roles, youth, especially as they got older, increased their power and were 

able to also influence the temporality and structure of the living room. For instance, while 

older youth such as Inara(18), Sergio (18) and Antonio (17) could engage in new media 

practices at the living room for longer periods of time and until late into the evening 

(even after their parents went to bed), Miguel (14) could only use the desktop computer 

located in the living room for two hours a day and had to be in his bedroom after 10pm. 

Although the presence of a big TV screen in the living room could be interpreted 

as a sign of mediated communal family life, TV practices, as other scholars have pointed 

out (Livingston 2002; Horst 2010) have lost their communal meaning. They are no longer 

the powerful organizers of the rhythms of family life as they used to be in the 20th 

century. During the year of our fieldwork only the Flores and the Chapa families 

continued to be engaged in TV viewing as a joint family practice. In these two families, 

parents and youths were sitting together still on the sofas and chairs of their living room 

in order to watch TV content. Given the little knowledge of the English language of some 

of the members of these families, the communal family practice involved viewing content 

in Spanish. As Antonio explained, although he did not necessarily like the kind of content 

that his family watched together, he still enjoyed the activity because it “entertained” 

him. As he said: 
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A: I’m usually – I don’t like soap operas so I’ll sit there and watch them because 
they entertain me a bit.  
Q: Like telenovelas?  
A: Yeah. I don’t like them though. 
Q: What kind of telenovelas? Mexican?  
A: Yeah (…) Telemundo or whatever other Spanish channels they have here. 
 

Despite the lack of communal TV watching, families could still leverage the 

living room TV screen for joint media practices if they decided to play videogames. The 

Garcia family, for instance, with richer resources, more technological savvy parents, and 

greater social mobility toward the middle class, played videogames together in the living 

room. This activity, however, had a more flexible temporality than the one that the TV 

medium offered with its broadcast schedule. Instead, videogame playing in the living 

room seemed to be a more casual and flexible activity in which members of the family 

decided to participate as they saw other members being engaged. As Gabriela explained, 

all the members of her family progressively developed a passion for playing Super Mario 

Kart together  (using the Wii console, its controllers, and a large TV set) in the living 

room.  

An interesting variation of the media environment of the living room was the 

location of the home computer in one of the edges of this public space. In three of the 

five working class Latino/Hispanic families, this kind of set up emerged as a pattern and 

seemed to be related to the “accomplishment of natural growth” parenting style, parents’ 

low levels of education and little knowledge of technology. Antonio, Miguel, and 

Sergio’s parents decided to place the computer, either a desktop or a laptop, in the living 

room, as a practical solution for solving the tension created by their lack of understanding 

of computers and the Internet, and the sociocultural needs of their children. According to 

these parents, having the computer in the public and visible space of the living room, 

allowed them to “watch” the activities of their children and encourage safety. As the 

mother of Sergio explained, while showing me the location of a desktop computer on a 

little table in the border of the living room: 
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A: The computer is there, and I think that they can’t be doing something bad, 
because the house is always like this.  
Q: It’s visible.  
A: Yes, it’s always there. If any of the girls is there, I’m in the kitchen, or sitting in 
the living room drinking some coffee or watching TV, and people come in and out. 
 

Likewise, Ms. Flores referred to the safety of the living room. She explained that 

the location of the home computer in this public space allowed her and Mr. Flores “to 

watch what they [Miguel and his brother] are looking at (...) because you hear of so 

many things that happen (...) I think it’s safer to have it here in the living room.” 

Although the availability of computers in the domestic public space did not necessary 

imply joint media practices, the visibility of this technology allowed parents to exercise a 

restrictive mediation with different degrees of intensity. For instance, by having the 

computer in a public space of the home, the parents of Miguel could enforce, more easily, 

the computer usage rule and schedule they have set up (two hours of computer usage per 

day, never after 10pm).  

In contrast, the parents of Antonio, with perhaps a more “natural growth” 

approach did not enforce any restrictions on computer use. Antonio explained their 

approach in the following way: “My parents don’t really have that much rules. Overall, I 

can do whatever I want on the computer. They don’t really restrict me to a specific time 

when I have to get off.” Mr. and Ms. Chapa even allowed Antonio, who was the family 

“tech-buff,” to create his own unique computer set-up in the living room using different 

pieces of hardware and peripherals. As one of the photographs Antonio took in the 

participant-generated data exercise (Figure 3) illustrates, in the set-up of his home 

computer he was able to connect the mini Dell Inspiron laptop to a bigger screen monitor 

(14”), had little speakers, and very importantly, a pair of studio headphones. 
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Figure 3: Antonio’s Photo of Home Computer Set-Up in the Living Room 

Finally, the public space of the living room in all five working class 

Latino/Hispanic families was also a space for mobility and connectivity. Thanks to the 

availability of Wi-Fi Internet connection in the living room and the networking 

capabilities of mobile devices, several new media goods that were “owned” by family 

members entered this public space with a regular frequency. Youth, particularly the ones 

with access to mobile phones, mentioned using their mobile devices in the living room 

constantly as an extension of their anytime/anywhere online activities. Antonio, for 

instance, explained that at home he preferred to go on the internet using his phone 

because “It's just usually always in my pocket, so I'll just pull that out of my pocket and 

it's already there.” Likewise, Gabriela mentioned her preference for using her iPhone 

anywhere at home in order to go online. She said, “It’s...it’s like you can have it 

anywhere. So if you don’t want to carry your laptop around, it’s just your phone’s 

easier.” However, even youth who did not have access to cellphones, like Miguel, 

leveraged the Internet connectivity available in the living room for using networked 

mobile devices such as the Nintendo DS he co-owned with his twin brother, and an iPod 

he usually borrowed from a friend. A look at the map of media technologies at home 
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(Figure 4) that Miguel drew, clearly shows how the “DS” device appeared in the living 

room as a sign of juxtaposition with the other possible new media practices that happened 

in that space. 

 

Figure 4: Miguel's Map of Media Technologies at Home 

As the multiplication of mobile devices increases, and more members of the 

family have access to them, the public space of the living room seems to welcome them 

by offering wireless Internet connectivity. As a result, more individualized media 

practices seem to be possible in what used to be mainly a communal space. In the case of 

the five Latino/Hispanic families, such transformation of the living room seemed to have 

occurred without much tension. Neither parents nor children mentioned having conflicts 

because their use of mobile devices in the living room. Contrary, such juxtaposition of 

activities and devices in the public space of the home seemed to be understood by the 

parents as a sign that the activities of their children with new media were safe.  
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2.3. New Media Practices and Skills 
Among all the varieties of new media practices that Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

youth developed in the context of the home, I focus my analysis on the ones that were 

more relevant for advancing their assimilation into the U.S. I have grouped these new 

media practices in three different categories: homework, media consumption, and media 

production. As I will discuss, by developing these practices, youth exercised their own 

agency, and gained new media skills (e.g. distributed cognition, transmedia navigation) 

that helped them advance their assimilation process across multiple dimensions and with 

different paces. 

2.3.1. Doing Homework in a Networked Way 

We’ve been growing up with computer since we were young (…) so we just 
searched anything on Google. (Antonio) 

 

Doing homework was a common practice all five Latino/Hispanic youth 

experienced at the family context. For this activity, youth used their home computers and 

Internet connections. Although homework load was not very heavy, and they could 

usually complete it inside the school hours (especially Miguel, Inara, Antonio and Sergio 

who were in the general track), all of these youth mentioned working on school 

assignments at home and using new media technologies for “getting homework done.” In 

order to complete their homework they regularly used the Google search engine and 

browsed the World Wide Web, and sometimes watched online videos. While doing their 

homework in a networked way, all of them had the opportunity to develop the new media 

skill of “distributed cognition.” That is, they were able to gain the ability to expand and 

augment their cognitive capacities (Jenkins et al. 2006). 

The “distributed cognition” skill they developed through their homework practice, 

however, was not very robust and tended to rely too much on the technical skill of 

searching the World Wide Web. For all of these youths, doing homework at the family 

context meant interacting with the information available in the ever-expanding repository 
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of the web. Their favorite tool for that interaction was the Google Search Engine. All of 

them were heavy users of it and had made it the default engine of their home computers 

and mobile devices. Gabriela, for instance mentioned, “if I need help on math I would go 

on Google... It helps me get the homework done.” Similarly, Antonio said, “I usually just 

use Google and I’ll just go through it for whatever I need, I just get a little information of 

everything.” As the following excerpt from an interview with Sergio reveals, using 

Google in his homework practice allowed him to complete his assignment and get good 

results. 

“A: Google helped me out with a lot of homework.  
Q: Really? Give me example.  
A: Whenever I don’t know anything it’s Google. I really Google the question so 
it’ll help me out with questions. Google is my number one friend on the Internet. 
If it’s not on the first page of Google I’ll never find it.  
Q: So how do you ask a question to Google?  
A: I mainly just, I ask the question that is given to me. And if I can’t find it that 
way I’ll just reformat the question or find the key word in the question.  
Q: Oh, so do you use, like, quotations for the question?  
A: Yes.  
Q: Oh, so you look literally for the question?  
A: Literally for the question, yes.  
Q: Really?  
A: Sometimes some of the homework here at school is printed off the internet.  
Q: When you did your homework using that, which was the result?  
A: It was pretty good. Like, my grade wasn’t wrong. Like, the answer was correct.  
Q: Oh, so you got it right?  
A: Yes. 
 

However, as the previous passage reveals, the technical use of the Google tool 

was done on a basic level. Sergio's queries (and also the ones of the other five youth 

according to what they narrated in our interviews) did not involve customized search (e.g. 

Boolean operators, wildcards), and usually relied on entering into the search box the 

questions, keywords, and equations that he directly copied from his school assignments. 

Given the “good” and fast results he was able to get from this practice, and the 

impressive power of the Google search engine PageRank algorithm for retrieving 
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information from all over the web, it was not surprising that Sergio claimed that “If it’s 

not on the first page of Google I’ll never find it.” His statement shows the limitations of 

the “distribution cognition” skill he and the other Latino/Hispanic youth were developing 

with their networked homework practice. By relying so much on the searchability 

affordance of the web, they tended to focus their homework practice on just the technical 

action of searching, and did not develop other social and cultural aspects of the 

“distribution cognition” skill such as “tapping social institutions and practices or remote 

experts whose knowledge may be useful in solving a particular problem” (Jenkins et al. 

2006, 37). 

Despite the ubiquitous presence of Google in the homework practice 

Latino/Hispanic youth developed at home, some of them also relied on other tools for 

augmenting their cognitive capacity. Using these tools, however, was also oriented 

toward over exercising the technical skill of searching. Antonio, for instance, used a 

website called Spark Notes in order to complete reading assignments. He said, “If I 

haven’t read a book for English, I’ll usually just go to Spark Notes and find a summary 

on there, which is very helpful most of the time.” Inara, who was a visually oriented 

person, relied on YouTube for finding videos about books she needed to read as well as 

for preparing for tests. When she had to take the SAT test, she prepared herself at home 

watching online videos she found on YouTube. As she explained: 

it was the SAT exam, and I wanted to see something, because reading -- I'm not 
really good with the reading and doing it on my own kind of thing, I like to see it -
- I like to visualize, so I, you know, searched SAT tutoring or something and it 
told me like how to remember stuff and how to do this quickly and do this first and 
then do this first, because it's easier and then if you don't get one question just let 
it go and go on to the next one and come back to it and then take the most greatest 
guess you can think of and then that's it and I’m just like, “Okay.” And I made a 
good grade on it. 
 

Doing homework in a networked way was useful for all five youth because it 

allowed them to find information fast and exercise their agency at the family level. 
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Independent of the parenting approaches of their families, and the tracks they were 

enrolled in at school, leveraging the searchability affordance of the World Wide Web 

technology became useful for completing their school assignments and solving academic 

problems. However, with the exception of Gabriela, who was enrolled in the advanced 

track at Freeway High, and had more support at home due to the “concerted cultivation” 

style of her parents, doing homework in a networked way allowed the other youth to 

compensate for the lack of adult guidance they had at home and the “natural growth” 

parenting style of their families. Furthermore, this new media practice, corresponded with 

the low expectations of the academic track in which they were enrolled in school.29 Not 

surprisingly, Miguel, Inara, Sergio and Antonio who were enrolled in the general track. 

Their parents practiced the “natural growth” approach and had developed an attitude 

toward educational achievement in which they just needed to pass. As Inara stated in one 

interview, “It's not a big deal as long as I'm passing then I'll be good.” According to this 

attitude and school expectations, completing homework in a fast way while augmenting 

their cognitive capacities did not require the development of information quality 

standards, judgment, and critical skills.   

Nevertheless, the practice of doing homework in a networked way, and the 

“distribution cognition” skill, helped all of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth to 

assimilate to the U.S. Evidence of that, is that all of them had advanced in the U.S. school 

system, had not dropped out, and three of them (Inara, Antonio, and Sergio) graduated 

from high school. Their educational attainment, even despite their low achievement in the 

school general track, was an indicator of their assimilation into the U.S. Participating in 
                                                
 
29 The differential quality of schools in the U.S. has created great disparities in what youth is expected to 
achieve. While some schools focus on high achievement and high expectations, other schools have a 
culture of low expectations and low educational performances. In the case of Freeway High, education 
quality was low, and only the students who were in the advanced curriculum track (24% of the whole 
student body) were able to experience higher levels of achievement. In the state of Texas, such differential 
quality can be seen in the two curriculum tracks that are offered to high school students. The general 
“recommended high school program” is supposedly to give opportunities to succeed in technical school, 
community college, and four-year university. In contrast, the advanced “distinguished achievement 
program” trains students in college and professional-level skills.  
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the schooling system of the host society, adapting to it, and navigating it, did advance 

their process of assimilation, especially at the cultural, educational, and linguistic 

dimensions. However, although being able to “pass” and graduate was definitely an 

important outcome of the homework practice and “distributed cognition” skill, 

opportunities for developing this practice and skill to a higher level were lacking. 

2.3.2. Media Consumption: Transmedia Navigation  
All five working class Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth, independent of the 

quality of their new media domestic environments, were able to engage in a range of 

media consumption activities at home. From music listening to videogame playing to 

movie watching to multimedia streaming, Inara, Gabriela, Antonio, Miguel, and Sergio, 

exercised their own agency in the context of their families, and, taking advantage of the 

affordances of new media tools, were able to interact with vast amounts of U.S. cultural 

content. While doing so, they were able to not only advance their process of assimilation, 

especially in the linguistic and cultural dimensions, but also developed the new media 

skill of transmedia navigation. This skill, as Jenkins et al. have explained, consists in “the 

ability to deal with the flow of stories and information across multiple modalities” (46). 

In the context of home, these youth used their mobile devices, videogame 

consoles, home computers, and TVs, to connect to the networked communication 

environment, and to hunt and gather cultural content from a variety of sources. According 

to their personal interests, youth assembled the pieces of information they collected, gave 

them meaning, and incorporated them as part of their identities. For instance, as music 

fans, all of them were able to experience their favorite tunes and follow the activities of 

their favorite artists across multiple modalities such as Internet radio, YouTube music 

videos, MP3 files, and Facebook feeds. For these working class Latino/Hispanic youths, 

music was experienced across media, particularly, going back and forth between aural 

and audiovisual modes. As Inara explained, she usually combined listening to Pandora 

Internet radio and watching music videos in YouTube. She said: 
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Pandora, of course, is not going to show it to me (...) so I'll go to YouTube and 
look the video up and just listen to it like that. So I think it is important, because 
that way I can -- if I'm craving to listen to something then I'll put that on (...) And 
you see everything and it's awesome. 
 

By the same token, Gabriela also explained how she “listened” to music by going 

back and forth between playing songs with the iTunes application of her laptop and 

iPhone, and playing videos in YouTube. As she described, one of the reasons for going to 

YouTube was that she could access the content for free. She said: 

sometimes I can’t find the song that’s not on iTunes. Like, I don’t like buying 
songs on iTunes a lot because I think it’s a waste of money. And so I try looking 
for them online for free. But if I can’t find them then I just use YouTube. 
 

Although the combination of aural and audiovisual modes in youth music popular 

culture was not unique to new media (e.g. MTV music videos had been around since 

1981), the ability to search and retrieve (for free) music tunes, streams, and videos from a 

rich and diverse networked communication environment, and from the context of home, 

was something new to working class youth.  This activity supported the development of 

the “transmedia navigation” skill. Particularly, as youth were able to identify and to 

follow the same music related content in its multiple modalities across different channels, 

they were able to gain the skill of “transmedia navigation” at the level of “simple 

recognition” (Jenkins et al. 48). 

In relation to music consumption, the transmedia navigation skill helped all five 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths rapidly assimilate to the diverse U.S. music culture 

and listen to English-language tunes from a variety of genres according to their interests 

and the ones of their peer group. Miguel, for instance, listened to death metal and scream 

(a subgenre of emo and post-hardcore); Antonio listened to dubstep and film soundtracks; 

and Sergio, Inara, and Gabriela developed an eclectic taste that included hip hop, indie 

rock, pop, techno, reggae, country and also latin music. Hence, especially for the youths 

with eclectic taste, the transmedia navigation skill fostered a selective mode of 
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acculturation in which they could, at the same time, assimilate to the U.S. culture, and 

still maintain their connection with the culture of origin of their family. For instance, 

according to Inara, music was very important in her life precisely because it allowed her 

to embrace a bicultural identity. In one interview, she clearly articulated her pride in 

being able to listen to music from both cultures and in both Spanish and English. She 

said: 

Music is very important in my life. It’s everywhere. Especially since I guess you 
could say I have two lives, an Hispanic life and also an American life. If I would 
be living in Mexico (...) I would just listen to nothing but Hispanic music, which is 
reggaeton, salsa, merengue, cumbias. (...) But now since I live here I can listen to 
anything. Techno, what else? Hip hop, rock, reggae. I listen to country music. I 
love country music. 
 

One of the common U.S. cultural products that youth experienced across multiple 

platforms during our fieldwork was the blockbuster sci-fi adventure film The Hunger 

Games (2012). This movie was based on a three novel series written by Suzanne Collins 

in 2008, and it also had a soundtrack album that included several popular artists such as 

The Civil Wars, The Decemberists, and Arcade Fire. Following his passion for music, 

film, and storytelling, Antonio interacted with the textual and aural modalities of The 

Hunger Games story from the context of his home. As he explained to me, he 

downloaded the three books from the Internet in ePub format and read them in his 

bedroom using his smart phone. He also downloaded one of the songs (MP3) of the 

soundtrack album made by the Canadian/American indie rock band Arcade Fire (the one 

called “Abraham's Daughter”). As he proudly described, he was able to “grab” the music 

tune days before the movie was even premiered. He said: 

I actually had it like a couple days -- two weeks before it actually came out on the 
movie in theaters.(...) They posted it on their website and they posted it on 
Facebook, so then I grabbed it from there. 
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Although Antonio had to go outside of his home in order to watch The Hunger 

Games movie, the activities he developed within the context of his home, clearly helped 

him to develop the transmedia skill, to express his agency as a media hunter and gatherer, 

and to understand how the same content was being translated across different modes of 

representation. 

Likewise, for the youth who developed the transmedia navigation at the level of 

narrative logic, the context of home allowed them to interact with the flow of information 

across media and understand “the connections and complexity of a story being told 

through different media” (Jenkins et al. 48) This narrative logic level of transmedia 

navigation was especially noticeable among the youth who consumed manga and anime 

in English. Inara, Miguel, and Sergio, for instance, mentioned they had had interactions 

with complex transmedia worlds such as Sailor Moon and Full Metal Alchemist, 

especially when they were younger, and mentioned they followed the stories not only 

through TV cartoons and DVD movies, but also through comic books. 

Given the power of the entertainment industries to exploit media properties across 

a range of formats and channels, and the dispersion of these content across an expanding 

networked communication environment with low barriers to entry (at least regarding 

consumption), it was not difficult for working class Hispanic/Latino immigrant youth to 

gain transmedia navigation skills. As they gained that skill they were also able to advance 

their assimilation in the cultural and linguistic dimensions. Especially regarding the 

interaction with media content in audiovisual and textual modes, all five immigrant 

youths in our study overwhelmingly preferred U.S. cultural products and in English.30 

Although some of them like Inara, Sergio, and Miguel were interested in anime and 

manga (a cultural product from Japan), their interaction with this content was facilitated 

                                                
 
30 Antonio and Miguel, for instance, mentioned that they learned English language not in school -they were 
in bilingual schools- but at home watching many hours of television. 
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with English translation and subtitles.31 Hence, all of them actively practiced the 

language of the host country while being in the context of home, even if the interactions 

with their parents were sometimes only in Spanish.  The use of two languages did not 

seem to create conflicts within the family dynamics or at least that was not reported in 

our interviews with youth and their parents. Perhaps due to the affordances of new 

devices for individualized consumption and networkability, youth were able to access the 

cultural content they wanted almost anytime they wanted, both in their bedrooms and 

living rooms, and in the language they preferred. They interacted with this content either 

using their personalized screens and headphones, or with the new media devices located 

in the public spaces of the house. 

However, even if the audiovisual and textual consumption of media was done in 

English and in an individualized manner, the stories, characters, and symbols, were 

eventually juxtaposed with elements of the original parental culture. Although the 

limitations of our fieldwork and data do not allow me to reveal the multiple symbolic 

juxtapositions and mixes that could have emerged at the family context due to the active 

transmedia navigation of children and youth, there is some evidence in our interviews 

that this phenomenon occurred. For instance, explaining her engagement with the 

Transformers franchise, Inara revealed not only a lifelong passion for interacting with 

this narrative world across audiovisual media formats, but also an active use of the 

symbols in her bedroom as an expression of his bicultural identity and creativity. As she 

explained: 

A: The Transformers cartoon, (...) that was by far my favorite show of all times. 
And then when it became a movie that’s the only fanatic craziness that I’ve gone 
through is Transformers one through three.  
Q: Really?  
A: Yeah. I’ll be like, “Transformers!” Every time I see something about 

                                                
 
31 Interestingly, the level of narrative logic in the transmedia navigation skill that these youths developed, 
was mostly gained through the consumption of manga and anime, media products from Japan that had been 
translated to the English and had become part of the U.S. youth popular culture. 
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Transformers I would scream. And then my friends are like, “What?” And then 
see it and be like, “Oh. Transformers.” And my friend also got me a poster so it’s 
hanging on my wall. And I won’t take it off. That’s the only thing that I have that 
is a poster and that nothing has to do with anything of my decorations. Because I 
have a giraffe painting. And I also have the Virgin Mary on one side. And then I 
have Transformers on the other. I can’t get enough of it. 
 

2.3.3. Media production: Transmedia Navigation  
Besides being able to develop the skill of transmedia navigation at the levels of 

recognition and narrative logic, the five Latino/Hispanic youths were also able to hone 

this skill at the level of rhetoric. That is, they were able to “express an idea within a 

single medium or across the media spectrum” (Jenkins et al. 2006, 48). For instance, 

within the context of their families they created and exchanged text messages, status 

updates, and multimodal profiles leveraging the tools and networks they could access at 

home. Due to the bicultural and networked quality of their domestic environments, these 

activities involved communicating and socializing with both family members and with 

peers, in both Spanish and English. However, the characteristics of their families and 

their personal interests, created big differences in the kind of new media production 

working class Latino/Hispanic youths were able to master. While all of them, in a casual 

and friendship-driven manner, created multimodal content while assembling their profiles 

and re-circulating media on social network sites (e.g. Facebook); only a few developed a 

more advanced creative media production practice (photography and music) that was 

interest-driven and artistic in their family context.  

Resources available at home, parenting styles, and personal motivation 

determined youth media production practices. Only Gabriela and Antonio, the youth who 

had access to higher quality computers, software, and musical instruments at their homes, 

developed a creative media production practice that involved more advanced uses of 

digital tools. Although their new media production work was not directly related to the 

musical instruments they had, their disposition to practice, experiment, and self-teach was 

different compared to the other youth. Following their personal motivation, both Gabriela 
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and Antonio, invested time and effort in trying to master a technical media skill and a 

professional digital tool that allowed them to express their ideas in a specific modality. 

For both of them, the context of the family gave them a space to exercise their agency, 

develop a creative identity, and make media products. For example, Gabriela became 

engaged in photography and practiced taking and editing digital pictures with her two 

digital cameras (one compact and one SLR) and the Photoshop software of her Macbook 

laptop.  Antonio became engaged in computer music production and practiced 

sequencing, layering, cutting and making music using the home computer, the FL Studio 

software (a digital audio workstation), and his headphones. 

Although both Gabriela and Antonio spent lots of time practicing with digital 

tools at their homes, and developed the rhetoric level of transmedia navigation through 

visual and aural modes of expression, the outcomes of their practices were different in 

terms of assimilation into the U.S. For Gabriela, it allowed her to advance in her 

trajectory of assimilation as she developed a career aspiration as a photographer (in one 

of our interviews she said, “I want to start my own business, like, for wedding 

photography”), circulated their creative media creations in a specialized online 

community (Flickr), and undertook photography work for the local business of her aunt. 

In contrast, for Antonio, the media production practice remained more solitary and his 

music compositions did not circulate beyond the context of home. As a result, although 

the practice of computer music production fostered Antonio’s interest in digital media 

and allowed him to “mess around” with software and express in an aural modality, it did 

not really help him to advance his assimilation trajectory and fully participate in digital 

culture. 

The different outcomes of the digital media production practice of Gabriela and 

Antonio, serve to illustrate how parenting styles, resources, and new media domestic 

environments shape the assimilation trajectories that Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth 

follow in the U.S. In particular, they reveal how the parenting styles and the economic, 

social, cultural, and human resources of a family create possibilities for assimilating to 
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different socioeconomic segments of the society and participating in digital culture with 

different degrees of power.  

In the case of Gabriela's family, the “concerted cultivation” style and semi-robust 

resources of her parents provided a system of support that gave her an advantage in their 

digital media production practice (digital home advantage). As a result, she was able to 

maximize her participation in creative media production assimilating faster to the digital 

culture and gaining confidence as a media maker and author (e.g. aspiration and 

disposition). In her case, the transmedia navigation skill was not developed in isolation 

but had been supported by her family both financially (Mr. Garcia provided cameras, 

computer equipment, software, and specialized books), and socially. Not only had Mr. 

Garcia invested time with her going on photography trips around Austin metropolitan 

area, and money buying her professional equipment, but also other members of 

Gabriela’s extended family had encouraged and helped her to develop her talent and 

achieve in photography. Her uncle, for instance, who lived in San Francisco and was a 

young professional photographer visited her a couple of times, taught her informal 

lessons about lighting and composition, and provided her with several pictures Gabriela 

proudly hung in her bedroom. Furthermore, Gabriela's aunt, who lived in the Austin 

metropolitan area and had a wedding cake business, gave her the opportunity to do 

photography work. As Gabriela explained, this opportunity allowed her to publish her 

photos in a portfolio that was shown to an audience. She said: 

I took pictures of her cakes, because she does that for weddings, and so, like, I 
helped her with her portfolio for her cakes, and so I’m, like, she made an album 
out of my pictures I took.  
Q: Wow.  
A: Yeah.  
Q: So she shows that to all her clients.  
A: Yeah.  
Q: That’s cool. Did you put your name on it?  
A: Yes. She put my name on it. 
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In contrast, the “accomplishment of natural growth” parenting style and limited 

resources of the Chapa family had placed Antonio in a position of disadvantage for 

transitioning to career aspirations, and acquiring the disposition and entitlement required 

to fully participate in digital culture as a media producer (digital home disadvantage). As 

a result, Antonio did not leverage his computer music production practice to engage in 

digital participatory cultures beyond the living room. He did not bridge to other music 

producers or published the creative work he made at home.  His participation in creative 

media production was solitary and characterized by the lack of sociocultural support and 

scaffolding. When talking about how he had developed his interest in computer music, 

Antonio could not even remember how he had started to use the computer for making 

beats. As he explained to me: 

I don’t really know how I got into the music side, composing. I kind of just, after a 
while it just kind of grew on me when I got my first music software. And I don’t 
even know how I got in it, all I know is I got it off the Internet and I started 
making music. 
 

Although the quality of access at his home environment allowed him to find the 

digital tools he needed to start developing a creative media production, and helped him 

find an interest, the limited social and cultural resources of his family, particularly, placed 

him in a less advantageous position. He could not figure out how to leverage his technical 

skills in a more social and economic way. His sense of entitlement as a media producer 

(confidence) and his disposition were not strong enough to allow him to fully interact 

with participatory cultures online. He was not even confident to talk about his creative 

media practice at home. For instance, he decided to avoid talking with his parents about 

his music production based on his belief that they could not help him in any way. As 

Antonio explained when I asked him about what his parents thought about the use of the 

home computer for making music: “They've seen it a couple times but I don't think they 

actually know what it is, because they're from Mexico, they grew up with very little 

technology.” 
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The modest resources he could access at home, lack of access to social support 

and scaffolding, combined with Antonio's disengagement with school (he described 

himself as an “outcast”) and low educational achievement, had contributed to an attitude 

towards sociocultural interactions in which he did not ask for help or tried to maximize 

his participation, even when it was done online. He did not have acquired the disposition 

and entitlement needed to more fully participate and interact with other music producers 

online.32 As a result, his media production practice remained very isolated at the context 

of his home, and minimally connected to niche online communities with similar interests. 

Although he had been able to find networked audiences/publics online that shared the 

computer music production interest, his interaction with them was limited to 

downloading cracked software (FL Studio and plug-ins), finding music in a variety of 

websites (“I found a lot of good artists in sites like SoundCloud, Beat Port, YouTube”), 

and watching video tutorials on YouTube. As his interaction with these online 

communities remained minimal and peripheral, he missed the opportunity to maximize 

his participation in digital culture and find resources that could help him to develop his 

music production practice in a more social way.  

3. CONCLUSION 
Through this chapter I have tried to examine the complexity of the assimilation 

process of five working class Latino/Hispanic youths while focusing on the individual 

and structural factors that shaped family dynamics and parenting styles, and the agency 

they exercised at the family level. As I have demonstrated through my analysis, none of 

the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant families fell into the bottom of the socioeconomic 

hierarchy nor became marginalized. Despite their ethnicity-race, working class context of 

reception (e.g. a low performing school with 47.5%% of Latino/Hispanic students), low 

levels of education among parents, and few socioeconomic resources, these families and 

                                                
 
32 His less advantage position and lack of entitlement meant in practice that he was not used to actively 
making demands on adults, nor to feel confident when asking for help and support.  
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youths experienced upward social mobility.  While some of them, like Gabriela’s family 

were moving faster and trying to transition to the middle class, the other four were 

advancing at a slower pace and being incorporated to the U.S. working class. All of these 

youth, however, developed a kind of selective acculturation in which they were able to 

experience family dynamics characterized by biculturalism and adoption of certain 

mainstream cultural practices.  Furthermore, according to the resources these youths 

could access and mobilize at home, and the parenting styles of their families, they 

developed new media practices and skills that allowed them to advance their assimilation 

process into the U.S. Particularly, by developing the practices of homework, media 

consumption, and media production, and the new media skills of distributed cognition 

and transmedia navigation, all five youths advanced their process of assimilation in the 

cultural, linguistic, and educational dimensions.  

The model of segmented assimilation, however, did not completely describe the 

trajectories of assimilation of these youths and their families. Although the model worked 

better for describing the selective acculturation of the Gabriela and Inara’s families, it did 

not explain that well the acculturation process of Antonio, Sergio, and Miguel. The 

trajectories of the three Latino/Hispanic immigrant boys, given the limited resources of 

their parents, context of reception, and acculturation gaps within their families, were not 

negative as the model of segmented assimilation predicted. My analysis revealed that 

despite big acculturation gaps between parents and children, they did not originate 

conflicts, lead to risky behaviors among youth, or pushed them into marginalization. The 

evidence shows that the three Latino/Hispanic boys and their parents were developing a 

mixture of “selective” and “dissonant acculturation.” On the one hand, it was “selective” 

because children learned the U.S. culture and language, and kept (at least in its spoken 

form) the Spanish language, participated in Mexican rituals within the family/home 

context, and respected the parental authority. On the other, acculturation was also 

“dissonant” because the gap between the cultural adaptation of parents and children was 

too big. Antonio, Sergio, and Miguel's parents did not speak English well and had 
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adopted few U.S. cultural practices. However, instead of creating tensions and leading 

towards downward social mobility as in the segmented assimilation model, the 

acculturation gap opened opportunities for intergenerational collaboration and learning at 

the family/home context. For instance, Miguel, Antonio, and Sergio helped their parents 

to navigate situations and contexts in the U.S. and acted as translators and cultural 

brokers. In some cases, as when Sergio taught her mother the English language, youth 

became teachers in the family/home context and experienced a reversal of roles that did 

not undermine parental authority as predicted by the segmented assimilation model. 

One of the factors that help to explain the absence of risky behaviors among the 

three Latino/Hispanic boys, despite the presence of dissonant acculturation in their 

families, is the fact that their parents were flexible and open to the juxtaposition of 

cultures and languages within the family/home. These working class immigrant parents, 

as explained before, mobilized the economic resources they had in order to build 

networked domestic media environments. They believed that personal computers and the 

Internet were important for the education of their children and for growing up in the U.S. 

They were, to a certain extent, supporters of the rapid cultural assimilation of their 

children and did not oppose to the emergence acculturation gaps within the family. 

Perhaps because children and teens developed the rapid process of cultural adaptation 

inside the household, using media technologies that parents valued (although they rarely 

used them), acculturation gaps did not create major tensions nor conflicts that could have 

shaped a trajectory of downward assimilation for Sergio, Antonio, and Miguel.  

Not all youth advanced their assimilation trajectories equally. Disparities in 

resources, family backgrounds, and differences in parenting styles shaped not only the 

quality and quantity of accesses (e.g. material, usage) but as well the motivations and 

purposes that youth had toward the educational and sociocultural dimensions of the 

assimilation process. Although all five families had been assimilating into the U.S. 

working class, Gabriela’s family was rapidly moving upward and transitioning to the 

dominant middle class. In contrast to the other family contexts, Gabriela had access to not 
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only a new media-rich domestic environment (high quality an quantity of technology) but 

also to several social and cultural resources that her parents cultivated and mobilized for 

her (“concerted cultivation” parenting style). Particularly, Gabriela had a system of social 

support at home that was more robust than the one of the other four working class 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant families and that, together with the other resources she could 

access, gave her a position of advantage. As a result of that, the outcomes of her new 

media practices and skills were different especially in relation to educational 

achievement, career aspirations (disposition), and the ability to publish her creative work 

(sense of entitlement).  

Hence, although all of the five working class Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth 

developed new media practices and skills at the context of home, variations in the speed 

of assimilation across the cultural and social dimensions were noticeable and determined 

by the resources immigrant parents had brought, cultivated, and mobilized in the host 

country. While the family with richer economic, social, and cultural resources was trying 

to move faster toward the middle class, the four families with more modest capitals were 

assimilating to the U.S. working class at a slower pace. Although the trajectories of the 

four families with fewer resources were also upward (according to their starting point in 

the U.S.), their working class status located their children in a less advantageous position 

that shaped their new media skills and practices.  
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Chapter III: After-School 

 

All the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths from this study actively 

participated in the after-school programs that Freeway High School (FHS) provided. The 

after-school context, in all its variety of clubs and programs, was a vibrant space of 

academic and sociocultural activities where many of the students, especially the ones in 

less advantaged socioeconomic positions, accessed resources they could cultivate and 

mobilize, and found opportunities they could engage with. Almost every afternoon, when 

classes were not being held, Gabriela, Inara, Miguel, Antonio and Sergio, stayed at the 

FHS building in order to participate in different after-school programs. As students of 

FHS and during the time of our fieldwork, they joined, for free and according to their 

personal interests, multiple programs that had a variety of goals, focuses, and learning 

approaches. Following her interest in digital photography, Gabriela joined the Digital 

Media Club (DMC); as a passionate dancer and fashion enthusiast, Inara became a 

member of the Drill Team and co-founded the Fashion Club; based on his interest in 

cooking, videogames, and Japanese animation, Miguel joined the Culinary Arts Program, 

the DMC, and the Manga Club; passionate about the arts, music, and digital media, 

Antonio became a member of the Art Honors Society (AHS), the DMC, and the 

Cinematic Arts Project (CAP); and Sergio, following his interest in public speaking and 

the digital media arts, joined the debate club, the DMC, the CAP, and the AHS. Although 

the participation in the variety of after-school programs changed during the course of the 

academic year, going from intense engagement to periods of absence, all these 

Latino/Hispanic youth, with the exception of Gabriela, sustained a regular involvement in 

at least one of the programs through the whole academic year. 

Given the everyday frequency of its activities, strong commitment and sustained 

participation of most of its members, and, overall, availability of qualitative data, which 

included field notes from participant observation and semi-structured interviews, I focus 

my analysis of the after-school context only in one of the programs that FHS provided: 
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the Cinematic Arts Project (CAP). Due to the digital media orientation of this program, 

examining it allows me to address more directly the core problem of digital inequalities, 

the evolving contours of digital and participation gaps, and how the field of after-school 

programming addresses these issues. Moreover, the analysis of the CAP, allows me to 

use detailed fieldwork to study the media practices of two Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

boys such as Antonio (second generation) and Sergio (1.5 generation), and examine how 

they shaped their assimilation into the U.S. across multiple domains. 

1. THE AFTER-SCHOOL PROGRAM FIELD 
The origins of after-school programs can be traced back to the turn of the 19th 

century and to a context of rapid industrialization and urbanization that transformed the 

nature of work, and the everyday activities of young people and their families. The 

disappearance of children labor, rise of maternal employment, the creation of universal 

and compulsory education, and the increasing availability of free/leisure time in the hours 

that followed school, created a need for after-school programs (Halpern 2002; Kleiber & 

Powell 2005; Mahoney et al. 2009, 2010). Focusing on safety, health, and child 

protection at their beginnings, in the 20th Century after-school programs evolved into 

institutions that also helped to develop social and academic skills outside home and 

school, and away from the streets. Since the 1990s, interest in these programs has re-

emerged and both private and public organizations have increasingly supported and 

contributed to the growth of after-school programs. 

Assuming that young people needed protection and care during their unstructured 

time, the after-school institution has generally been defined by its different constituencies 

as a service provider that supports processes of socialization, acculturation, and training 

(Halpern 2002; Kleiber & Powell 2005; Mahoney et al. 2009, 2010). Although in its 

origins the objectives of after-school programming positioned young people as a 

constituency in need of care, particularly the immigrant and poor youths living in inner-

city neighborhoods who were imagined as requiring social control, being in danger, and 

deviant; after-school programs’ goals have evolved to include education enrichment 
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opportunities and youth development (Halpern 2002; Finn 2001; Herr-Stephenson et al. 

2011). 

After-school providers have articulated different rationales and objectives 

according to particular sources of public anxiety, and to the societal agenda for low-

income children in specific political, economic, and cultural moments (Kozol 2000; 

Halpern 2002). Such ambivalence has allowed after-school programs, as Halpern argues, 

to be flexible, to react fast to specific youth needs, to keep a moderate adult agenda, and 

to pursue various fundraising opportunities. However, the lack of stable purpose has 

made these programs “unable to resist pressures to promise more than was commensurate 

with their means; and they have been especially unable to resist pressures to promise to 

compensate for the perceived limitations of other institutions” (Halpern 2002, 180). 

In contemporary U.S. contexts of standardized testing and achievement 

inequalities, the pressure for after-school programs has been subordinated to the 

academic outcomes. In order to meet federal achievement standards, reduce school drop 

out, and support youth that are considered at risk (particularly low-income and 

minorities), policymakers, educators, advocates, and researchers have made the case that 

after-school programs “can partially compensate for the inequities that plague our 

nation’s schools and play a role in efforts to narrow gaps in achievement between more 

and less advantaged students” (Garner et al. 2009). As a result, public and private funds 

have increasingly been allocated in programs that serve low-income and low-

achievement school and communities. 

However, minority youth participation in after-school programs does not only 

depend on well-intentioned policies and the good aims of service providers. For instance, 

a national study from 2006, revealed that only 12% of Latino/Hispanic youth join after-

school programs compared to 26% African Americans and 13% of White (Wimer et al. 

2006). Socioeconomically disadvantaged youth confront barriers to participation that are 

related to multiple individual and structural factors. In their extensive review of after-

school program research studies, Garner et al. grouped those barriers in three categories: 
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(a) poor availability, or a shortage in the supply of programs; (b) logistical barriers, or 

individual- and family-level barriers related to cost, transportation, scheduling, or other 

obligations (e.g., employment, taking care of younger siblings); and (c) preferences and 

attitudinal barriers, or a lack of interest in participating due either to negative attitudes 

about programs or preferences for other after-school activities (Garner et al. 2009). 

Overcoming those barriers is a complex task that involves several institutions and 

requires understanding educational equity within broader structural inequalities. 

Considering that challenge, several scholars have criticized the current trend in after-

school programming that over emphasizes academic outcomes as a strategy to close the 

achievement gap (Hull 2008; Garner et al. 2009; Halpern 1999). 

1.1. Outcomes and Learning Approaches 
Despite the pressures and expectations that historically have shaped the discourse 

and implementation of after-school programs, their potential and positive outcomes 

continue to be recognized. Children and youth's after-school time is considered an 

important part of their everyday lives. Research and evaluation studies from the last 

decade have confirmed that participation in these programs does make a difference for 

youth and generates not only academic, but also social, prevention, and health benefits. 

(Little et al. 2008) Studies of New York City's DYCD's Out- of-School Time Initiative 

(Russell et al. 2006), the national 21st-Century Learning Centers (U.S. Department of 

Education 2003), and Los Angeles' BEST Program (Huang et al. 2005), revealed that 

ASPs lowered drop-out rates, fostered better attitudes toward school, and improved 

academic achievement (better performance, homework completion, and engagement in 

learning). 

Researchers have documented positive social and developmental outcomes such 

as: gaining communication and interpersonal skills, cultivating social relationships, and 

decreasing behavioral problems (lower levels of depression and anxiety) across several 

studies. In their examination of after-school programs across the nation, for example, 

Durlak and Weissberg (2007) revealed that programs with a strong focus on improving 
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social and personal skills improved youth self-confidence and self-esteem. Prevention 

benefits continue to be one of the most important outcomes of after-school programs in 

the twenty-first century and researchers have confirmed that these programs help to 

decrease delinquency and violent behavior, avoid drug and alcohol use, and knowledge of 

safe sex. Goldschmidt et. al (2007) examination of LA's Best program across 24 schools 

revealed that this program had a positive impact on the reduction of juvenile crime. 

Finally, evaluators have also measure the health benefits of participation in after-school 

programs, particularly the ones that focus on physical activity and well-being. A study of 

the Cooke Middle School After-school Recreation Program in Philadelphia (Lauver 

2002), for instance, found that that participation in the program contributed to promotion 

of healthy lifestyles among students. 

Several factors influence the success of after-school programs in terms of 

learning, opportunities, and development. Researchers from the Harvard Family Research 

Project argued that sustained participation, quality programming, and strong partnerships 

are the key factors needed to maximize after-school program potential and impact (Little 

et al. 2008). Based in an extensive review of research studies, Little et al. found that 

programs with higher frequency of participation and sustained attendance increased 

positive outcomes. They also identified several features of quality programming such as 

physical and psychological safety, appropriate supervision and structure, well-prepared 

staff, and opportunities for autonomy and choice. Further, they also revealed that the 

impact of after-school programs depends on strong partnerships with a variety of 

stakeholders, especially among the various institutions in which participants spend their 

day (schools, families, communities). Service providers need to consider all these factors 

when defining the programs goals, structure, staff, management, participants and funding. 

Moreover, researchers in the after-school programs field have categorized 

programs in relation to their approaches to learning. These categories are useful for 

analyzing the rich variety of programs and understanding broader discourses that 

surround their implementation. Noam et al. (2003) have described three different 
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approaches: extended, enriched, and intentional learning. Programs that embrace an 

“extended learning” approach have a strong focus on academic outcomes. As a result, 

their objectives emphasize supporting and mentoring students in homework and academic 

subjects, improving academic achievement, and reinforcing content standards. In 

contrast, the “enriched learning” programs have a more flexible structure that allows for 

the development of project based learning activities, and their goals are related to 

supporting hands-on experience, exploration, and self-direction. This approach, as Herr-

Stephenson et al. have noticed, supports “interest-driven” participation and emphasizes 

the agency of young people in their learning. Finally, the “intentional learning and 

programming” approach has an emphasis on non-academic skills and social abilities, and 

focuses on youth development and empowerment (Noam et al. 2003). 

1.2. Incorporation of Digital Media in After-School Programs 
The increasing popularity of after-school programs during the past decades 

developed in parallel to the dawn of the digital era, the transition to a knowledge and 

information society, and the emergence of a networked communication environment. 

Childcare and programs support, as well as issues of technological access and education, 

have gained public visibility and been the subject of political debates, presidential 

campaigns, and legislation. The Clinton administration, for instance, created the 21st-

Century Community Learning Centers’ (21CCLCs) after-school initiative in 1998 in 

order to support after-school programs around the county, serve students attending high-

poverty and low-performing schools, and reinforce academic programming with 

additional services including technology education. Likewise, the Bush administration’s 

No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) dedicated resources to improve children’s 

access to digital technology, and reauthorized 21st CCLC transferring the administration 

of the grants from the U.S. Department of Education to the State Education Agencies. 

In a context of rapid transformations, discourses of equal access to technology 

and the future of work were embraced by after-school service providers, policy makers, 

researchers, educators, philanthropists, and youth advocates. As Herr-Stephenson et al. 
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have stated, the discourses of the digital divide and workforce development, have become 

part of the struggle to provide technological infrastructure (hardware, software, and 

networking), and to support youth-driven media practices (participation, production, and 

co-creation). Researchers, educators, and advocates, have argued in favor of supporting 

the development of new literacies (e.g. information, visual, computer, new media, etc), 

fluencies (e.g. technological, network), and twenty-first century skills (e.g. applied, non-

cognitive, soft, interdisciplinary). 

Although Sefton-Green (2012) traces the use of video cameras for creative 

expression and media education in after-school programs back to the 1980s, the 

incorporation of media technologies was not guided by the sense of urgency that the 

discourses from the turn of the century created. With the advent of the digital age, 

incorporation of digital tools and networks has become a high-priority and pressing 

challenge for after-school service providers. As they have balanced the risks and benefits 

of digital technology implementation, providers have articulated different approaches to 

learning matching particular pedagogies and resources (Herr-Stephenson et al. 2011). 

Learning approaches shape goals, structures, funding, participant relationships 

and media practices. For instance, after-school programs that take an “extended learning” 

approach have focused on improving academic achievement by meeting content 

standards like the ones created for the Partnership for the 21st Century Skills (e.g. 

information literacy, problem solving, creativity), and Science, Technology, Engineering, 

and Math (STEM) education. These programs are usually well funded and maintain close 

relationships with the industry by jointly organizing technology-related competitions and 

activities. In contrast, “enriched learning” programs focus on supporting the exploration 

of students’ own interests without necessary relying on content standards. Initiatives such 

as Computer Clubhouses, and Boys and Girls Clubs of America (B&GCA) are examples 

of after-school programs that support a range of activities in where students engage in 

multimedia production following their own passions, developing their own creative 

expressions, and “learning with and about digital technology” (Herr-Stephenson et al. 
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2011, 26). Finally, programs that embrace the “intentional learning” approach are usually 

youth media programs that “are intensively and exclusively focused on media production 

as a pathway of youth development” and “tend to encourage young people to view media 

creation as a political act” (Herr-Stephenson et al. 2011, 30). These programs are aligned 

with a longer tradition of media education that promotes critical literacy, supports a 

political agenda of social change and youth empowerment, and relies in mentorship and 

structured activities with variety of media production tools, both digital and analogue. 

Since digital media oriented after-school programs are supposed to serve low-

income and low-achievement youth, they should be producing some impact in the 

Latino/Hispanic youth population who is situated at the wrong sides of many divides, 

including the digital one. However, research and evaluation studies that focus on 

Latino/Hispanic participation in digital technology activities in after-school programs 

remain scant. One of the few studies available, was conducted in 1999 during the piloting 

of Project Connect, an initiative founded by Microsoft that took place in the form of 

technology centers embedded in fourteen B&GCA Clubs around the country. Henriquez 

and Ba reported on the positive impact of the Project Connect across all sites, including 

four clubs where Latinos/Hispanics were the majority (two in California, one in Texas, 

and one in Colorado). The researches concluded that the incorporation of technology in 

the Clubs helped to increase Latino/Hispanic membership and regular attendance, 

supported Internet and computer access, and created a learning and engaging 

environment that benefited not only the participants but the whole local community 

(Henriquez and Ba 2000, 34). As regard to learning, researchers concluded that access to 

digital technology activities within the Clubs helped students to gain “deeper 

understanding of how the Internet, multimedia tools, and technology can be used for 

research, design, and communication” (Henriquez and Ba 2000, 35). However, 

researchers noticed that the presence of technology also created several challenges such 

as the lack of qualified staff, technical assistance, financial sustainability, technology 
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integration into other educational programs, and a systematic program evaluation 

(Henriquez and Ba 2000, 35). 

In perhaps the most detailed studied on the impact of digital after-school 

programs on immigrant youth, Rebecca London, Manuel Pastor and Rachel Rosner, 

found that the implementation of digital technology across six after-school service 

providers in California helped to solve not only the problem of access to technology, but 

also to support immigrant youth development and acculturation processes. Based on case 

studies of six Community Technology Centers (CTC) that provided after-school 

programming to Asian and Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth, researchers revealed that 

besides bridging the digital divide, what they called the “Information Technology (IT) 

framework,” fostered the creation of a supportive and safe environment where immigrant 

and disadvantaged youth could “find a voice, a place, and a future” in the new country. 

These programs “created spaces for immigrant youth to connect with one another and 

with supportive adult mentors, to express themselves freely, and to be comfortable in 

compatible cultural settings” (London et al. 10). Further, researchers argued that these 

after-school programs supported the process of acculturation of immigrant youth “in their 

broader communities by providing leadership education and other means of 

empowerment” (London et al. 10). The importance of staff that understood and respected 

immigrant cultural heritage and their familial context was crucial for facilitating the 

acculturation process and opening opportunities to valuable information and 

opportunities. Hence, besides being mentors in technology, programs staff also “acted as 

cultural, educational, and generational brokers” who could address the specific needs of 

immigrant youth and help to connect their “existing ethnic identities with their new 

American identities” (London et al. 11). 

1.3. Digital Media After-school Programing  
During the academic year of our fieldwork (2011-2012), after-school 

programming was diverse and dynamic at Freeway High School (FHS). When classes 

were not being held, the school infrastructure was transformed into a vibrant space of 
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after-school program activities. From theater to culinary arts to debate to college 

preparation to digital media, programs offered opportunities to expand students' learning, 

socialization, and skill development during out-of-school time. Given the size of the 

school (almost 2000 students), the racial/ethnic composition of the student population 

(88.2% were minorities), and the number of students who received free lunches (61.7% 

were economically disadvantaged), FHS embraced after-school programming as one of 

its major services. Although economic funding was scarce and only a few programs were 

supported by state/federal grants (Texas ACE/21st CCLC), Freeway High supported the 

creation of after-school programs (especially Clubs) and provided physical spaces were 

students could meet and engage in activities under the supervision of an adult (usually a 

teacher that served as sponsor). 

Freeway also supported the incorporation of digital technology in some of the 

after-school programs. Despite banning student's use of mobile and digital devices, 

blocking social network sites inside computer labs and classrooms, and struggling with 

budget cuts, FHS offered two digital media oriented after-school programs where 

students could access computers, the Internet, and audiovisual production gear: the 

Digital Media Club (DMC) and the Cinematic Arts Project (CAP). These two programs 

embraced the dual discourse of the digital divide and workforce development, were not 

academically oriented, and had many low-income Latino/Hispanic youth as participants. 

With the exemption of Inara, all the subjects of our study participated in the digital 

oriented programs with different degrees of commitment and engagement. Although 

these two digital media oriented programs were closely related to each other and shared 

some members and sponsors, they were different in terms of structure, goals, and 

approaches to learning. 

 

The Digital Media Club (DMC) 

 The Digital Media Club was basically an open computer lab--anybody can come 
in and do anything. (Antonio) 
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Founded in 2009 by a group of junior students interested in digital media, the 

video technology teacher (Mr. Lopez) and the videogame design teacher (Mr. Warren), 

the DMC was interest-driven, student centered, and run by students (it had president, 

vice-president, historian and treasurer). The DMC offered a wide range of unstructured 

activities that included playing videogames, messing around with professional software 

and hardware, browsing the Internet, and producing multimedia. Because the DMC 

supported hands-on projects, experimentation, informal mentorship, and the intensive 

engagement of students with subjects of their own interest, it could be said that it had an 

“enriched learning” approach. Students from all FHS grades, independent of their 

affiliation with the club, spent time at the DMC working on their own personal projects 

and found opportunities for collaborating and exchanging ideas with other peers. At the 

DMC they encountered an informal and open space where they could not only do 

homework related to elective classes but also play and explore their own interests in 

digital media beyond the formal school curriculum.  Sergio, for instance, explained to me 

in one of our first interviews how his participation in the DMC helped him to become 

more creative and develop his skills in digital design. He said: 

The digital media club (DMC) is really a place where I feel more open and 
creative at, because I can just look up things that I need help with, as in online 
tutorials, and I can just get visual ideas from other people’s work, as well as build 
off of mine, because then there’s other people who do the same thing, and we can 
all collaborate and just pass ideas back and forth. 
 

Moreover, the DMC provided to Freeway High students, especially the ones from 

low-income households, with access to hardware, software, and digital tools and 

networks they could not access anywhere else. That was indeed, one of the main reasons 

for spending time at the club hanging out with peers, messing around with technology, 

and learning to make different multimodal designs. Sergio, for instance, learned how to 

do visual logos at the DMC during his junior year. As he explained: 
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A: I didn’t really know much about logo-making until I started researching it, and 
looking up, like, tutorials and studies of how a good logo should be made. And 
then, after that, I just started, like, practicing after-school making simple logos 
for, like, other companies, like Coca-Cola—I made my own logo for that.  And 
then I build off of that.  
Q:  And did you use the Digital Media Club to explore this?  
A:  Yeah.  The Digital Media Club, because I don’t really have a computer at 
home that has all the programs that the school has.  So, that’s mainly why I spend 
most of my time after-school. 
 

The activities of the DMC expanded across two spaces: Mr. Lopez' and Mr. 

Warren classroom/computer labs. Both settings were equipped with late-model iMac 

desktops neatly lined up around the edges of the rooms, forty plus computers across both 

spaces. All of the computers had Internet connectivity and a wide array of software 

installed on them - Final Cut Pro, iMovie, Garageband, Celtx, Photoshop, Illustrator. 

Three days a week, from 4pm to 6pm approximately, the two spaces remained open to 

members of the DMC as well as to other Freeway High students interested in accessing 

computers and the Internet. Members of the club, however, also had access to other 

media production tools such as video/photography cameras, midi keyboards, 

microphones, drawing tablets, and laptops. Thanks to the popularity of the club during its 

first year (more than fifty FHS students showed up regularly) and the active mobilization 

of social, economic, cultural, and human resources done by the adult supervisors, the 

DMC obtained a Texas ACE/21st CCLC grant in 2010 that sponsored transportation 

(buses) and snacks, and paid the teachers for the after-school time they spent in their 

classrooms. 

Each of the DMC spaces attracted different kinds of students according to their 

interests and the elective classes they were taking at school. While students interested in 

videogame play and design, such as Miguel, tended to hang out in Mr. Warren's computer 

lab, students passionate about film, music, photography and videography, like Gabriela, 

Antonio and Sergio, preferred to spend their time in Mr. Lopez' classroom. Given the 

loose structure and openness of the DMC, attendance varied from week to week and was 
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neither consistent nor mandatory. However, during the year of our fieldwork the DMC 

seemed to gradually lose student attendance due the fact that the teacher/supervisors and 

student members, included Antonio and Sergio, got involved in other projects and could 

not dedicate time to plan special events for the club as they did in previous years.  

 

The Cinematic Arts Project (CAP) 

The CAP was precisely one of the projects that emerged from the DMC and that 

evolved into a unique and independent program leveraging some of the resources that 

members of the DMC had been cultivating. Originally created in 2010 as a partnership 

between Mr. Lopez and the two directors of a small local film postproduction company, 

the CAP was a joint enterprise that intended to teach the art of filmmaking and digital 

storytelling to high school students. In contrast to the DMC, the CAP was a structured 

program and adults and recent FHS alumni ran it. It was organized according to the film 

productions phases of development, pre-production, production, and post-production, and 

it had clear goals and deadlines such as completing several short films and the creation of 

a complete multimedia website. Moreover, participant roles were structured following the 

division of labor of film studios.  

The CAP mission, as stated in its website, was “to educate, empower, develop, 

and celebrate the next generation of emerging artists,” to help high school students “to 

be productive citizens, creative individuals and active participants in shaping our 

communities in the 21st century.” In order to achieve that, the CAP was “dedicated to 

teaching the art of cinematic digital storytelling and digital media production to young 

people.” 

According to its learning approach, the CAP was quite innovative. It combined 

the extended, enriched, and intentional approaches that Noam et al.  (2003) have 

theorized in their analysis of after-school programs. The CAP’s emphasis on teaching 

“the art of cinematic digital storytelling” through a structured program set up by adult 

directors was aligned with the idea of extending the learning that occurred in formal 
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school classes. Specifically, it was related to the idea of extending the 

(academic/vocational) learning that happened at Mr. Lopez video technology elective 

classes. The CAP’s mission of helping students to be “productive citizens,” “creative 

individuals,” and “active participants in communities,” was related to the ideals of 

empowering youth and helping them to cultivate non-academic skills and social abilities 

(intentional). Finally, because the program also supported hands-on experience, 

exploration, self-direction, and project-based learning, the CAP also embraced an 

“enriched learning” approach. The unique approach of the CAP allowed students to 

pursue their own interests in digital media production and filmmaking while participating 

in a program structured and supervised by adults that had clear goals and ideals. 

Due to the positive reputation that the CAP acquired among the local community 

during its first year, it grew very fast in its scope and goals. At the time of our fieldwork 

in 2011-2012, and just one year after its creation, the CAP had turned into a non-profit 

organization, had several local businesses as sponsors, and included students not only 

from FHS but also from two other high schools from the district (it scaled up from a 

group of eleven students to a group of forty students). Participants worked in five 

di�erent teams (Narrative, Making-of, Webisodes, Publicity, and Documentary) and their 

tasks were organized according to the hierarchies and workflow of a professional film 

studio. The CAP teams had specialized departments (e.g. Production Management, 

Sound, Art, Costume & Wardrobe, Hair & Makeup, etc.) and specific roles for each 

student (e.g. director, manager, camera operator, grip, cinematographer, etc.). All teams 

were supervised by adult executive directors (three high school teachers and two 

professional film producers) and mentored by five FHS alumni who had previously 

worked in the CAP during its first year of existence. 

From November 2011 to April 2012, CAP participants met regularly everyday in 

Mr. Lopez' computer lab. Although sometimes, especially during the production process, 

the activities moved to other locations for shooting scenes, rehearsing, casting, or for 

presenting the work in public, most of the time, the computer lab served as the everyday 
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headquarters for the project. It was transformed into the dedicated space for the CAP 

activities. As Mr.Lopez explained, his computer lab became a sort of film studio in 

constant “Grand Central” mode. That is, it became very busy with the presence of forty 

students working in different teams. A look at some of the field notes from my 

observations reveal how dynamic and vibrant the computer lab, and the spaces next to it, 

became with all the variety of activities of the CAP. On December 12, 2011, I wrote: 

Around 5pm the computer lab was getting into the “Grand Central” mode as Mr. 
Lopez uses to describe the space when the CAP crew is working. (...) The space 
was busy and noisy with approximately twenty-two students working on three 
groups at different spaces of the lab. Some of them were interviewing each other 
with cameras and microphones. Others were working in front of the computers 
drawing, and still others were surfing the web in groups and looking at pictures 
they retrieved using the Google Image search engine.  

A group of five students was working on an auxiliary room next the computer lab. 
They were practicing how to use professional film lights. In this room students 
from FHS were explaining to their peers from other high schools how to connect 
and set the lights and the shade screens. One of the students was also doing 
camera work and Sergio was helping her with the camera set up, explaining how 
to use the white balance. At the hallway, right outside of Mr. Lopez classroom, 
another group of students have set up two tables and they were reviewing a 
screenplay and talking about the different characters of the short narrative film, 
'Paul's Memories.' When I left around 7pm the computer lab was still full of 
students from CAP. 
 

Paradoxically, during the six months of CAP activities at the time of our 

fieldwork, the DMC was gradually displaced from the space of Mr. Lopez' lab as many of 

its members, including the student president (Sergio) and vice-president (Antonio), and 

one of the teacher supervisors (Mr. Lopez), focused all their attention on the hard work 

and commitment that the CAP required. Due to the way in which the CAP was 

structured, its location, and the amount of time that it demanded from its participants, 

abandoning the responsibilities with the DMC was accepted among its members. The 

decrease in the activities of the DMC and its displacement towards only one of the 

computer labs (Mr. Warren’s classroom), directly affected the engagement of DMC 
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members who decided to not participate in the CAP. According to some students like 

Antonio, at the end of the 2011-2012 school year the DMC had completely disappeared. 

“It [DMC] kind of died off since Mr. Lopez couldn't stay after-school a lot, and then he 

was tied up with the Cinematic Arts Project,” said Antonio, while explaining how the 

DMC disappeared slowly during his senior year.   

2. LATINO/HISPANIC YOUTH AGENCY IN A DIGITAL MEDIA PRODUCTION WORLD 
Participation in the CAP was transformational for Antonio and Sergio, two 

Latino/Hispanic boys from low-income and low educational attainment working class 

families. Despite their disconnection with formal schooling, they made their participation 

in the after-school program one of their strongest connections with the U.S society. The 

CAP offered to them a safe, creative, and positive space where they could develop their 

interest in digital media production, engage in media practices, cultivate a network of 

peers, and articulate a learning identity as filmmakers. It provided them with a 

community they could join, help to build, and proudly and publicly feel part of. 

Moreover, the CAP gave them access to resources they could use for navigating their 

process of assimilation. In the short term and during their involvement in the program the 

outcomes of their participation were for the most part positive with their assimilation 

trajectories advancing in terms of aspirations, connections, and sociocultural and 

economic opportunities. However, in the long term the benefits seemed to fade out as 

Antonio and Sergio graduated from high school, could not continue having access to the 

system of support that the CAP gave them, and did not encounter the appropriate 

scaffolding to continue developing their interest in filmmaking. 

2.1. Entering the World of the Cinematic Arts Project (CAP) 
The framework of “figured worlds” elaborated by Holland et al. (1998) is useful 

for analyzing the experiences that Antonio and Sergio had as participants of the CAP and 

their relationship with the processes of assimilation. I argue that the CAP can be 

understood as a “figured world” formed through social and situated activities. This world 
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was historically situated, socially enacted, and culturally constructed. It was a collectivity 

where members “figured out” who they were in relation to each other and through a set of 

practices (Holland et al. 1998; Urrieta 2007). At the CAP after-school program, students 

came together to construct joint meanings and leveraged social, economic, human, and 

cultural resources in order to exercise their agency and enact particular identities. Within 

this “figured world,” Antonio and Sergio reinvented themselves as learners and 

filmmakers, found opportunities to connect with their school and the local community, 

and developed media practices and skills that allowed them to participate in social, 

cultural, and economic domains they had not explored before. In other worlds, the CAP 

allowed them to advance in their assimilation process. 

As Holland and her colleagues stated in their seminal work Identity and Agency 

in Cultural Worlds (1998), a “figured world” is  

a socially and culturally constructed realm of interpretation in which particular 
characters and actors are recognized, significance is assigned to certain acts, and 
particular outcomes are valued over others. Each is a simplified world populated 
by a set of agents who engage in a limited range of meaningful acts or changes of 
state as moved by a specific set of forces. These collective “as-if” worlds are 
sociohistoric, contrived interpretations or imaginations that mediate behavior 
and so, from the perspective of heuristic development, inform participant 
outlooks. The ability to sense the figured world becomes embodied over time, 
through continual participation. (52-53)  
 

Activity and practice are at the center of the theory of “figured worlds.” Through 

participation in “figured worlds” people engage in meaningful acts, “figuring out” who 

they are in relation to those around them, developing mutual experiences, and using the 

material and symbolic artifacts they encounter within these “as-if” worlds. When 

participating in “figured worlds” people enact particular identities and exercise their 

agency as they “play out” an imagined space and embody its rules (Holland et al. 271). 

Hence, these worlds are both sociocultural realities and sites of possibility, fields and 

frames of social life.  According to Holland et al., the “figured world” “is played out; a 

frame becomes a world –a space and time established imaginatively – that one can come 
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to sense after a process of experiencing, acting by virtue of its rules” (Holland et al. 1998, 

53). 

By analyzing the CAP as “figured world” I intend to address the relationship 

between the process of assimilation and learning identities, and examine the outcomes of 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth participation in the after-school program. Learning and 

identity are strongly related. As much as learning is a process of becoming (Wenger 

1998), so is identity an act of self-making (Holland et al. 1998; McCarthey and Moje 

2002; Urrieta 2007). Both identity and learning are produced in practice through life 

experiences. When people participate in activities within particular contexts or “figured 

worlds” they engage in both a learning process and an identity work (Holland et al. 1998; 

McCarthey & Moje, 2002; Urrieta 2007). Hence, by developing shared practices, 

establishing relationships with others, and enacting performances of the self, people 

construct their selves as learners. However, because identity and learning are historical 

phenomena, their processes are also embedded in both a collective past (“history-in-

system”) and a personal subjective history (“history-in-person”) (Holland et al. 1998; 

Urrieta 2007). When people enter “figured worlds” they bring with them a personal 

subjective history of social life experiences and conceptual understandings that establish 

different possibilities of engagement. 

In my analysis I understand the learning identities developed by Sergio and 

Antonio as both performances and narratives situated in the CAP “figured world.” On the 

one hand, I analyze the enactments of the self that these boys developed as they engaged 

in shared practices, leveraged resources, played roles, and used positional frames from 

this “figured world.” On the other, I examine how they narrated their activities in the 

CAP, and told stories about themselves and their social interactions with peers, mentors, 

and the local community. Furthermore, I investigate the outcomes of their participation in 

the CAP “figured world” in relation to their assimilation process, focusing on the new 

media skills they developed, and the social, cultural, and economic opportunities they 

were able to take.  
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2.2. Space, Tools, and Discourses. 

We were here every day of the week if we could, or unless Mr. Lopez went home 
and we had to go, because he locked it up, so we were here pretty much every day 

of the week from after-school -- 4:15 to nine or ten sometimes. (Sergio)   
 

The activities and resources of the CAP where localized in the specific physical 

space of a FHS computer lab supervised and designed by Mr. Lopez. Although 

sometimes, especially during the production process, the practices of the CAP moved to 

other locations for shooting scenes or for presenting the work in public, most of the time, 

Mr. Lopez' computer lab served as the everyday headquarters for the project. It was in 

this particular space inside FHS major building, and during the specific time of after-

school hours, where the “figured world” of the CAP was recreated by the social 

engagement and shared activities of the participants. 

Mr. Lopez, a third generation Mexican American from Houston, bilingual, and 

with a strong sensibility towards the Chicano activist movement and the creative arts, had 

assembled during his 5 years at FHS a space not only rich in computer and video 

technology tools, but also in Latino/Hispanic cultural artifacts. All the walls were 

decorated with iconography rich in Mexican and Latin-American symbols such as posters 

of Zoot Suits, Chicano art, the Mexican flag, and images of cultural heroes such as Frida 

Kahlo, Che Guevara, and the farm workers activist Cesar Chavez. As regard to 

technology, the lab was equipped with 24 I-Mac desktop computers organized in three 

rows next to the walls. The computers ran the latest OS-X operating system, were 

connected to high speed Internet, had web cams, internal microphones, headphones, and 

several media production software applications such as I-Movie, Garage Band, Key Note, 

Adobe Suite (Photoshop, Illustrator, After E�ects), Final Cut Pro, and Celtix. The layout 

of the desktop computers left a clear wall for screen projections, as well as an open space 

in the middle of the room were movable and circular tables were available and could be 

used for group meetings. The lab also had an equipment room with lighting kits, green 

screens, tripods, microphones, boom poles, sound recorders, midi keyboards, 
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headphones, laptops, and several HD video and DSLR photography cameras. 

Furthermore, and specifically for the activities of the CAP, the lab was upgraded with 

more professional filmmaking gear donated by a local media company such as a dolly, a 

jib, and a fake rig. 

Besides designing the physical space of the computer lab as a supportive and safe 

environment for Latino/Hispanic youths, Mr. Lopez played a central role in setting up the 

discourse and practices at the “figured world” of the CAP. He made available “positional 

frames” (Greeno 2009) that entailed active roles for students in their learning. Using the 

frames of project-based learning and filmmaking, Mr. Lopez positioned students as active 

learners, creative media producers, and authors. On the one hand, the project-based 

learning frame was based in a pedagogy that was situated, experiential and social, 

inspired by learning by doing and constructionism (Papert and Harel 1991). The project-

based learning frame empowered students to learn through experience and media 

production activities, and fostered peer-learning, collaboration, and entrepreneurship. In 

several of our conversations, Mr. Lopez constantly stated his belief in that media 

production projects allowed students to learn and prepared them to the “real world.” In 

one of our interviews he said: “Projects are a good way for them to learn how to manage 

things. I wish I would have had that when I was their age. Mainly, just to prepare them 

[the students], because getting out in the real world is tough.”  

On the other, the filmmaking frame was shaped by the discourse of 

professionalism and workforce preparation and positioned CAP participants as 

possessing technical expertise, being capable of finishing a range of media products, and 

assuming responsibilities. The filmmaking frame entailed active roles for students in their 

learning and positioned them as having authority and obligations as if they were 

professionals. Each department or team had students assuming diverse roles that went 

from directors to camera operators to managers, allowing them to learn and practice 

particular skills, and to exercise different degrees of agency according to their 

responsibilities. According to Javier, a Mexican student and the cinematographer and 
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editor of the short narrative film “Paul’s Memories,” it was precisely the “professional” 

and responsible nature of the work at the CAP what helped him to become artistically 

more mature. When talking about his different tasks as a member of the narrative team he 

said, 

I think projects like this help me to be artistically more mature because you’re 
working with other people that know about what you’re doing and you have this 
big responsibility because now it’s not, ‘Ah, I’m just doing my short film, 
whatever.’ It’s professional, it’s good work.  
 

Finally, it is important to mention that Mr. Lopez was invested in building 

“authentic and reciprocal caring relationships”  (Valenzuela 1999) with his students and 

the participants of the CAP, in particular with the Latino/Hispanic ones. He valued the 

cultural resources that minority students brought to the after-school program, especially 

the Spanish language and the popular Mexican and Chicano heritage. Instead of 

“subtracting” the minority student’s cultural and social resources, Mr. Lopez supported 

and enhanced them by valuing their Latin-American ethnic background, traditions, and 

their Mexicanidad (Valenzuela 1999). He authentically cared about his students, was 

interested in knowing them in a personal way, and supported the development of their 

filmmaking aspirations. Furthermore, particularly for some of the Latino/Hispanic male 

youths like Antonio and Sergio, who were disengaged from formal schooling and came 

from low-income and poor-resourced working class immigrant families, having authentic 

relationships with Mr. Lopez helped them to increase their sense of belonging to Freeway 

High School, and to feel part of a community. To a certain extent, it could be said that 

Mr. Lopez acted as a “cultural broker” (Cooper, Denner and Lopez 1999) for Antonio 

and Sergio, helping them to feel safe at after-school and in the broader school 

community; opening pathways to learning and earning experiences beyond the 

classroom; and supporting their process of assimilation into the U.S. while respecting and 

valuing their ethnic heritage. 
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2.3. Motivation and Social Support  
Motivated by their interest in digital media, the success and publicity of the first 

CAP iteration in (2010-2011), and their enrolment in Mr. Lopez video technology class, 

Antonio and Sergio entered the CAP with great enthusiasm in their senior year (2011-

2012). Both had been positioned in the general track during Middle and High School, and 

had become low-academic achievers that knew how to “do school” by passing 

standardized tests and completing homework very fast during school time or sometimes 

at home using Google. Antonio and Sergio were also passionate about arts, computers, 

and digital media, and deeply invested in self-teaching and messing around with 

technology. Because they did not have that high quality technology access at home, the 

school's computer labs and audiovisual production gear were key resources for them. 

Across several interviews they mentioned being “fortunate” and “grateful” for having this 

kind of material access. Moreover, they also found very important the social support they 

could find at the after-school program. As Antonio explained, the bonding and social 

connections he was able to access at the CAP made him feel as part of a family. As he 

said: 

We all got together to actually make a film for the Cinematic Arts Project, and 
after a while we just became kind of a family.  Because during production we 
would come here for the shoot, the shooting place, we'd be there from, like, 5:00 
in the morning until, like, 9:00 in the night, or sometimes later.  And after a while 
we'd just kind of bond. 
 

In contrast to the alienation and boredom they experienced in the core curriculum 

classes, they were able to connect to the school via technology elective classes and after-

school programs (e.g. arts honor society, debate, DMC). Inside the CAP, and empowered 

by positional frames and diverse accesses (motivation, material, usage, and skills), they 

became some of the most active participants, showed up regularly, took on 

responsibilities, played different roles, and gained new media skills. Antonio, for 
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instance, explained in the following way how he felt empowered by the project-based 

learning frame and the possibility of doing video production:  

it gets my creative side thinking, it gets all sorts of sides of my brain thinking.  
Because you actually have to know math for shots sometimes.  Like, the roles of 
thirds and other stuff.  I remember Mr. Lopez made us actually think of a list of 
things that video production help out with, like, for project-based learning.  (…) 
Because project-based learning is just not like sitting or reading a book.  It's 
actually getting up and involving yourself with all these situations. 
 

The dynamic linkage between the filmmaking and project-based learning frames 

supported by the design of the CAP learning environment was very important for 

Antonio and Sergio. It positioned them as competent media makers capable of using 

digital software, operating professional video gear, and authoring multimedia content, as 

well as having some understanding of the different phases of the filmmaking process and 

the division of labor in professional film studios. Further, this layering of frames offered 

to these working class Latino/Hispanic students several goals that were bigger than the 

ones they encountered in the general track curriculum classes they took at Freeway High. 

In contrast to the low expectations, test work, and passive roles of schooling, filmmaking 

and project-based learning frames positioned them as active hands-on learners and media 

makers with clear objectives and deliverables. For instance, in their particular roles 

within the CAP, Antonio and Sergio had to complete certain tasks and collaborate in 

finishing and publishing multimodal media texts. Antonio, for example, in his roles as 

camera operator and editor for the “webisodes” team, authored three different short 

videos (approx. 3 minutes long) that involved describing the activities of all the 

participants of the project during different phases of development, pre-production, 

production, and post-production.   

Likewise, Sergio, as the main camera operator for the “narrative” team, had to 

complete an intense shooting schedule for several weeks and was responsible of 

capturing all the footage of the short film (15 minutes) “Paul’s Memories” according to a 

precise shot list. “Paul’s Memories” story was about the struggle of an old man (white 
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middle class) with Alzheimer disease who confronted hallucinations about his past and 

discovered a disturbing secret about the loss of one of his sons. The story was told 

through several flash-backs to important moments of Paul’s life that were organized in 

chronological order starting in his childhood. The locations were mostly indoors and 

were all lighted in a dramatic way with lots of shadows. Since this narrative film was one 

of the most important media texts produced by the members of the CAP, high aesthetic 

and technical standards were placed among the camera operator. Sergio had to become 

familiar and master a range of professional gear that included a high definition digital 

video camera, a tripod, a dolly, a jib, and a fake rig. Furthermore, he had to collaborate 

closely with Javier, the cinematographer, in order to rehearse the shots, adjust the settings 

of the camera, and prepare the lighting conditions of the set according to very specific 

configurations. Sergio also had to travel across the city and show up in time according to 

a production schedule in order to shoot in several locations outside the Freeway High 

building. 

The filmmaking positional frame helped to organize the social relationships, tools, 

and learning activities of the participants according to the film industry processes of pre-

production, production, and post-production, and its division of labor. For instance, the 

“narrative” team was divided in several departments such as Production Management, 

Camera & Electrical, Sound, Art, Costume & Wardrobe, Hair & Makeup, Music, and 

Editorial. Using the filmmaking frame, adult supervisors, mentors, and students, took the 

challenge of finishing up several videos and creating a complete multimedia website, and 

established a tight schedule of deliverables, online publishing, and public exhibitions.  

Students worked in five different teams supervised by FHS alumna that acted as 

mentors. The “documentary” team was in charge of creating a short video about the two-

year history of the CAP. The “making-of” team had to create a video documentary 

(behind the scenes) about how the short narrative film was made; members of the 

“publicity” team designed a website, managed the social media channels (Flickr, Tumblr, 

Twitter, and Vimeo), and had the responsibility of publishing all the CAP multimodal 
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content online. The “webisodes” team created a series of short videos for the web about 

the different production phases at the CAP. Finally, the “narrative” team was in charge of 

making “Paul’s Memories.” According to Antonio, adult mentors organized the workload 

and division of labor. As he explained,  

we were chosen to our specific groups by the mentors, and I think they saw what 
we can do.  I know they saw me (...) I already knew most of them from just like 
talking to them.  And then they saw a little of the work I did with editing and 
camera operator, so I think they saw that I can build up, so they put me as camera 
operator and editor. 
 

The filmmaking frame entailed active roles for students in their learning, and 

positioned them as having authority and obligations as if they were professionals. Each 

department or team had students assuming diverse roles that went from directors to 

camera operators to editors, allowing them to learn and practice particular skills, and to 

exercise different degrees of agency according to their responsibilities. Due to the size 

and the structure of the CAP all student members had to apply to specific roles or 

positions in one of the five teams. The application, as Sergio explained, consisted of a 

written form and an oral interview where students explained their previous experiences, 

answered questions regarding problem solving, and stated their reasons and motivations 

for playing specific roles. After evaluating the applications and conducting the 

interviews, the CAP mentors and supervisors took executive decisions and assigned 

positions. Since the ten Freeway High students who participated in the CAP had already 

taken elective classes with Mr. Lopez they had an advantage over the thirty students who 

came from the other two high schools, and felt confortable using the filmmaking frame 

for playing powerful roles in the different teams. 

2.4. New Media Practices and Skills 
The media practices and skills developed at the CAP can be grouped in two 

categories according to their orientation: technical and sociocultural. By engaging in 

these practices, Antonio and Sergio not only became some of the most active participants 
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in the CAP but also encounter opportunities to participate in other activities that 

advanced their assimilation trajectories and their learning.  

2.4.1. Technical Skills  
Given the “intentional learning” approach of the CAP, hands-on media production 

and technical skill acquisition was at the core of most of the situated activities developed 

at this after-school program. This approach tended to focus too much on the digital tools, 

the personal artistic expression, and an industrial conception of filmmaking that was 

hierarchical and oriented towards aesthetics and technical achievement. As a result, the 

majority of participants focused on gaining technical skills in order to collaborate and 

deliver the media artifacts that each of their teams needed and did not spend that much 

time interacting with the broader networked communication environment or analyzing 

media texts. From photographing to sound recording to video editing, participants 

engaged in media practices that required technical expertise, and were able to master 

them thanks to the access to digital tools and the frequency of meaningful production 

activities within the CAP. For low-income students like Antonio and Sergio, that kind of 

access to media production gear and computer power was crucial. It not only allowed 

them to develop technical expertise but also to articulate their learning identities as 

filmmakers, exercise their creative agency, and connect to local institutions and 

communities, particularly, the school and some local creative industry players. 

Inside the CAP the levels of technical expertise were not evenly distributed 

among the participants. Although the media practices developed during the pre- and 

production phases such as audiovisual recording, lighting, and photographing, were 

mastered in short periods of time by the students, the practices of post-production such as 

editing and sound mixing required more advanced technical skills, knowledge of 

software, and storytelling abilities. These more advanced practices also needed more 

solitary time in front of a computer watching, cutting, and organizing lots of audiovisual 

material. Among all the participants of the CAP, FHS students, such as Antonio and 

Sergio, who had already taken classes with Mr. Lopez, had a technical advantage 
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compared to the students from the other two high schools because they were already 

familiar with the video production gear and computer software. As Sergio pointed out, 

the people from other schools (thirty) were learning from the Freeway High students 

because they had more experience using professional media production gear and an a 

stronger video program. “We have a more stable video tech department,” Sergio said 

explaining why the FHS students acted as peer teachers for the ones from other schools. 

Based on this advantage, CAP executive directors and mentors positioned FHS students 

in roles that required more responsibility and autonomy, and as a result, gave them more 

power over students from other schools. In a certain way, FHS students played the role of 

experts and peer teachers, and their expertise in video production was recognized since 

the beginning of the project. This was especially interesting because FHS was, by 

traditional academic metrics, the lowest performing of the three schools involved in the 

CAP. 

Being a Camera Operator 

In the figured world of the CAP, and according to the filmmaking frame and ethos 

of “professionalism,” being a camera operator required advanced technical expertise, it 

had clear goals, it was structured, professional, and artistic. Technical expertise varied 

according to the media texts that each team had to produce. Working on the “short 

narrative” team required the most advanced camera operator. This team had to deliver the 

emblematic product of the CAP: a short fiction film that was going to be submitted to an 

international film festival. The short film, or digital video to be more accurate, was 

supposed to have a high aesthetic quality and be representative of the level of 

professionalism of CAP participants. Although Sergio wanted to be the director of the 

short film, he took the challenge of playing the role of camera operator and became very 

passionate about it, developing technical expertise and close relationships with the peers 

from his team, especially with Javier, the cinematographer, a Mexican student who had 

participated in the CAP the previous year and had cultivated the filmmaker learning 

identity for several years. 



 
 

163 

As a member of the “short narrative” team Sergio had to prepare himself both 

technically and physically, and he had also to practice camera work not only at the after-

school program but also at home. According to Sergio, it was one of his peers, the 

cinematographer of his team, who taught him what to practice and how to learn.  

Q: What was the preparation for this position?  
���A: Mainly Javier told me what to do to practice. He told me to take the camera 
home, learn the settings of the camera, learn how to set it up, how to find 
everything in case something goes wrong, and he also told me to lift weights -- 
because when you’re holding the camera -- we did a lot of moving shots -- to not 
have too many shake shots. 
 

Access to a professional tool (an HD video camera) for extended periods of time 

and across settings extended Sergio’s existing technical skill and, as a consequence, his 

ability to gain further expertise. Although Sergio had previous experience with video 

recording by taking elective classes in FHS, and had learned how to focus, frame, and 

set-up the white balance, the cameras that he had used before were consumer grade and 

not as sophisticated as the Panasonic AVCCAM HD Handheld Camcorder that he had to 

operate within the CAP. The complexity of the tool also required a more advanced 

technical knowledge of all the settings. Learning, for Sergio required a lot of hours of 

practice with the HD video camera, and that was precisely his main responsibility during 

the preproduction phase. 

Sergio's camera operation practice expanded beyond the space and time of the 

CAP in after-school, and also involved lots of hours of practice at home. The fact that 

Sergio had to take the camera equipment home in order to be able to master the operation 

of a technology tool reveals how issues of material access and usage at home are crucial 

for learning. According to Sergio, it was precisely when he borrowed the camera and 

practiced at home, that he was able to learn. He said: 

When I would learn with the camera I had to take it home, practice filming little 
things in low lighting, and then messing around with the iris and F-stop and 
trying to make it so it would look better, because last year’s problem with the film 
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was it was too dark, so we’re trying to fix that this year. So it wasn’t as bad this 
year. 
 

After a successful production phase in which he was able to shoot everything 

according to the schedule and solved several technical problems working closely with the 

cinematographer, Sergio felt he had acquired an expert level in camera operation. Despite 

he wanted to become a filmmaker, he did not take another position in the CAP. Instead of 

engaging himself in a new practice during post-production, Sergio's activity in the CAP 

became a more social oriented experience of hanging out with peers, having sporadic 

collaborations with particular teams that needed help. However, leveraging his camera 

operation technical skills he was able to participate in other media production projects 

that emerged outside the CAP and FHS. Thanks to the networking efforts of Mr. Lopez 

and the visibility of the CAP in the local community, opportunities for working on small 

video production jobs started to emerge out of school, and Sergio, as well as some of his 

closest peers, did not hesitate in taking them.  

Confident of his technical expertise, Sergio found two temporary jobs as a camera 

operator in the local creative industries (one in a well known Latino/Hispanic Television 

Studio and other in an independent digital studio who produced a web series), and was 

able to not only translate his media skills into income, but also transpose the CAP 

filmmaking and project-based learning frames to other realms for short periods of time. 

On the one hand, Sergio took the opportunity of working during three months in the 

production of “The Ritmo Show,” a local music live show for a well-known 

Latino/Hispanic television studio. On the other, he also joined the camera crew of an 

international digital studio who produced a web video series for children about zoology 

and worked in the production of two episodes shot near Austin. Furthermore, together 

with Antonio and four of his closest CAP peers he was able to participate in a local youth 

media competition towards the end of the school year where he continued honing his 

technical skills. In this competition, he collaborated in the making of a short video in 24 

hours. “Guadalupe,” as it was entitled this video, was entirely conceived, produced and 
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post-produced by Sergio and his friends. The video told the story of an immigrant father 

struggling to communicate with the children he had left behind in his home country. 

Besides helping with the camera operation, Sergio wrote the screenplay of this video 

inspired by his own personal life as a 1.5-generation immigrant who grew up separated 

from his father.33 

 

Editing Digital Video 
To become skillful in video-editing software (e.g. Final Cut Pro), and learn how 

to assemble a narrative with moving images it is necessary to have at least access to 

computer power and lots of hours of usage and practice. In his role of editor of the 

webisodes, Antonio, confronted the challenge of the video editing practice and narrated it 

as a kind of learning process that was difficult and unpleasant at the beginning, and later 

became more playful and fun. Gaining video-editing skills became a sort of badge of 

honor inside the CAP because only very few were able to do this practice. Moreover, 

mastering this technical practice was also crucial for authoring audiovisual media texts, 

articulating a filmmaker learning identity, and developing a unique voice. 

Acquiring video-editing skills was challenging for Antonio given the high 

responsibility he had been assigned as the editor of the webisodes. Although initially he 

had applied to be camera operator, the supervisors and mentors gave him the double task 

of being both camera operator and editor. As Antonio explained in one of our interviews, 
                                                
 
33 Although “Guadalupe” did not win any prize in the 24 hours contest, Sergio, Antonio and their peers 
continued working in it and submitted it to an international film festival where it was accepted and being 
exhibit. Such accomplishment was very important for them; it boosted their confidence as filmmakers, and 
empowered their creative voice. Reflecting on the making of the video and how proud he felt about it, 
Sergio wrote in the entry of the Social Media Journal of April 27:  “It was one of the most epic things I 
have heard. I was very excited, because I was the one who wrote the story that was chosen to be accept into 
the festival. The story took me forever to write. I sat there, in a empty hallway at the high school we were 
at, for about 30 minutes. Then an idea came to me, something a lot of people could relate to, immigration. 
It wasn’t about a person just trying to come over to the US, but instead to bring his family over. The name 
of the film is “Guadalupe,” because of the main character. I was writing it on Celtix and it was just open 
for hours, till I got an idea. The inspiration came from my life. I have an immigrant and my mother had 
brought me to here, so I knew what it felt like to want to do everything to bring your family home to you. It 
was a very sensitive moment for me and I was glad that the film was accepted.” 
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the knowledge that he had of the editing practice was little when the CAP started and he 

had to catch up and learn fast in order to complete the webisodes. He said: 

this is like the first time I'm actually editing this much, because last year I learned 
how to use it (Final Cut Pro software) and that's all I really did with it -- learned. 
But this year I'm actually applying it to a lot of videos I'm doing. (...) It makes me 
hate editing even more, but I know it's a crucial part of post-production, so it's 
helping me out. (...) I'm learning a lot. 
 

As Antonio spent more time engaged with video editing, he gradually honed his 

technical skill, and his feelings toward this media practice transitioned from frustration to 

fun. This transition reveals a crucial aspect of the learning process he experienced in the 

CAP, and the importance of practice and usage. As Ellen Seiter has pointed out, “when 

large amounts of time 'practicing' are invested, the computer user is rewarded by the 

achievement of a kind of automaticity of many levels of competence” (Seiter 2008, p.33). 

In order to meaningfully “play around” with video editing Antonio needed to experience 

several hours of practice using the Final Cut software, watching, cutting, and pasting 

digital video footage. It was only after Antonio had completed two webisodes that he was 

able to have “fun” in the third video he created, and exercised his creative agency in a 

more playful way. When I asked what was his favorite webisode, he said: 

A: I think the third one, because I had more fun with it. ��� 
Q: Why? ��� 
A: Just because they told me to have more fun with it because they were kind of 
getting boring, so I was like, “Hmm, what can I actually do?” And I was just 
playing around with it.��� 
Q: And it worked?  
���A: Yeah. 
 

Antonio's mastering of the video-editing practice positioned him as a central agent 

inside the CAP, and strengthened his filmmaker learning identity and artistic confidence. 

After overcoming the challenges of editing and shooting the webisodes, he felt 

confortable with playing and improvising different roles within the CAP figured world. 
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Moreover, he also felt confident with transposing the filmmaking and project-based 

learning frames into other social realms given the opportunities to do so. Thanks to his 

video-editing skills, as well as to the social resources mobilized by Mr. Lopez who acted 

as a broker for his students, Antonio was able to connect to the local creative community, 

and to translate his technical skills into earning. During the CAP post-production phase, 

for instance, he found a temporary job as an editor of “The Ritmo Show,” a music 

program produced at one of the Latino/Hispanic television studios that featured local 

cumbia, Tex-Mex, and conjunto tejano bands. By taking this opportunity, as well as 

another job as a camera operator in a web video series about zoology (two episodes), he 

was also able to continue developing his filmmaker learning identity and to make 

connections, at least temporary, with adults and creative industry professionals from the 

broader Austin community. 

 

2.4.2. New Media Skills  
Although all the media practices within the CAP were sociocultural, I have 

separated the ones that are heavily focused on technical skill acquisition, from the ones 

that are more oriented towards social interactions and connected to a broader digital and 

networked cultural environment. These sociocultural media practices still rely on 

technical expertise, but instead of focusing heavily on personal artistic expression and 

individualized skills, they place more weight on the interactions with broader 

communities, the connection to new knowledge cultures, and the circulation of content in 

a networked communication environment. As Jenkins et. al (2006) have argued, the 

social skills and cultural competencies that emerge from participating in a new media 

communication environment, require “new ways of processing culture and interacting 

with the world around us.” (21) Those emergent sociocultural skills, also conceptualized 

as “new media literacies” (Jenkins et al. 2006), are necessary to find opportunities and 

participate in twenty-first century culture, society, and economy. 
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Although the program had great potential for fostering digitally mediated 

sociocultural practices, developing new media literacies in the CAP was challenging and 

uneven. On the one hand, the hierarchical structure and division of labor of the CAP 

assigned to only one team (Publicity) most of the responsibility of interacting with the 

networked environment. Although eventually most of the CAP participants produced 

some kind of multimodal content that was published online or interacted in conversations 

in a dedicated Facebook group, only a few students, mentors, and supervisors, were 

regularly interacting with the networked environment and gaining new media 

sociocultural skills. On the other, the CAP filmmaking frame and ethos of 

professionalism imposed constraints to the young filmmakers, mentors, and executive 

directors, that limited them to freely connect with emergent creative communities and 

cultures. Overemphasizing the high artistic quality of filmmaking, and imitating the film 

industry division of labor and studio structures, increased the barriers of participation in a 

digital and new media culture where the boundaries between amateurism and 

professionalism, fine arts and popular culture, were being blurred. As a consequence, the 

degree of connectivity and networking of the CAP members remained limited to the local 

and professional creative community. Although in the short term, such limited 

connectivity was very useful for leveraging social and economic resources, in the long 

term, CAP participants and alumni struggled to cultivate a creative career path. 

 

Transmedia Navigation 

In his double role of camera operator and editor of the webisodes team, Antonio 

was one of the few students who could participate in activities that supported the 

acquisition of new media literacy skills. Particularly, by editing and shooting three videos 

for the web he was able to gain expertise in what Jenkins et al. call “transmedia 

navigation.” In the case of Antonio, “transmedia navigation” was specifically related to 

telling a story across multiple media (level of rhetoric) and “read and write across all 

available forms of expression” (Jenkins et al. 2006, 46). By actively participating in the 
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construction of a coherent and multimodal story about the CAP, using multiple new 

media texts and several media channels, Antonio was able to experience for the first time 

in his life, the online publishing and circulation of multimodal texts he had helped to 

create. The webisodes he made, were part of a bigger transmedia story that expanded 

both offline and online, and that included public screenings of two documentary-style 

short films about the CAP everyday activities (one produced by mentors and other 

produced by students) and one short narrative film, a complete multimodal website, 

several online photo galleries in Flickr, three webisodes in Vimeo, a dedicated blog in 

Tumblr, and a micro-blog in Twitter. 

In order to contribute to the CAP transmedia story, Antonio had to become very 

aware and self-reflective of all the practices, discourses, and tools of the “figured world.” 

The three webisodes that he edited became multimodal texts that portrayed the everyday 

activities of the CAP to a broader audience and were pieces of a bigger story that 

expanded across several media platforms. These videos showed different members of the 

CAP working together and performing various activities, and had the specific function of 

explaining to a broader audience the different production phases of the CAP. Antonio 

structured three micro narratives about the different production phases and told concise 

stories positioning he and his peers as young filmmakers. He recorded the activities as a 

camera operator, acted as a narrator reading a script he wrote, and selected and sequenced 

footage. A look at the third webisode illustrates how the learning process of creating 

webisodes helped Antonio to develop his own voice and gain narrative skills. The one 

minute video is a montage of moving images that show all the different CAP teams 

engaged in different practices and working not only on the space of Mr. Lopez' computer 

lab but also in the halls of FHS and in outdoors locations. As the images pass with a rapid 

pace, we hear the voice of Antonio describing the various media practices that members 

of the CAP developed. The excerpt bellow is a transcription of a section of the video 

where Antonio narrates the pre-production phase.  
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The past few months have been dedicated to prepare everything for this day. We 
have gone through script writing, storyboarding, auditions, set- preparation, and 
read-throughs. All to make filming goes smooth. Everyone is excited and ready to 
jump right in and hit the ground rolling as production begins this Saturday and 
last all through this month of January. 
 

However, despite his participation in the webisodes and his later collaboration 

with the “making-of” team as an editor, Antonio did not continue telling transmedia 

stories outside the CAP. Although he seemed to have gained some level of “transmedia 

navigation” sociocultural skill, this practice faded out very fast as the CAP entered the 

post-production phase.  

Antonio was not able to leverage the transmedia storytelling skill he gained in the 

CAP neither in the temporary jobs he got outside of school, nor in some of the 

independent media projects he eventually made with his peers. This fact reveals one of 

the most problematic aspects of the CAP organization and division of labor: the 

centralization of most of the online interactions in one single team, and to be more 

precisely, in one single person, Mike. As a FHS alumnae who had participated in the first 

iteration of the CAP in 2010 and who could committed full time to work in the CAP as a 

volunteer and mentor, Mike had a central position of power. He was the supervisor of the 

publicity team, and assumed the responsibility of publishing all the online content, setting 

up all the social media accounts, and designing and managing the CAP website. Hence, 

although Antonio had the opportunity to create multimodal narrative pieces that were part 

of a bigger transmedia story, and understood a little bit of the process of multiple 

platform dissemination, he depended on somebody else to circulate online the media 

artifacts he created.  

 

Networking 

Networking through the use of digital media tools and platforms was another of 

the new media skills that some participants of the CAP were able to gain. For a program 

that was based in a school that banned the use of mobile and digital devices, and blocked 
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social network sites inside computer labs and classrooms, it was quite innovative to foster 

a range of networking media practices among its participants. Interacting in a unique 

Facebook group, blogging, designing a website, and circulating the CAP media artifacts 

through social media platforms, enhanced the networking skills among some students, 

particularly the ones who were in the publicity team, but also others like Sergio and 

Antonio who participated in networking-related activities. 

Although the networking skills involve several media practices such as searching 

for, synthesizing, and disseminating information, in the CAP, it was mostly about the 

latter. As Jenkins et al. have explained, this aspect of networking “implies the ability to 

effectively tap social networks to disperse one's own ideas and media product” and 

learning “how to be heard by large audiences” (51). Disseminating information was a 

crucial skill for the CAP because it allowed its members to circulate their media 

productions, reach out to other audiences and publics, and especially to connect to 

sponsors who could help the project financially. Although the CAP was able to use the 

Texas ACE/21st CCLC grant that the DMC had gotten in 2010, the funding was not 

enough for paying for all the adult supervisors (5) and mentors (5), and for financing a 

transatlantic trip to a prestigious film festival that a small group of students did. Hence, 

disseminating the CAP media products among potential donors and targeting local 

business and small creative industries, was part of the students objectives. The fact that 

the CAP website had one section showcasing the donors, and another section dedicated to 

explain in detail the different levels of sponsorship that supporters could do, reveals the 

strong financial orientation of the networking sociocultural practices that members of the 

CAP developed. 

For Latino/Hispanic youth such as Antonio and Sergio who had not published 

content online beyond mainstream Social Networking Sites like Facebook or MSSs like 

Cheezburger, the practice of creating a unique website, circulating audiovisual texts in 

streaming platforms, and reaching out a broader audience was certainly positive and 

formative. Even though they were not directly involved in the process of uploading files 
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or setting up accounts, they felt good about creating specific multimodal content for the 

web (eg. webisodes by Antonio, a blog entry by Sergio) and having diverse kinds of CAP 

media productions available online. They proudly shared this content with peers and 

family. Antonio, for instance, explained how he enjoyed showing the CAP website to 

others. He said: 

it feels good for people to see my work (...) I've showed it to many people, because 
when I'm in the computer lab or have my laptop at school, I'll pull up the website 
and show them the trailer, because we already have the trailer out, or I'll show 
them some photos that we took on set, and for pre-production. 
 

In another interview, Antonio told me that for the first time in his life he was 

being able to search for his and the CAP names in Google and find an extended list of 

links to the different media channels and multimodal content they had produced. To get 

their name “out there” in the Internet was narrated by Antonio as something “really 

cool.” As he explained: 

It's a good way to get our name out there, because I remember searching up CAP 
when we barely started, and there was nothing. You had to type in the URL to 
actually get the website. But now you can get like news -- our actual webpage, 
Flickr -- all of these directly on Google, and it's really cool. 
 

The CAP website gave Antonio and Sergio a public visibility that they had not 

experienced before and the opportunity of articulating their filmmaker learning identities 

in public. One of the website sections introduced all the CAP participants with short 

biographies, black and white portraits, and, for the ones who had published content online 

before, links to their online portfolios and multimedia works. Each participant wrote his 

or her own profiles using a third person point of view that was supposed to match the 

ethos of “professionalism” characteristic of the CAP. Sergio, for instance, wrote: 

Martinez has always held more of an interest in directing, but he never left out the 
real magic in producing a movie. (...) He worked on projects with Mike Davis and 
Antonio Chapa (...) He has always been inspired not by the physical prize that is 
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given to him, but rather the experience and knowledge he gains. He plans on 
applying to USC's School of Cinematic Arts. (...) 
 

Likewise, Antonio wrote: 

Chapa has shown great interest in music and digital art within the last few years 
of high school, but is beginning to show a passion for film making. He has worked 
on countless projects alongside Sergio Martinez, such as (...) He was inspired to 
join the Cinematic Arts Project by the opportunity to work with his friends, but 
also to meet new people to work with and to expand his network portfolio. 
Chapa’s personal goal is to gain experience and applying it for future use, and 
possibly to apply for college. 
 

The public profiles that these two Latino/Hispanic immigrant boys wrote (in 

English) for the website reveal an effort to disseminate personal information about 

projects, motivations, and future goals, that not only position them as experienced 

members of the CAP but also as active learners interested in pursuing filmmaking 

careers. The profiles were almost as digital business cards they could use when 

presenting themselves to others. Interestingly, these public personal narratives also 

revealed several positive outcomes of the networking sociocultural practice in relation to 

the assimilation process such as self-confidence, connections to the local community, 

English language knowledge, desire to achieve in their craft, and even some sort of 

college orientation. 

Overall, it could be said that Antonio and Sergio had a good opportunity to start 

developing the digital networking skill with the activities that the CAP developed online. 

At both the collective and individual level, they benefited from the networking practices. 

Considering the number of supporters that were listed on the website at the moment of 

doing the major public screening (52 sponsors that included private and public 

organizations, local businesses, media companies, and individuals), the media production 

job opportunities that emerged during the CAP post-production phase, the invitations to 

present in technology conferences, and the awards that some members of the team 

received (Mr. Lopez won an outstanding youth media entrepreneurship award in a 
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prestigious national festival), it could be said that the networking efforts were successful 

for the duration of the CAP. As a result, Antonio and Sergio were able to experience, at 

least during the months that they were involved in this after-school program, the power of 

digital networking for cultivating and mobilizing social, cultural, human and economic 

resources. 

2.5. After the Cinematic Arts Project  

I want to be a filmmaker when I grow up, so this Cinema Cannes project actually 
will help. (Antonio) 
 

During the CAP post-production phase, after almost four months of intense media 

production activities, technical skill acquisition, and development of new media 

sociocultural practices, some members of the different teams started to grasp 

opportunities to learn, earn, and participate in media production worlds outside school. 

Thanks to the public visibility of the CAP, the increasing number of sponsors (including 

several local creative industry players), and the brokering efforts of Mr. Lopez, 

opportunities to participate in temporary and project based media work with local 

organizations and even between peers as independent producers started to pop up. As 

soon as those opportunities became available, Antonio and Sergio were some of the first 

students who took them, leveraging the resources of the CAP (e.g. using professional 

production gear from Mr. Lopez' lab for jobs out of school). For instance, they got 

temporary paid jobs in a Latino/Hispanic television studio as camera operators (Antonio 

and Sergio) and editor (Antonio) of “The Ritmo Show,” a live music program that 

focused on cumbia, Tex-Mex, and conjunto Tejano local bands. Both of them also worked 

in “The Explorer Adventure,” a children web-video series about zoology, and did camera 

operation for a couple of episodes that were shot near Austin. Furthermore, both of them 

were able to participate in a local youth media competition towards the end of the school 

year where they continued honing their filmmaking skills and expanded their human and 

cultural resources. In this competition, they teamed up with four of their closest CAP 
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peers and tried to make “Guadalupe,” a short video entirely conceived, produced and 

post-produced by Antonio, Sergio and his friends, in 24 hours. Although they could not 

finish the video in time and did not get any prize at the local contest, they continued 

working on it for several days and later submitted it to an international festival where the 

video was accepted.  

However, media production opportunities became scarce for Antonio and Sergio 

as they exited the CAP figured world and finished high school. Although their filmmaker 

learning identities grew, and their social, economic, human, and cultural resources 

expanded during the months that the CAP was running, they were not sustainable in the 

long term. Unfortunately, similar to the CAP itself, which could not be sustained at the 

same big scale after 2012, Antonio and Sergio's resources became precarious after the 

termination of the school year and high school graduation. As Antonio, and Sergio exited 

the figured world of the CAP, and decided to break their connections with the after-

school world, their personal and subjective histories (history-in-person) became 

determinant for finding career opportunities and participating in different social domains. 

Very soon they were situated in a disadvantaged position that was fragile compared to the 

one that they had within the CAP figured world. Although both of them wanted to pursue 

filmmaking and creative careers, they confronted the challenge of not having access to 

the resources, social support, and scaffolding that could help them to continue that 

pathway.  

With a history of average academic performance in the regular (non-college 

bound) track at Freeway High, and with working-class and low academic attainment 

immigrant families, Antonio and Sergio remained ambiguous about continuing their 

formal education and had no idea about how to get a job in media production. On the one 

hand, their families did not have the resources to help them to connect to a post-

secondary education trajectory or into a creative industry job. None of the members of 

their immigrant families had gone to college and they struggled with financial hardship 

while working in low skill jobs. On the other, neither the regular track education they had 
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received in Freeway nor the CAP had prepared them to continue formal education after 

high school or to apply to creative industry jobs. Despite all the positive outcomes of the 

CAP, the “intentional learning” approach, ethos of “professionalism,” and learning 

frames (filmmaking and project-based) were too focused on the short term and the 

deliverable of media artifacts. Within the figured world of the CAP, a broader 

understanding of the media production job market and changing creative economy was 

something that was never addressed. For instance, even the temporary job opportunities 

that some students pursued did not require to complete applications but were negotiated 

in an informal way through Mr. Lopez’ social networking. Moreover, and equally 

important, was the fact that the filmmaker learning identities of Antonio and Sergio were 

still very early in their development. For both of them, becoming filmmakers was a 

purpose that emerged until their last year in high school. Although that motivation was 

empowering within the CAP, it was not enough for dealing with the complex realities of 

the new creative economy and filmmaking career pathways.   

Given such personal subjective histories, “figuring out” a creative career outside 

the CAP was difficult. As Antonio explained in our first follow-up interview months after 

graduation, he couldn't translate what he learned at the CAP into economic opportunity 

after graduating from high school. He said: 

I can't find a job. I'm calling Target, Walmart, stuff like that. I don't want to work 
at Walmart though. I don't want to work in fast food either. (…) I don't have any 
other job experience, except for video editing, and the only thing that really 
counts out of that is the communication part, for any other job. So, for me it's kind 
of hard, since I don't have previous job experience. 
 

After exiting the “figured world” of the CAP and finishing high school, Antonio 

and Sergio confronted the harsh reality of deep occupational, educational, and digital 

inequalities in the U.S and a very competitive and fast paced economy. In their position 

of disadvantage as working-class minority youth from low-income immigrant families, 

they struggled with the lack of access to social, cultural, economic and human resources. 
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In the absence of a system of support, and little knowledge about the broader economic 

and social system, they had to deal with the impossibility of translating their technical 

and new media sociocultural skills into future opportunities. Suddenly, after a great year 

of filmmaking, and having obtained a high school diploma, they realized that what they 

did at the CAP and temporary video jobs was not enough to continue participating in the 

media production industries. Besides not having the social connections (social capital) 

that could provide access to information, and opportunities related to the filmmaking 

world, they did not have the disposition, sense of entitlement, and professional 

certificates that could have helped them to pursue a creative career (cultural capital). For 

instance, both Sergio and Antonio found easier to look for jobs in retail stores than to 

search for jobs in video production or to contact the people they had worked with during 

their senior year. Their purposes and motivations outside the CAP, therefore, were 

heavily shaped by the low quality education they received at Freeway High as well as by 

the economic, social, and cultural resources of their families. Antonio, for instance, 

explained to me that he just applied to retail jobs because their websites were easy to 

find. He said:  

I haven't really thought about other stuff.  I kind of get on and off.  I'm, like, 
‘Okay, I need to get a job.’  Then I’m, like, ‘No, I'm just lazy.’  When I'm going it's 
just all retail, because those are the main stores that I remember that I can go 
onto the websites that are easy to find.  So I usually just go to those.  I mean, I 
haven't really applied to that many places.  It's just, like, I think twenty. 
 

Hence, in the absence of scaffolding, robust resources, and social supports, 

Antonio and Sergio creative career trajectories appeared to be broken after high school 

graduation. As the powerful agency that they had developed inside the “figured world” of 

the CAP faded out very fast, their assimilation trajectories also seemed to slow down. 

Their social mobility, however, was not downward but upward within the working class. 

Compared to their parents they were actually doing better. As Antonio observed in our 

first follow-up interview, his father would be actually happy with him working in a job 
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that does not involve the “extra-hard labor” he did as a construction worker. He said: “he 

[Antonio’s father] doesn't even want me to work in construction or anything like extra-

hard labor, so he'd be happy if I'm in an air-conditioned room doing, like, the retail stuff 

or anything like that.” 

While Sergio started to work in a retail store in the fall semester of 2012, Antonio 

was able to find a similar job eight months after high school graduation. Both of them 

entered a community college in the spring of 2013 and started to take few liberal arts 

classes at night with the intention of pursuing a Radio-Television-Film associate degree. 

Although they remained ambivalent about the usefulness of formal education because of 

its costs and uncertainty about securing media production jobs, they continued to take the 

college classes. Their parents offered as much economic support as they could and 

struggled to help them pay tuition fees. Although both Sergio and Antonio still wanted to 

pursue a creative career in film making, one year after graduation, the filmmaking 

pathway had started to be displaced with a career in service jobs.  

3. CONCLUSION 
In the twenty-first century, after-school programs continue to be useful for 

minority, low-income, and immigrant youth. They are still important because they 

provide support and access to social, cultural, economic, human, and technological 

resources that are scant in disadvantaged and underserved communities. In the case of 

Antonio and Sergio, the two Latino/Hispanic working class immigrant boys that 

participated in the CAP, after-school programming had positive outcomes not only in 

their assimilation trajectories but also in their development. It allowed them to cultivate 

social relationships, develop a filmmaker learning identity, improve their self-confidence, 

gain communication skills, and feel part of a community and a media production “figured 

world.” Because this community was situated within Freeway High School, being part of 

it also fostered a connection with the public school social institution. Evidence of that is 

that both Antonio and Sergio graduated from high school (an achievement that advanced 

their assimilation trajectory, distancing them from the low academic attainment of his 
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parents). Moreover, the CAP opened some opportunities of participation in the economy 

(e.g. temporary media production jobs) and in culture (e.g. Internet, local film culture), 

and very importantly, it provided multiple accesses to technology (motivational, material, 

usage, and skills) and social support (adult mentors). 

Because access to digital technology across its multiple dimensions can help to 

bridge some of the divides that social inequalities are creating, it is crucial that after-

school programs incorporate digital tools and networks in their programming. However, 

the way in which technology is implemented across different social institutions matters 

and produces different outcomes. After-school service providers not only need to address 

the multiple dimensions of access but also have to balance them in a productive and 

generative way. In the case of the CAP, although all the dimensions of access were 

available within the “figured world,” not all of them were supported with the same 

strength. Although motivational, material, and usage access appeared to be well 

developed, the complex dimension of skills, was not very robust. Due to the “intentional 

learning” approach of the CAP, and particularly its filmmaking frame and ethos of 

“professionalism,” the program placed too much weight on specific technical abilities and 

overlooked the importance of developing new media sociocultural skills. As a result, 

CAP participants like Antonio and Sergio were able to hone their skills in the operation 

of video production gear and computer software, but only briefly, and frequently with the 

mediation of an adult mentor or a supervisor, were able to acquire new media literacies or 

sociocultural competencies. 

Insufficient development of new media skills and precarious access to social, 

cultural, human, and economic resources did not help Antonio and Sergio as they 

confronted the harsh realities of a rapid changing technology-driven economy and 

existing structural inequalities. Once they lost the connection to the “figured world” of 

the CAP, their sociocultural skills turned out very weak and they did not feel confident in 

leveraging their media practices strategically in order to pursue a creative media career 

(lack of sense of entitlement and creative career disposition). Such deficiency, however, 
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cannot be blamed only on the after-school service providers but needs to be understood in 

relation to an unequal social system, and to the subjective personal histories of Antonio 

and Sergio (e.g. their life-long learning and assimilation trajectories, family backgrounds 

and social and cultural capitals). Although it is true that the CAP could have supported 

the development of new media sociocultural practices in a more consistent and horizontal 

way, the responsibility of doing so cannot only rest on the after-school program. In the 

contemporary U.S. context of educational inequalities, after-school programs are forced 

many times to carry more of a burden than it is realistic for them to achieve in relation to 

leveling the playing field. Instead, that task needs to be distributed among various 

institutions such as schools, homes, and community organizations that, working together 

and interconnected, can create an ecosystem of resources for scaffolding the long-term 

career pathways of minority and low-income youth.  

For Latino/Hispanic youth that have been positioned in the regular curriculum 

track, and come from working class immigrant families with low-income and low 

educational attainment, participating in digital media oriented after-school programs for 

only one year is not enough for developing the complex set of skills that are required for 

participating across multiple social domains. Developing new media sociocultural skills 

needs to be integrated in an ecological and life-long manner, in which multiple 

institutions (e.g. community organizations, churches, families, schools) provide 

scaffolding for supporting their acquisition and sustainability in the long term. 

Furthermore, those skills need to be complemented with the sustainable access to 

resources (e.g. social, cultural, and human capital) and the development of higher 

motivations and complex purposes that can prepare youth for the realities of the new 

creative economy and a technology driven society. In the case of the CAP, this program 

gave Antonio and Sergio, for a few months, the opportunity to experience some of the 

power of digital tools and networks and allowed them to exercise their creative agency in 

a “figured world” of media production they imagined and enacted. While participating in 

this world, it seemed like their assimilation trajectories advanced very fast, finding 
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connections to local economic and social institutions, building peer networks, and 

increasing their desires of achievement and social mobility. However, after high school 

graduation the advancement of their assimilation process seemed to slow down especially 

in relation to the economic and educational dimensions. Although their trajectories were 

definitely moving upward compared to the one of their parents, they struggled finding 

opportunities for continuing a digital media creative career. 

The paths that Antonio and Sergio navigated after high school graduation and 

after exiting the CAP reveal the harsh reality of the evolving digital, educational, 

participation, and occupational divides in the U.S. In a context of rapid sociotechnical 

change, leveling the playing field by providing access to technology is paradoxical. 

Although minority youth can be connected for certain periods of time, disjunctures 

remain at the broader systemic level. In a society where structural inequalities determine 

the access to economic and future opportunity, less advantaged youths, such as the ones 

from Latino/Hispanic working-class communities, have to confront the challenge of 

bridging many gaps that have evolving contours. Without a more equal and continuous 

access to social, economic, cultural, and human resources, this segment of the youth 

population will continue to struggle to find opportunities even if they are connected to 

digital media tools and networks and have developed some new media skills.  
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Chapter IV: Social Media Networked Spaces 

 
Living and growing up in contemporary U.S. is an experience of immersion in a 

hyper-mediated environment where communicating, learning, and socializing, are highly 

mediated activities. All the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth from our study 

developed a range of computer-mediated activities on Social Network Sites (SNSs) and 

Media Sharing Sites (MSSs) during our fieldwork, and had been practicing them through 

several years. For all of them, spending time and energy in online activities, was part of 

their everyday life and was meaningful. From school, home, after-school, or any other 

location from where they could connect to the Internet, these youths entered social media 

networked spaces and navigated them in different ways according to the social, 

economic, technological, cultural, and human resources they had. Among other activities, 

on these mediated spaces they hung out with their friends, performed identities, searched 

information, and spread media content they could access for free. In some specific cases 

they also published media content they had created by themselves or in collaboration 

with their peers. As these Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth developed meaningful media 

practices through their experiences online, they shaped their process of assimilation into 

the U.S. In this chapter I examine the characteristics of these practices and some of the 

new media skills that Latino/Hispanic youth gained through their participation on SNSs 

and MSSs. What were the characteristics of their participation on social media networked 

spaces? Which were the characteristics of their social networks (diversity, richness), and 

the media content they discovered, spread, and produced? What kind of new media skills 

and practices did they develop and how did they shape the process of assimilation to the 

U.S.? 

1. A NEW COMMUNICATION ENVIRONMENT 
As a result of the proliferation, development, and adoption of new media tools, 

networks, and practices, a new communication environment has emerged. Given the 
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affordances of digital technologies and distributed network architectures, this 

environment is enabling transformations across multiple domains of human activity. 

Social, economic, cultural, and political institutions, relationships, and practices are 

increasingly organized through and around network structures (Castells 2000, 2002, 

2004; Benkler 2006; Varnelis et al. 2008). Although networks have existed before in the 

history of human civilizations, it has not been until the introduction of computer-based 

communication technologies and particularly the Internet that they have been able to fully 

perform their power and develop in scale and complexity. Networks are powerful 

because they can process multiple information flows and are flexible and adaptable. 

Digital technologies have increased networks' capacity for managing complexity, 

coordinating tasks, and circulating information between nodes. According to Castells, 

this “results in an unprecedented combination of flexibility and task performance, of 

coordinated decision-making and decentralized execution, of individualized expression 

and global, horizontal communication, which provide a superior organization form for 

human action”(2002, 2). 

1.1. The Rise of Social Media Networked Spaces 
Connecting to the Internet has become an essential part of living and growing up 

in the U.S. According to the most recent reports from the Pew Research Center, 95% of 

the U.S. youth ages 12-17 are online (Madden et al. 2013a) and 97% of young adults ages 

18-29 use the Internet (Fox and Rainie 2014). Internet penetration and adoption has gone 

almost universal (Fox and Rainie 2014). Especially for American youths, using the 

Internet and doing activities online has been woven into their everyday experiences. Web 

sites, search engines, email, and social media platforms nowadays play a fundamental 

role in the lives of youth. They have become some of the most important spaces where 

young people go to socialize, communicate, hang out, and engage in meaningful 

activities. Although online experiences happen with different frequencies, skills, and 

resources according to a variety of structural and individual factors, it could be said that 
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for all youths living in the U.S., including the immigrants, the Internet is an important 

context of activity. 

Given its networked nature, the Internet is in fact not one but a series of multiple 

and interconnected contexts. The Internet technological infrastructure, its architecture, the 

sociocultural practices that it fosters and people develop, and the information flows that 

circulate across its links and nodes, give rise to multiple spaces that are networked. As 

Julie Cohen (2007) has claimed in her essay about the spatiality of the Internet, 

“cyberspace is not a unitary phenomenon; there is not one cyberspace, but many” (225). 

Synthesizing the theories of network society and mathematical complex networks, Cohen 

defined the Internet as a networked space. That is, a space “shaped by the uses of 

information and communications technologies” (239), “constituted both by flows and by 

the path dependence of flows” (239), and “produced and experienced by embodied 

beings” (243). The emphasis on the embodied experience of networked space highlights 

the interconnection of the space of information flows with the “real-world space”, and the 

linkage between offline and online contexts and behaviors. Although early utopian 

conceptualizations of the Internet emphasized the separation of the online and offline 

worlds imagining cyberspace as completely removed from the materiality of the physical 

space (e.g. “the electronic frontier,” “placeless”), several researchers have started to 

recognize the porosity, co-dependence, and interconnection between physical and virtual 

spaces (Byrne 2008; Cohen 2007; Graham 2011, boyd 2014, Baym 2006). 

The Internet is the most important socio-technological system that exists in the 

new communication environment. As a “network of networks” (Dutton, 1996) the 

Internet has expanded globally creating the biggest communication system of 

interconnected personal computers (the PC/Internet grid). Thanks to its open, distributed, 

and multidirectional architecture (Benkler 2006; Karaganis 2008) and its principle of 

generativity (Zitrain 2007), the Internet has supported the making and functioning of new 

communication systems built on its top. As Karaganis (2008) has explained, collective 

efforts of governments and scientists developed a network that “supported not only 
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survivability and interoperability but also a very wide scope for future innovation. The 

lowest-level internet protocols provided a platform for other networks and applications 

with more specific functionality.” (258) The World Wide Web, peer-to-peer file sharing 

(torrents), e-mail clients, Usenet, Voice over Internet Protocol (VoIP) and Internet 

Protocol Television (IPTV), are all platforms and services built on the top of the 

PC/Internet grid. They can be understood as layers carried by the Internet. Among all of 

them, the World Wide Web is perhaps the one that popularized the Internet around the 

world and the one that became more embedded in our everyday sociocultural practices. 

When we talk about “going online” or “getting on the Internet” we are usually making 

reference to our use of the Web. Performing a search in Google, communicating on 

Social Network Sites (SNSs) with friends, discovering and playing music and videos on 

media-sharing sites, communicating via web-based email (e.g. G-mail, Yahoo, Hotmail), 

playing in virtual game worlds, and exploring a rich variety of pages and applications, are 

all activities performed on the World Wide Web. 

Released as an open and free communication system in 1993 by the European 

Organization for Nuclear Research (CERN), the Web was designed to be a distributed 

network of multiple nodes (“hypertext documents”) linked by URLs (uniform resource 

locators). Using a client–server architecture, this hypermedia system could be accessed 

with a software application (“browsers”) that would retrieve, display, and travel across 

the nodes of the network. In their initial project proposal, Tim Berners-Lee and Robert 

Cailliau envisioned the evolution of the Web as an “open-ended” global system that 

would allow the users to add new links and nodes to the network, fostering both universal 

readership and authorship (Berners-Lee & Cailliau 1990). Its goal, architecture, and open 

standards, gave the Web the potential to scale up very fast as more users joined and 

started to add and distribute content (e.g. web pages) and software (e.g. search engines, 

web apps). In the course of two decades, the Web went from having ten nodes in 1992 to 

having 697,089,489 nodes in 2012 (Internet Live Stats 2015). 
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Although since its origins, the Web was envisioned to be an interactive system 

that would allow people to connect, communicate, and interact with each other creating 

readable/writable information spaces, the popularization of its social capabilities, at a 

global scale, took several years. It was not until the end of the 1990s, with the creation of 

several Web applications (social software) such as blogs, wikis, SNSs, and the evolution 

of graphical web browsers, that the potential for universal reading/writing, participation, 

and sociability started to be embraced by more people and captured the popular 

imagination making the Web a sort of massive interactive medium. Because these 

platforms and services were easy to use and did not require any knowledge of coding and 

hypertext language, more people, including a large youth population, was able to start 

adding content to the Web, connecting and socializing with their friends in the several 

spaces that emerged. As Tim Berners-Lee explained in an interview with the BBC in 

2005, “every person who used the web had the ability to write something (…) but editing 

web pages became difficult and complicated for people. What happened with blogs and 

with wikis, these editable web spaces, was that they became much more simple. When 

you write a blog, you don’t write complicated hypertext, you just write text” (BBC News 

2015). 

As a consequence of lowering the barriers to entry as well as the increase in 

broadband and computer power, during the first decade of the 2000s, more people was 

able to participate creating and sharing content on the Web. Moreover, with the growth of 

participation, especially among youth, the online spaces and communities started to be 

organized more by friendship and not only by specific topics and interests as it had 

happened before with newsgroups, mailing lists, and forums (boyd 2007, 2014). Hence, it 

could be said that since social relationships started to become an important organizing 

principle for online spaces, the activities on the Web became more social. That is 

precisely why researchers, industry players, and the general public adopted the term 

“social media” to refer to the Web platforms and services (social software) that were 

created at this point on the evolution of the Web. As danah boyd has explained, social 
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media refers “to the sites and services that emerged during the early 2000s, including 

social network sites, video sharing sites, blogging, and microbloging platforms, and 

related tools that allow participants to create and share their own content.” (2014, 6) 

Marketers, entrepreneurs, and developers also started to refer to these dynamic platforms 

and services with the buzzy term “Web 2.0” and elaborated a business model that 

leveraged the potential of the Web (and its open standards) for supporting collaboration, 

participation, and peer production. Further, this model also harnessed the creativity, 

sociability and collective intelligence of the increasing number of participants (referred as 

“users”) on the Web spaces with the purposes of economic profit. As Tim O’reilly, one of 

the evangelists of this business model, stated, some of the core competencies of Web 2.0 

companies were “trusting users as co-developers,” “harnessing collective intelligence,” 

and “control over unique, hard-to-recreate data sources that get richer as more people use 

them” (O’Reilly 2005). 

With social media platforms attracting more people from all segments of the U.S. 

population, and particularly youths, it could be argued that the Web acquired the status of 

a mass medium at the dawn of the new millennium. Facebook, YouTube, Flickr, 

Wikipedia, Twitter and Tumblr, just to name a few, are some of the dynamic Web 

platforms and services (social media) that have become popular among U.S. youth from 

all race-ethnicities and socioeconomic status in the last decade. These Web applications 

count with millions of users and visitors, active audiences and publics, that interact and 

create lively networked spaces. Facebook, for instance, had more than 158 million active 

U.S. users in 2013 (Nierhoff 2013); and YouTube had in 2011 128 million users per 

month in the U.S. (Statista 2011). With different degrees of engagement, resources, and 

skills, young people go to these networked spaces in order to socialize, communicate, 

share, search, create, and interact with rich multimodal content they can access for free. 

Hence, social media networked spaces have become part of contemporary American 

youth everyday life and are transforming the way in which young people are exercising 

their agency as social, cultural, and creative actors. 
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1.2. The Potential: Participation, Culture, and Youth 
In contrast to the old communication environment of broadcast mass media (e.g. 

radio, television, film), the new networked environment is more interactive, connected, 

and participatory. It supports many-to-many and peer-to-peer communication, 

decentralized individual and collective action, and a more active 

consumption/production/distribution of content. Given such affordances, the new 

environment is rich in information and knowledge created by both experts and non-

experts, and diverse in commercial and non-commercial goods produced by both 

professionals and amateurs. As Couldry (2011) has stated, “today's media environment is 

not just saturated from particular directions but supersaturated from massively many 

directions, all in interaction with each other” (488). Particularly the Internet, with its open 

and decentralized architecture, offers the possibility to overcome the limitations of 

previous commercial and concentrated mass media in terms of oversimplification of 

complex discussions (homogeneity), and the overwhelming power of media owners to 

shape opinion and information (Benkler 2006). The networked environment and the 

information communication technologies (ICTs), according to Benkler (2006), create the 

possibilities for the emergence of a culture that is more transparent, malleable, self-

reflective, and democratic. According to him, this environment generates a kind of folk 

culture “where many more of us participate actively in making cultural moves and 

finding meaning in the world around us.” (15) Having more opportunities to participate, 

individuals can become better readers, critics, and self-reflective participants in 

conversations, and can easily pull the cultural creations of others making the culture they 

occupy their own. 

 

Participatory Cultures 

Likewise, Jenkins (2006) has also explained the transformative potential of the 

networked communication environment in relation to culture. According to him, digital 

tools and networks are enabling a particular kind of culture marked by the convergence of 
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old and new media systems and practices. “Convergence culture,” as Jenkins has argued, 

is characterized by the complex interaction (and collide) between top-down corporate 

media and bottom-up participatory cultures. “Within convergence culture, everyone is a 

participant --although participants may have different degrees of status and influence” 

(Jenkins 2006, 132). The possibilities of media production, circulation, and reception 

afforded by the new communication environment have facilitated the popularization of 

more active forms of engagement that, although had existed before, had not become 

visible to the general public. In the new environment, some of the sociocultural practices 

of fans and other amateurs deeply engaged with media technologies have gained visibility 

and become popular. As Jenkins has explained, “though this new participatory culture has 

its roots in practices that have occurred just below the radar of the media industry 

throughout the twentieth century, the web has pushed that layer of cultural activity into 

the foreground” (2006, 133). 

Amateur printing, ham radio broadcasting, fanzine design, and 8mm home movies 

production, to name just a few, anticipate the participatory cultures that have become 

visible on the networked communication environment. All these pre-digital cultures, as 

well as the ones that have become visible in the digital age such as machinima making, 

game modding, and fan fiction web publishing, are characterized not only by the creative 

use of media technologies, but also by the building of communities and collective 

enterprises. (Jenkins 2010) They have “relatively low barriers of expression and civic 

engagement, strong support for creating and sharing one's creations, and some type of 

informal mentorship whereby what is known by the most experienced is passed along to 

novices.” (Jenkins et al. 2006, 3) In these cultures, as Jenkins et al. (2006) have 

discussed, “members believe their contributions matter, and feel some degree of social 

connection with one another (at least they care what other people think about what they 

have created)” (3) 

To acknowledge the potential that digital technologies and networks have for 

enabling a more participatory culture can be useful. It has allowed several scholars to 
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develop an understanding of the communities, practices, and relationships developed in 

the new communication environment and imagining social transformations (e.g. more 

democratic, creative, diverse societies). Although this approach has had the limitation of 

privileging a particular segment of the population (e.g. fans, passionate hobbyists, middle 

class), it has allowed researchers to map concrete examples of how the affordances of 

new ICTs are being leveraged by the most engaged audiences/users. Furthermore, it has 

allowed researchers to find examples of how the processes of social and cultural 

production in a networked communication environment are changing as individuals and 

collectives actively leverage digital tools and networks. Jenkins et al. (2006), for instance, 

identified several forms of participatory culture such as affiliations (formal and informal 

memberships in online communities), expressions (creative media production), 

collaborative problem solving (working together in teams formally or informally), and 

circulations (shaping the flow of media). Emphasizing participation has become 

especially useful for studying the activities of youths online and their active engagement 

with media cultures from a perspective that sees them as social actors and not as passive 

audiences/consumers. Understanding youths as active participants in cultures has allowed 

researchers, particularly the ones from the fields of new literacies, learning sciences, and 

cultural/media studies, to qualitatively examine the practices and skills that youths are 

developing in a networked communication environment. 

 

Youth and Genres of Participation 

I find particularly useful the concept of “genres of participation” (Ito 2008, 2009; 

Ito et al. 2010) for analyzing youth engagement with new media cultures and online 

experiences. The notion of genre calls attention to the process of interpretation that takes 

place when individuals engage with media. As Ito et al. (2010) have explained, this 

concept “foregrounds the interpretive dimensions of human orderliness. How we identify 

with, orient to, and engage with media is better described as a process of interpretative 

recognition than a process of habituation and structuring. We recognize certain patterns 
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of representation (textual genres) and in turn engage with them in social, routinized ways 

(participation genres)” (15) According to Ito et al., there are two high-level genre 

categories: friendship-driven and interest-driven. On the one hand, the former refers to 

the practices developed through everyday mediated interactions with friends and peers 

from specific local contexts such as schools. On the other, the interest-driven genre of 

participation is related to the practices of particular niche identities and hobbies. These 

specialized activities structure networks of affiliation between peers and mentors that 

expand beyond the local context. 

The high-level genres of participation correspond to particular youth cultures, 

social network structures, and modes of learning (Ito et al. 2010). Friendship-driven, for 

instance, correspond to social networks structured around friends and a culture centered 

in peer sociability and “hanging out.” As several researchers of have argued, U.S. youth, 

and especially teens, socialize and build their identities by interacting with their school 

peers (Eckert 1989; Ito et al. 2010; Pascoe 2007). Leveraging the affordances of the 

networked communication environment youth is able to create spaces for co-presence 

where they can “hang out” online with friends. (Ito et al. 2010; boyd 2007, 2014) Social 

media platforms such as Facebook and Myspace, for instance, serve as spaces where 

youth can communicate, maintain ongoing contact, and exchange media content with 

their peers in a casual manner. By doing so, teens are able to “circumvent some of the 

limits that prevent them from hanging out with their friends” in physical space and 

participate in a peer culture (Ito et al. 2010, 39). 

In contrast, the interest-driven genre of participation focuses on activities 

characterized by a greater engagement with media cultures, subcultural identities, and 

richer and more diverse social networks. Within this genre, Ito et al. have located the 

“geeking out” practices. These practices are characterized by an intensive use of media 

technologies and a commitment to specific media properties, production activities, and 

subcultural identities. As Ito et al. have pointed out, “geeking out” practices involve the 

acquisition of “high levels of specialized knowledge attached to alternative models of 
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status and credibility and a willingness to bend or break social and technological rules” 

(66). “Geeking out” on interests implies participating in specialized knowledge 

communities, gaining reputation and expertise within them, and finding and producing 

credible information (Ito et al. 2010, 67). 

Friendship-driven and interest-driven genres, and hanging out and geeking out 

practices constitute a continuum of different degrees of participation, engagement, and 

informal learning. In between them, Ito et al. have located the “messing around” sub-

genre, and its practices are supposed to serve as a transition between “hanging out” and 

“geeking out”. By “messing around” they refer to the collection of new media practices 

that youth develop informally as they explore an environment saturated with information, 

navigate diverse media-sharing platforms, play games, discover new content, and 

experiment with digital tools and networks for producing and distributing creative 

content. According to Ito et al., although “messing around” practices are the first steps 

that youth take into “deeper social and practical engagement with a new area of interest,” 

they do not “necessarily result in long-term engagement” (57). 

As several studies have proved, the frameworks of genres of participation and 

participatory cultures are useful for understanding the agency of youth in relation to 

informal learning and new literacy practices. (Jenkins et al. 2006; Ito et al. 2010; 

Lankshear and Nobel 2008, 2006) However, little has been discussed by researchers in 

relation to how the participatory potential of the new networked environment, and 

particularly the Internet and the Web, is shaping the assimilation of immigrant youth to 

the U.S. As I have observed in previous chapters, all of the five Latino/Hispanic working 

class immigrant youth from our study were engaged in different ways with new media 

cultures, digital tools and networks. With differential quality and quantity according to 

the resources that their families and schools have, they have grown up accessing 

computers and the Internet, and interacting within a networked communication 

environment. Although I have already analyzed how new media practices and skills 

developed in the contexts of home/family and after-school have helped these five 
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Latino/Hispanic immigrants to advance in their assimilation processes, I have not fully 

discussed how the activities developed online also shaped their trajectories of 

assimilation in the U.S. These activities, especially the ones developed on social media 

networked spaces, became part of the everyday life of Inara, Gabriela, Antonio, Sergio, 

and Miguel, and shaped their assimilation process. As they communicated, socialized, 

and interacted online, they confronted both opportunities and challenges to participate in 

U.S. culture, economy, and society, and to advance in their assimilation process. 

1.3. Evolving Participation Gaps 

We’ve been growing up with computers since we were young. (Antonio) 
 

Gabriela, Inara, Antonio, Miguel, and Sergio have all grown up with access to 

computers and Internet connectivity. Although the quality and quantity of their material 

access has been low in most of their cases, all these Latino/Hispanic working class 

immigrant youths have had online experiences for several years (usually, since the age of 

ten when they entered middle school, but some of them even earlier in elementary 

school). During this time they have accessed networked computers both at public school 

and at their homes, and had also used mobile devices with networking capabilities. 

Browsing the Web, using search engines, exchanging emails, communicating on social 

network sites, watching videos and discovering music on YouTube, among other 

activities, have become part of their everyday life. These youths are part of the increasing 

number of Latino/Hispanic youths who can connect to the Internet and use Web 

platforms and services. They are also the first generation of immigrants in the U.S. who 

are growing up in a networked communication environment saturated with information 

and multimodal content. 

The online experiences of each of the Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth are 

diverse and vary according to their motivations, skills, and different kinds of access to 

resources. At the level of material access, the major difference between the five youths is 
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the ownership of a smartphone. Those who have access to this kind of mobile device 

experienced a different kind of connectivity than the others because they can go online 

anytime and anywhere. Inara, for instance, said “I'm always on the internet, like 24-7,” 

and mentioned the ability to accessing “my internet” when describing affordances of her 

android smartphone. Likewise, talking about her iPhone connectivity, Gabriela said “it’s 

like you can have it anywhere.” Antonio also commented when describing his cellphone, 

“I can get on the internet anywhere I go because it [my smartphone] has a data plan.” 

Anytime anywhere connectivity gave greater autonomy and mobility to these youths 

shaping some of their new media practices. 

In contrast, Miguel and Sergio, who did not own smartphones, relied on fixed 

Internet access points at home and school where they could either use a computer or 

connect a networked device to a Wi-Fi network. Although for both Miguel and Sergio, 

the technology elective classes and the after-school programs from Freeway High became 

important point of access to the Internet, their homes remained the major sources of 

connectivity despite their limitations in quality of hardware. At home, they managed to 

use any of the networked media devices they had available such as game consoles (e.g. 

Wii, playstation3) and mobile devices (e.g. Nintendo DS and iPod) to go online in an 

everyday basis. As Miguel explained in an interview, he connected to the Internet 

regularly but had to alternate between different points of access. 

Q: How often do you use the internet everyday?  
A: Probably for me it’s like 15 times.  
Q: That’s mostly after-school?  
A: Yes.  
Q: Do you ever do it before school?  
A: In the morning I’ll open it once and check my Facebook page. In the afternoon 
I use the computer, and Wii.  
Q: How about during school?  
A: Not really that much. Because it’s a block schedule, it’s only every other day 
that I have video game class. 
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Interestingly, despite having networked computers and a Wi-Fi network, Freeway 

High School was not the most important Internet access point for any of the five 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths. One of the reasons for that was the fact that the 

school Internet connection blocked the access to several Web platforms and services that 

were popular among youths. Like many public schools in the U.S., Freeway High strictly 

regulated the use of personal mobile devices inside campus and blocked the access to 

social media. Social network sites and media-sharing platforms such as Facebook, 

YouTube, Twitter, and Tumblr could not be accessed neither using the school wi-fi 

connection nor the desktop computers. Usually, only the students who owned 

smartphones and who sneaked them into the school (a normal practice among them) were 

able to develop online activities on social media networked spaces while they were at the 

school building.34 

Although access to Internet connectivity in the U.S. has become almost universal 

for the youth segment of the population, disparities in the quality and quantity of material 

access still matter. Researchers have found, for instance, that more points of access, more 

time spent online, and greater autonomy of use are correlated with diversity of Internet 

uses, skills, and benefits from use (Hargittai & Hinnant 2005; Hassani 2006; Hargittai & 

Walejko 2008; DiMaggio et al. 2004; Selwyn 2004; Van Dijk 2005; Robinson 2009; van 

Deursen et al. 2011; Witte and Mannon 2010). Recent scholarship has also consistently 

found that the so called digital divide keeps evolving, is complex, and cannot be 

understood only as a matter of basic access to computers and internet connections 

(Warschauer 2002; DiMaggio et al. 2004; Selwyn 2004; van Dijk 2005, 2012; Chen and 

Wellman 2005; Livingstone & Helsper 2007; Hargittai 2008; Stern et al. 2009; Schradie 

2011; Straubhaar et al. 2012, Watkins 2009, 2012) As DiMaggio et al. (2004) have 

argued, besides inequalities in access to technical means, there are also disparities in the 

                                                
 
34 I said usually here, because some of the students who did not have smartphones also found workarounds 
to access some SNSs like Facebook. For doing so, they used a technology known as a web proxy that could 
be accessed from any computer connected to the Internet.  
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autonomy of use (e.g. access time, content restrictions, quality of connections); the skills, 

education, and knowledge people bring to their use; the social supports; and the purposes 

for which people use the Internet (the higher the purpose, the more complex the tasks, 

and the more knowledge required for accomplish it). 

In relation to participation, all the different kinds of digital inequalities matter 

because they shape the ways in which young people leverage the affordances of the 

networked communication environment. What some scholars have described as a 

“participation gap” precisely calls the attention over how disparities in skills, purposes, 

and supports, are limiting the levels of engagement, networking, content creation, and 

knowledge production online (Jenkins et al. 2006; Hargittai 2007; Hargittai and Walejko 

2008). The interplay between social structural inequalities and digital ones shapes the 

contours of the participation gap and create complex dynamics between each other. As 

several studies have consistently revealed, social class and stratification are critical for 

understanding the activities people do online and their kind of participation (Livingstone 

& Helsper 2007; Livingstone, Couldry, and Markham 2007; Seiter 2008; Hargittai 2007, 

2008, 2011; Hargittai & Walejko 2008; Robinson 2009; Schradie 2011; Van Deursen and 

Van Dijk, 2010). 

Researchers have found, for instance, that people with higher socioeconomic 

status develop more “capital-enhancing activities” than economically marginalized users 

(Hargittai and Hinnant, 2008; Zillien and Hargittai, 2009). Other researchers have also 

started to reveal that differences in online content production are correlated with social 

class and levels of education. (Hargittai and Walejko 2008; Schradie 2011) For example, 

Hargittai & Walejko (2008) proved in their quantitative study of 1,060 first-year college 

students from a U.S. university that the ones whose parents had higher levels of 

education, independently of their race-ethnicity, were more likely to create content and 

publish it online. In another analysis of this data, Hargittai (2010) also concluded that 

economically disadvantaged students had lower levels of Web know-how, and tended to 

engage in fewer information-seeking activities online (diversity of use) on a regular basis 
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compared to the ones of higher socioeconomic status. These studies have started to 

provide evidence about how the affordances of the networked communication 

environment are not being leveraged equally but instead are highly stratified. 

Furthermore, they have also started to provide a socioeconomic explanation about why 

even if more people is connecting to the Internet, very few are engaged in content 

production. These findings challenge the theories that understood the networked 

communication environment as a more egalitarian, democratic, and participatory space. 

Combining ethnographic fieldwork in a California rural public high school, 

interviews with 67 teenagers, and a survey, Robinson (2009) proved that socioeconomic 

status determines the quality and autonomy of Internet access, and, as a result, constraints 

the benefits from online activities developed by youth. According to Robinson, 

economically disadvantaged students with low quality of material access and little 

autonomy, adopt a particular disposition towards the uses of the Internet. They develop a 

“task-oriented stance” of Internet use that is different to a more playful and exploratory 

attitude taken by youth with higher quality of material access. As Robinson pointed out, 

youths “with high-quality home access take a positive view of investing time in web 

surfing, confident that their investment will be rewarded by global knowledge 

acquisition. By contrast, due to constraints and opportunity costs, no and low-quality 

access respondents take a more task-oriented view of Internet use” (491). According to 

Robinson, the “task-oriented” disposition towards the use of the Internet characterizes a 

“taste for the necessary” orientation among economically unprivileged youth that 

constraints the benefits and skills they can gain while interacting online. Such disposition 

originates from “experiences of deprivation and urgency” and shortage in socioeconomic 

resources (Robinson 2009). 

Despite their working class background, immigrant status, and low quality of 

material access, all of the five Latino/Hispanic youth from our study managed to go 

online in an everyday basis and developed diverse uses of the Internet. None of them 

seemed to develop the “taste for the necessary” disposition that Robinson (2009) 
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described for unprivileged youth from rural communities. Although these 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths were not involved in complex online tasks that 

allowed them to enrich and diversify their social networks, nor joined a specific 

collaborative project within an online community, all of them developed exploratory and 

playful activities on the Internet. Interestingly, their Internet-practice was paradoxical, 

diverse and limited at the same time. All of them, for instance, actively sought 

information related to school homework, popular culture, their particular creative 

interests, and many times, as they called it, about “random stuff.” Antonio, for instance, 

explaining his everyday information seeking activities said, 

I go find some random websites and stuff like that. (...) Just any website that I 
find, I'll go on it and -- I'll just search random stuff like cats sometimes -- I mean, 
if it's in the middle of the night, I’ll just surf cat and find some weird stuff. 
 

Likewise, Sergio observed he searched “everything” on the Internet. “If I don’t 

know anything, I Google it to be more well informed and well-rounded on the topic,” he 

said in one of our interviews. Similarly, Gabriela mentioned that she used Google “a lot” 

for seeking information, and for answering “every question” she had. Inara and Miguel 

also explained they used Google to seek information about consumer products they 

wanted to buy such as clothing and music CDs. Although the fact that they developed 

diverse information seeking activities does not imply the acquisition of advanced and 

strategic skills, it does tell us something about their intense use of Web tools such as the 

Google search engine and their attitude towards exploring an environment rich in 

information and media content. 

Hence, regardless the lack of scaffolding, social support, and low quality access 

(except for Gabriela), these five Latino/Hispanic working class immigrant youths 

developed an Internet-practice marked by certain degree of participation and agency 

online. As I will reveal in my analysis of the activities on social media networked spaces, 

the online experiences of these youths were marked by friendship-driven and interest-

driven genres of participation. Their activities were generally characterized by the 
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development of hanging out and messing around practices. Regardless of the scarcity of 

geeking out practices, all of the five youths found social media networked spaces as 

important contexts of activity where they could advance their assimilation into the U.S., 

particularly in relation to the cultural, linguistic, and social dimensions. 

2. LATINO/HISPANIC YOUTH AGENCY IN SOCIAL MEDIA NETWORKED SPACES 
During the period of our fieldwork, social media networked spaces were 

important contexts of activity for Inara, Gabriela, Antonio, Miguel and Sergio. On these 

spaces, the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths exercised their agency as social actors 

in various ways and with different results according to the motivations and resources 

each of them had. All of these Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths socialized with friends, 

messed around with media content, and explored their personal interests on social 

network sites and media-sharing sites. As many other youths growing up in the U.S. in 

the twenty-first century, they became active users of social media platforms and services. 

That fact is consistent with the most recent data on the uses of the World Wide Web by 

diverse segments of the U.S. youth population. As recent quantitative studies have found, 

Latino/Hispanics have become active users of social media. Based on a national survey 

conducted in 2012, researchers from the Pew Hispanic Center found that 84% of 

Latino/Hispanic Internet users (ages 18-29) reported using social networking sites such as 

Facebook and Twitter (Lopez 2013). In another study that analyzed data from a 

nationally representative survey conducted with parents and teens (ages 12-17), 

researchers found that 77% of Latino/Hispanics youths actively use social media sites 

(Madden et al 2013). However, despite the availability of quantitative data on the 

increasing number of Latino/Hispanic youth social media users, there is little known 

about the nuances of their practices, skills, and quality of participation. For the specific 

case of Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth with second and 1.5 generational status, that 

kind of inquiry can help us to understand how their experiences on social media shaped 

their process of assimilation into the U.S. 
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2.1. Mapping Social Media 
In the past decade, many social media networked spaces have been designed, 

built, inhabited, transformed, and abandoned. Few have attracted massive numbers of 

users, gained global popularity, and became mainstream. Spaces like Facebook and 

YouTube have become some of the most visible territories in a social media map that is 

continuously changing according to multiple factors, including the evolution of 

sociocultural practices and technological innovation. All the five Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant youth from our study, for instance, hung out and messed around on these two 

major spaces. However, each of them also developed activities on other web platforms 

according to their particular interests. Gabriela, for instance, following her interest in 

photography, invested time on Flickr, while Sergio, passionate about Internet visual 

memes, regularly visited 9Gag and Cheezburger. As these youths explored, discovered, 

and decided to spend time on different networked spaces, each of them configured 

particular social media geographies. Those geographies, as my analysis will reveal were 

characterized mainly by friendship-driven activities on a social network site (Facebook), 

and interest-driven activities on several media-sharing sites (including YouTube). 

Although other types of social media spaces such as collaborative projects (Wikipedia), 

and virtual game worlds (Minecraft and Perfect World) were also part of the personal 

geographies of some of these youths, I have decided to not include these categories in my 

analysis. 

2.1.1. Social Network Sites (SNSs)  
Since the early 2000s, Social Network Sites (SNSs) have increasingly become 

popular spaces for youth sociality, communication, and interaction online. Also called 

“social networking sites,” or “online social networks,” SNSs are Web platforms that offer 

a range of tools that can be used for maintaining social connections, exchanging 

messages, performing identities, and circulating media content. They are spaces where 

youths actively develop friendship-driven practices as they leverage the SNSs technical 

affordances for connecting and communicating with their peers. As several researchers 
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have found, on SNSs youths maintain their offline social networks of peers from school 

and from other local contexts. (boyd, 2008, 2010a, 2010b, 2011, 2014; Ito et al, 2010; 

Livingstone 2008, 2009; Watkins 2009; Lenhart & Madden 2007) Despite the fact that 

technological affordances make possible the interaction with strangers and the creation of 

new networks, youths have consistently been using SNSs for interacting with friends they 

have already met in the physical world and for maintaining their pre-existent social 

connections. SNSs are spaces where youths continue to develop the practices of identity 

construction, socialization, and communication they are doing offline with peers from 

local contexts. Hence, as researchers have pointed out, SNSs amplify and enhance youths' 

pre-existing social networks (boyd, 2014; Ellison and boyd, 2013; Ito et al, 2010). That is 

precisely why hanging out in SNSs is so important for them and is embedded in their 

everyday life. 

When discussing the motivations for joining SNSs, all the five Latino/Hispanic 

youth from our study made references to their offline friends and their peer culture. Inara, 

for instance, explained her migration to MySpace in middle school as a peer group 

experience. She said, “I got into it with all of my friends.” Antonio, describing his 

reasons to join SNSs mentioned the pressure from his peers. He said:  

The first reason I got a MySpace was because of my friends. That’s the same 
reason I got on Facebook — because of my friends. And I think it was like more 
forced on me and I was like, “I kind of don’t want to do it.” But I did it anyways. 
 

Likewise, when talking about his activities in MySpace during his middle school 

years, Sergio explained them as a normal part of his youth and peer cultures. He said:  

It was just one of those things that everyone has, and it was really fast and easy to 
use--to communicate with people. It was kind of, like, a youth thing, that most 
youth people are doing. Like, they get a social media place to communicate with 
friends. 
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Trends and network effects characterized youth migration to SNSs. At the time of 

our fieldwork, all of the five Latino/Hispanic youth had already participated in two of the 

big social media migrations of their generation. In middle school they had all gone to 

MySpace, and years later, usually in High School, they all had migrated to Facebook 

following their peers. In this way, youths flocked to the social media networked space 

where more peers were getting and being together. Describing how he and his friends 

abandoned MySpace, and how that SNSs “died off because everyone stopped using it,” 

Antonio said, 

I think it's just one of those things -- the latest fad. That's what I'm thinking -- the 
latest fad, and after a while MySpace got boring and everyone switched to 
Facebook, and something new is coming up. Sooner or later Facebook's going to 
die off and everyone's going to join that new social media site. 
 

Given the rapid pace of technological innovation, the evolution of sociocultural 

practices, and the network effects of adoption, some SNSs can become very popular and 

visible while others remain almost unnoticed for youth. Although dominant SNSs can 

reach global popularity and attract people from all corners of the world, other sites can 

remain popular just among people from a particular country and language (e.g. Orkut in 

Brazil). Even within the same country, SNSs have been used only by certain segments of 

the population. Researchers have revealed through several studies of SNSs adoption in 

the U.S. that racial-ethnic backgrounds and socioeconomic status determined the 

migration of youths to platforms such as MySpace and Facebook, particularly during 

their early stages of growth (boyd 2011; Watkins 2009; Hargittai 2008). Although at the 

moment of our fieldwork, the dominant SNS (Facebook) had already become mainstream 

for U.S. youth from diverse backgrounds, racial-ethnic and socioeconomic divisions 

continued to be reproduced on social media networked spaces. Because youths migrate to 

SNSs following their peer groups, and because their online interactions focus on 

communicating with their pre-existing network of friends, those spaces tend to be 
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characterized by homophily. That is, by the interaction with friends of similar age who 

share similar interests, identity, and values (boyd 2011, 2010). 

However, despite the persistence of socioeconomic and racial-ethnic divisions, 

mainstream SNSs like Facebook are spaces where Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth 

exercise their agency. That is possible because the technical affordances of SNSs support 

not only the maintenance of a network of contacts, but also the creation, consumption, 

and circulation of media content (Jenkins, Ford & Green 2013). Creating multimodal user 

profiles, sending private and public messages to single and multiple friends, subscribing 

to different sources of media content, and maintaining a network of contacts, are some of 

the meaningful practices immigrant youths develop on SNSs like Facebook. Through 

those activities youths actively construct, at the same time, their own selves and their peer 

relationships, enact their own identities and the ones of their peer groups, and display 

their own tastes and the ones of their peers (boyd 2007, 2014; Livingstone 2008, 2011). 

Participating in Facebook, the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth could 

develop their process of assimilation in various directions. Hanging out on the dominant 

SNS they had the opportunity to practice the English language, engage with U.S. pop 

culture and youth lifestyles. However, given the global scale of Facebook, while 

inhabiting this social media networked space, the five immigrant youths have also the 

opportunity to practice the Spanish language, cultivate a transnational network of friends, 

and engage with the culture, values, and lifestyles of Mexico, their families' country of 

origin. Such double opportunity is of particular importance for understanding how their 

activities on Facebook shaped their assimilation into certain dimensions of the U.S. 

2.1.2. Media-Sharing Sites (MSS) 
Along with the rise of SNSs in the first decade of the new millennium, Media-

Sharing Sites (MSS) emerged as Web platforms dedicated to facilitate the publishing, 

sharing, and archiving media content produced by ordinary people. Also known as 

“content communities,” and “user-generated content sites,” MSS are social media 

networked spaces in which sociocultural interactions are built around specific kinds of 
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media formats. They are important territories in the social media geography because they 

provide youths with free platforms and easy to use services where they could participate 

in various activities around specific new media cultures. Either expressing their creativity 

and emotions by sharing their own productions or participating in the consumption and 

commentary of the content created by others, youths have found in MSS, spaces where 

they could mess around and geek out following their personal interests. 

Because of their technological affordances and the sociocultural practices users 

develop on them, MSS are the most dynamic and vibrant spaces for the thriving of 

participatory cultures on the Web. As a matter of fact, as Jenkins (2006a, 2009, 2010, 

2013) has argued, this kind of platforms and services have mainly made visible the 

practices and logics that participatory media cultures have developed in the past. Those 

cultures are characterized by the low barriers to artistic expression and civic engagement, 

strong support for sharing and creation of media content, informal mentorship, social 

connectivity, and the belief among members that their contributions matter. (Jenkins et. al 

2006) Although the degrees of engagement with those cultures vary and inequalities in 

the production of content proliferate, MSS offer several possibilities of meaningful 

participation, sociability, and agency. On the one hand, youths can go to these spaces to 

discover, explore, search, learn, experiment, and play with media cultures that they are 

interested in. On the other, they can enter MSS in order to engage in more intense 

activities of knowledge-production, specialized learning, collective problem solving, and 

subcultural identity construction. 

All the Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth participated with different levels of 

engagement in at least one MSS, and it was common to all of them to develop messing 

around practices. Although their participation on MSS rarely included geeking out 

practices, they actively went to this kind of spaces and had the opportunity to interact 

with the vast amounts of media content produced by both amateurs and professionals. 

They messed around on mainstream and privately owned MSS such as YouTube, Vimeo, 

SoundCloud, Flickr, Cheezburger, and 9Gag, and made these spaces part of their 
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everyday social media geographies. Navigating these spaces was important for them 

because it gave them free access to media content they could not only consume for 

entertainment purposes but also for learning in an open-ended way and for sharing with 

their friends in SNSs like Facebook. For these youths, given the low socioeconomic 

background of their families, having free and open of access to media content became a 

major motivation to go to MSS. When talking about her reasons for going to YouTube, 

Inara, for instance, explained that not having to spend money was one of them. She said: 

A: (…) you have everything (...) and you don't have to pay anything, you can just 
go, or you can find a movie there and just watch it in parts or find a show or 
something, because they have shows there.��� 
Q: So it's really about the flexibility of being entertained?  
A: Yeah. Without having to try to buy a lot or invest in something that probably 
won't work.  
Q: So the fact that it's free and accessible is really important to you?  
A: Yeah. 
 

Like Inara, the other four Latino/Hispanic youths also mentioned in our 

interviews the “free” access to MSS as an important reason for visiting these social media 

networked spaces. Although the technical features of all the MSS they went included 

several SNS features such as the making of profiles, building networks, and messaging, 

only some of these youths experimented with these features. Specifically, when some of 

them decided to take a more active engagement, participating in a conversation, rating 

media content, and even publishing their own creative works, they registered to the MSSs 

and made user accounts. However, the open architecture of all the MSS Latino/Hispanic 

youths visited allowed the users to interact with media content without registering on the 

sites as if they were in an open public space.  Given the global scale of the MSS these 

five Latino/Hispanic youth visited regularly, they had the opportunity to immerse in an 

extensive repository of cultural materials that included both content from both the U.S. 

and Mexico. While exploring these social media networked spaces, these youths could 

search, explore, discover, and connect to media and communities that were not limited to 
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the ones of the host country. Because of that, the way in which each of these youths 

navigated MSMs, could help them, or not, to advance their process of assimilation into 

the U.S. in different dimensions.   

2.2. Facebook 

…every day. It's like an everyday thing. (Sergio) 
 

With more than 1,000 millions of monthly users worldwide Facebook had become 

the dominant and biggest SNS at the time of our fieldwork  (Sedghi, 2014). Using data 

from a survey conducted in 2012, researchers from the Pew Research Center’s Internet 

and American Life Project found that 94% of U.S. youth ages 12-17 have a Facebook 

account and 81% said that this was the SNS they used more often (Madden et al. 2013b). 

All the five Latino/Hispanic youth had Facebook profiles and hang out on this social 

media networked space regularly. While Inara, Sergio, and Miguel told us they visited the 

space several times everyday, Antonio and Gabriela observed they went every other day. 

Despite differences in the frequency of usage, all these youths invested time and energy 

on Facebook customizing their profiles, uploading images, composing status updates, 

sharing media, and communicating with their friends in a networked way.  

Created in 2004 by an undergrad student from Harvard University, Facebook 

rapidly evolved from being a SNS focused in the niche demographic of U.S. college 

students to becoming a massive platform for diverse populations around the world. One 

year after its creation, Facebook started to diversify its demographics and allowed U.S. 

high school students and professionals from corporate networks to create user accounts. 

Continuing its expansion, as soon as in 2006, Facebook would become open to anyone 

regardless of its age, occupation, race, and location around the world. Few years later and 

according to its exponential growth, Facebook would achieve global popularity and 

become the dominant SNSs for all kinds of demographics. Although during its fast 

evolution, Facebook has changed several of its features and services, it has kept some of 
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the technical affordances of SNSs. For instance, it has always allowed users to construct 

public and semi-public profiles within a bounded system and to articulate a list of 

contacts. However, as it has evolved it has also included new services and features such 

as news feeds, casual games, and the ability to easily exchange and publish multimodal 

content. 

As Ellison and boyd (2013) have argued, examining a SNS is challenging because 

of the rapid pace of technological innovation and the co-evolution of user sociocultural 

practices. In order to examine activities on these platforms it is necessary to put attention 

to both the technological affordances and practices that characterized a particular moment 

in time. In the early 2010s, a SNS could be defined as, 

a networked communication platform in which participants 1) have uniquely 
identifiable profiles that consist of user-supplied content, content provided by 
other users, and/or system-provided data; 2) can publicly articulate connections 
that can be viewed and traversed by others; and 3) can consume, produce, and/or 
interact with streams of user-generated content provided by their connections on 
the site (boyd and Ellison, 2013, 157). 
 

In my analysis of the activities developed by the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

youths on Facebook, I have decided to focus on the three technological affordances 

described in the above definition. Specifically, I will examine the practices developed 

around the building of profiles, the characteristics of the network of friends, and the 

consumption, creation and circulation of multimodal content. Given the moment of our 

fieldwork (2011-2013) and the qualitative data I have available, focusing the analysis on 

those features is productive. It helps us to understand the kind of agency that each of the 

five Latino/Hispanic had on this networked space, as well as how their practices shaped 

their assimilation process. 

2.2.1. User Profiles and the Presentation of the Self 
A profile is basically a home page inside the SNS system with information about 

each individual user. That information is presented as a multimodal assemblage of texts, 
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images, and videos. At the moment of our fieldwork, a Facebook profile included several 

sections such as a “wall”/”timeline” for publications (comments and media exchanges), a 

list of friends or contacts, a profile picture or avatar, a background cover image, a box 

with a collection of photos, a list of groups, basic demographic information (gender, 

place of origin and High School), and various boxes for listing cultural interests (favorite 

music, films, TV shows, sports, games, and other Facebook pages). 

Constructing a Facebook profile was one of the activities that all the five 

Latino/Hispanic youth developed on this social media networked space. Making a profile 

allowed them to manage an online identity and express their cultural interests in front of 

an audience of friends, and potentially also in front of a broader public. As several 

scholars have argued, making a SNS profile is an act of self-representation and 

construction of the self (boyd 2008, 2011; 2014; Papacharissi 2011; Livingstone 2008). A 

profile “can be seen as a form of digital body where individuals must write themselves 

into being” (boyd 2008, 129). That online body or identity is not articulated in isolation 

but in relation to the network of contacts that the each member has (boyd 2008, 2011, 

2014; Papacharissi 2011; Livingstone 2008). Although that networked characteristic of 

the construction of the self on a SNS was initially revealed only through the display of 

the list of contacts on the profile, it became more explicit when the technology allowed 

content provided by others to also be included in the profile. With the evolution of the 

technical capabilities of the SNS systems, Facebook profiles have become more dynamic, 

including not only the self-descriptive data provided by each member, but also “content 

provided by others (such as virtual gifts that are displayed on the profile or “tagged” 

photographs uploaded by others), and/or system-provided content (such as a subset of 

one’s Friend network and activities on third-party sites.)” (Ellison and boyd, 2013, 154). 

All the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth linked their Facebook profiles to 

their offline identities and used their real names. Although the profiles were visible to 

their network of contacts, they were not fully available to the general public. As Antonio 

explained, “the only people that can see my stuff is my friends.” These youths kept their 
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profiles in a semi-public mode in which their digital identities were performed only to a 

limited audience of contacts that included peers from school and from other local 

contexts, and in some cases also members of their family (Gabriela, Inara, and Sergio had 

relatives in their networks). Although their profiles would appear listed in a public 

search, only the basic information about them such as the profile picture and their name 

would be displayed. All of them messed around with the Facebook privacy settings in 

order to limit the visibility of their profiles and keep some degree of intimacy. Sometimes 

they customized the profile privacy settings with the help of their friends, other times 

they did it by themselves. Inara, for instance, explained that regarding the privacy settings 

of her profile, “people change it for me or they tell me how to do it.” 

 

Demographic Information 
Looking at the demographic information from their profiles, the first thing that 

stood out is how little data they decided to enter into the SNS system. Although Facebook 

encourages users to self-report information about gender, age, place of origin, education, 

religion, political interests, relationship status, and language, they decided to include very 

little of it in their profiles. Their demographic information was in most of the cases 

limited to their high school affiliation, place of origin and the place where they live. 

Interestingly, all of them, with the exception of Sergio (who had San Jose, California), 

wrote in their profiles Austin, Texas, as their place of origin. Hence, even though Miguel 

and Sergio were 1.5-generation immigrants who were born in Mexico, they did not 

mention their foreign origin on their Facebook profiles. This fact, along with the absence 

of any references to their knowledge of Spanish language could be understood in several 

ways. On the one hand, it could be read as sign of their assimilation into the U.S. On the 

other, such hiding of ethnic traits could also be interpreted as a safety strategy for 

minimizing the risks of being exposed in public as a minority. Still other option is that 

they simply decided to not include that information because it was simply irrelevant for 

them and their friends. 



 
 

210 

 

Cultural Interests 
In contrast to the little effort invested in self-reporting demographic information, 

some of these youths spent a considerable amount time creating lists of cultural interests 

that would be displayed in their profiles. As Sergio explained, 

A: So, pretty much on Facebook, I have a lot of the things that I like on there. I’ve 
put all the movies that I like, all the bands that I listen to, a lot of the books that I 
like to read, and things along those lines. Like video games and interests.  
Q: So, you put that on your status, or on your profile?  
A: On Facebook, you can “like” pages. So, it’s kind of like liking those things that 
you like in real life, and letting people know.  
Q: Oh. So you have done that?  
A: Yeah.  
Q: What happens when you like a page?  
A: It automatically puts it on your page, and it lets you customize the order in 
which you like it. 
 

Displaying cultural interests on their profile was a meaningful practice for the five 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths. By doing so, they performed “taste statements” and 

signaled their cultural and aesthetic preferences to an audience (Liu 2007; boyd 2008). 

Each of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths listed their interests with different 

levels of commitment. Although it was relatively easy to do, not all of them were 

invested in searching and liking pages and elaborating a comprehensive taste statement 

on their Facebook profiles. For instance, while Gabriela had only three musicians/bands 

in her profile, Antonio had 81, and Sergio 623. As Table 4 shows, there was great 

variation across each category of interest (Facebook pages, music, TV shows, movies, 

sports, and games). 
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Name Frie
nds 

Pag
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like
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Priv
acy 

Phot
os 

mus
ic 

like
s 

tv 
like

s 

movies 
likes 

bo
ok
s 

lik
es 

app
s & 
ga

mes 
like

s 

Lang
uage 

Status 
Updat

es 
User since 

Gabriela 187 9 priva
te many 3 0 0 0 0 Engli

sh rarely 
middle 

school 8th 
grade 2009 

Inara 150 202 priva
te many 26 0 23 0 0 Engli

sh rarely sophomore 
2009 

Miguel 176 345 priva
te few 66 0 0 0 16 Engli

sh daily 
middle 

school 8th 
grade 2009 

Sergio 253 103
4 

priva
te few 623 37 77 21 3 Engli

sh daily sophomore 
2009 

Antonio 107 189 priva
te few 81 17 66 7 3 Engli

sh 
once a 
week junior 2010 

Table 4: Facebook Profiles (May 2012) 

The differences in the amount of cultural products they liked and displayed in 

their profiles reveals not only youths' desire of showcasing their tastes but also a certain 

understanding of the technical affordances of Facebook and networked communication. 

At the moment of our fieldwork, liking the pages of favorite cultural products, artists and 

other pages, involved having access to information and updates from them. Liking 

implied also following and subscribing to the content their produced and circulated on 

Facebook. Hence, listing interests was also connecting to particular information flows. As 

I will discuss later when talking about the “news feed” feature, this activity was also 

related to becoming a more connected member of an active audience. For instance, 

Sergio, who had the most comprehensive list of interests, added many bands to his list of 

interests so he could be updated about the latest information about their new album 

releases and concerts. Discussing one of the entries in the social media journal he kept for 

two weeks as part of our participatory ethnography methodology, I asked Sergio about 

his practice of liking pages and adding many bands to his music interests. 
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Q: How many pages did you like in March 5?  
A: I know it was over 20 because I went on this website called “Mickey Says,” 
and there is where I downloaded a lot of Indy music. So I came across a couple of 
Indy bands that I started liking, so I liked them on Facebook so I could keep up 
with when they’re releasing something new.  
Q: So you like it a lot? 
���A: Yes.  
Q: 20 pages is not few. I mean, it’s few for you because--  
A: It’s few for me. [LAUGHTER] Yes. 
���Q: How many pages can you like when you like a lot?  
A: I just like 50 and up. ‘Cause I liked at least 100 pages in one day when I came 
across music.��� 
Q: How can you like so many pages of music?  
A: I don’t know. Music is just something I can get into even if it’s not great to 
everybody else. 
 

Interestingly, the cultural interests displayed in the profile of each of the five 

youths rarely included cultural products and pages that were related to Mexico, the 

Latino/Hispanic race/ethnicity, or the Spanish language. On their Facebook profiles, the 

taste statements of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths revealed a passion for U.S. 

popular cultures and a preference for the English language (English was also their 

language of choice for the Facebook interface). The TV shows, Movies, Games, Books, 

Sports and Facebook Pages they listed were mostly cultural products or personalities 

from the U.S., few from the U.K., and very little from other countries (especially some 

Korean TV shows, and Swedish metal bands). Only Inara had listed on her profile 

cultural interests that were related to the Mexican heritage of her family and the 

Latino/Hispanic culture. In the music category, Inara had 4 items related to the 

Latino/Hispanic culture (Reggaeton, Salsa, Merengue, and Shakira, a Colombian singer). 

The other 27 items were artists from the U.S. (e.g. Miley Cyrus, Green Day, Beyoncé, 

The Doors) and the U.K. (e.g. The Beatles, The Rolling Stones). In the category of 

Facebook pages, Inara also had 2 other items that displayed certain aspect of her 

bicultural taste such as the page of Mexico and the page of Spain. However, on Inara's 

profile the signs of Latino/Hispanic cultural traits were only noticeable if one looked 
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closely to the whole lists of interests. This fact shows that according to the taste 

statements and presentations of the self that these five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths 

articulated in their Facebook profiles, all of them appeared as culturally and linguistically 

assimilated to the U.S. 

 

Photos 

Although the technical affordances of Facebook do not allow users to tweak the 

layout of their profiles as other SNSs such as MySpace, it encourages them to add visual 

and textual content to a predesigned template. When crafting their profiles, users can 

experience, to a certain degree, a sort of Web publishing practice that is easy to do and 

can easily be shared with an audience. Making a profile is a practice that allows users to 

express themselves and develop their creativity within the limitations of a fixed template. 

As multimodal designs for screens, Facebook profiles combine images and writing. The 

friends and interests lists displayed on the profile, for instance, include both texts and 

images. Each item on the list has a little square image displayed above a typed text. 

Those images are visible not only on their Facebook home pages but also on the lists of 

friends of their contacts, and in any commentary they one makes on the SNS. Although 

the Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths could have chosen to display an image of a 

cartoon, a place, or an object as a profile picture, at the moment of our ethnographic 

Facebook walk-through activity, they were using photographs in which their faces were 

noticeable. All the photographs from their profiles were casual, taken in everyday 

locations, many times by themselves (as in “selfie” mode), and also had the quality of 

low-definition cameras.35 

                                                
 
35 Gabriela, for instance, used a photograph she took with the web-cam of her laptop, probably at his 
bedroom, wearing a t-shirt. Inara had a picture of herself, wearing a dress in front of a mirror and taken 
with her cellphone. Antonio had a picture of himself wearing a Led Zeppelin t-shirt that he took with his 
cellphone, probably at his bedroom. Sergio used a picture of himself holding a video camera at the school 
video-tech computer lab, probably taken with a cellphone or an iPod. Likewise, Miguel had a close-up 
picture of himself taken at the vide-tech computer lab with one of the web-cam cameras of the desktop 
computers. Interestingly, Sergio and Miguel, the ones who did not have cellphones, used profile pictures 
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Besides the main profile images, Facebook also supports the publishing of 

photographs in albums, status updates and cover images. “Photos,” is precisely one of the 

sections of the profile layout dedicated to this kind visual content. Since Facebook allows 

users to add metadata to the images they publish, they can tag their friends in any picture, 

and those photographs would appear automatically in the “Photo” sections of the users 

that have been tagged. All the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths had this section of 

their profiles filled with several photographs taken and published by themselves as well 

as by other contacts. Regardless they were passionate about photography or not, all of 

them took pictures with the digital devices they had available, shared them with friends, 

and used them in their Facebook profiles. For instance, Inara, who did not have a camera 

nor was particularly interested in photography, had many pictures of herself taken with 

her cellphone. In those pictures she appeared with her friends as well as with some 

members of her family. Looking at those images during the Facebook walk-through 

activity, Inara described how she took the pictures and added effects to them using her 

mobile phone. For instance, when explaining how she took a photograph in where she 

appeared with two other friends from school she said, 

A: I was in class, in Environmental Science. We were doing a lab so I was bored 
and it was like click. And then...  
Q: And you put a filter on it obviously.  
A: Yeah.  
Q: Is there like a program on your phone that you did that with--the filter?  
A: Yeah. My phone has like effects on it. I like having effects on it. I'll show you 
more pictures that I've taken. Profile pictures.  
Q: How often do you change your profile picture?  
A: Not, not, not regularly. 
 

                                                                                                                                            
 
taken at the school computer lab. IT is important to notice that these profile pictures changed according to 
their wish, and in fact, some of them changed them very frequently. However, their use of casual 
photographs remained consistently even among the ones that changed them frequently such as Inara and 
Sergio.  
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Interestingly, the visual content of the “Photos” sometimes provided clues about 

the race/ethnicity of the Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths. That was the case of a couple 

of photographs from family events and trips that Antonio and Inara published in which 

some Mexican cultural traits could be appreciated. Both of them had pictures of 

Quinceañera parties where they appeared with their parents, siblings and other members 

of the family, wearing formal clothing and some of them hats. Inara also had several 

photographs of the trips she had made to visit her family hometown in Cohahuila, 

Mexico, and the events she had participated over there (e.g. a traditional wedding). In 

those photographs she appeared in a Mexican rural setting, hanging out with relatives and 

friends of her age, as well as with older members of the family such as her grandmother. 

Although Sergio and Gabriela also had photographs in where their families appeared, 

they did not suggest any particular reference to Mexican or Latino/Hispanic culture. 

2.2.2. Communicating and Socializing 
For the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths hanging out on Facebook was 

important because it allowed them to maintain and make visible their network of friends. 

Although most of their Facebook connections were peers from Freeway High, some 

contacts were from the previous middle schools where they had studied and from 

previous places where they had lived. Being able to stay in touch with those old and 

distant friends was one of the affordances that the SNSs provided. Hence, Facebook 

amplified their social network and was useful for overcoming spatial barriers. Miguel, for 

instance, mentioned in an interview that he started using Facebook in eight grade 

precisely when he and his family moved to a house in the north east suburbs of the city. 

As he explained, he opened his account, “because whenever I moved, a lot of my friends I 

wasn’t going to see again, so I made a Facebook so I could still connect with them.” 

Likewise, Sergio said he made a Facebook account when he moved to Austin 

from Stockton, California, at the beginning of his sophomore year. He explained he had 

to open an account in order to keep in touch with his friends since they were switching 

from Myspace to Facebook. Similarly, Inara, who had changed neighborhoods inside 
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Austin, said that Facebook allowed her and her friends to “keep in contact with each 

other”. As she described in an interview, 

(...)There’s some of my friends that I have not seen in like forever, and we found 
each other on Facebook, and it’s awesome, and it’s, “Hey, by the way, I miss you, 
and I hope we hang out soon.” Stuff like that. Because most of the times, people 
change their phone numbers, and you can’t really keep track of phone numbers. 
And Facebook is one of those things that if you lose the number, you still have 
another option to be contacted. 
 

Although the size of the networks of contacts of the five Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant youth was not very big, each of them had more than a hundred nodes linked to 

their profiles (see Table 4.). Having access to the lists of all their connections as well as 

to their updates, made easier the communication within them, especially because Free 

Way High had many students (almost 2000). As Antonio said, on the networked space of 

Facebook, “it's easy to communicate with a lot of my friends,” and doing so was 

something he liked a lot. Like him, the other found Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths 

valued Facebook as a tool for communication among their own social networks. Using 

this kind of social software allowed these youths to manage and visualize their peer social 

networks, and to experiment with networked communication. Inara, for instance, 

compared the affordances of Facebook with the ones of an address book. She said: 

I use it because you know what goes on with people, outside of school, and you 
don't really see all those people in school, either way. So if you want to go do 
something, and you don't have them in your class and you're like, “Hey, do you 
want to do something?,” or if you don't have their phone number. 
Q: You use Facebook like a giant address book. 
A: Yes, this is basically my address book on my phone. This is connected to it 
now. 
 

As Inara noticed, she and her friends leveraged Facebook in order to coordinate 

their activities outside of school. This SNS offered many tools for communication. From 

private messages to semi-public walls/timelines of comments to live chats, youths could 
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use many channels to coordinate activities with their friends. Their choice usually 

depended on the degree of intimacy they wanted to have in their communication, being 

private message the most personal and direct one. 

 

The Wall/Timeline 

The wall/timeline was perhaps the most important tool for public communication 

within Facebook. On this space, users and their contacts could post text messages and 

links, upload and embed images and videos, and “tag” other friends, pages or events. The 

walls/timelines of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths were semi-public because 

they were only visible to their contacts and not to the broader audience of all the 

Facebook users or the Internet. As mentioned previously, all the five youths had 

customized their privacy settings and restricted the visibility of their profiles to the 

narrow audience of their network of friends. However, some of them had also limited the 

access to the wall/timeline section in order to keep certain contacts such as family 

relatives away from their semi-public interactions. 

Gabriela and Inara, for instance, created restrictions in the visibility of their 

walls/timelines so members of their families could not have access to the conversations 

they had with their peers. Gabriela, for instance, said she had to keep her family from 

seeing her wall/timeline because they could “get noisy” on her. In order to do that he 

created a special list of users within Facebook that could only see certain content from 

her profile. During the Facebook walk-through activity, she explained her reasons to do 

so in the following way: 

Q: so you don't want your family seeing things?  
A: What I post usually because then if it's like something random or there's song 
lyrics, then they ask, “What's going on? Are you okay?” And all this. And they get 
into your feelings or this and that.  
Q: So who? Is it cousins or...  
A: There's aunts and uncles, and then there's parents, friends, and I have my 
sister. I didn't know that. I didn't know that I had my sister. Mainly my aunts and 
some of my cousins that got nosy on me. 
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Q: So you don't want them seeing what you post? So they're not blocked from 
your profile. They just can't see your updates.  
A: Yeah.  
Q: Gotcha. Can they see your pictures?  
A: Yes.  
Q: They can. So it's mainly your status updates that you don't want them asking 
you about.  
A: Yeah. 
 

Likewise, Inara, who also had family members as contacts decided to restrict the 

access to her wall/timeline. As she explained, a friend of her helped her to set up a 

restricted list so her parents and other adults could not see their interactions with other 

friends. As she explained, “Restricted. Yeah. It's where all my family is. Except for like 

the cousins. My favorite cousins. They don't care. I don't know where it goes at. Friend 

did that for me.” 

In contrast to the two girls, Miguel, Sergio, and Antonio did not have any 

restrictions for their Facebook contacts. This could be explained, on the one hand, by the 

lack of adult family members they had on Facebook (only Sergio had some relatives). On 

the other hand, it could be also understood as a sign of a parental and family attitude to 

monitor the activities of female youth. As discussed in a previous chapter, that was 

precisely the case with Gabriela's family and their concerted cultivation strategy. 

Especially her father monitored her activities online and offline and kept an ongoing 

dialogue with her regarding friendship, and achievement. In the case of Inara, it is 

interesting that she had a restricted list in Facebook despite the fact that their parents did 

not seem to monitor that much her activities. However, since her social network had 

several adult family members that were living in Mexico (most of them had not migrated 

to the U.S.), it is possible that she wanted to keep them away from her wall/timeline. As 

she pointed out, only her “favorite cousins” who lived in Mexico were excluded from her 

restricted list. 
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Creating Multimodal Messages as Status updates 

It was precisely on the wall/timeline were several friendship-driven activities 

were developed. Given its semi-public visibility as well as its openness, most of the 

socialization and communication happened there. On this section of the Facebook social 

media networked space, the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths carved out a space to 

share information, goof off, and joke. It was a space for hanging out. One of the most 

common media practices on the Facebook wall/timeline was posting status updates. It 

consisted in writing messages that would appear not only on the personal wall/timeline 

but will also be embedded in the news feeds other contacts so they would be notified of 

what their friends were up to. All of them reported in our interviews doing this practice 

and we saw evidence of it during the Facebook walk-through activity when looking at 

their walls/timelines full of messages written by them and their friends. However, each of 

the five youths posted these messages with different frequencies. While Sergio declared 

updating his status everyday, Miguel said they he did it every week, and Antonio, 

Gabriela and Inara (who owned smartphones) observed they did it with varied 

frequencies. Explaining the frequency of her status updates, Gabriela said she did so, 

“only when I actually have something clever to say.” Likewise, Inara mentioned, 

“sometimes when I get on there I don’t even know what to say. So, I just leave it blank.”  

Interestingly, the three youths with anytime/anywhere connectivity were not the 

ones who reported updating their status with more frequency during the period of our 

fieldwork. For these three youths, creating this kind of message was not an everyday 

practice but something they could do whenever they wanted, in a casual way. As Antonio 

said, “That's just like whenever I want to. I would say like every other week I would post 

something. But it's random -- whenever I want to.” 

The content of the status updates was diverse and each of the five youths 

practiced different kinds of messages according to their moods and communicative needs. 

From summaries of their daily life to information about TV shows to motivational quotes, 

the messages each of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrants wrote reflected their peer 
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culture and their cultural interests, and they were always in English language. Inara, for 

instance, said, “I like to put quotes on my status, because I love quotes. Whenever I read 

something, I want to people to know, what life is about, don’t give up, something like 

that…” 

Other times, the status updates were deliberately about ephemeral things, or what 

these youths called “random” stuff. As Inara explained while looking at some of her 

status updates during the Facebook walk-through activity, “we just do like random stuff. 

We don't try to make a whole like story with like comments. “So how did you do that?” 

By asking questions and just randomly like to say stuff.” Likewise, Antonio said he would 

write his status updates about anything he wanted. He said, “For Facebook I’ll just post 

whatever I want -- say I’m craving a burger, I’ll post it on there. “Oh. My God. This 

burger was amazing” -- I’ll post that on there too.” 

Sergio, who was by far the most active of the five youths on Facebook during the 

period of our fieldwork, said he posted status about “what is happening or happened in 

the day” as well as “media-related stuff.” As he explained, he used his status update to 

share links to different kinds of content. “I go on YouTube or Vimeo or Tumblr and I’ll 

share links of a music video, a picture, a link to their page, a link to their events that are 

coming up, like concerts and stuff like that,” Sergio said. By sharing information about 

popular culture in their status updates these youths displayed their identity and performed 

taste statements in a more dynamic and conversational way than the lists of interests of 

their profiles. Sergio, for instance, developed this kind of practice for talking with his 

friends about their favorite TV shows. As he explained, 

I do that for TV shows like How I Met Your Mother, I’ll say when a new episode’s 
coming out, or I’ll comment about what happened in a new episode that came out, 
or something like that.  
Q: What do you say?  
A: I ask people if they saw the new episode so we can talk about it.  
Q: In your status?  
A: Yeah.��� 
Q: So, you say like, “Have you watched the new episode?”  
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A: “Has anyone seen the new How I Met Your Mother episode?” And then some 
people would comment. 
 

How I met youth Mother was a U.S. romantic comedy sitcom broadcasted by 

CBS since 2005. The show told the story of a group of young white, middle-upper class, 

American friends living in New York City. Among Sergio's peer group, this show was 

very popular and they watched it every week. Antonio, perhaps Sergio’s best friend, for 

example, was a fan of this show and also talked about it when writing his status updates 

on Facebook. As he explained in one of our interviews, “I could say, “I finally watched 

the new episode of ‘How I Met Your Mother.’” And then I’ll put a little quote over the 

actual show.” 

By letting his friends know he had seen the latest episode, Antonio signaled his 

TV taste, up-to-date knowledge of the evolution of the show, and articulated an identity 

as an active member of an audience. Moreover, by posting that kind of message in his 

wall/timeline he was able to display a mark of “coolness” among his friends. This activity 

was meaningful for him and his peer group, and revealed the active use of U.S media 

texts to build relationships and to acquire status among a group of friends that was in its 

majority composed of Latino/Hispanic youths. Hence, by using U.S. popular media texts 

immigrant youths jockeyed for status among their network of friends in an effort to mark 

themselves as knowledgeable about the American culture. As boyd (2010a) has argued, 

“teens want to be validated by their broader peer group and thus try to present themselves 

as cool online and off” (11). In a certain sense, it could be said that among these 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth, displaying signs of assimilation into the cultural and 

linguistic dimensions of the U.S. on Facebook semi-public messages, was meaningful 

and validated them as cool among their peers. Such display of acculturation through their 

Facebook status updates was perhaps even more evident in their practice of embedding 

U.S media texts and composing multimodal messages. 

 

Spreading Media 
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The use of popular media content in the messages that the five Latino/Hispanic 

youth wrote in their walls/timelines, however, was not limited to textual quotations. 

Leveraging the technical affordances of Facebook and other social media networked 

spaces, each of these youths created multimodal messages using music videos, films, 

visual memes, amateur funny videos, and other media texts from popular culture. 

Combining texts with images and videos, they created messages that could not only be 

read but also played and clicked. The media-sharing site YouTube, particularly, became 

the most important source of content for the writing of multimodal status updates. By 

grabbing the link to a YouTube video, these youths could easily embed it in their status 

update and share it with their network of friends. “It’s the same thing as uploading a post. 

You just upload the link with the post,” said Sergio when explaining how easy it was to 

embed videos in a status update. 

Particularly in relation to music, YouTube videos became very handy for 

expressing feelings and emotions on Facebook. Gabriela for instance, said she sometimes 

embedded music videos in her status updates to express her emotions. She said, “if I had 

a bad day or something relates to me in a song then I usually post it on Facebook.” 

Likewise, Inara explained she “put a YouTube on” a status update for expressing her 

artistic self. She mentioned, for instance, she “would put 'Somebody that I Used to 

Know'” a song from Gotye, a Belgian-born Australian musician, that had an artistic 

quality. As she said, “I really like it. I don’t know. I think it’s artistic. I can see it’s very 

artistically bound. I just like everything about it.” 

Other times, Inara would “put on” YouTube videos on her status updates because 

the lyrics. For instance, she would post a video of a song from Kid Cudi, an American 

rapper from Cleveland, Ohio, who had “really deep lyrics.” She observed, 

Kid Cudi has really deep lyrics too. His music always puts me in a trance. I just 
like it. Even though at times it’s mostly about weed and stuff like that I just like it 
because he has really nice lyrics. His voice kind of makes it more totally his style 
kind of thing. 
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Sharing YouTube music videos on the walls/timelines was one of the friendship-

driven media practices in which each of these youths exercised their agency as an active 

audience engaged in a process of searching, discovering, and re-circulating. This practice 

revealed their ability to leverage some of the affordances of the networked 

communication environment for spreading media content (Jenkins, Ford & Green 2013). 

As Antonio commented in one of our interviews, sharing music videos with his friends 

and liking bands and songs were precisely his major motivations to go to Facebook. He 

explained, 

A: I’ll usually just go through Facebook because it’s only place I share stuff. 
Either go “like” their page, I’ll post video links on my page, like, there’s 
something I like about this band, or something I like about the song.��� 
Q: So you post video links?  
A: Yes. (...) Q: You go to YouTube and find the video?  
A: Yes, I just post the link. 
 

On the social media networked space of Facebook, these youths articulated 

messages in a multimodal way that appealed to their peers. These messages were 

expressions of a new media youth culture that relied on screens and speakers, and where 

images, texts, and videos were used at the same time for creating meaning. According to 

some of these youths, with their multimodal messages they composed and posted on their 

walls/timelines they felt capable of helping cultural producers. As Antonio explained in 

one of our interviews, by “spreading the word” about the bands and movies he liked, he 

actively helped artists and media producers to “get them more publicity.” He said, 

Q: Do you ever share information about films, TV, bands, artists, celebrities?  
A: Yes. A lot. That I like them, I'll spread the word about them, try to get them 
more publicity.  
Q: And what kind of information do you share?  
A: I usually link them or if they have a music video I'll post that up. Or if they 
have like a little -- what would you call that -- trailer, I'll post that up.��� 
Q: So you link to their pages?  
A: Yes.  
Q: And do you -- how do you introduce them, like the bands?  
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A: I mean, I just write a little something I like about them and that's -- here's a 
link. I mean, I don't go all crazy with it. 
 

Although most of the media texts that Antonio helped to spread through his social 

network were all in English and mainly made by U.S. professional and pro-am producers, 

he also disseminated information about his own projects when he needed to do so.36 He 

was aware of the communicative power he had within the social media networked space 

of Facebook and understood he could use it for spreading media and supporting the 

project he liked. During the period of our fieldwork, for instance, he was able to circulate 

information about the Cinematic Arts Project (CAP), the after school program he 

participated and where he helped to create several media texts such as videos and 

photographs. Explaining how he understood the spreading of media as a kind of 

“support” he said:  

if there's like a band or movie I like, I'll support them. I know I've been posting the 
Cinematic Arts Project screening a lot, just because we need a lot of support -- 
donations. So I do that a lot. 
Likewise, Sergio posted several status updates about the CAP in which he 

embedded photographs, videos, links, and other information about events and their youth 

media productions. While looking at this kind of statuses during the Facebook walk-

through activity, Sergio explained to me that by sharing information about the CAP he 

helped to advertise the work that he and his peers were doing. According to him, in this 

way he helped the CAP publicity team to spread the word about the work they were 

doing. One of those messages was precisely a status update in which he posted a link to 

the blog entry he wrote for the CAP website. Proudly about sharing his work, Sergio 

wrote: “Nice. My story is up on the page :)” 

 
                                                
 
36 In the social media journal that Antonio kept during three weeks, he reported sharing videos he found on 
YouTube and Vimeo more than 17 times. Those videos were not only about music artists but also about 
movies, experimental films, animations, and the Cinematic Arts Project (CAP). 
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Information Flows, Streams and News Feeds 

The “news feed” was the other major section of the Facebook social media 

networked space where the five Latino/Hispanic youths developed their communication, 

socialization, and friendship-driven practices. At the time of our fieldwork (2011-2012) 

this Facebook feature consisted in a dynamic list of media content (a stream) that 

included the status updates, photos, videos, and other activity generated by the network of 

friends and the pages and cultural interests that each user liked. The “news feed,” 

therefore, was a communicative space where the stories generated by different nodes of 

the personal social network were displayed dynamically and aggregated in real time. It 

was also an interactive space that encouraged users to take various actions such as 

reading, watching, commenting, liking, and scrolling. Interacting with the “news feed” 

was one of the most important practices for the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth not 

only because it was featured as one of the main sections of the Facebook home page but 

also because of the information flows that circulated through it. As a matter of fact, 

hanging out on Facebook, implied going to the “news feed.” Gabriela, for instance, 

explained that when she used Facebook, she “just go on my [her] news feed, or if I have 

[she has] any notifications, go look at what...whatever they [her friends] did. So, that’s 

pretty much it.” 

Likewise, while talking about what the expression “checking my Facebook” 

meant to him, Miguel said: “looking at the recent posts.” According to Sergio, the ability 

to have access to the updates of other people in a fast manner was something that he liked 

and one of the reasons to hang out in Facebook. As he observed, 

A: I like that you can see what people are doing faster than on MySpace. It was 
kind of the same thing, but you don't really have to go to someone's page to see 
what they recently did. Whereas Facebook is kind of like Twitter, as soon as 
someone says something you can see it.��� 
Q: So, you get, like, feeds?  
A: Yeah.��� 
Q: So you like that, to get the feeds on your page?  
A: Yeah.  
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By interacting with the “news feed” these youths experienced being “in flow” 

(boyd 2010b) within an information landscape created not only by the content their 

friends actively shared, but also the content that the pages and cultural interests they 

followed distributed. They experimented with “social awareness streams” (Naaman, 

Boase, and Lai 2010; Ellison and boyd 2013) they were part of and could actively shape. 

As Ellison and boyd pointed out, 

streams of quotidian, ephemeral content encourage people to participate more in 
that they provide an initial artifact around which others can engage. Features 
that support actions associated with status updates—the ability to post comments 
to, share, or register interest in an update—also encourage a stream of activity 
that is prompted by an update but often takes on a life of its own in the central 
stream ( 4). 
 

For all of the five youths, being in flow with these streams of content helped them 

to be aware of U.S. current issues. Since none of them reported watching TV news, 

reading a newspaper, or listening to the radio, it was precisely in the content that 

circulated in the “news feed” where they were updated about the public issues and current 

events. For them, the content of the information streams was indeed like the news. Inara, 

for instance, explained in one interview that Facebook was her source of news. 

Q: How often do you follow current news topics?  
A: Never. Unless if somebody is talking about it I’ll be like, “What?” “Yeah. It 
was on the news last night.” I’m like, “Oh. I don’t watch the news or anything.” 
(…) Sometimes on Facebook I would see news. I click on it and it gives you the 
whole article. And I would read it. I’m like, “Oh. I didn’t know that was going 
on.” Or I would see it or probably people here in school are talking about it. Or 
teachers are talking about it. I don’t know. Just stuff like that. 
 

Even when only a few people from their social networks shared news about 

current events, the fact that this content was part of their streams of information indicates 

that these youths were exposed to some information about their local, national, and 
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international contexts on Facebook. Hence, despite the fact that the majority of the 

content from their “news feed” was friendship gossip, random peer talk, and U.S. youth 

popular culture, there was information about public affairs and current issues in their 

streams. Antonio, for instance, explained that although he did not consume news on TV, 

radio, or newspapers, he was exposed to them sometimes in his Facebook because one of 

his friends shared news articles in her status updates. 

Q: Would you say that people in your network share information related to 
politics, your community, or current affairs?  
A: Some of them do but not a lot of them. I know there's a friend of mine that 
wants to become a journalist, so she reads a lot of articles and sometimes posts 
them up. Q: Articles from like newspapers?  
A: Yes.  
Q: Just one of your friends?  
A: Yeah. Just right now there's only one. 
 

Likewise, Sergio explained to me that on his “news feed” he was able to get not 

only information about U.S. politics and public affairs, but also about “a lot of different 

things” since he had various groups of people in his Facebook social network. He said: 

Because on Facebook I know a lot of different groups that do a lot of different 
things. For example, a lot of people inform people on what’s happening 
politically.���(...) there’s a few groups that have different music interests--so, I can 
tell who likes what differently from others. 
 

Sometimes the information about current events and public affairs was consumed 

by these youths as visual memes, parodies, and as amateur video commentaries. As 

Miguel explained, one of his main uses of Facebook was for “getting informational or 

funny things.” That kind of information circulated through his “news feed” not only by 

the content generated by his friends, but also by the pages he had listed as part of his 

cultural interests. As Ellison and boyd (2013) pointed out, in Facebook, “each person’s 

stream is populated with content provided by those that they’ve chosen to Friend or 

follow”(2013, 8). With the evolution of Web technologies, Facebook, had started to work 
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as a news aggregator that combined not only content generated by the network of 

contacts, but also by the pages and cultural interests the user had liked and listed in 

his/her profile. Hence, by liking bands, TV shows, films, and other pages, 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths could subscribe to the content they created and it was 

automatically delivered to their “news feeds.” This practice opened the possibility of 

becoming a more connected and engaged audience that could not only stay up to date 

with the content created by their favorite media franchises, but who was also empowered 

to re-circulate that content among their networks of friends. That was precisely what 

happened when Sergio actively re-circulated visual memes about the U.S. civic 

campaigns against the Stop Online Piracy Act (SOPA) and the Protect IP Act (PIPA) bills 

that had been aggregated to his “news feed.” These media content came directly from 

pages such as 9Gag he had liked and listed as part of his cultural interests in his Facebook 

profile. 

It could be said that the technical affordances of the Facebook “news feed” 

feature allowed the friendship-driven practices to overlap with the interest-driven ones. 

Although it was not the case for all the five Latino/Hispanic youth, the ones who liked, 

and therefore, subscribed to many cultural interests and pages, interacted with streams of 

content that were full of content made by peers, music bands, transmedia franchises, 

gamer groups, microcelebrities, and TV shows. Such variety of content was also 

challenging since the information that appeared in the “news feeds” was neither 

organized by topics nor by networks. This stream usually appeared as a vibrant and 

messy quilt of media content created, in real time, according to the frequency of status 

updates and a Facebook algorithm.37 

                                                
 
37 The messiness of the “news feed” and its streams of content was organized. On the one hand, running an 
algorithm, the Facebook system selected the pieces of content that were important to an user based on an 
assessment of the “importance” of his/her contacts. (Ellison and boyd, 2013, 152-153) On the other, 
Facebook users could also shape the content of their “news feeds” by choosing to hide the updates of 
particular contacts and pages. Interestingly, although Facebook users could also apply this kind of filtering 
to the news from certain friends, none of the five Latino/Hispanic youths did it. Even though some of them 
expressed getting annoyed by the status updates published by some of their friends who talked “drama,” or 
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Hanging out on SNSs like Facebook became an experience that not only involved 

the network of peers from local contexts, but also included networks of content from a 

rich variety of sources. Although that kind of overlap of networks was experienced more 

intensively by the youths that liked/followed more cultural interests and pages, the other 

ones were also able to get a taste of it as their peers were re-circulating content generated 

in other networks. However, despite the overlap of information flows and the messiness 

of the “news feed,” all the content from the social awareness streams of the five 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths was in English. At least during our interviews and the 

Facebook walk-through activity, we were not able any traces of Spanish language in their 

profiles. And only in the cases of Inara and Sergio we saw a couple of messages in 

Spanish that appeared on their “news feeds.”38 This fact revealed, that despite the fact 

that their social networks included many peers from the Latino/Hispanic ethnicity-race 

and with Mexican origins, their communication and sociability, on the Facebook semi-

public space was developed using mostly U.S. cultural materials. As a consequence of 

that, it could be said that their participation on this social media networked space 

supported their assimilation into the U.S. cultural, linguistic, and social dimensions. 

2.3. Navigating Popular Media Sharing Sites (MSSs) 
Each of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths navigated a unique geography 

of MSS that they configured according to the particular interests they had and the social, 

economic, cultural, and human resources they could access both online and offline. While 

Inara and Miguel spent time in only one MSS; Gabriela, Sergio, and Antonio visited 

                                                                                                                                            
 
were “noisy”, they simply tried to ignore them. Antonio for instance said, “I read that and I’m like, ‘I don’t 
care.’” When in some cases these youths deleted or blocked certain friends from their networks, the reasons 
they gave were not related to the content that appeared on the “news feed” but to messages sent privately or 
posted in their walls/timelines. 
38 During the Facebook walk-through activity, we noticed that two messages in Spanish appeared on 
Sergio’s news feed. According to Sergio they were from two of his middle school friends from California. 
Inara, who was the only youth who reported having transnational connections in Facebook, kept contact 
with her cousins living in Mexico via private messages, and those exchanges did not appear on her semi-
public her wall/timeline. 
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several.  Although in very few cases they decided to publish their own media creations 

and to engage in public conversations on this kind of social media networked spaces, all 

the five youths found opportunities to participate in different ways. Particularly, they 

developed several messing around practices that were meaningful. On the MSSs they 

looked around, learned about different topics, explored diverse visual, audiovisual, and 

aural media content, and discovered pathways to different kinds of information. 

 

Name SNSs Content 

Publi
shes 
Cont
ent 

User 
Acc
ount 

Com
ents Activities 

Gabriela Tumblr, Flickr, 
Twitter, YouTube 

Audiovisual, photography, 
images, music, text yes yes no 

searches, 
subscribes, 
creates, 
recirculates 

Inara YouTube Audiovisual, music no no no searches, 
recirculates 

Antonio YouTube, Vimeo, 
Soundcloud 

Audiovisual, photography, 
music no yes no searches, 

recirculates 

Miguel YouTube Audiovisual, music, news no yes yes 

searches, 
subscribes, 
comments, 
rates, 
recirculates 

Sergio 

YouTube, Vimeo, 
SoundCloud, 
Reddit, 9Gag, 
MemeBuilder 

Audiovisual, photography, 
visual memes, music, news yes yes no 

searches, 
subscribes, 
creates, 
recirculates 

Table 5: Media-Sharing Sites (MSSs) Geography 

However, as it can be seen in Table 5, they chose to go to MSS that were 

privately owned, had millions of users, and were very visible on the Web. At the time of 

our fieldwork, all of these MSS had already reached massive levels of popularity and 

could even be considered to be dominant spaces in their specific kinds of media content. 

This issue had implications for the kind of engagement Latino/Hispanic youth developed. 

The MSSs were crowded by millions of users, rich in media content, and hosted 

communities and participatory cultures that where difficult to notice. Once these youths 

entered popular MSSs they found themselves in an ocean of media content they had to 
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navigate by themselves according to their interests, skills, and resources they could 

access. Their behavior was the one of an active audience that searched and discovered 

media content, and re-circulated it. In some specific cases their participation became 

more active as they also were able to subscribe to content providers, rate the media 

content, join conversations, and even publish their own creative works online. 

2.3.1. YouTube 

...YouTube (...) it’s like a library of videos. It’s a public library for videos. 
(Sergio) 

 

YouTube, for instance, had already become the biggest video repository available 

on the Web. In its official statistics, the company owned by Google Inc., reported having 

800 million monthly visitors, and 4 billion video views per day in early 2012.39 Founded 

in 2005 YouTube had experienced exponential growth and rapidly became the most 

popular site for watching and uploading videos. In 2012 the variety of media content on 

the platform included not only amateur and pro-am content but also professionally 

produced videos and advertisement of all kinds of genres. Hence, at this point of its rapid 

evolution, YouTube was not only a space were multiple participatory cultures, grassroots 

communities, and gift economies could thrive, but also a territory colonized by 

commercial culture, advertisement, and marketing logics. Hence, in 2011-2012, YouTube 

was already a global scale hybrid platform that supported the practices of DIY content 

creators, professional media corporations, and a massive audience of consumers. 

Not surprisingly, it was precisely YouTube that was a common destination for the 

five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths. With diverse frequencies all of them invested lots 

of time and energy searching, watching, and discovering audiovisual media content. 

While some went to the platform in an everyday basis, others did it every other day. 

Sergio, for instance, said he usually spent between two-three hours everyday on the 

                                                
 
39 YouTube official statistics. Consulted at the YouTube website on January 23, 2012. 
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platform. Similarly, Inara and Miguel said they could play up to five videos everyday. In 

contrast, Gabriela said she went every other day, and Antonio explained he had stopped 

going regularly and tried to go just twice a week. Their motivations were diverse. 

Although all of them mentioned using the platform for “entertainment,” “amusement,” 

and “passing time,” they also mentioned going there to learn and find information about 

topics they were interested. 

 

Diversity of Media Content 

On YouTube, the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths could explore, discover, 

and find a rich variety of audiovisual materials as if they were in a vast “cabinet of 

curiosities.”40 Following their particular interests these youths searched for content and 

watched both commercial and amateur audiovisual materials. Inara, who wanted to 

pursue a career as a fashion designer and who did not have access to cable television at 

home, explained that she used YouTube to watch professional video programs about 

fashion week events. She said:  “If I want to see Fashion Week, they'll have all the videos 

of Fashion Week and put all the videos of who did this and that...” 

In contrast, Miguel, who was interested in videogame design and a gamer himself, 

found videos about his favorite games (Minecraft and Perfect World) produced by 

famous youtubers like Uber Haxornova. As he explained, 

A: He [Uber Haxornova] is a YouTuber that pretty much records himself playing 
a video game and talking [in English] about it or just talking in general, and he 
just -- he's like pretty much a comedian because he's pretty funny.  
Q: Talking over his own playing the game?  
A: Yeah. That's pretty much it. It's the people themselves that are entertaining to 
listen to.  
Q: Do you remember how you found out about this YouTube person?  

                                                
 
40 Robert Gehl has argued that YouTube is like a cabinet of curiosities (Wunderkammer) where all the 
media objects are decontextualized and flattened, arranged without a systematic categorization. In contrast 
to official archives that are highly regulated, centralized, and coherent according to a top-down hierarchical 
structure, YouTube is messy, built in a more distributed manner by its users. 
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A: Yeah. I was searching up Minecraft videos -- just Minecraft videos no matter 
what, and I found him and I just subscribed to him. 
 

In order to subscribe to several channels of DIY video makers, Miguel created an 

account in YouTube he could use to receive updates from content producers he liked and 

to rate and comment videos. He reported having 25 subscriptions, mainly from the genres 

of machinima and videogame commentary, all in English language, the majority of them 

from the U.S. and with big audiences on the YouTube platform. Uber Haxornova, for 

example, was a 22 years old American youth who had more than 2.6 million subscribers 

and had been publishing videos since 2008 (more than 4,000).41  By subscribing to these 

channels Miguel was able to receive updates about the new releases from the youtubers 

he liked. Similarly, Sergio and Gabriela had also created user accounts, experimented 

with this practice of media syndication, and became part of the growing audience of DIY 

video producers. Gabriela, for instance, was subscribed to more than 30 YouTube 

channels from amateurs and pro-ams. As she commented, she liked to watch those videos 

because they “just keep me [her] entertained.” Charles Trippy Friend x Core (CTFxC), 

the channel of a white middle class American couple who had more than 1 million 

subscribers, for example, was one of her favorite ones. As she said, 

A: I follow this one couple, CTFXE (phonetic), they have made a video for every 
day ever since they got engaged until the wedding. And I follow them and they’re 
still making videos.  
Q: What kind of videos do they post?  
A: Just their daily life. (...) Well, they got noticed, I guess. So I’m guessing that 
they’re paid to keep it going. And so they have, like, their own store for their little 
logo, CTFXC (phonetic). Yes, and so they sell their shirts. And then I know that 
he’s in a band I like (...) “We the Kings.” 
 

 

                                                
 
41 Consulted at the YouTube Wiki: http://youtube.wikia.com/wiki/UberHaxorNova. Accessed on May 12, 
2012. 
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Music Discovery 

Besides becoming members of the growing audience of DIY video producers 

from new media genres such as machinima, v-logging, and gaming commentary, some of 

the five Latino/Hispanic working class immigrant youths also leveraged the YouTube 

platform for participating in music subcultures and developing alternative tastes. 

Although the practice of searching and playing music for free on YouTube was common 

to all of the five youths, the three boys developed a more active engagement in relation to 

specific genres of music. Dubstep for Antonio, death metal for Miguel, and indie rock for 

Sergio, were some of the music genres they explored on YouTube. For some of them 

being able to discover bands and artists and expand their knowledge about particular 

genres of music was in fact the most important service that YouTube offered. As Sergio 

said: “I’d say it’s more important for the music that I listen to. That’s how I found out my 

Indy bands. My hipster music.” 

With some exceptions from the U.K. and Canada, the majority of these 

“independent alternative” bands were from the U.S. and all sung in English language. 

According to Sergio, being able to find “not well known” bands and to follow their 

trajectory from their beginning was an important part of his “hipster music” fan practice. 

He explained: 

A: I listen to bands that haven’t even started yet. 
���Q: Like amateur musicians in their garages or--  
A: Yes. Could be. Or they could have, like, gigs already and whatnot. But they’re 
just not well known.  
Q: Like who?  
A: “Frontier Brothers,” yes.  
Q: “Frontier Brothers?”  
A: But they have, like, live gigs, yes. And they’re kind of an Indy band. (...) They 
only have, like, three songs on YouTube and one album on iTunes. And there was 
a band called “Funeral Party.” I started listening to them before they released 
their first album.��� 
Q: “Funeral Party?”  
A: “Party,” yes. They released an album and it was all over the internet and 
YouTube and iTunes. And I was, like, they became big in, like, less than two 
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years.  
Q: Wow.��� 
A: They started playing in backyards in Los Angeles. And it was very violent at 
their shows, I guess. 
 

Likewise, for Antonio, who went to YouTube only few times a week, searching 

and discovering underground dubstep artists from the U.S and U.K was an essential part 

of his messing around practice. Although he also used other platforms, he mentioned 

going to YouTube to find “a lot of good artists.” He said: 

I listen to Flux Pavilion (...) DJ Fresh, sometimes I’ll listen to Skrillex, Zomboy, 
Figure, Excision. Mostly -- there’s not a lot of dubstep out there, so -- that I really 
like -- I like the in your face -- loud in your face -- dubstep. Sometimes some 
people make the low-volume one -- I don’t really like that. I usually go on 
Soundcloud, Beatport, YouTube, for other artists, because I’ve found a lot of 
other good artists who aren’t really known on those sites. 
 

Discovering underground music on YouTube was part of music fan practice that 

also involved sharing links to the videos in SNSs, searching information about musicians 

in Google, liking the artists pages in Facebook, and looking for and downloading free 

MP3s. As Sergio explained, the space of YouTube was usually the point of start of a 

process of active music consumption. Has he said, 

A: Sometimes I’ll be on YouTube and they have suggestion videos, and one video 
leads to another until I come across something new. And then I’ll do more 
research on their music. Find out how many albums they have. And then I’ll 
download all their albums.  
Q: Do you download them from where?  
A: Wherever I can find them. Sometimes they’re not available so I’ll have to wait 
and wait until I find a website that has them.  
Q: So do you just do a search in Google for albums?  
A: Yes.  
Q: And how about on YouTube? Do you do searches, as well?��� 
A: When I find out who the artist is I’ll go back and I’ll listen to more of their 
videos that they have on YouTube.  
Q: So YouTube is, like, a reference place for finding new artists and new bands?  
A: Yes. 
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The music–driven messing around practices developed on YouTube included the 

interaction with a recommendation system that suggested videos all the time in relation to 

the content that was being played.  Exploring the suggestions generated by the YouTube 

algorithm allowed youths to immerse themselves in a vast archive of videos that included 

a rich variety of audiovisual formats. Professionally produced music video clips, official 

and unofficial recordings of live performances, amateur videos that combined music and 

photographs, among other formats proliferated the YouTube ocean of audiovisual 

content. Although the explorations did not always lead them to find music they liked, in 

many cases it did allow them to discover new bands and artist and to expand their 

knowledge of specific subcultures. Even for the youths that had eclectic taste and were 

not into any subcultural genre like Inara and Gabriela, interacting with the system of 

recommendations allowed them to expand their eclectic taste. 

 

Video tutorials and learning 
However, as space that supported the thriving of participatory media cultures, 

YouTube offered access to many video tutorials of diverse topics produced by amateur 

and pro-ams. From videos about dance movements to videos about computer software 

features, youths had the opportunity of interacting with content that helped them to learn 

to do things. Inara, for instance, watched video tutorials about how to do hair styles and 

dance steps. Miguel watched videos about how to install video game mods and master 

game mechanics in MMORPGs. Both Antonio and Sergio, mentioned watching tutorials 

for learning about media production. According to Sergio, YouTube was the main source 

of tutorials for him at home. He said, 

Like, YouTube is blocked, here [Freeway High School], and at home, YouTube is 
one of my main sources for tutorials, because then I get a spoken kind of tutorial 
rather than just going back and reading it, because if I watch a tutorial on 
YouTube, I can just close the video out...I wouldn’t really need to see it. Someone 
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would just be speaking on what I need to do, and that way it would be more 
efficient. 
 

Likewise, Inara explained that the video tutorials she found in YouTube were 

convenient and allowed her to have access to informal teachers “right there.” As she said: 

I guess convenient, in a way. Like, if I don't know -- let's say how to French braid, 
and there's a person who's showing you how to French braid, or even something 
like educational too. Like there's how to do this or how to study for this test or 
and stuff like that. It's kind of like you have your own teacher right there. And if 
you want to learn new dance, you find the video and they'll show you. 
 

Antonio, who messed around with music production at home, explained he 

watched video tutorials for learning how to use software for sound synthesis. As he 

observed, the availability of video tutorials in YouTube was part of the informal learning 

ecosystem he had set-up for making music. Talking about the computer software he used 

at home, he commented that one of his reasons for choosing it was the availability of 

tutorials on YouTube. He said: 

A: I downloaded them [music software] off the Internet, cracked version, because 
it costs too much for me.  
Q: Which ones?��� 
A: FMA and Massive -- They’re really good for synth making -- you can also 
make kicks on them. I’m leaning more toward Massive right now because I find 
it’s simpler and there’s more tutorials on YouTube about how to do stuff. If I were 
to search how to make a sound that sounds like Skrillex -- he’s a dubstep artist -- 
there’s many tutorials on YouTube about how to do that. 
 

Commenting and uploading content. Differences in participation. 
However, despite having access to many tutorials made by DIY media makers, 

these youths rarely decided to participate in the conversations that occurred on the 

YouTube platform by making videos or writing comments. Although many of those 

videos were created as part of the collective efforts of participatory cultures and 

grassroots communities, in the social media networked space of YouTube, the low 
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barriers to participation did not always encourage a deeper engagement. Rarely these 

youths decided to upload content and to engage in the conversations that formed around 

the videos. Due to their lack of access to social, technological, and human resources at 

home (the place where they usually connected to YouTube), and their little experience 

participating in public conversations, most of these Latino/Hispanic immigrants never 

wrote comments and rarely rated videos. Antonio, for instance, explained he did not leave 

comments because he did not “like talking through the Internet” nor “networking” online. 

Sergio, who reported having learned cinematic tips and Photoshop software through 

watching DIY video tutorials on YouTube, explained that he never participated in 

conversations because the environment was not welcoming and characterized by what he 

called “snowball effect.” He said: 

A: I don’t really like commenting on YouTube.  
Q: Why?  
A: Because then they’ll have, like, a snowball effect, depending on what the 
emotion is behind the comments. If it’s a positive comment, it might get just... I 
always think a lot of people just comment negatively on everything on purpose 
just to troll. So it could be a positive comment and someone would be, like, “Oh, 
you suck.” And I was, like, “Okay. I don’t know how to comment to that so I’m 
just going to stop.” Or it could be, like, someone says, “You suck.” And then 
another person would be, like, “Well, you don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
And then they start insulting each other over YouTube, but they don’t know each 
other in real life. So I think that’s really pointless. 
 

Interestingly, it was Miguel, the only youth who participated in the conversations 

that happened on the YouTube social media networked space. He wrote comments in 

English and rated videos related to the two MMORPGs he played (Minecraft and Perfect 

World). These videos not only helped him to learn game mechanics and skills, but also 

allowed him to be exposed to the knowledge generated by experts from the gaming 
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community.42 For instance, one of the latest comments he had written was in a video 

about an event in which “few famous Minecraft people” had created a map of the Hunger 

Games and competed against each other in overcoming several challenges. By following 

several youtubers that were gamer experts, Miguel was able to connect with knowledge 

producers and with an active networked audience, and eventually find gateways to start 

geeking out. The gamer participatory cultures and communities formed around specific 

MMORPGs seemed to scaffold a more active participation on YouTube and to provide 

more entry points, both in commentary and video production. They enabled what Lave 

and Wenger call “legitimate peripheral participation” (Lave and Wenger 1991).  That is, 

a kind of participation in which newcomers are treated as potential members of the 

community, have casual access to the practices, and can participate doing “peripheral,” 

simple, and “low-risk” activities. This kind of “peripheral participation” grants 

newcomers a legitimacy that fosters their engagement even if it is not full. In the case of 

Miguel, for instance, writing comments and staying up-to-date with the latest video 

releases allowed him to become familiar with the repertoire of practices of the 

community and, to legitimately participate from the periphery. As a matter of fact, 

according to Miguel, it was the lack of technological resources at home what was limiting 

him to become more fully engaged in the activities that the Minecraft and Perfect World 

gamer communities were doing on YouTube. As he explained, he wanted to get a more 

powerful computer at home so he could start to make and publish his own player-

generated guides and commentary videos. He said: 

A: I only use it to comment and subscribe and stuff. When I get a new computer, I 
want to make YouTube commentator videos.  
Q: On video games  
A: Yeah. 
 

                                                
 
42 Some of those skills, included how to earn money inside the economy of a virtual world. “I've learned 
how to make money and how to use certain skills to your advantage,” he said when talking about YouTube 
videos about Perfect World he had watched. 
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Miguel, as a gamer, experimented a greater engagement with the new media 

cultures he was passionate about and developed a trajectory of peripheral participation. 

Despite the constraints he confronted in terms of access to high quality technology and 

tools at home, he had the opportunity to develop some geeking out practices in YouTube. 

As a member of an active and networked audience of gamers, he felt encouraged to join 

conversations, rate videos, and also re-circulate the content of the videos in other SNSs 

such as Facebook. This evidence reveals not only that specialized gamer communities 

thrived on YouTube, but also that Miguel had developed the skills to find them and 

understood some of the values and rules of the community. His motivation to participate 

seemed to be social and he was interested in moving from the periphery to the center of 

the communities. However, as he also observed, although he wanted to make more 

contributions to the community, he felt he did not have access to the technology he 

needed in order to start creating and publishing his own videos, confronting a barrier that 

was not as easy to overcome. 

Among the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth, inequalities in material access 

at home seemed to be correlated with the ability to publish content on YouTube. Among 

all of them, only Gabriela, who had access to photo and video cameras at home, and who 

also owned an iPhone, reported having posted videos on the platform. Although she did 

not mentioned being interested in a specific knowledge community like the ones created 

by gamers, she was interested in one of the most popular DIY video genres on YouTube: 

creative photo and video montages set to music. This genre populated the YouTube social 

media networked space and was being developed by both collective grassroots 

communities and individual amateur producers. As she explained in an interview, 

although her interests on making this kind of videos started on the YouTube platform, she 

was able to learn about it at one of the video technology elective classes he took at 

Freeway High. 

Q: And how did you get into this? How did you start doing this?  
A: A YouTuber. Yes, a YouTuber.  
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Q: Oh, really?  
A: Yes.  
Q: So you got the idea from someone on YouTube?  
A: Yes.  
Q: And then how did you learn how to do it?  
A: My video tech class.  
Q: With Mr. Lopez?  
A: Yes.  
Q: And then what application are you using to do these?  
A: Not Final Cut but, iMovie, there you go.  
Q: iMovie okay. So is this something new you’ve gotten into?  
A: Yes.  
Q: What do you like about it?  
A: It’s just fun, yes. It’s kind of nice to see, like, you’re working on something and 
the end looks really nice, a little nice final product.  
Q: And have you shared them with anybody?  
A: Just my dad and a couple friends. 
 

The fact that Gabriela decided to keep the two video montages she had published 

on YouTube hidden from the public searches, reveals her lack of connectivity with a 

particular community on the social media networked space. “I don’t want, like, some 

creeper looking, like, at my life,” she said. Gabriela was concerned about the visibility of 

her video montages on YouTube because they were made with imagery from her 

everyday life. One of the videos was about her vacations during a spring break, and the 

other one about life events in the year 2011. In both video montages she showed images 

about her family, friends, and her dog, and they were set up to music that “fits the 

moment perfectly” and that she found on YouTube.43 According to her, publishing the 

video montages on the platform allowed her to be able to easily circulate the videos 

among an intimate circle of family members and friends. “Just so I can have the link to 

share,” she said. Such practice, as well as the ones of editing and composing her DIY 

videos, taking pictures, and recording videos with her own devices, revealed the start of a 
                                                
 

43 The songs Gabriela used for the two montages she had published had English Lyrics. For her 
video about the 2011 year, for instance, she set up photos and videos to the song “Sweet 
Disposition” by Australian band The Temper Trap. 



 
 

242 

transition from messing around to geeking out activities. Although her motivation seemed 

to be personal and not related to a specific YouTube community, it had also a social 

component, as she was interested in sharing her creations with her family and circle of 

friends, and was able to find support at school. As Gabriela invested time and energy 

learning to create and publish video and photo montages, she geeked out not only on 

YouTube but also at her elective class, and was able to acquire specific technical 

knowledge and hone her skills as an audiovisual storyteller. 

 

2.3.2. Other MSS 
Besides going to YouTube, some of the Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth had 

also the opportunity to travel to other MSSs making their personal social media 

geographies more diverse. As stated before, these MSS territories were very popular on 

the Web and had become dominant with millions of users and massive amounts of media 

content. Antonio and Sergio, for instance, visited SoundCloud, and audio distributing 

platform that in 2012 reported having 15 million users who uploaded approximately 10 

hours of content every minute, and an audience of 180 million listeners (Bryant  2012). 

Although neither Sergio nor Antonio published content on SoundCloud they developed 

several messing around practices searching and discovering underground music from 

their favorite genres (dubstep and indie rock) as well as rating some of the tracks they 

listened. Interestingly, Antonio, who had explored music production at home and created 

some rough dubstep tracks preferred to not publish the tracks on this platform. According 

to him he felt that his tracks were unfinished and lacked the quality to be published 

online. This sort of belief, together with his low disposition to engage in conversations 

online in public spaces, limited his participation to messing around practices. In 

Antonio’s case, although he was able to experience certain degree of “peripheral 

participation” on SoundCloud by following several underground dubstep artists, listening 

to their productions, and reading the conversations of active members of the community, 

he was not motivated to become a full member. His motivation seemed to be more 
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personal, as he preferred to develop his music production knowledge and skills in a more 

solitary way at home, did not feel confortable talking to people he didn’t know online, 

and was unsecure about the quality of his own music productions.   

Likewise, Antonio and Sergio visited the Vimeo platform in order to mainly 

search, discovery, and watch videos, animations, and films. By 2012, Vimeo had over 14 

million active members and 75.3 million unique visitors, and was popular among indie 

filmmakers and their fans (New Media Rock Stars 2012). Both Antonio and Sergio 

mentioned liking this platform very much because its “cinematic” and “professional” 

quality. Although they created user accounts during the year of our fieldwork and 

mentioned rating videos on this platform (giving likes), they did not publish by 

themselves any of the videos they had created in the Freeway High elective classes and 

after-school program. With the exception of the videos from the Cinematic Arts Project 

(CAP) in which both of them had collaborated (three webisodes and the trailer of the 

narrative film) which were published on Vimeo by one of their mentors, their creative 

work did not circulate on this social media networked space. When asked about the 

reasons to not doing so, both of them explained that their personal video projects were 

either incomplete or they had lost access to their digital files due to hardware problems. 

Hence, both of them experienced a trajectory of peripheral participation on some of the 

video maker communities of Vimeo. This trajectory was supported by their involvement 

in the CAP and the mentors they could access in the after-school program.  In this 

particular case, their motivation to participate was a mix of their personal interests on 

filmmaking and their engagement with the CAP.  The social, technical, cultural, and 

human resources that they found in the after-school program turned out to be of crucial 

importance for supporting their peripheral participation on Vimeo. By mobilizing those 

resources, Sergio and Antonio were able develop a geeking out practice that was 

supported by the MSS and by the CAP at the same time.   
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Photography 

Gabriela, with a passion for photography that had been cultivated at her home 

since early age, developed messing around practices on MSSs, experimenting with online 

publishing and re-circulation of visual imagery. On the one hand, she had an account in 

Flickr, one of the biggest photo sharing sites with more than 6 billion images, 51 million 

registered members, and more than 80 million visitors per month in 2012 (Los Angeles 

Times 2001; Provost 2012). On the other, she also invested time and energy on Tumblr, a 

popular blogging platform that in 2012 had over 42 million blogs and received over 13 

billion global page views.44 While on Flickr Gabriela had a public account for publishing 

her photography works; on Tumblr she had a private account where she re-circulated 

(“re-posted”) the entries of several visually oriented blogs that she followed. In both 

MSSs she actively looked around, satisfied her curiosity, and discovered sources of 

inspiration. 

However, Gabriela leveraged each platform in different ways. On Tumblr she 

followed “more and more random, random, random people,” and “re-posted” the media 

content she could relate to. She also kept her account private so only people with a link to 

it could see it. In contrast, on Flickr she had a public account where she could display her 

own photographs and build an online portfolio. Despite the possibilities for socializing 

and building mentor relationships on Flickr, Gabriela did not join groups nor contacted 

other photographers. Instead, she took a more individualistic approach following her 

personal motivations. As she explained, her main practice was looking at the pictures 

taken by advanced photographers so she could learn about new forms of composition and 

get new ideas. Talking about Flickr, she said, 

A: It’s like a lot of high skilled photographers. Like they’re really, really skilled, 
so...  
Q: Yes. So what do you like about that?  
A: That I see, like, “Oh, well, I don’t have to stick to this,” I can also, like, do 

                                                
 
44 Consulted at Tumblr website official stats. Accessed on November 15, 2012.  
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different things, because it doesn’t just have to be this type.  
Q: So you get ideas from it?  
A: Yes.  
Q: Cool. And do you get feedback on Flickr?  
A: No.  
Q: No.  
A: I don’t...nobody follows me; I don’t follow anybody.  
Q: No. Do you read comments ever on Flicker?  
A: Nom.  
Q: No. So it’s more just to look.  
A: Yeah. 
 

Despite the lack of social interactions and exchanges on Flickr, Gabriela 

leveraged the affordances of the platform for building an online portfolio where she could 

showcase her creative work. “I just use it mainly, like, as a portfolio I guess,” she said. 

Gabriela had opened an account in 2009 and had consistently been uploading a selection 

of her best photographs. In a certain way she had used Flickr for transitioning from a 

messing around photography practice to a more geeking out one that included working on 

the curation and preparation of her own media products and looking at the work of 

professionals. At the time of our fieldwork in 2012, she had curated and published 78 

photos on her Flickr gallery and had created two albums (one about dogs, other about 

nature). The majority of her images were about threes, pets, Austin downtown urban 

scenes, the city lake, and a few were portraits of her friends. Some of the pictures had 

been modified with Photoshop software and had color-saturation effects. Moreover, all 

the pictures published between 2009 and 2011 had a watermark with the nickname 

“Gaby” that she had layered on the top of the photographs. This nickname was also the 

one she used for her Flickr account and could be interpreted as a sign of creative identity 

construction and authorship. Although the practice of writing titles and descriptions for 

the photographs was supported and encouraged by the Flickr platform, Gabriela had only 

written a title for few, and always used the English language.  
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Internet Visual Memes 

I can of saw a meme, like, on the internet I’d seen them. I didn’t really think they 
were funny. I don’t remember what the first meme I saw was, but then, like, I 

started going into websites that had more and more memes. And then I started 
just getting more involved with memes. (Sergio) 

 
Besides Gabriela, the other Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth who was able to 

experiment with the publishing of creative media works on MSSs was Sergio. Following 

his passion for humor, graphic design, and visual memes he spent lots of time and energy, 

both at home and at school, interacting on the Cheezburger and 9Gag platforms. 

According to him, he loved memes because they were creative and funny. As he said, 

A: I love memes.  
Q: Really?  
A: They’re really funny.  
Q: Tell me...give me an example.  
A: Some of the memes that I like are De-motivationals. Like, instead of motivating 
posters, they just de-motivate, they take your motivation away. And I think, some 
of them are really, like, creative and funny.  
Q: Show me, I mean, just describe to me one of those.  
A: Some of the memes are like, people who take pictures from somewhere, and 
then they’ll caption it their own way.  
Q: Yes.  
A: And, like, I believe they’re really funny. They have, like, other means, like 
where they take situations, and then they make jokes of them, like they have one 
called, “Lame Pun Coon.” It’s a raccoon that tells lame jokes. And like one of 
them was, like, “The camping trip this weekend was in tents,” instead of intense. 
And I just thought, I think those are funny. (…) They’re very creative. 
 

On the two meme-specialized MSSs he visited, he was able to mess around and 

sometimes also geek out. He developed a sort of “peripheral participation” that allowed 

him to learn despite the massive number of users and vast ocean of media content he 

encountered. As Lave and Wenger (1991) have explained, this kind of participation 

occurs when newcomers are exposed to the practices of a community and find 
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opportunities of mutual engagement, expertise negotiation, and learning. By messing 

around on these MSS, Sergio developed a peripheral trajectory inside some of the 

communities that populated these spaces and eventually was able to engage with them 

more fully. Being in the periphery, therefore, can enable a “casual but legitimate” access 

to a repertoire of practices and knowledge without full engagement and membership in 

the communities.  According to Wenger (1998), peripheries refer to “continuities, to 

areas of overlap and connections, to windows and meeting places, and to organized and 

casual possibilities for participation offered to outsiders or newcomers” (1998, 120).  

Sergio’s peripheral trajectory on these MSSs allowed him to learn about the Internet 

visual meme practice and the entry points he could take in order to become more active 

participant. In other words, it allowed him to transition from messing around to geeking 

out practices as he found “improvised opportunities” to participate in some of the 

activities of the communities.  

The two MSSs Sergio visited were dominant and big, and had several 

participatory cultures and communities that were not as easy to identify given their size 

and overlap. Cheezburger was a platform that served as a meme hub for all the MSSs 

from the Cheezburger Network, an Internet humor company from the U.S. In 2011 the 

platform had more than 16.5 million users a month and generated more than 375 million 

monthly page views (Dudley 2011). Cheezburger social media networked space offered 

not only a vast media repository of visual memes and millions of users to network but 

also a web application for creating memes. 9Gag, in contrast, functioned as a more 

traditional MSS allowing the users to upload images, GIFs, and videos they had already 

created using software or some of the meme generators available on the Web. 9Gag was 

also one of the biggest spaces for sharing visual memes online and was popular 

worldwide. In the year 2012 it had an average of 80 million visitors and a total of 2 

billion page views (Ren 2012). 

In an effort to become more knowledgeable about Internet visual memes, Sergio 

invested time and energy on these two spaces exploring and discovering a vast repository 
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of multimodal designs. On these MSSs he encountered vibrant participatory cultures and 

grassroots communities that actively remixed and circulated media content. Although he 

did not participate in conversations, contact mentors, nor make friends, he experienced a  

“peripheral participation” that allowed him to learn and be aware of the lower barriers to 

entry. Eventually, by being aware of his capacity to participate, he created and published 

some memes he composed by himself. For instance, using the Memebuilder application 

from the Chezzburger platform, he had the opportunity of developing a multimodal 

design practice that included the layering and remix of images and texts with the purpose 

of composing a humorous message. As Sergio explained, using Cheezburger’s 

Memebuilder, “you can change the font, and stuff. Each image is different, but it's just 

like LOL cats. (...) It gives you the option of uploading whatever you want. You have the 

option of uploading, or choosing from the stock photos, and stock memes that they have.” 

Sergio created several memes using this feature and published them on his 

Cheezburger user page. During the time of our fieldwork he reported creating 5 different 

memes on this platform. Looking at his user page around that time, I found 11 different 

memes in which visual elements of U.S. popular culture and Internet culture had been 

remixed and captioned in English. From images of Moby Dick cover books to screen 

captures of YouTube videos personalities to photographs of U.S. politicians, Sergio 

actively remixed visual content creating humorous multimodal media texts. Similarly, in 

9Gag, he also published visual memes he had created using the vast repertoire of imagery 

that was available online. During our fieldwork he uploaded only three multimodal 

compositions to 9Gag and on his user page one could only found five different memes 

including two designs he had just re-circulated from other user accounts. 

However, despite publishing content in Cheezburger and 9Gag, Sergio did not 

participate in the forums nor leave comments in other people’s creations. Although he 

was interested in learning about the language of humorous visual memes, his activities, 

for most of the time, remained at the level of messing around and were peripheral. His 

practice involved the acquisition of specialized knowledge but he did not connect to other 
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meme makers or 9gaggers beyond up-voting media content. He was not interested in 

meeting mentors on these platforms nor wanted to earn a reputation and status on them. 

For Sergio, these MSSs served as social media networked spaces he could navigate by 

himself, participating from the periphery, and eventually geeking out while publishing his 

own creations and deploying his knowledge of the meme language. By doing so he was 

able to develop a “meme literacy” (Lankshear and Knobel 2006; Milner 2012; Shifman 

2014) that he actively practiced by creating his own multimodal designs, exploring 

extensive image collections, and re-circulating a variety of memes with his friends 

outside the meme-related MSSs.  

3. NEW MEDIA SKILLS 
Participating in friendship-driven and interest-driven activities on multiple social 

media networked spaces fostered the acquisition of several new media skills. As the five 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth hung out, messed around, and sometimes also geeked 

out on SNSs and MSSs they gained technical and sociocultural abilities that helped them 

to navigate their process of assimilation into the U.S. Particularly, in relation to the U.S. 

cultural, linguistic, and social dimensions, skills such as networking, performance, 

negotiation, transmedia navigation, and appropriation were very important. Gaining these 

competencies allowed Latino/Hispanic youths to exercise different levels of agency on 

social media networked spaces and to experience some of the affordances of the new 

communication environment. As social actors, active consumers, explorers, re-

circulators, and producers of media content, they encountered opportunities to exercise 

their agency and expand their communication capacity. By doing so, they were also able 

to practice the English language (reading/writing/listening), socialize with their high 

school peers, articulate public and semi-public identities, and develop an understanding 

of U.S. popular and civic cultures, current events and politics. Although Inara, Gabriela, 

Antonio, Sergio, and Miguel were able to acquire, with different levels of expertise, all 

these new media skills, I will focus my analysis on two of them: networking and 

appropriation.  
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3.1. Networking: Search, Synthesize and Disseminate 
Perhaps the most important skill that the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths 

acquired through their online activities was networking. This skill consisted in “the 

ability to search for, synthesize, and disseminate information” (Jenkins et al. 2006) and 

was acquired through both friendship-driven and interest-driven practices. As the 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths interacted, communicated, explored, and socialized on 

spaces rich in information flows and streams of media content, they developed the 

networking skill. Despite their little access to social, human, and economic resources, 

they figured out ways of navigating the complex social media networked spaces and, 

exercising their agency, expanded their communication capacity. Each of them, for 

instance, searched, discovered, looked around, circulated, re-circulated, subscribed, and 

interacted with media content on both SNSs and MSSs. 

However, the networking skill was not evenly developed among all the five 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths. According to their interests and their access to 

resources, they navigated different social media geographies and expanded their 

networking capacity in specific ways. While some of them went to a few social media 

networked spaces, others visited several. All of them hung out and messed around on 

SNSs and MSSs but only a few geeked out. Hence, although all participated on these 

spaces, they did it in a different manner. For instance, the ability to “effectively tap social 

networks to disperse one's own ideas and media products” (Jenkins et al. 2006; 51) was 

developed differently by Gabriela, who published content on Facebook and MSSs, than 

by Inara, who only published content on Facebook. In the case of Gabriela, being able to 

move across several MSSs and engage in publishing and re-circulation practices allowed 

her to gain a greater networking capacity (although still pretty basic) than the one of Inara 

who only created and re-circulated content on one SNS.  

Each of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths navigated their geographies of 

social media with little support from their parents and teachers. Although they arrived to 

mainstream MSSs that were rich and diverse in social networks, they were not always 



 
 

251 

able to find participatory cultures that offered them the scaffolding they needed for deep 

engagement. Although some of them were able to mess around on MSS, searching, 

exploring, and discovering media content, only few were able to synthesize (even at a 

basic level) and disseminated information on these spaces. In contrast, it was on the 

dominant SNS, Facebook, where all the five youths were able to develop their 

networking skill. On this space, they amplified the social networks they had offline and 

felt comfortable socializing, communicating, sharing and publishing content. They did so 

in a semi-public way, keeping their profiles and activities visible only to their contacts. 

Their social networks were characterized by homophily, composed by peers of similar 

age, and similar socioeconomic background. Although they had friends from diverse 

race-ethnicity, the majority were minorities, and particularly Latino/Hispanic. As a result, 

the information they searched, synthesized, and disseminated on Facebook was 

predominantly related to U.S. popular culture, Internet culture, and the English 

language.45 

Despite the lack of diversity (in terms of social class and age) that characterized 

the social networks of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths on Facebook, they were 

dynamic in terms of circulation of media content and information flows. Thanks to the 

evolution of web technologies, all the five youths actively combined their explorations 

and discoveries in other MSSs with their dissemination practices on Facebook. The 

practice of re-circulating and spreading media content on Facebook was developed by all 

the five youths and it supported their acquisition of the networking skill. Re-circulating 

                                                
 
45 Sociologists have used the concept of “homophily “ (literally “love of the same”), since the 1950s in 
order to explain how individuals tend to form networks with people that is similar to them. As McPhereson 
et al. (2001) have argued, the principle of homophily structures the connections of social networks, the 
social relationships, attitudes, and the information people can access.  As a result of homophily people’s 
social networks tend to be homogenous with regards to ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and other 
characteristics. Lin (2000) has explained that homophily reinforces inequalities in access to social resources 
(social capital) because “the general tendency is for individuals to associate with those of similar group or 
socioeconomic characteristics” (786) As certain social groups cluster in disadvantaged socioeconomic 
positions, their networks become poor-resourced and they are only able to share restricted information and 
influence  (Lin 2000). 
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media content they found on MSSs (especially YouTube) allowed these youths to 

experiment with the expanded communication capacity that the evolution of social 

software and the Web had made available to ordinary users. By experiencing the ability 

to shape information flows they became aware of their capacity to support bands, 

projects, cultural products, and any other project they wanted. At a basic level, when they 

embedded videos, images, and links in the messages they posted on their Facebook 

walls/timelines, they were able to acquire the networking skill. That is, learned to search, 

synthesize, and disseminate information.  

Especially Antonio, Miguel, and Sergio articulated an understanding of their 

ability to leverage their social network on Facebook. As Miguel explained, Facebook was 

useful, “because your voice can be heard a little bit better or better whenever.” He 

continued, 

Because instead of trying to tell people individually -- people might be busy or 
they might not have time -- on Facebook, you can just post a quick message or a 
quick status and people can read it and if they want to join they can apply or 
something. 
 

All of the five youths became, at different moments of our fieldwork, resourceful 

networkers that searched, synthesized and disseminated information they found across 

the social media geographies they traveled. Although this information was mainly about 

youth popular cultures, it also contained sometimes elements of U.S. political and civic 

cultures. Generally speaking, it could be said that the five youths were not interested in 

politics nor shared links to news, immigration debates, or ethnic/racial community 

organizations. However, at certain moments, some of them developed civic and political 

actions in where they used their networking skill. That was precisely the case of the 

activities developed by Sergio and Miguel during the last phase of the anti-SOPA/PIPA 

campaign in January 2012. Both of them decided to take an action and tried to mobilize 

their networks on Facebook in order to stop a U.S. bill. Embedding visual memes in their 

status updates they expressed their concerns about Internet censorship and actively made 
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an effort to inform their audience of friends about the need to “keep the Internet free” and 

protect their rights to share media content. As Sergio explained, 

I kind of talked about it because a lot of people were saying wrong information. 
So, I talked about what it really was. (...)I don’t like that idea [SOPA/PIPA bill]. 
It’s like the Internet is a free and open place for anyone to go and said what they 
need to say, or share what they need to share, and no one has the right to stop 
that. 
 

Besides visual memes, Sergio and Miguel also shared links to the action-websites 

created by the Electronic Frontier Foundation and Google, where people could easily 

send a message to the Congress and sign a petition in opposition to the SOPA/PIPA bills. 

As Miguel explained in an interview, he did not only sign the petition form that Google 

had made available online but also spread the link through his social network on 

Facebook. He said: “once when it was the SOPA act, I linked a petition form (…) for my 

friends to sign and stuff.” 

Interestingly, it was precisely the two Latino/Hispanic 1.5-generation boys who 

lacked smartphones and who had more limited points of access to the Internet the ones 

who were mobilized, at least for one cause during the period of our fieldwork, to take an 

action and participate in a civic campaign. Both Sergio and Miguel were also highly 

invested in new media cultures such as gaming and Internet visual memes, and had 

experienced “peripheral participation” within online communities. These two cultures 

and their communities actively participated on the discussion of the SOPA/PIPA bill on 

the networked public sphere and generated many pieces of media that circulated shaping 

the information flows. Hundreds of visual memes explaining the consequences of the 

SOPA/PIPA bill, for instance, were created and distributed during the 16 months the 

campaign lasted. Hence, by interacting with the gaming and visual meme cultures, even 

from the periphery, Sergio and Miguel found a gateway to civic engagement and an 

opportunity to deploy their networking abilities with a political purpose.  
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For instance, both of them articulated a voice and an identity expressing their 

concerns over Internet censorship, and were able to circulate information about their 

communication rights and the need to keep the Web free. In a certain sense, their civic 

action was intended to protect their ability to network online and to be able to search, 

synthesize, and disseminate the information that matters to them. Through their 

engagement with new media cultures, and “peripheral participation,” they felt they had 

certain freedoms and rights in the U.S. and took an action to try to defend them. 

Explaining his reasons for participating in the anti-SOPA/PIPA campaign, Miguel said: 

Because that pretty much takes away some of our rights, like freedom of speech -- 
we can't, you know, -- like even like making parodies, they would be considered 
copyright fraud. 
 

Although the activism of Sergio and Miguel was temporary and only lasted for 

the last phase of the anti-SOPA/PIPA campaign, it revealed their networking skill in 

action and with a civic purpose. The success of this civic campaign in stopping the U.S. 

SOPA/PIPA bill confirmed in a certain way the potential of the networked environment 

to allow a more participatory and democratic culture. Sergio and Miguel, as participants 

in this mobilization, felt empowered by their networking skill and were able to develop a 

civic dimension of their assimilation process that was rarely experienced in other 

contexts. It could be said that by actively participating in some of the anti-SOPA/PIPA 

distributed actions they became aware of an important aspect of U.S. citizenship and 

civic culture such as the freedom of speech and communication rights. By exercising 

their networking skill they experimented with how those rights looked in practice. The 

outcome of it made them not only proud of their affiliations to the gaming and visual 

meme cultures, but also allowed them to advance in their assimilation process into the 

United States, particularly in the civic and political dimensions. 
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3.2. Appropriation 
Understood as “the ability to meaningfully sample and remix media content” 

(Jenkins et al. 2006), appropriation was an important new media skill for Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant youth. Because this skill required “taking culture apart and put it back 

together” (Jenkins et al. 2006, 32) it was useful for developing the assimilation process in 

the cultural and linguistic dimensions. All the five youths had opportunities to acquire 

this skill, at least at a basic level, when navigating their social media geographies. For 

instance, when crafting their Facebook profiles or creating multimodal messages in status 

updates and comments, they could remix U.S. popular culture materials and communicate 

by means of sampling U.S. media content. 

Some of the conversations they had on the semi-public space of Facebook could 

be analyzed as complex multimodal designs where videos, photographs, images, sounds, 

movie quotations, and other textual references were appropriated for expressing a 

message and communicating with friends. Let’s consider for instance the Facebook 

conversation that Sergio had with Jen Lee, one of his Asian American female friends 

from Freeway High, when he posted a status update about a blog entry he wrote for the 

CAP website. The status update was a multimodal message that included a text typed by 

Sergio (“Nice. My story is up on the page :D”), an URL link, a photograph of the 

Freeway High kitchen classroom taken by a CAP photographer, the title (“Freeway High 

classes collaborate on Cooking Show”) and four lines of text from the blog entry. 

Following this message, Jen Lee, who was quoted in the blog entry as one of the 

producers of the Cooking Show replied: 

Jen: I don't remember saying any of that... 
(and then Sergio said:) 
Sergio: it was word for word... 

 
After that, the conversation became like a collaborative remix in which text and 

images of Internet visual memes (Rage Faces) were published one after the other. 
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Jen: ...no....  

Jen:  [Troll Face image] 
Sergio: I hate you.  

Jen: [Okay Guy image] 

Sergio: [OMG Face image] 
 

The use of visual memes like the Troll Face, the Okay Guy, and OMG Face, was 

common on Facebook semi-public comments and status updates. Especially Miguel, 

Sergio, and Antonio sampled images of the Rage Comics meme genre in their messages 

with the purpose of expressing their emotions and also signaling their knowledge of 

Internet culture. This meme genre included a growing set of amateur-looking cartoon 

faces (usually created with simple drawing software) that were associated with a 

particular emotion or behavior. The Troll Face, for instance, was used for expressing 

enjoying and harming people; the Okay Guy for communicating agreement and self-

deprecation; and the OMG face for astonishment and revelation. Although these Rage 

Comics started in 2008 as elements of four-panel comics dedicated to the adventures of 

Rage Guy, the characters rapidly became popular and started to be used independently 

(exploited), as symbols that could be easily sampled for creating new meanings. Several 

websites provided ready to use images of the different Rage Comics characters that could 
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easily be embedded in status updates, and re-contextualized in collages and other 

remixes.46 

With the growth of the Rage Comics genre, the characters diversified and 

included not only amateur-looking cartoons but also vector drawings of politicians, 

athletes, and other famous U.S. personalities. One of the most common memes 

appropriated by Antonio and Sergio on their status updates and comments, for instance, 

was the Obama Not Bad rage face. This visual meme resembled a sturgeon face that the 

U.S. President made during a visit to the Buckingham Palace while visiting the Queen of 

the United Kingdom in 2011. Although in its origins, this meme was used with the 

catchphrase “Not Bad” written below, as the image became widely popular, the text was 

no longer necessary. As Antonio explained to me, 

A: I know there’s a meme of Obama. (...) it looks like he’s going, “Not bad” with 
his face. And I mean, whenever I like something that’s not bad, I’ll usually post 
that on somebody’s wall or something.  
Q: Really?  
A: Yeah.  
Q: Just to say like something is not bad?  
A: Yeah.  
Q: And it has like words?  
A: Yeah. It says “not bad” on it. Most of the time — if you know the meme you 
don’t need it. 
 

Rage Comics images became part of a reservoir of cultural materials 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths, especially the boys, used when communicating 

online. By actively instantiating these images on Facebook semi-public conversations, 

they developed the skill of appropriation at a basic level. They experimented with 

intertextuality and learned to speak/write/play with the most popular symbols used by 

U.S. youth (especially males) on the Internet. Appropriation, even at the basic level of 

                                                
 
46 Websites like http://alltheragefaces.com/  and http://ragemaker.net/ provided databases of Rage 
Faces that could be easily copied, linked, and embedded in any other site online. They also provided tools 
for remixing them and composing multi-panel comics.  
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embedding visual memes in multimodal conversations demonstrated that these youths 

were not only aware of popular forms of expression among U.S. youth but also capable 

of sampling U.S. cultural resources for communicating and socializing with their friends. 

Interestingly, although they could have combined the use of these cultural resources with 

the rich Mexican visual repertoire, they didn’t do it. On their online media practices, 

these Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth didn’t seem to appropriate the ethnic-racial 

symbols from the country of origin of their families, nor the Spanish language. When 

they composed their status updates and participated in semi-public conversations with 

their Facebook friends they always seemed to prefer the English language and the U.S 

popular culture materials.  

However, beyond the simple act of instantiating memes in comments and status 

updates, the appropriation skill was developed to a greater extent when these youths 

created their own memes. Sergio, for instance, created and published several memes on 

Cheezburger and 9Gag. Usually, the way in which he produced his visual remixes was 

using the memebuilder application that the Cheezburger platform provided. As he 

explained, the technical part of the remix was not difficult. “Basically, you can go to 

memebuilder, and the original memes are found from other websites, so they'll just 

upload the main photo, and that way they'll let you write whatever text you want on it,” 

said Sergio. 

Although he had the technical skills for using Photoshop software and could 

access school computers for doing so, he preferred to use the web application because it 

speeded up the process of remixing and also automatically published the new memes on 

the Cheezburger platform. While the technical tools for remixing memes could be 

accessed and mastered easily on the Web, the understanding of the Internet visual memes 

culture required investing more time and energy. Through almost two years of messing 

around, and sometimes also geeking out on meme-related MSSs, Sergio was able to learn 

the language of memes, its aesthetics, and logics, and eventually also to express himself 

through it. Making visual memes required analysis and commentary, and a deep 
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understanding of the vocabulary, structures, and different genres of memes. Sergio, in 

particular was interested in the genres of Rage Comics, Advice Animals, and Stock 

Character Macros. The remixes he created were derivatives of memes from these genres, 

and had a humor purpose. According to Sergio, creativity and humor were the most 

important aspects of memes and the reason why he loved them. 

One of the memes that Sergio created and published on Cheezburger, for instance, 

was a joke about iPod batteries. For this remix, he tried to follow the conventions of 

Stock Character Macro genre, using an iconic picture and captioning with a 

“catchphrase.” Specifically, he used the macro image of Jimmy McMillan, an African-

American political activist and founder of the Rent Is Too Damn High Party. The image 

was a photograph in where McMillian appeared speaking in a debate with his right hand 

pointing up (signaling making a point) and holding white papers on the other. According 

to the conventions of the genre, Sergio captioned the photograph (using the Impact font, 

white bold letters, and black borders) with the upper text: “The Life of this Battery,” and 

a bottom text: “is too damn high.” Given the Stock Character Macro genre a twist, and 

taking a distance from a mere meme derivative, Sergio juxtaposed this image over the 

one of an iPod screen indicating “Low Battery status of 5000299008%.” By designing 

this multimodal text, Sergio was able to create a new meaning, and a funny commentary, 

about the short duration of iPod batteries. 

By creating memes and developing his appropriation skill Sergio was able to 

increase his knowledge of the U.S. popular culture, and, particularly, about the humor 

that was being developed by U.S. youth online. In making the visual meme about iPod 

batteries, for instance, Sergio took apart U.S. cultural resources and put them back 

together creating a new meaning. He combined cultural materials that were part of the 

meme repertoire, analyzed them, and re-contextualized them using the logic and 

structures of the meme language. He followed the genre conventions and updated them 

with his own commentary. Although is remixes never became popular nor gained more 

than a couple of votes on the MSSs where he published them, they still stood as signs of 
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an attempt to become a more active participant on the participatory cultures and 

communities he discovered on MSSs.  

Humor, remixes, and visual memes, furthermore, could also be gateways for 

political awareness and civic participation. For Sergio, developing the skill of 

appropriation through the practice of meme making helped him to become aware of U.S. 

news and political processes. Even from his peripheral participation, navigating 

Cheezburger and 9Gag, allowed him to develop a little understanding of U.S. politics and 

to recognize his capacity to act through making remixes. That was precisely what he did 

when he made a Facebook profile image remixing a photograph of him with a black 

banner over his eyes. “I took a picture of myself and put a censor bar over my face, like 

my eyes,” he said while explaining to me one of the actions he did during the last week of 

the anti-SOPA/PIPA campaign in January 2012. By making this visual composition and 

using it as a profile picture on Facebook, Sergio deployed the appropriation skill he had 

acquired. In this case he was able to, on the one hand, use the technical skills for layering 

the censorship symbol of a black banner over a picture of himself. On the other, he 

demonstrated a certain level of understanding of U.S. current affairs, and an interest in a 

particular civic and political action.  

4. CONCLUSION 
Social media networked spaces were an important multi-context of activity for the 

five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth. They offered a multi-setting where youth could 

not only socialize and communicate with their friends but also interact with a rich world 

of information and media content. Moving across their particular social media 

geographies, Gabriela, Inara, Sergio, Antonio, and Miguel developed friendship-driven 

and interest-driven practices and acquired new media skills according to the resources 

they could access and mobilize. While all of them hung out and messed around on 

Facebook and YouTube, some of them also explored other MSSs finding sometimes 

opportunities to geek out on spaces like Flickr, Vimeo, and Cheezburger. Their social 

media navigation was marked by a preference to go to popular and densely populated 
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spaces that had millions of users, vast collections of media content, and were privately 

owned. With differences in the quality of their participation and engagement on SNSs 

and MSSs, all of these youths acquired new media skills that helped them to advance in 

their process of assimilation into the U.S. in several dimensions. 

Navigating the information flows and dynamic streams of media content they 

found on social media networked spaces was a complex task that each of the five 

Latino/Hispanic youths did according to the motivations and resources they had. 

Common to all of them, was the little support and mentorship they had from adults, 

teachers, parents and other family members. Their online experiences were mostly 

supported either by their peers from school or by themselves. That is precisely why their 

hanging out practices on Facebook turned out to be the more dynamic ones. Active 

participation, social relationships, feedback communication, creation of multimodal 

content, and circulation of media content characterized them. Activities on this SNS 

where structured by their local networks of peers from school and other friends they had 

met in person. These experiences were a continuation of their everyday process of 

communication and socialization, and were marked by the use of the English language, 

and the use of U.S. popular culture materials. Moreover, because all the five youths have 

adjusted their Facebook privacy settings, the experiences on this space where semi-public 

and had certain level of intimacy. This characteristic seemed to encourage a more active 

participation perhaps because youths felt more comfortable in a space that was only 

visible to their Facebook contacts than one that was public and visible to the whole 

Internet.  On Facebook they felt greater freedom to express themselves, be in flow, and 

shape the streams of media content that circulated through their network of friends. 

In contrast, when participating on MSSs, these youths encountered spaces that 

were open and public, and where information flows and social networks were denser and 

messier. They visited MSSs that had vast amounts of media content, were densely 

populated, and hosted several participatory cultures and communities that overlapped in 

complex ways. Navigating these MSSs was a more complex task than the one they did on 
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Facebook, and each of the five youths did it with little support, mostly only by 

themselves, guided by their interests on U.S. popular culture and creative media 

production. Although the possibility of connecting with the grassroots communities and 

expanding their social networks by building bridges was latent on the MSSs, none of the 

five Latino/Hispanic youths was able to fully do so. All of them mostly developed 

messing around practices in which they searched, explored, discovered, and re-circulated 

media content. One of their major motivations was to access media content for free and to 

re-circulate it outside the MSSs through the more intimate social network of friends they 

had on Facebook. Even the youths that had interest in media production and who had 

made their own media, rarely developed sustainable geeking out practices online in 

which they could gain greater expertise, build mentor relationships, cultivate a reputation, 

and tap a bigger audience. Although in some of their cases they were able to start a 

transition from messing around to geeking out practices, their engagement was not 

sustained in a way that allowed them to fully become members of the communities they 

found on MSS. In such cases, their participation was peripheral and legitimate. That is, it 

allowed them to be exposed to a repertoire of practices and knowledge without full 

engagement with the communities.   

Disparities in motivations and resources conditioned different levels of 

engagement in both SNSs and MSSs. However, it was on the experiences on MSSs where 

the differences in the quality of participation became more noticeable among the five 

Latino/Hispanic working class immigrant youth. For instance, Gabriela, who was the teen 

with greater autonomy of use, and access to richer social, human, and technological 

resources at home, was the one who published more content online (photos and videos) in 

platforms such as YouTube and Flickr. In contrast, other youths such as Antonio and 

Sergio who were interested in video production and had created their own videos during 

their elective classes and after-school program, did not publish by themselves any 

audiovisual content online. Both of them did not have access to photograph and video 

cameras at home, did not own personal computers, and depended on the school resources 
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(hardware, software, production gear, mentors) not only to create videos but also to 

publish them online. The CAP videos they had helped to produce, for example, were 

uploaded to the Vimeo platform by one of the adult mentors from the after-school 

program. Similarly, in the case of Miguel, lack of access to technological resources at 

home, particularly a high quality computer, constrained his intention to create game-

guides and commentary videos and uploading them to YouTube. Differential access to 

technology and autonomy of use, therefore, constrained content creation online. Since 

these limitations were correlated with socioeconomic status and parental education, it 

became clear that even among Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth, disparities on 

participation were shaped by the interplay between structural and digital inequalities.  

However, differential access to resources and autonomy of Internet use were not 

the only factors that shaped youths participation on mainstream MSSs. Very important in 

relation to the quality of their participation were the motivations that Latino/Hispanic 

youths have when they visited MSSs and decided to exercise their agency. While some 

youths like Miguel, following his passion for MMORPGs, developed social motivations; 

others, like Gabriela, Sergio, and Antonio, who were interested in media production, had 

more personal motivations. Although their motivations did not limit the opportunity to 

experience peripheral participation on the communities they found on MSSs, their 

differences determined the quality of their engagement.  Miguel, for instance, was the 

only one who actively joined conversations on YouTube with other members of the 

MORMPGs gaming communities. In contrast, Gabriela, Sergio, and Antonio, preferred to 

only look around, read commentaries, re-circulate media content, and avoided 

exchanging messages with other participants. Even Gabriela and Sergio, the ones who 

published their own creative works online, seemed to be motivated more by a need to 

host their own media content online and to share links to them with their friends, than by 

gaining status or power on Flickr, 9Gag, or Cheezburger. As Gabriela explained in a 

follow-up interview, she still had not connected to other users or bridged to specific 
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groups on Flickr. “I haven't really figured out how to work Flickr. I've had it for the 

longest time and I haven't figured out how, like, to work it,” she said. 

The fact that even Gabriela, the one with greater social, economic, human, 

cultural, and technological resources among the five Latino/Hispanic youths, couldn't 

figure out “how to work” a MSSs where she actually published content, is revealing of 

the evolving contours of participation gaps. Although the networked communication 

environment’s technical affordances expand the possibilities of a more democratic and 

participatory culture and society, not all youths are inclined to get involved in complex 

collective tasks, tap networks that they are not familiar with, and engage with the 

communities that they find on popular and mainstream MSSs. Having access to 

technology and being able to produce and publish their own media content also does not 

warranty that youths will enrich and diversify their social networks. In some cases, such 

as in the ones of Gabriela, Sergio, and Antonio, they chose to participate only in the 

periphery. They could have perceived having a peripheral trajectory of participation as 

less risky than full engagement, especially given the mainstream and dominant nature of 

the MSSs they visited. We should remember that private U.S. companies owned the 

social media networked spaces where they went and most of the content they had was 

published in English language. Even if the MSSs were global, had content media streams 

in Spanish, and participants that could be from Mexico and from all over the world, the 

flows that these youths preferred to be in, were all in English and mostly from the U.S. or 

other English speaking countries. Being in the periphery allowed them to maintain an 

ambiguous position in which they could still learn the practices they were interested in 

and access knowledge without having to commit to full participation. In the absence of a 

strong pull to become members of the communities or a need for earning status within 

them, these youths opted for a legitimate peripheral participation.  

It could be said that the experience of the five Latino/Hispanic youth was 

paradoxical, marked by both increasing connectivity and access to media content, and 

limited social connection (social bridging) to online communities and resource-rich 
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diverse networks. They were at the same time, networked and disconnected. Their 

participation was mostly peripheral on MSSs and they navigated those social media 

networked spaces, in most of the cases, without finding the support and scaffolding 

needed to become more active participants. Sometimes even when they found it, as in the 

case of Miguel in the MMORPGs gamer communities on YouTube, he did not have 

access to the technological resources to participate more fully. Furthermore, most of these 

youths did not feel motivated to gain status on MSSs, to find mentors, or to collaborate in 

complex tasks. When they needed social supports, Gabriela, Sergio, and Antionio 

preferred to turn to the resources they had at school elective classes and after-school 

programs than to cultivate relationships on public MSSs. In a certain way, they preferred 

to navigate MSSs in a more solitary but at the same time networked way that allowed 

them to be in flow with information and vibrant streams of media content without having 

to commit to full membership. This form of navigation was not marginal though, but 

instead was peripheral and that is why each of them was able to encounter casual 

possibilities for active participation publishing their own media content, rating other 

peoples work, and re-circulating the media they liked.    

However, despite the paradoxical nature of their activities online, the five 

Latino/Hispanic youth were able to gain several new media skills that helped them to 

advance in their assimilation process. For instance, they gained networking and 

appropriation skills with different levels of expertise. All of them experienced, at least at 

a basic level on their interactions on Facebook, the power of networked communication 

and became aware of their capacity to search, discovery, spread media, and shape 

information flows. Given the characteristics of their social networks (homophily), 

however, that capacity was shaped by the kind of interests and resources that they and 

their peers from school had. Although their peers were diverse in terms of ethnicity-race, 

all of them had lower socio-economic status, and the majority were minorities. While in 

terms of cultural interests and taste, their social networks were highly invested in U.S. 

popular culture, in terms of language they preferred to communicate in English. 
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Furthermore, with the exception of Inara who had family members from Mexico on her 

network, the other youths had networks of peers that were all living in the U.S. As a 

result, the information they searched, synthesized, and disseminated online, as well as the 

cultural materials they appropriated and re-contextualized, were mostly from the U.S.  

In conclusion, the activities that the five Latino/Hispanic youth developed on 

social media networked spaces supported their assimilation into the U.S. in multiple 

dimensions. Not only did they find informal pathways to participate in sociocultural 

exchanges (in English) with their peers from school, and to be aware of some of the U.S. 

current events (through popular culture), but also, eventually they found opportunities to 

participate in civics and politics. The analysis of the experiences of Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant youth on the computer-mediated multi-context of SNSs and MSSs revealed 

that the networked communication environment is being leveraged by immigrant youth 

and helping them to assimilate to the U.S. Technological affordances and sociocultural 

practices can indeed support immigrant assimilation process to the cultural, social, 

linguistic, and even the civic and political dimensions of the host country. This kind of 

assimilation, however, is marked by the socioeconomic status of the families and friends, 

and by the quality of their access, education, and social supports. Hence, although 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth were participating on social media networked spaces, 

they were not diversifying their social networks nor enriching them. Although they were 

indeed gaining new media skills at a basic level, they were not fully developing them 

given the lack of scaffolding, mentorship, and guidance they encountered online as well 

as their lack of motivation and necessity to do so.  
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Chapter V: Moving Forward 

 
After we stopped fieldwork in July 2012, the assimilation trajectories of Inara, 

Gabriela, Antonio, Miguel, and Sergio, of course, continued to evolve, influenced by the 

interplay of structural and individual factors. As a coda for the dissertation, in this short 

chapter, I provide an update of their stories and take a look at the outcomes of the 

assimilation process two years after we finished our ethnographic fieldwork at Freeway 

High School. For second- and 1.5-generation immigrant youth, transitioning from high 

school to the adult world, this particular moment in time was crucial because they started 

to confront the challenges of pursuing a career, entering college, and finding a job. 

Reviewing the course of their life journeys during this transitional phase is important 

because it allows us to see disparities that exist among the five youth in relation to 

accessing structures of opportunity. The uneven evolution of their assimilation 

trajectories provides evidence of how disparities in access to resources, scaffolding, and 

systems of support, as well as differences in individual purpose and aspiration, continued 

to shape their new media practices and skills, and their incorporation into U.S. society.  

Moreover, an update on the five youth assimilation trajectories also allows for a 

brief discussion about how the Latino/Hispanic population in the United States is actively 

changing its positionality in social hierarchy, narrowing some of the socioeconomic and 

educational divides. The outcomes of the five immigrant youth assimilation processes 

reflect some broader patterns on educational, occupational, and income inequality in the 

U.S. and also some of the improvements that the Latino/Hispanic population has made in 

recent years. For instance, according to data from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics and 

the Current Population Survey, 58.9% of Latinos (age 16 or older) were employed in 

2011 compared to 59.4% of Whites, and 51.7 % of African Americans. In terms of 

income, Latinos had a weekly earning average of $549 in contrast to $775 of Whites and 

$615 for African Americans. The unemployment rate was of 11.5 % among Latinos in 

2011 while it was 7.9% for Whites and 15.8% for African Americans (U.S. Department 
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of Labor 2012). By 2013, the Latino unemployment rate decreased to 8.8% (Kochhar 

2014). As a report from the Pew Hispanic Center stated: “the growth in Hispanic 

employment accounted for 43.4% of the total jobs growth of 6.4 million in the U.S. 

economy from 2009 to 2013” (Kochhar 2014). Most of this growth, however, 

concentrates in four traditional industries: construction; eating, drinking and lodging 

services; professional and other business services; and wholesale and retail trade 

(Kochhar 2014). 

The biggest improvement of Latino/Hispanics, however, has been in educational 

attainment. Although Latino/Hispanics continue to be outperformed by Whites and 

African Americans as far as academic achievement, they nevertheless have reached 

record levels in terms of low dropout rates and college enrollment. In 2013, Hispanics 

(ages 18-24) reached a record-low of 14% dropout rate compared with 32% who were 

dropouts in 2000 (Fry 2014). In terms of college enrollment, Hispanics (ages 18 to 24) 

had an increase of 240% from 1996 to 2012, way more than among African Americans 

(72%) and Whites (12%); and in terms of high school graduates a growth of (141%) 

(Krogstad and Fry 2014). According to data from the Census Bureau analyzed by 

researchers from the Pew Hispanic Center, in 2012, for the first time in history a greater 

share of Hispanic recent high school graduates (ages 18-24) were enrolled in college 

(49%) than that of Whites (47%) (Lopez and Fry 2013). However, in terms of earning a 

four-year bachelor’s degree, Latinos continued to be outperformed by other populations. 

In 2012, 14.5% of Latinos (25 and older) had earned a BA degree in contrast to 34.5% of 

Whites and 21.2% of African Americans. Although there are more Latino/Hispanic high 

school graduates than ever before in U.S. history, there are still very few 

Latino/Hispanics with graduate and post-graduate education.  

 

Miguel Flores 

Miguel’s trajectory of assimilation continued to advance in the educational, 

cultural, and linguistic dimensions. He successfully finished grades 10th and 11th, and 
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was getting ready to enter his last year of high school. During his sophomore and junior 

years he became passionate about multimedia production and not only took 

photojournalism and video technology elective classes, but also participated in the digital 

video after-school programs offered at Freeway High. In the past years Miguel became 

skilled in photography, video editing, sound recording and directing, and wanted to 

pursue a career in the creative industries. He worked in several projects supervised by 

Mr. Lopez and was able to produce various short videos that he proudly published on the 

Vimeo platform (his profile displayed 11 videos in June 2014). Some of those videos 

were collaborations with community organizations and local creative industries Mr. 

Lopez had been able to facilitate through his networking and brokering activities. For 

instance, one of the videos was a collaboration with an organization that supports creative 

dance projects with unusual dancers (e.g. workers from the City of Austin Energy 

company). In another project Miguel collaborated with a local youth media community 

organization and a small indie videogame studio to create a short web video about indie 

game designers.  

In spring of 2013, Miguel, along with other high school students from Freeway 

High and Mr. Lopez, ran a workshop about media production with mobile devices at the 

SXSWedu conference I had the opportunity to attend. Miguel was one of the leaders of 

the group, spoke in public with confidence, and helped to run an interactive activity in 

which the audience learned tips about how to make a movie with an iPad. Mobile 

devices, and particularly tablets, became part of the technologies that students could 

access at the digital media after-school program and the video tech classes taught by Mr. 

Lopez. I was surprised by Miguel's confidence when speaking about his creative work, 

and by his capacity to finish and publish digital media projects with limited amount of 

time. At the SXSWedu, for instance, he had produced videos for two educational 

technology companies that were exhibiting at the youth media fair. After the workshop, I 

talked with Miguel and he told me he was interested in both going to college and also 

doing work in multimedia production independently. He mentioned he continued being a 
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fan of death metal music and had stopped playing MMORPGs. He explained to me that 

besides continuing using the social media networked spaces he had in the past, he had 

started to use Vimeo. On this space he started to develop a geeking out practice that was 

supported by social and technological resources he mobilized from the after-school 

program and elective classes at Freeway High. In his Vimeo profile he articulated his 

creative career aspiration in the following way: 

My aspiration is to have a career in the multimedia industry, which means any 
career that allows me to create and share my own content and/or content made 
with other people. (...) I’ve been involved in digital media production, which 
covers both creating film and photographs. 
 

For his last year of high school (2014-2015) Miguel planned to take the advanced 

video tech class with Mr. Lopez, and to continue participating in the digital video after-

school program. Despite the lower resources of his family and his undocumented status, 

Miguel believed he could follow a creative career pathway in the U.S., and was 

optimistic about the opportunities he could find as digital media producer in the host 

country. 

 

Gabriela Maria Garcia 

Continuing her trajectory of rapid assimilation and transition to the mainstream 

middle class, Gabriela graduated from Freeway High in the summer of 2014 and was 

ready to move to Miami to study psychology in a local university. She was able to not 

only continue mobilizing the resources that her family had but also the ones she could 

find at school. During her two last years of high school she took several advanced 

placement courses (college bound curriculum track), and joined academic oriented after-

school programs that prepared her for higher education. As she told us during a follow-up 

interview in summer 2013, in junior year she “figured out” a career pathway she was 

passionate about. She said: 



 
 

271 

I'm just happy that, like, I finally figured out, like, what I wanted to do. Like, up 
until junior year I was still, like, “Well, I don't know.” (...) I was in another AP 
class, and I figured, like, I learn really well in AP classes better than normal 
classes. And so I was, like, (…) I really like psychology, and if AP classes are 
supposed to be how they are in college, then I'm sure I'm going to love college 
and go for psychology.” And so I just looked more into psychology and I figured 
out, like, that's really what I'm passionate about, that's what I'm good at. (...) I 
love helping people. (...) So I was, like, “Well, I'm still helping people another 
way.” And so that's why psychology really. 
 

Gabriela's confidence and “sense of entitlement” continued to grow from the 

“concerted cultivation” parenting style of her family. Her position of advantage became 

stronger and she internalized the disposition to achieve and the higher educational 

attainment her parents, especially his father, had cultivated. “He wants me to, like, go to 

school, have options, like, so that way I can move anywhere I want and, like, have more 

possibilities of being whoever I want to be,” she said in the follow-up interview while 

explaining how her dad, Mr. Garcia, kept encouraging her to achieve and remained 

supportive of any of her endeavors. “He's kind of like a backbone, like, just pushing me 

through it,” Gabriela said about her dad. Richer access to robust social, economic, 

cultural, and human resources continued to support the transition of Gabriela, and her 

family, towards the U.S. middle class. Besides being the first person from her family to 

go to college, Gabriela developed a greater civic purpose and imagined a future where 

she could have her own business and a foundation for helping young people. As she 

explained: 

My long-term goal is, like, to have my own practice, like my own counseling 
center. And then, like, maybe, like, in 20-30 years I want to have my own 
foundation. (...) I wanted something like that, but I want, like, a place where, like, 
kids our age, like, if they feel like they need to just talk to somebody or, like, they 
needed, like, a friend, then they can just go to them and they can, like, just make 
sure they're okay or, like, just listen. Like, I notice that, like, a lot of people in my 
age group, they, like, drop out of college, or they want to, like, commit suicide, or 
they, like, they go through all these problems. But the problem isn't, like, that 
they're going through that, it's just that they have no one to tell. And that's what, 
like, changes their course, and, like, that's why they go the wrong path, or that's 
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why they do things themselves, or they do bad things, because they have no one to 
talk about. 

 
Although Gabriela did not stop developing her creative photography work, she 

had decided to keep it as a hobby instead of a career pathway. “Whenever, like, I get the 

side hobby or a part-time, I can have, like, my own, like, photography business(...) 

something like that, like, maybe as, like, a side hobby,” she said during our follow-up 

interview explaining how she imagined the future of her favorite media production 

activity. As a matter of fact, she managed to actively combine her college preparation 

with her photography work during the last two years of high school. She took an elective 

photojournalism class and during senior and junior years was involved in the making of 

the Freeway High yearbook where she published her creative work. Furthermore, she 

continued uploading photographs to her Flickr account making her portfolio more diverse 

with portraits of young people, especially of some of her friends who were musicians and 

artists. However, she maintained her peripheral participation on this MSS and did not 

engage in conversations with other photographers nor tried to create an online audience.  

 

Inara del Carmen Aguirre 

After graduating from Freeway High in 2012, Inara moved out of her family 

house and went to Los Angeles, California, in order to pursue an associate degree in 

fashion design. During her senior year at Freeway High she was able to, with the help of 

one of her teachers (Home Economics elective class), apply to college and get accepted 

in a private higher education institution. Despite their lower economic resources, her 

parents offered the support she needed to start pursuing a career in fashion design, her 

long lasting passion. Mr. and Ms. Aguirre made a road trip to the west coast and helped 

Inara with the move to L.A, they backed her up in a student loan, and helped her with 

monthly stipends. In a follow-up interview in fall 2012, Inara explained that she had 

become very motivated by the effort her parents were making. She said: 



 
 

273 

I think instead of putting it as pressure, I change it into motivation, and I kind of 
want that motivation to just keep going, and make it better for them, and for me. I 
don't want them to be in debt with me, or me being in debt with them. 

 
Inara also explained that although the regular curriculum track classes she took at 

Freeway High did not prepare her for the workload of college, she was trying her hardest 

and becoming a higher achiever. As she explained: 

I never really did my work until now, and I still got my grades. But here, it's like, 
if you don't do the work, then you're going to fail, and I really don't want that. So, 
I always try my hardest, and I'm studying every day, and every weekend. I don't 
go out, unless I need to go grocery shopping. 
 

However, after a year of living and studying in L.A., the economic and school 

workload pressures became harder for Inara. In a second follow-up interview at the 

beginning of fall 2013, she explained that money stress was really high because her 

parents were struggling financially and her dad had lost one of his jobs. As a result, Inara 

had to start working in order to sustain her self and continue with her studies. She worked 

at a retail store in Century City and spent a lot of time commuting, couldn't take 

internships as her classmates, and tried to manage the schoolwork the best she could. 

After not being able to get financial aid due to a problem with her parents’ paperwork, 

she decided to move back to Austin in spring of 2014. She returned to her parents' house 

and had a plan to come back to L.A. once she got more economic stability. She started to 

work as a waitress in a fancy Italian restaurant together with some of her old friends from 

Freeway High and also took classes at the local community college. According to our last 

communication exchange in summer 2014, she had a plan to get an accounting degree 

while being in Austin and then come back to L.A. to finish her fashion studies. She 

thought that this kind of accounting degree would open more job opportunities and allow 

her support herself, so when she come back to California to continue her fashion career 

she can have financial stability. 
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Inara continued her new media practices and became more proficient in using 

design software. While being in L.A. she got a Dell tablet/computer hybrid she could use 

for design and had learned to use several software packages. She continued hanging out 

and messing around in the social media networked spaces she frequented during high 

school and had become a more enthusiastic user of the Pandora music stream service. 

 

Antonio Chapa 
Although Antonio was able to graduate from Freeway High in 2012, his 

ambiguity towards schooling, low educational attainment, lack of entitlement as a media 

producer, and limited access to robust social and economic resources, created serious 

limitations to advance a creative career. He was neither prepared to go to college or to get 

a job in the creative industries. It took him one semester to figure out the direction he 

wanted to go with his life after high school. He stayed at his parents house and, although 

they continued to support him with the limited resources they had, they encouraged him 

to get a job and offered support if he wanted to take classes at the local community 

college.  

During the fall of 2012 he tried to find jobs at retail stores without any success. 

He was also reluctant to maintain active connections with the video production employers 

and adults he had worked with during his senior year. “I have, like, a whole set of 

business cards from people I've talked to (...) they're just in my room,” Antonio told me in 

our first follow-up interview in October 2012. However, he never wrote them emails nor 

called them to talk about job opportunities. He did not feel confident about doing so 

(lacked a sense of entitlement) and took a position in which he imagined those producers 

did not have more temporary jobs to offer him. During six months he managed to live 

without a job and used his free time to write film scripts and try to build a website for his 

creative work. Furthermore, he learned visual effects software using a new Macobook 

laptop computer he had bought with the money he earned in his senior year. He still 

wanted to become a filmmaker. “That's kind of what I like to do more than anything else, 
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I would like to keep doing it,” Antonio said while explaining why he was dedicating his 

free time to work on story-based ideas, his creative portfolio, and honing his technical 

skills with software he downloaded from the Internet for free. 

A slow pace characterized Antonio's educational, social, and economic mobility 

after high school graduation. Although in spring 2013 he started to take classes at the 

local community college, he remained unemployed the next semester. His parents 

continued to mobilize their few economic resources to support Antonio and paid for the 

college tuition. During a second follow-up interview in Februrary 2013, Antonio 

explained to me that he planned majoring in Radio-Television-Film but could only take 

two classes given his limited economic resources. He mentioned that he liked the English 

and History classes he was taking in college, that he was learning new things, and 

actually making an effort to complete his work. “I actually have to do the work. (...) Now 

I have to do (...) writing. I never used to do homework when I was in high school,” said 

Antonio. However, he continued to be ambivalent about the value of education, 

particularly because he thought it could not secure him a job and it was expensive. He 

said: 

I still don’t see the point of it. Because I see all these people who are going to 
school and after it they still cannot find a job or they find a job in a fast food 
restaurant. (...) I still see these people who paid a lot of money to go to college 
and after that they still cannot find a job. (...) If it was free I will go for it. 
 

Such ambivalence was marked by his previous trajectory of low achievement in 

school as well as by the lack of access to social resources and role models who could 

offer him guidance and scaffolding. He was the first person of his family to be enrolled in 

a college and, although his parents supported him economically, they could not give him 

that much support regarding the social and cultural aspects of U.S. higher education 

system. His closer group of peers, including Sergio, was also composed of working class 

youth that had been enrolled in the regular curriculum track and had not been prepared to 

go to college. Although he was part of a social network, the characteristics of it were the 
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lack of diversity and its poor mobilization of economic, social, cultural, and human 

resources.  

Moreover, Antonio could not sustain a geeking out practice on the social media 

networked spaces he frequented and was not able to bridge to other media producers or 

become a full member of an online community. As a result, he continued to hang out and 

mess around, with more free time, without really being able to acquire status and 

expertise online. In summer 2014, almost two years after graduating from high school, he 

still had not completed his portfolio website and had not shot any of the film scripts he 

wrote. At this point, according to our latest communication exchange and his updates in 

Facebook, Antonio continued to live with his parents, was still taking classes at the local 

community college at night, and worked at a retail store during the day. He continued to 

be interested in filmmaking although had not produced any video work since 2012. He 

dreamed about becoming a film director and shooting the few film scripts he had written 

in the past years but could not figure out yet how to make that happen with the resources 

he had. 

 

Sergio Martinez 
Sergio's career aspiration as a filmmaker did not disappear after high school 

graduation. It stayed with him but he had to put it on the side. His priority was to start 

earning money for sustaining himself and helping his mother financially. After 

graduation he confronted the harsh reality of limited economic and social resources and 

lack of preparation for entering a higher education institution. Although Sergio wanted to 

become a filmmaker he did not have any guidance or role model who could provide 

orientation about how to follow a creative career pathway. In an interview in June 2012, a 

month after his graduation, he explained to me that probably he would have to take 

classes at the local community college and then try to move to a film school. He said: 

I’m going to go to community college but I don’t know if I’m just going to be 
there and just do community college. I’m not sure if I’m going to try to go on to 



 
 

277 

college or something. But I want to, but then again it’s the lack of money to get in. 
And I don’t really want to ask for a huge loan because at USC it’s pretty much 
$200 thousand for all four years. And then, I don’t know, it’s just a lot to pay off 
in the future. (...) I wish I had more money. 
 

However, it was only until the spring of 2013 that Sergio was able to actually start 

taking classes at the local community college. By that time he had already been working 

at a retail store for a semester, had bought a smartphone, and had been able to start saving 

money. Despite his desire of continuing doing creative work, in the two years that 

followed high school graduation he had only collaborated in one video production. 

Together with his girlfriend and one of the adult mentors from the CAP, he worked in the 

making of a short music video that replicated the Harlem Shake meme. In summer of 

2014 I ran into him while shopping at a big consumer electronics retail store close to the 

University of Texas. Although I was in touch with him via Facebook and e-mail, we 

talked briefly about his life during this casual encounter. He told me his plan to go to film 

school had changed and he thought perhaps he would just get an associate degree.  

Sergio and his girlfriend continued to be together, both worked service jobs 

during the day, took classes at night at the community college, and each lived at their 

family houses. Sergio's assimilation trajectory moved slowly in terms of educational 

attainment and economic opportunity. However, he continued to be very active in 

Facebook, sharing visual memes and videos, posting pictures he took with his new 

smartphone, and especially promoting the “hipster” music he liked. His music fan 

practice became a bit different though, since he gained more financial independence and 

was able to attend some of the concerts his favorite bands played in Austin, the so-called 

music capital of the world.   

 

*** 
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At the end of summer 2014, a look at the lives of the five Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant youth who participated in our study reveals the different speeds and directions 

that assimilation could take over a two year period. The difference among them is 

evidence of how disparities in access to resources, parenting styles, social support, and 

scaffolding shape the process of assimilation into the United States. At this moment, the 

only youth who was still enrolled in Freeway High School was Miguel who had 

successfully completed grade 11 and was preparing to enter his last year in high school. 

Gabriela graduated from Freeway High, and was preparing to move to Miami, Florida, to 

study psychology in a university. Inara was living in Austin after spending one and a half 

years in Los Angeles where she was enrolled in a Fashion Design program at a higher 

education institution. Meanwhile Antonio and Sergio were still living with their families 

in Austin, working at retail shops during the day, and taking classes at the Community 

College at night.  

Although Inara, Gabriela, Antonio, and Sergio were able to complete one of the 

insititutional benchmarks of assimilation into the United States, and move forward in 

their incorporation into the social, educational, and cultural dimensions, their trajectories 

after graduation were not the same. While Gabriela maintained her transition toward the 

middle class by entering an out-of-state college and pursuing a bachelor degree in 

Psychology; Antonio and Sergio kept a more horizontal social mobility within the 

working-class. After graduating with a diploma from the regular curriculum track, these 

two Latino/Hispanic immigrant boys were not able to figure out how to follow a creative 

career as the one they imagined during their senior year at Freeway High. Becoming 

professional filmmakers, going to film school, and finding jobs in the creative industries 

became way more difficult than what they imagined while being part of the Cinematic 

Arts Project after-school program. Antonio and Sergio continued to live with their 

parents in Austin, found low-skill jobs at retail stores, and started to take classes at the 

community college. Although they were both moving forward and advancing their 

trajectories of assimilation in comparison to the one of their parents, their speed of social 
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mobility was slower, and the direction was less upward than the one experienced by 

Gabriela. 

In the case of Inara, her trajectory of assimilation confronted several changes in 

speed and direction after high school graduation. Despite being enrolled in the regular 

track, she was able to continue a pathway toward higher education immediately after high 

school graduation.  Thanks to the social support of one of her teachers at Freeway High 

and the financial efforts of her parents, Inara was able to apply and enter a private higher 

education institution and study fashion design. Her assimilation trajectory moved upward 

and fast as she gained independence by moving to L.A. and pursued an associate degree.  

However, a year and a half after being enrolled in the program and living in L.A. she had 

to come back to Austin due to lack of financial support and had to postpone her fashion 

studies. Although she decided to start taking accounting classes at Austin community 

college, and had a plan to return to L.A. to continue her creative career, her assimilation 

trajectory changed direction. In Austin Inara had to start living with her parents again, 

and combined a low-skilled job during the day with community college classes at night. 

Her assimilation trajectory, in this sense, became more horizontal within the working 

class. 

Despite the importance of high school graduation in the assimilation trajectory of 

children of immigrants, such achievement is not enough for gaining social mobility in the 

contemporary United States. In states such as Texas where there are different curriculum 

tracks that vary in educational quality, the meaning of a U.S. high school diploma needs 

to be read with nuance. As seen in the trajectories of the four Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

youth that graduated from Freeway High, the differences in the quality of education 

(being enrolled in the regular or the advanced curriculum track) greatly shaped access to 

opportunity. During the transition to adulthood the difference in educational quality 

became a social determinant for the speed and direction of their assimilation trajectories. 

For Gabriela, the only Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth who was enrolled in the 

advanced curriculum track, the transition to adulthood was accompanied by upward 
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mobility. In contrast, for youths like Antonio and Sergio, who were enrolled in the 

regular curriculum track (non college bound), it was more difficult to gain social mobility 

after high school. Antonio and Sergio did not only lack the preparation to enter a higher 

education institution but also were not used to embrace complex purposes. The 

unchallenging coursework of the regular curriculum track did not provide opportunities 

to engage in the solution of real world problems nor to develop higher skills. In multiple 

ways, they were less advantaged than Gabriela and their socioeconomic mobility was 

slower and more horizontal within the working class segment of the United States.  

Two years in the life of five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth, however, is just a 

short period of time for evaluating the outcomes of assimilation. The direction and speed 

of their assimilation trajectories will continue to evolve, changing according to the 

interplay of structural and individual factors. My intention with this short chapter has 

been to provide a brief update in the lives of the five youth and reveal how these factors 

continued to shape their lives after we finished formal fieldwork. Disparities in access to 

resources, social support, and scaffolding, as well as differences in individual purposes 

and educational quality, continued to determine youth development of new media skills 

and the course of their assimilation trajectories.  
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Conclusion 

In this dissertation I have investigated the new media practices and skills that a 

group of five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths growing up in Austin, Texas, developed 

through their activities in the contexts of family/home, after-school, and social media 

networked spaces. In my analysis I have tried to understand whether these practices and 

skills contributed to the process of assimilation into the United States. As second- and 

1.5-generation immigrants, Gabriela, Inara, Sergio, Antonio, and Miguel were involved 

in a process of incorporation into a new country that started with their parents’ decision 

to move to the U.S. in search of better economic opportunities (labor migration). In the 

dawn of the twenty-first century, the U.S. was characterized by a context of rapid socio-

technical change, socioeconomic stratification, demographic transformation, networked 

communication, and systemic inequalities. Although structural and individual factors 

have shaped the outcomes of the assimilation process, I sought to reveal the agency 

exercised by five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth as they navigated multiple settings, 

made their own choices, and participated in a range of mediated activities. In this 

conclusion I focus specifically on four key findings from my analysis of the case studies 

discussed in previous chapters: 

1) The five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths were assimilating into the United 

States and digital tools were being leveraged in that process. 

2) New media practices and skills accelerate the process of cultural and linguistic 

adaptation of second- and 1.5-generation Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth. 

3) Although the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths gained new media skills 

that helped them to advance in their process of assimilation, their skills were not 

developed to high levels of expertise. 

4) Digital inequalities and participation gaps persist and continue to evolve in 

complex ways. 



 
 

282 

In the pages that follow I discuss each of these findings and briefly review their 

evidentiary support. Next, I elaborate upon some recommendations for parents, 

educators, learning designers, researchers, and policy makers working with 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth. Finally, I offer an update on the outcomes of the 

process of assimilation of the five youth by looking at the trajectories that they followed 

after we left the field in 2012.  

 

1) The five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths were assimilating to the United States 

and digital tools were being leveraged in that process. 

Drawing on contemporary sociological theories I have conceptualized 

assimilation as a complex process that is uneven and multidimensional. Assimilation is a 

long-term process that unfolds over at least three generations but is not inevitable. It may 

or may not happen according to different individual and structural factors. In this process, 

immigrants and their children adapt and incorporate into the culture, economy, education, 

and other social domains of the host country in diverse ways. Hence, assimilation is, at its 

core, a problem of social inclusion. It is a process about immigrants’ participation in 

several dimensions of the host country, socioeconomic mobility, and access to 

opportunities. The evidence I have found and discussed in the previous chapters proves 

that Inara, Gabriela, Antonio, Sergio, and Miguel are advancing in their process of U.S. 

incorporation, mainly in linguistic, cultural, educational, and social dimensions. 

Contrary to the anti-immigration arguments developed around the non-

incorporation of the “new immigrants” to the U.S., particularly those persons with 

Mexican origins and Latino/Hispanic ethnicity-race, the five kids from this study and 

their families were adapting with different speeds according to the resources they had 

brought to various dimensions of the host country. All of the five youth, for instance, had 

made progress in their education and completed several years of U.S. public school. 

Although only Gabriela was enrolled in the advanced curriculum track and was a high 

achiever, the other four were able to successfully pass their grades and complete their 
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years in school. Inara, Antonio, and Sergio actually graduated from high school at the end 

of our fieldwork in summer 2012. The opportunity to participate, for free, in the 

educational dimension of the host country was crucial for the five kids and shaped many 

of the mediated activities that they developed across the contexts of home/family, after-

school, and social media networked spaces. As discussed in the previous chapters, several 

of the media practices developed across these contexts were related in various ways to the 

educational experience that these youth had in the host country. Doing homework in a 

networked way at their family houses, collaborating with peers in the production of 

digital videos at the CAP after-school program, and hanging out on Facebook with their 

friends from school, for instance, were media practices related to the U.S. schooling 

experience. 

Language proficiency determined the youths’ assimilation trajectories. English 

was the language of choice for the new media practices they developed in the 

family/home, after-school, and social media networked spaces. From status updates to 

comments to video productions, all the media content they created and re-circulated on 

social media was in English. With the exception of Inara, who listened to Latin music and 

exchanged Facebook private messages in Spanish with her cousins in Mexico, all the 

other youth used English as their main language of communication on social media 

networked spaces. Even at the CAP after-school program where the Mexican and 

Latino/Hispanic cultural resources were valued and participants could speak Spanish with 

some of their peers and adult supervisors, English was the main language spoken and the 

only one used in all the videos, blog posts, and other transmedia content they produced. 

Additional evidence of their linguistic assimilation was the availability of both languages 

at the family/home context, and the possibility of using both for communication among 

family members, especially among the youth. The brokering activities that these kids 

developed as they translated content and tried to help their parents learn English reveals 

the existence of a family/home context that was not isolated linguistically. On the 

contrary, it was a context open to bilingualism, where languages were juxtaposed, and 



 
 

284 

where media content in both languages could be accessed both individually and 

communally. Hence, despite the panic of the anti-immigration discourse about the 

linguistic threat of Spanish speaking immigrants from south of the Rio Grande, evidence 

from this study reveals that Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth with Mexican origins are 

becoming proficient in English. 

All five youth were also adapting to the U.S. cultural dimensions. Specifically, 

they were able to participate, with different degrees of engagement, in a hyper-mediated 

popular youth culture that they could access, many times for free, using digital tools and 

networks. The youth culture these working class immigrant youths were involved with 

was not one of the street, the neighborhood, or the mall, but instead a technologically 

mediated one they could consume, produce, explore, and re-circulate using new media 

technologies. Accessing personal computers, game consoles, cameras, mobile devices, 

and media production gear in the family/home and after-school contexts, these youths 

managed to adapt to a vibrant U.S. popular culture that they and their peers from school 

were passionate about.  

Evidence of cultural assimilation can be found by looking at the cultural resources 

these kids used for their interactions on social media networked spaces, the media content 

they preferred to consume at home, and even the media products they created at the CAP 

after-school program. By recognizing the Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths’ adaptation 

to the U.S. popular culture I do not imply that these youths were losing their connections 

with their parents’ culture of origin. That connection still existed but was usually not 

maintained through the new media practices I have analyzed. Instead, it relied more in 

family rituals, foods, and oral culture at the family/home context that were beyond the 

limits of my research project. With the exception of the music consumption practice of 

Inara, Gabriela, and Sergio, who had an eclectic taste that included different genres of 

Latino music, the Mexican culture rarely appeared in their new media practices.  

I also found evidence of the social adaptation of the five Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant youth. In this dimension of the assimilation process, disparities appeared 



 
 

285 

between the social resources and support systems that these youths and their families 

could access. Although all of them were assimilating socially to the U.S. working class, 

they did it with different directions and speeds. While Gabriela and her family 

experienced fast mobility and were trying to become incorporated into the middle class, 

the other youths and their families were moving slower and adapting to the working 

class. The media practices immigrant youth developed in each of the activity contexts are 

evidence of their participation in social exchanges among their peer networks. 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths leveraged media technology to socialize with their 

peers. Despite the low quality of access to technology that they had in the family/home 

context (with the exception of Gabriela), all were actively using computer-mediated 

communication and social software to stay in touch and hang out with their friends.  

However, because those friends came mainly from the regular classes, and after-

school programs where minority, working class, and low-income youth participated, their 

networks were characterized by homophily. Particularly for youths that were not enrolled 

in advanced placement classes or were part of the school teams or bands, their networks 

of friends tended to be resource-poor and homogenous.47 However, even for youth like 

Antonio and Sergio who were on the regular track, the opportunity to participate in the 

CAP after-school program provided them with opportunities to diversify their social 

networks with new peers and mentors and to create new bonds. The CAP connections at 

times allowed them to experience some economic assimilation as they found temporary 

video production jobs at local studios with the help of Mr. Lopez, the after-school 

program supervisor who acted as a social and cultural broker for them. 

Finally, I also found evidence of some youths’ adaptation to the civic dimension 

of the U.S., at least during specific periods of time. By being in flow with streams of 

information from Social Network Sites (SNSs) and Media Sharing Sties (MSSs), 

                                                
 
47 As a result of the homophily of their networks, some of these Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths had less 
access to adult social support and guidance, and restricted access to useful information (e.g. college 
application, creative career jobs, and higher education financial aid). 
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Latino/Hispanic youths became aware of U.S. current affairs at specific moments of time. 

That awareness, however, came from non-traditional news sources such as visual memes 

and amateur YouTube videos. For instance, during the last phase of the anti-SOPA/PIPA 

civic campaign in December 2011 and January 2012, Miguel and Sergio actively 

participated by circulating related content through their social networks and trying to 

create awareness among their friends. Curiously, the two 1.5-generation immigrant boys 

were more engaged in a civic campaign than the youths who were born in the U.S. They 

were the ones who actively tried to protect the Internet from censorship and openly 

supported the free access to information and knowledge. As explained in chapter four, 

these two youths were also the ones who were engaged in gaming and visual meme new 

media cultures, and through their participation, they found a pathway of incorporation 

into the civic dimension of the host country. 

 

2) New media practices and skills can accelerate the process of cultural and linguistic 

adaptation of second- and 1.5-generation Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth. 

Digital media technologies have become essential tools for the immigrant 

experience in the twenty-first century and they can support a rapid incorporation into the 

linguistic and cultural dimensions of the United States. Despite differences in quality and 

quantity of technological access, each of the five Latino/Hispanic working class 

immigrant youths grew up using personal computers, game consoles, mobile devices, and 

the Internet, and were in flow with rich streams of U.S. media content since an early age. 

Digital tools and networks were part of their everyday life in the host country. Second- 

and 1.5-generation immigrant youth exercised their agency while using media 

technologies not only as consumers and re-circulators of U.S. popular culture, but also as 

producers of English language media texts. Evidence presented in the previous chapters 

reveals that the new media practices and skills that Latino/Hispanic youth developed with 

these tools across the contexts of after-school, family/home, and social media networked 

spaces helped them to rapidly adapt to the linguistic and cultural dimensions of the 
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United States. As the evidence reveals, compared to the process of assimilation that their 

parents developed, Latino/Hispanic youths were way more advanced in their adaptation 

to the U.S. popular culture and the English language of the host country.   

The analysis of the family/home context, particularly, revealed that labor 

immigrant parents from Mexico were investing economic resources into new media 

technologies and believed that these tools supported the education of their children in the 

United States. Despite their low socioeconomic status and levels of education, all of the 

immigrant parents from this study made efforts to build domestic media environments 

that were connected to the Internet (Wi-Fi and DSL), had at least one personal computer, 

several game consoles, satellite/cable television, mobile devices, and multiple TV 

screens. Moreover, parents who could afford to provided access to smartphones with 

networked capabilities and anytime/anywhere connectivity. By equipping their 

households with new media technology and connecting them to the Internet, immigrant 

parents, regardless of their parenting style, helped to configure networked domestic 

media environments that were porous to the culture and language of the host country. The 

family/home contexts where the five youths grew up, therefore, were not isolated from 

U.S. popular culture and the English language. Instead, they were more open and flexible 

to the cultural and linguistic juxtapositions that could be created while different family 

members used digital media devices. As a result, each of the five kids actively consumed 

and re-circulated U.S. popular culture at home, and also were able to maintain 

communication and social exchanges, in English, with their school peers. By using digital 

tools and connecting to digital networks at home, the five Latino/Hispanic youths had the 

opportunity to become more engaged in their assimilation into the U.S. cultural and 

linguistic dimensions. Furthermore, some of these youths, especially the ones with lower 

quality and quantity of technology access, were able to creatively and resourcefully make 

media assemblages at home in order to be able to access U.S. cultural products such as 

music and movies. 



 
 

288 

The everyday frequency of the activities developed in the multi-context of social 

media networked spaces also supported fast adaptation to the linguistic and cultural 

dimensions of the U.S. The language that the five youth chose for computer-mediated 

communication, the cultural resources they interacted with, and the streams of media in 

which they flowed, were mostly from the host country. As these youths developed 

hanging out and messing around practices on SNSs and MSSs, they rapidly adapted to a 

vibrant U.S. youth popular culture. This culture was diverse, a mixture of: commercial 

mainstream media produced by professionals and corporations, and DIY alternative 

media produced by amateurs and grassroots communities. The abundance of media 

content these youths could access, for free, on the social media networked spaces they 

visited facilitated a messing around practice in which they constantly explored media 

streams, discovered music and videos, and re-circulated them with their peers. All were 

rapidly adapting to the cultural dimension of the U.S. as active consumers and as a 

networked audience. They leveraged the affordances of digital media to not only access 

the U.S. media content they liked but also re-circulate it among their social networks. 

Furthermore, some of these youths, with different degrees of engagement, were also 

positioned as producers of culture and published their media texts, in English, on MSSs 

such as Flickr, YouTube, and Cheezburger. Hence, it could be said that all five youth 

leveraged, in different ways according to the resources they had the affordances of the 

contemporary networked communication environment and managed to participate, even 

from the periphery, in a vibrant and diverse U.S. popular culture. 

As a media production “figured world,” the context of the CAP after-school 

program was also very important for supporting a rapid incorporation into the cultural 

and linguistic dimensions of the United States. By participating in the CAP, Antonio and 

Sergio were able to collaborate with ethnically and socially diverse U.S. youth from 

Freeway High and other two local schools in the making of several digital media 

products. These creative works were all in English and consisted of their stories about life 

in the United States. From their self-created webisodes to the short narrative film to the 
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biographies that both Antonio and Sergio wrote for the CAP website. Being able to 

produce those English media texts and publish them online with the help of an adult 

mentor, positioned Antonio and Sergio as youth authors and media producers in the host 

country. Interestingly, although the context of the CAP recognized several symbolic 

resources of Latino/Hispanic culture, including the Spanish language, and several of their 

participants were second-generation immigrants with Mexican origins, all the creative 

media works they produced and most of their interpersonal communications were done in 

English. The fact that even in a context of activity that valued biculturalism, 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth chose to communicate, socialize, and create in the 

English language, can be interpreted as evidence of their rapid incorporation into the 

linguistic and cultural dimensions of the United States. 

 

3) Although the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant youths gained new media skills that 

helped them to advance in their process of assimilation, in most of the cases their skills 

were not developed to high levels of expertise. 

Through the media practices that Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth developed in 

the contexts of family/home, after school, and social media networked spaces, they 

gained a range of new media literacy skills that helped them to advance in their process 

of incorporation into the United States. Using their new media skills, they exercised their 

agency and found opportunities of participation, with different degrees of engagement, in 

society, culture, and education, and (sometimes) even in civics and the economy. New 

media skills helped these youths navigate the different contexts encountered while 

growing up in the United States: from the distribution cognition skill acquired when 

doing homework in the domestic networked environment; to the transmedia navigation 

ability gained while producing multimodal media texts in the CAP after school program; 

to the networking skill obtained when re-circulating media among their peers on 

Facebook; to the appropriation competency learned when sampling visual memes in 

computer-mediated conversations. However, development of new media skills was 
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uneven among the five Latino/Hispanic youth and constrained by the different kinds of 

resources and social supports they could access at their contexts of activity. As analyzed 

in the previous chapters, although they were able to obtain basic abilities in networking, 

transmedia navigation, distributed cognition, and appropriation, none of them 

consistently developed a high level of expertise in any of these new media skills. 

Furthermore, none of them was able to acquire important new media literacy skills such 

as collective intelligence and simulation.48 

In most of the cases, new media skills remained at basic and middle levels due to 

a complex interaction between structural and individual factors. The five kids developed 

skills according to the interplay among their individual motivations, social supports, and 

the cultural, economic, social, human, and technological resources they could access at 

the different contexts of activity.49 For instance, it was common for all five youth to gain 

new media skills while hanging out on Facebook and messing around on MSSs. 

Friendship-driven genres of participation were important for them because a major 

motivation of using new media technologies was socialization and communication with 

their peers from school. One of their major motivations was maintaining connection with 

their peers and bonding with them. Given the characteristics of Freeway High School as a 

minority-majority, economically disadvantaged, and low performing school, the peer 
                                                
 
48 The new media skill of collective intelligence refers to the “ability to pool knowledge and compare notes 
with others towards a common goal” (Jenkins et al., 2006, 39).  The absence of this skill among 
Latino/Hispanic youths was in direct relation to the lack of diversity of their social networks and the lack of 
access to mentors, adults, and teachers who could introduce them to the collaborative production of 
knowledge. The skill of simulation consists in “the ability to interpret and construct dynamic models of real 
world processes” (Jenkins et al., 2006, 39). Because this skill requires system-based thinking, high 
achieving purposes, and usually the knowledge of programing languages, it is not surprising that given the 
lack of engagement in complex academic tasks none of the five youths had opportunities to develop it at 
the contexts of activity I have analyzed.  
49 For clarification purposes, I would like to state that what I have analyzed and described as resources 
through this dissertation could also be understood in terms of capital. Human, economic, cultural, social, 
and technological resources are particular kinds of capital. Although in my dissertation I have not examined 
the concept of capital, I am aware that there are several sociological theories that have used it to explain the 
mobilization, cultivation, and access to resources. Nan Lin’ social capital (2000, 1999), Bourdieu’s cultural 
and symbolic capital (1977, 1986), Becker’s human capital (1975), to name just a few, could be used to 
expand the analysis of resources that I have developed in the previous chapters.   
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networks that these youths interacted with were homogenous in terms of socioeconomic 

status and ethnicity-race, and low in terms of educational attainment. Their school peers 

tended to have similar tastes, academic orientation, and social class. Hence, their social 

networks were characterized by homophily. As a result, the purposes these youth had 

when developing friendship-driven practices online usually did not involve high 

achieving and complex academic tasks that could bring their skills to higher levels of 

expertise. For instance, the synthesis of new knowledge that was part of the networking 

skill remained underdeveloped as these youths were more motivated by the re-circulation 

of content produced by others and by searching media bites in vast repositories of 

information. 

A big motivation that influenced the media practices and skill acquisition of 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth online was the possibility of accessing, for free, rich 

information flows and streams of U.S. media content that could be used for doing 

homework, entertainment, and informal learning. When doing so, their motivations were 

related to getting homework done; consuming, discovering, and re-circulating U.S. youth 

popular culture (e.g. music, memes, videos); and learning about their particular interests 

(e.g. photography, fashion, videogames, videography, filmmaking). Despite diverse 

purposes, these motivations rarely lead to a sustained development of a new media skill 

over a long period of time. As I have discussed in the previous chapters, a common 

pattern in the acquisition of the new media skills by the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

youths was that these abilities were usually acquired without any guidance and 

scaffolding beyond support encountered among their peers. Their lack of access to social 

support, adult mentorship, and more diverse and resource-rich peer networks at their 

contexts of activity limited the kind of tasks they did and the level of expertise they 

gained.  

In the absence of high achievers among their peer networks and lack of 

interaction with adult mentors in the SNSs and MSSs they visited, they tended to develop 

simple and low-risk activities with new media. The purposes for which they used 
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technology did not address complex real world problems, and usually were not connected 

to a broader understanding of the social, cultural, and economic systems.  For example, 

deployment of the distributed cognition skill was limited to their abilities to search the 

web using Google in a basic way; and the youths missed the opportunity to tap into social 

institutions and experts that could help them augment their cognition and access 

specialized knowledge. 

However, some of the Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth were able to hone their 

new media skills to a higher level of expertise, at least during short periods of time, and 

at particular contexts of activity. Gabriela’s development of the networking skill through 

the publishing of her own photographs in Flickr and video montages in YouTube; 

Antonio’s gaining of the transmedia ability through the making of webisodes for the 

CAP; and Sergio’s honing of the appropriation skill through the remixing of visual 

memes in Cheezburger, for instance, reveal that some of these youths were able to 

experiment, to a certain degree and during specific periods of time, “geeking out” media 

practices. That is, practices characterized by an intensive use of media technologies and a 

commitment to specific media proprieties, production activities, and subcultural 

identities. When “geeking out” these youths were able to acquire high levels of expertise, 

increased their participation in culture, and moved closer to the center of specialized 

knowledge communities. Although gaining higher levels of expertise was usually not 

sustainable in a long period of time, they were able to experience it at least temporarily.  

Sometimes, “geeking out” was conditioned by a greater access to technological 

resources and social support in a specific context of activity. For instance, Antonio 

stepped up his transmedia navigation (at the level of rhetoric) skill during the year he 

participated at the CAP after school program, but he could not sustain its development 

once he graduated from high school. After he lost access to CAP’s social support and 

video production gear, Antonio was not able to figure out how to continue producing 

transmedia narratives. Even though he was motivated to pursue a career in filmmaking 

and wanted to tell stories across media, his motivation was not enough to overcome the 
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barriers of a lack of access to social support, adult mentorship, and technical resources. 

Moreover, it seemed that his dependence on using professional production gear limited 

his explorations of other means of media production he could access such as the camera 

of his mobile smartphone, and the use of found footage and visuals from Internet 

repositories.  

In other cases, even in the presence of technological resources and social support, 

some of these youths were not able to sustain a “geeking out” practice that could bring 

their skills to a higher level of expertise. That was the case for Gabriela and her 

acquisition of the networking skill, specifically at the level of dissemination and the 

tapping of social networks to disperse media products. Although Gabriela was the youth 

with higher quality and quantity of technological and social resources and the one who 

published more content on MSSs, several years after she had started posting photos on 

Flickr, she still believed she couldn't “figure out how to work” it. That is, she could not 

take her networking skill to a level of expertise where she could effectively connect with 

other social networks and a potential audience. In her case, the barrier was more a matter 

of the personal motivation she had when publishing content on MSSs (e.g. using a 

platform just for hosting media production and building a personal portfolio) than an 

issue of lack of access to technical and social resources. 

Likewise, in the case of Sergio’s development of the appropriation skill, it was his 

personal motivation what shaped his visual meme practice and most of his interactions on 

the Cheezburger MSS. Although at certain moments of time he was able to demonstrate a 

high level of technical and cultural expertise in remixing and creating visual memes, he 

did not sustain his practice during a long period of time. Such inconsistent development 

of the appropriation skill was related to the way in which he interacted with the visual 

meme online community. Because his motivation seemed to be more personal than 

directly connected to the Cheezburger community, he did not try to enrich and diversify 

his social network online or to acquire a higher status and reputation. Such lack of social 
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connectivity and interaction within the Cheezburger community limited the visual meme 

practice of Sergio and the sustained development of expertise in the appropriation skill.  

 

4) Digital inequalities and participation gaps persist and continue to evolve in complex 

ways. 

In a context of rapid technological change, growing socioeconomic disparities, 

and increasing ethnic-racial diversity, digital inequalities and participation gaps in the 

United States continue to evolve in complex ways. Despite the widespread use of 

computers, smartphones, and the Internet among the U.S. youth population, disparities in 

skills, social supports, individual purposes, parenting styles, and access to digital 

technology persist. The interplay between these factors, as well as their relationship to 

structural inequalities in education, occupation, and income, continue to shape how 

young people participate in culture and society. In the case of the five Latino/Hispanic 

working-class immigrant youths, my analysis reveals the paradox of being 

simultaneously networked and disconnected. The analysis of new media practices among 

Latino/Hispanic working-class immigrant youth illustrates some of the contradictions that 

appear when less advantaged youth become connected to digital networks but lack the 

social supports, and scaffolding to fully participate.  

Despite being children of Mexican immigrants with few resources and low levels 

of educational attainment, the five Latino/Hispanic youths grew up surrounded by a 

networked communication environment that they accessed, with different frequencies and 

qualities, in their everyday life. Although these youths have been able to leverage this 

environment to advance their incorporation into multiple dimensions of the host society, 

they have not fully become participants in new media cultures. Their participation has 

been characterized by peripherality. That is, by an ambiguous position in which they, as 

newcomers, can have casual access to new media practices and participate in the culture 

by undertaking simple and “low-risk” activities such as web searches, media re-

circulation on Facebook, camera operation, and digital video editing. Their peripheral 
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participation was the result of the complex interaction between their skills, individual 

purposes, social supports, and the quality of access to technology. While the lack of high-

quality access to digital tools at times limited their opportunities to become full 

participants, at other times, their purposes and personal motivations determined the low 

quality of their engagement. Still, at other times, the underdevelopment of new media 

skills and limited access to social support in the context of activity kept their participation 

in the periphery. 

For instance, despite his motivation to fully participate in the YouTube 

community of game commentators, Miguel could not produce and upload his own videos. 

The barrier to participation was clearly shaped by the low-quality access to technology he 

had at home. However, he still found ways to connect to the community of game 

commentators and, with great social motivation, was able to engage in conversations with 

them. In contrast, when Antonio developed his music production practice at home, the 

barrier to full participation in MSSs emerged more from a combination of the simplicity 

of his individual purposes, lack of entitlement as a producer, and limited social support. 

In this case, Antonio was able to produce music with the technology he could access at 

home and was able to download music software by following the conversations of music 

producers online. However, he did not publish content on the SoundCloud platform nor 

did he engage in conversations with community members. Neither at home nor at the 

MSSs was he able to find the social supports that would act as scaffolding for more 

engaged participation. The interplay between limited social support and the desired 

outcomes that he identified when composing music (he rarely finished a single track he 

felt he could publish) kept Antonio on the periphery of the digital music culture 

(particularly that of dubstep producers). Likewise, Sergio and Antonio’s participation in 

Vimeo’s filmmaking communities remained peripheral due to a combination of low 

motivation to publish (e.g. lack of confidence and entitlement), little scaffolding, and the 

low quality of access to technology (e.g. loss of digital files). 
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Social supports have emerged as one of the most critical dimensions of the digital 

inequalities confronted by Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth in the United States. 

Specifically, the social supports that youths can access in the context of the family/home 

– those shaped by different parenting styles – turn out to be crucial for the development 

of new media practices, skills, and the quality of participation across multiple contexts. 

Evidence presented in previous chapters reveals that the “accomplishment of natural 

growth” parenting style, as compared to that of “concerted cultivation,” constrained skill 

acquisition and new media practices of production and distribution. It was clear from the 

analysis of the five Latino/Hispanic immigrant families that the Garcia family, which was 

experiencing rapid social mobility and was en route to middle-class assimilation, was 

able to provide more social support than the others.  

Gabriela’s parents developed a version of the middle-class “concerted cultivation” 

parenting style. They structured and monitored the activities of Gabriela and pushed her 

to achieve academically; they engaged in joint new media practices with her and actively 

mobilized social and economic resources to support her new media practices (e.g. digital 

photography). In contrast, having fewer resources and less social mobility, parents from 

the other four working-class families developed versions of the “accomplishment of 

natural growth” parenting style. They could not provide as much guidance and 

scaffolding for their children, and could not mobilize as many social and economic 

resources. With the exception of brokering practices (media and language brokering) 

wherein youths helped their parents to learn English and taught them how to use digital 

technology, these four families rarely engaged in joint new media activities. As a result, 

Inara, Antonio, Miguel, and Sergio, had more difficulty accessing social supports at home 

and ultimately did not develop a sense of entitlement that could have helped them to 

more effectively manage social interactions across various sociocultural contexts.  

Previously considered evidence revealed that Gabriela had a sort of “digital home 

advantage” that allowed her to more fully participate in media production and distribution 

(although still from the periphery) than the other four youths in the context of 
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family/home. Feeling confident in the digital content she created with high-quality 

technology (SLR camera, laptop computer, and iPhone) that her dad had bought her, she 

was able, for instance, to publish photographs and videos on MSSs like Flickr and 

YouTube. Although she did not engage in conversations online, try to connect with an 

audience, or network with other young creators, she at least felt entitled to publish her 

own media creations online and share links to that content with her peers from high 

school and members of her family. 

The complex interaction between inequalities in skills, purpose, social supports, 

and access to technology has shaped the participation of Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

youths in new media cultures. Although they were not able to fully bridge the 

participation gap that emerged from the interplay of their lower socioeconomic resources, 

the low quality of their education, and their lower position in the U.S. social hierarchy, 

they were able to navigate the evolving contours of those gaps and found ways to be 

connected from the periphery. They became aware of media practices while being 

connected to digital networks. They also found opportunities to develop these practices in 

a meaningful way and gained new media skills at a basic level. Their major 

disconnection, however, was not technology. Although the low quality and quantity of 

technology access limited some of their practices, the major obstacles to full participation 

came from their limited access to social supports and scaffolding, their individual 

purposes, and the homogeneity of their social networks (homophily). This fact reveals 

how digital inequalities and participation gaps have evolved in paradoxical ways. While a 

diversity of young people are connecting to a networked communication environment 

and starting to leverage the affordances of digital technologies, participation gaps emerge 

in relation to youths’ position of power in the social hierarchy, their access to social 

supports, the richness of their social networks, and their level of expertise in new media 

skills. 
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Recommendations  

This study and its main findings open opportunities for further investigation on 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth use of new media technologies and on their process of 

incorporation into several dimensions of the United States. Moreover, the analyses also 

open possibilities for media and learning design, and policy and educational interventions 

in the city of Austin and the state of Texas that could support processes of social 

inclusion of the children of labor immigrants from Mexico and other Latin-American 

countries who usually hold a position of disadvantage. I would like to conclude with a set 

of recommendations for researchers, educators, media designers, parents and policy 

makers. 

1) Second- and 1.5-generation Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth are a 

transformational force in the U.S. and are reshaping the future of the country. Although 

they can quickly adapt to the host country leveraging new media technologies, their 

potential as full participants in society, culture, and economy, requires of a more robust 

system of support that goes beyond public school and after-school programs. Setting up 

inter-institutional collaborations that can provide scaffolding and social support to 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth can help to boost their potential as transformative 

agents in the U.S.  There is a need for spaces and programs, such as community and civic 

organizations, that could facilitate the access to more diverse and richer social networks, 

adult mentors, and other kind of social supports that could help scaffold a more fully 

participation in culture, economy, civics, and society.  

2) The context of the Latino/Hispanic immigrant family emerges as an important 

site for leveraging the networked communication environment and opens a range of 

possibilities for intergenerational learning. There is a need for learning materials and 

experiences, in both English and Spanish, that support the cultural and language 

adaptation for all members of the family and encourage intergenerational and communal 

activities at the family/home context. These learning materials and experiences can help 

parents to bridge the acculturation gap in relation to new media skills while they 
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participate in communal activities with their children at home. This kind of new media 

engagement can help to create a more robust system of social support within the 

Latino/Hispanic family. 

3) There is an urgent need to strengthen the sustainable development of new 

media literacy skills and encourage higher levels of expertise among Latino/Hispanic 

immigrant youth. For doing so it is crucial that educators actively incorporate these skills 

in formal schooling, foster their development across the curriculum, and connect them 

with other (non-school) contexts of activity. Given the affordances of the networked 

communication environment and the ability of Latino/Hispanic youth to leverage them, 

providing higher quality education, complex and meaningful challenges, and robust 

social support can improve the development of higher levels of expertise in new media 

skills. Furthermore, it is necessary that educators cultivate the acquisition of some of the 

new media skills (particularly collective intelligence) that remain underdeveloped among 

Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth. 

4) Researchers working with Latino/Hispanic immigrant youth need to put more 

attention to the juxtaposition of languages and cultures that digital tools and networks are 

allowing across contexts, especially at home. Studying the complex ways in which such 

layering of practices, languages, and cultures occurs can help us to better understand 

some of the creative, innovative, and resourceful ways in which Latino/Hispanic youth 

are navigating their process of incorporation into the United States. Such knowledge, 

furthermore, can be useful for fostering multicultural dialogue in an increasingly diverse 

nation. 

5) Alternative theories of assimilation benefit from the study of media practices 

and digital inequalities. Researchers building the theory of segmented assimilation need 

to incorporate the study of immigrant youths’ new media practices in their research 

endeavors in order to develop a better understanding of the unevenness and messiness of 

the process of incorporation across multiple dimensions. For instance, instead of 

considering only two possible trajectories of acculturation, the model would benefit from 
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considering more pathways, and different speeds in the trajectories of immigrant 

generations. Given the acceleration the possibility of greater juxtaposition of cultures and 

languages in a networked communication environment, considering more trajectories 

could help to better understand the complexity of the assimilation process and the greater 

agency of immigrant youths in the twenty-first century. 

6) In the complex evolution of digital inequalities and participation gaps, 

Latino/Hispanic working class immigrant parents have played an important role 

providing access, with different qualities and quantities, to digital tools and networks. 

However, many of them have little knowledge about new media technology beyond their 

belief that they are good for education and schooling. Latino/Hispanic parents, especially 

the ones with low educational attainment and non-proficient in English, need more 

information in Spanish language about digital tools, new media skills, and the Internet, so 

they can provide greater support to their children. Given Latino/Hispanic immigrant 

parents’ interest in supporting education through investments in new media technology, 

there is an urgent need of high quality learning materials and programs, in both Spanish 

and English, for this population. Latino/Hispanic parents, as much as children and youth, 

need to develop some level of social and cultural abilities to participate in digital culture. 

Only in this way, they would be able to provide greater social support for their children 

and youth. 
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Appendix 

EXAMPLE OF INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: ONLINE INFORMATION SEEKING & 
PRACTICES  
 
YouTube Uses 
1. What word would you use to describe YouTube? 
2. How important is YouTube to you? 
3. What do you like about YouTube? 
4. How many times a day do you watch a video on YouTube? 
5. What platforms do you use to access YouTube (mobile app, mobile browser, home 
computer, school computer, friend’s computer, tablet, iPod, DS, etc.)? 
6. Do you subscribe to channels - if so, tell me about them (how would you describe 
them, how did you find them, do you personally know the channel’s creator?) 
7. Have you ever used YouTube as a “jukebox”? That is, do you create playlists while 
doing other activities? Used it for dance parties? Karaoke? Etc.? 
8. Do you ever download YouTube videos? If so, why? 
9. Do you share them with friends? If not, do you know how? 
 
YouTube Content 
1. What are your favorite kinds of videos to watch? 
2. Do you watch music videos? 
3. Do you discover new music on YouTube? 
4. Do you watch movie clips, trailers, TV clips on YouTube? 
5. Do you keep up with celebrity gossip on YouTube? 
6. Do you use YouTube for inspiration, ideas, learning how to do things, etc. (e.g. 
fashion, video games, film production, etc.) 
7. Have you ever learned about a political or social issue on YouTube? (e.g. might ask 
about Kony as a recent example) 
8. Who produces a lot of the videos you watch? Corporations? Professionals? Amateurs? 
Adults? Teens? 
9. Is YouTube useful for school/homework/projects? If yes, can you give me an 
example? 
10. Have you ever used YouTube in a class for school related purposes? Can you 
describe that situation? 
11. Tell me about something you’ve learned from YouTube. 
 
YouTube Production/Sharing 
1. Have you ever uploaded a video to YouTube? If so, tell me about it. 
a. What is the video? 
b. How did you produce it? 
c. Why did you decide to upload it? 
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d. Do people leave comments? 
e. How many views has it received? 
f. How did you feel after uploading it? 
g. Is your video private or public? 
h. Do you know what kind of licensing your videos have? 
i. Do you worry about anyone “stealing” your video and claiming it as their own or using 
it in a way you wouldn’t like? 
 
2. Do you have your own YouTube channel? 
a. If so, when did you start it? Why? 
b. What kinds of videos do you post? 
c. Who subscribes to your channel? 
d. How many videos have you shared? 
e. Do people leave comments on your videos? 
f. What do you like about having your own channel? 
g. How important is your YouTube channel? 
 
3. Do you ever leave comments on YouTube? If so, tell me more. If not, is there a reason 
you don’t? 
4. Do you like to read comments on YouTube videos? Why or why not? 
5. Do you ever “like” videos, if so why? 
6. How do you typically find YouTube videos? Directly on YouTube? Friends send you 
links? Facebook? Twitter? Tumblr? Google? Hear about them at school? From family? 
Teachers? 
7. Do you ever share YouTube videos on other platforms such as blogs, Facebook, 
Tumblr, Twitter, via email? If so, what kinds of videos do you typically share? 
 
Search Engines/Google 
1. How many times a day do you use Google? 
2. What word would you use to describe Google? 
3. How important is Google to you? 
4. Do you understand how Google works? If so, please explain. 
5. What platforms do you use to access Google (mobile apps, tablets, computers, friend’s 
computers, etc.)? 
6. What kinds of things are you most likely to look for on Google (i.e., information, 
pictures, video, maps, etc.)? 
7. Do you usually find what you’re looking for when you use Google? 
8. What do you type in the search box? questions? keywords? names? adjectives? verbs? 
nouns? 
9. Do you use quotation marks (““) on your search? Do you use other symbols (+, :, -)? If 
so, Why do you use them? 
10. Is Google ever frustrating, if so, can you tell me why? 
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11. How do you decide which links to click on when you Google something? (the first 
ones that pop up, certain websites you prefer, ones with videos, etc.) 
12. Can you think of a time you couldn’t find something on Google or when you found 
misinformation on Google? 
13. How useful is Google for school or homework? 
14. How useful is Google for ________ (student’s personal interests, e.g. fashion, film 
editing, video games, etc.)? 
15. Are there other search engines you use or have used in the past? 
16. Do you and your friends ever use Google when you’re hanging out, if so can you 
think of an example? 
17. Do your teachers encourage or discourage the use of Google? Why do you think that 
is? 
 
Wikipedia 
1. How often do you use Wikipedia? 
2. What word would you use to describe Wikipedia? 
3. What platforms do you use to access Wikipedia (mobile apps, tablets, school 
computer, personal computer, friend’s computer)? 
4. How useful is Wikipedia for school? Personal interests? Projects? 
5. What do you like about Wikipedia? 
6. What do you dislike about it? 
7. Do you think Wikipedia is a reliable source? What kind of articles do you think are 
more reliable in Wikipedia? those related to science? policy? history? Pop culture? please 
explain why do you think so. 
8. If you disagree with a Wikipedia article, what do you do? Do you look at the articles' 
talk tab? do you edit it? do you look at the history tab? Do you look at the references and 
external links? 
9. When you read a Wikipedia article, do you open the hyperlinks that it has to other 
Wikipedia articles? Please explain why yes or why not. 
10. Have you ever contributed to a Wikipedia entry? If so, tell me about it. 
11. Can you think of something really useful that you discovered from Wikipedia? 
12. Do your teachers encourage or discourage the use of Wikipedia? Why do you think 
that is? 
13. Have any of your teachers ever offered instruction on how to search for information? 
If yes, what do remember most about the instruction and did you find it helpful? 
14. Do you ever cite information that you find from a search engine like Google or an 
information site like Wikipedia? 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

304 

EXAMPLE OF INTERVIEW PROTOCOL: HOME INTERVIEW WITH PARENT(S) OR 
GUARDIAN(S) 
  
1. How long have you lived in Austin?  
2. What do you like most about life in Austin?  What do you like least? 
3. What do you do for a living?  
4. What’s your highest level of education?  
5. How would you describe [child’s name] experience at Connally? 
6. What, in your opinion, is the role of school? 
7. How involved are you at Connally? 
8. How would you describe your family? Your relationship with your son/daughter? 
9. Does your family own a computer with Internet access?  
 
If yes ask Q10; if no skip to Q next relevant question: 
 
10. How many internet capable computers does your family own? 
11. Who uses the computer most in your household? 
12. What technology do you use on a regular basis? For work? Personal? 
13. How would you describe your own use and familiarity with technology? 
14. Do you think you or your son/daughter knows more about technology?  
15. Are you on Facebook or other social networking sites? Are you friends with your 
child, why or why not? 
16. What do you use Facebook for primarily (i.e., to interact with friends, family, 
personal/political interests, etc.)? 
17. When did you decide to get a computer, phone, video game for your family or child 
18. What influenced this decision or why did you decide to get a ________? 
19. Who pays for your child’s phone bill? 
20. What do you think your child does on the computer, cell phone, etc? 
21. Do you monitor your child’s activities? If so, how? Do they know you do this? 
22. In what ways do you attempt to monitor your child’s use of the cell phone, computer, 
games, etc? 
23. Do you worry about what your child does with computers/mobile phone? Why or 
why not? 
24. Do you and your child ever discuss media and technology? What kinds of 
conversations do you have? 
25. Overall, do you think technology does more harm or good? Can you give me 
examples? 
26. Does technology/media ever cause any problems or tensions for your family? 
27. Do you have rules about media use - when, where, how long, content, etc.? 
28. Do you ever take away media/tech as a form of punishment? Or alternatively, use 
media/tech as an incentive or reward?  
29. Do you use technology to stay in touch with your family? How so? 
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30. What do you think are the biggest risks or challenges facing kids today with relation 
to technology and media? 
31. Whose responsibility is it to educate or prepare kids for these risks? 
32. Where do you get most of your information about either the negative or positive 
impact of technology on kids? News, magazines, TV, schools, teachers, friends, your kid, 
church, etc.? 
33. Do you feel you have a pretty good idea of what your kid does with technology? Why 
or why not? 
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