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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Students are working quietly on their Math worksheet. The teacher steps out and Jose 

(another second grade student) starts talking loudly across the room to another classmate. 

Omar: ¡Ya párale José!  

José: Tu ni hablas bien. Mrs. el ni debe estar aquí porque el vive en Miguel Alemán.  

Omar: (Turns around to continue his assignment.) 

 (Fieldnote, 6/13/2016) 

Silenced.  

 

Teacher is reading aloud the story of I love Saturdays y domingos. She finds a stopping 

point in the story. 

Teacher: I know that some of you speak Spanish, like Adriana, Irma and Michael. 

Irma: (Raises her hand) I use English and Spanish because all of my family lives in 

México, but I live here. 

(Fieldnote, 2/8/2017) 

Protecting. 

 

Students are working in a coloring activity and they are discussing why I am recording 

them within their small group. René mentions that it is because they speak Spanish. 

Ashley: I know a little bit of Spanish because when I visit my grandma she only knows 

Spanish.  

René: I have to know Spanish because my mom is from México.  

(Fieldnote, 4/27/2016) 

Justifying. 
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In the first excerpt, Omar Ortega (pseudonym) was silenced. He is a 

transfronterizo (Martínez, 1994; Ojeda, 2009) student who physically crossed the U.S.-

México international border on a daily basis to obtain an education in the United States. 

Omar, who is recognized by his classmates as a Spanish speaker, is silenced due to his 

language and his background. His Spanish language, his Spanglish, and his codes-

witching linguistic practices marked him as not belonging in the U.S. or in U.S. schools 

and as not being American enough. Even though, Omar is U.S.-born, to the “white 

listening subject” (Flores & Rosa, 2015, p.154), his linguistic practices revealed his 

transfronterizo experiences and, at the same time, it pronounced him as an “outsider”.   

In the second excerpt, Irma García (pseudonym) was protecting herself. She is a 

transfronteriza student who physically crossed the U.S.-México international border on a 

daily basis to obtain an education in the U.S. Irma does not deny her bilingualism and her 

binational, transfronterizo experiences, but she vaguely positions herself as living “here”. 

This could be interpreted as the borderlands or as Texas in the U.S. This ingenious and 

strategic move is a reflection of her border thinking (Mignolo, 2000); it is a reflection of 

her own understanding of borders and the need to protect her identity in a place where 

language is used to marginalize people (Anzaldúa, 1987; Lugo, 2008).   

In the third excerpt, René Gonzáles (pseudonym) was justifying himself. René is a 

transfronterizo who crosses the border twice a week to visit his mother’s family (i.e., 

grandparents, aunts/uncles, and cousins). He acknowledges his ability to speak Spanish 

but he justifies his language and literacy practices as experiences he inherited from his 

mother. He strategically positions his mother as the person from México, which 

consequently situates him as a person who is not from México and as belonging to the 

United States.  In this way, despite his Spanish speaking abilities and transfronterizo 
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experiences, he is strategically legitimizing and justifying his identity as a bilingual and a 

U.S. citizen.  

Language. Language is not simply a linguistic practice. It is a marker of identities, 

nationalities, race, geographical locations, nation-states, ethnicity, legal status, 

background, and the list goes on. These are social constructs that create borders that 

position non-dominant communities on the margins, “to distinguish us from them” 

(Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 25). To speak Spanish or a linguistic variety of Spanish within the 

U.S. is a risk of being considered an “outsider” or “different” (Anzaldúa, 1987, 1999; 

Miguel & Valencia, 1998, Flores & Rosa, 2015); is running the risk of facing racial 

discrimination. In Texas history, scholars have documented the ways in which Mexican 

Americans along with other Latin@s and immigrant communities that have faced cruel 

punishments, discrimination, and segregation because of speaking Spanish (Anzaldúa, 

1987; González, 1999; San Miguel & Valencia, 1998; Tyack, 1974; Valenzuela, 1999). 

Since 1848, after the Mexican American War, the border area in particular has 

experienced schooling from the perspective of the colonizers (Gallegos, 1991; San 

Miguel & Valencia, 1998).  In the project to colonize the cultural practices of the 

southwest, many of the schools serving Mexican-American students were providing an 

education focused on the concept of “Americanization”. San Miguel and Valencia (1999) 

explain that this was “a process of subtraction—that is, a process that involved the 

removal of all minority communities, languages and cultures from the governance, 

administration and content of public education” (p. 360). It was not uncommon, for 

Mexican-American students to be physically punished for speaking their language. 

Anzaldúa (1987) shares her experience,  

I remember being caught speaking Spanish at recess—that was good for 

three licks on the knuckles with a sharp ruler. I remember being sent to the 
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corner of the classroom for “talking back” to the Anglo teacher when all I 

was trying to do was tell her how to pronounce my name. “If you want to 

be American, speak ‘American’. If you don’t like it, go back to México 

where you belong” (p.75).  

This was the process (along with others) by which Mexican-Americans were 

discriminated against. Language, race, nationality, ethnicity, and culture are all 

interrelated. They are the socially constructed identifiers of difference. Today, we witness 

similar deficit views and policies against Spanish as a non-dominant language. In New 

Jersey, for example, a high school English teacher denigrates Latino students because 

they used Spanish in her class. “…men and women are fighting. They are not fighting for 

you to speak Spanish. They are fighting for you to speak American” (Duffy, 10/13/2017). 

In August 2, 2017, President Trump announced his support on the proposal of Raise Act 

which, if passed, it would change the immigration system for U.S. residency and green 

card applications. "This competitive application process will favor applicants who can 

speak English, financially support themselves and their families and demonstrate skills 

that will contribute to our economy," President Trump explained (Stracqualursi, 

8/2/2017). Language continues to be inextricably linked to nation-states and their 

political agendas, and, consequently to oppression and discrimination.  

“Attacks on one’s form of expression with the intent to censor are a violation of 

the First Amendment. El Anglo con cara de inocente nos arranco la lengua”  

(Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 76). 
PROBLEM STATEMENT 

Gloria Anzaldúa (1987), a pioneer border theorist, describes the U.S.-México 

border as “una herida abierta where the Third World grates against the first and bleeds. 

And before a scab forms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging to 
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form a third country—a border culture.” (p.25). The working-class borderland 

communities in México such as Miguel Alemán, Los Guerra, Camargo, Reynosa, and 

Matamoros have historically suffered asymmetrical economic conditions due to its 

business relations with the United States (Ruiz, 1998). Since the passage of NAFTA 

(1994), the free trade agreement between México, the United States and Canada, the 

economic relations have mostly benefited the United States (Diaz González, 2005).  

Although the border cities in México had a growth in the manufacturing assembly part 

(maquiladora) industry and other businesses as a result of NAFTA (Diaz-Bautista, 2003), 

it imposed other regulations that affected the local border communities (Lugo, 2008). 

This binational agreement required México to allow foreigners to own communal and 

ejidal lands1 leaving farmers without lands or work; it also required for México to remove 

all quotas and tariffs for U.S. trades which caused many farm owners to lose their 

business; and, the maquiladoras paid low wages with little to no medical benefits that was 

not enough for families to survive in México. This neoliberal business agreement pushed 

many to migrate to the United States or to join the illicit drug market business (Sánchez 

Munguía, 2011).  

In the current political context under President Trump’s Administration, México’s 

economic and migration situation became the platform for the negative portrayals of 

Mexican-origin communities. Mexican-Americans in the United States are facing more 

borders (e.g., racial, gendered, national, cultural, linguistic, etc.) because of the 

                                                
1 Ejidal lands were a result of land reforms in México in an attempt to mitigate economic inequalities 
(Lerda, 1984). The land reforms gained legal status in the 1917 Mexican Constitution which allowed for 
land or property redistributions throughout México. People supported by these efforts were known as 
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discourses of criminalization that frames them as “illegals”, “criminals”, “rapists”, 

“violent” and “as part of drug cartels”; and, because of the anti-immigrant political 

movements and restrictive immigration policies that have recently become bolstered. 

From the perspectives of policymakers in México D.F. and Washington, D.C., 

surveillance was the solution to the economic and migration issues; therefore, the focus 

on control, regulation and the notion of securing the border through surveillance have 

been national priorities and a “multiyear, multibillion dollar effort” (Stana & United 

States, 2011).  

These discourses are not only happening at macro political level, these also 

impact the daily lives and experiences of many Mexican-Americans in the United States. 

Transfronterizos constitute a large percentage of the Mexican-American population in the 

United States (Ojeda, 2009); their unique border experiences are at the intersection of 

U.S. and México’s sociopolitical, cultural and historical context. Their identities, 

practices and ways of being are shaped and informed by the binational relationship and 

political stance of both countries, yet little is known and understood about how they are 

navigating their current context of surveillance, control and discrimination they are 

experiencing across the various spaces they participate in. 

WHO ARE TRANSFRONTERIZ@S? 

When referring to the U.S.-México border, it is inaccurate to assume that 

everyone crosses the border or has had exposure to both sides of the border. In fact, 

according to Martínez (1994), the border can be experienced from a national perspective 

or transnational perspective.  The national borderlanders or fronterizos (Ojeda, 2009) are 
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those who remain on one side of the border with minimal to no exposure to the other side 

or culture; while transnational borderlanders or transfronterizos (Ojeda, 2009) are those 

who cross the border to various degrees and for different purposes (Martínez, 1994).  

These two types of borderlanders experience the border context differently. 

Ojeda (2009) describes transfronterizo families as a regional phenomenon that is 

specific to the U.S.-México border area. She describes transfronterizo as those who live 

in México and travel across the border to go to the U.S. for various purposes or vice 

versa.  This border-crossing practice happens from to two-to-three times a week, and for 

some a daily practice; this is referred to as transmigración (Ojeda, 2009). The main 

motive behind this temporary or daily transnational practice is financial necessity. For 

many, their work across borders involves laboring in agricultural fields or manufactories 

which also mean low wages (Lugo, 2008); as a result, they participate on both sides of 

the border to meet the demands of their work and the needs of their families.  

Their transnational lifestyle blurs the nation-state territorial boundaries since they 

do not become exclusive to one country or one nation. They participate in the social, 

political, historical, and cultural aspects of both countries and their respective frontiers. 

Within a transnational interaction framework, Martínez (1994) offers an analysis of the 

ethnic identity of people on the border. He explains their ethnic identity would be 

considered Mexican or Mexican American. Mexican ethnic identity would refer to 

transfronterizos that live in México but constantly cross the border to the U.S. for work, 

education, or personal ties with the community; or it would mean to be a U.S. born who 

lives in México and identify strongly with the Mexican community and its cultural values 
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and practices, and with institutions, systems and social connections. A Mexican 

American would be a Mexican born transfronterizo that lives in the U.S. but has strong 

ties to the Mexican community; or U.S. born who lives in the U.S. but maintains strong 

ties to México. Moreover, Martínez (1994) emphasizes how transfronterizos live and 

experience a bicultural and transnational lifestyle that allows for complicated ethnic 

identities.  

 Linguistically, transfronterizos have exposure to both the Mexican and American 

cultural practices which include the use of English, Spanish, and Tex-Mex. According to 

Martínez (1994), transfronterizos “strongly adhere to the use of Spanish language and the 

Mexican culture” (p.60). However, they also learn and acquire the English language and 

the American culture as this is part of their experiences on the U.S. side of the border and 

for many English is their first language. Anzaldúa (1987) also talks about the hybrid 

language practices used by borderlanders which include Tex-Mex, Spanglish, Chicano 

English, Spanish, and pachuco2 among others. The linguistic and cultural hybridity 

experienced by transfronterizo is an indication of their biculturalism and 

transnationalism. 

 Historically and presently, transfronterizos’ dynamic transnational lifestyle have 

afforded them cultural and linguistic advantages and to some extent economic and 

educational opportunities that are not experienced the same or are accessible without 

                                                
2 Pachuco according to Anzaldua (1987) refers to the language of rebellion used by zoot 
suiters; it was a secret language used to rebel against standard forms of English and 
Spanish. For example, the word Ruca which is used to refer to a woman or vato to refer 
to a guy.  
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crossing the physical, national boundaries. However, one cannot ignore the realities of 

the border region—a place where powerful asymmetrical relations have existed and 

continue to affect the borderlands and the lives of transfronterizo communities.  

PURPOSE OF STUDY 

Current educational research has given little attention to the realities of 

transfronterizo children who experience life on both sides of the U.S.-México 

borderlands. There have been studies that examine the experiences of transfronterizo 

from a transnational lens that does not acknowledge the history of the border and the 

Mexican-American border communities (Hamann, Zuñiga & Sánchez, 2006; Sánchez, 

2007; Zúñiga & Hamann, 2009). Other studies have included transfronterizos and 

examined their experiences through an immigrant lens, which does not conceptualize the 

daily border crossing, and transnational experience of transfronterizos (Sánchez & 

Orellana, 2006; Orellana & Reynolds, 2008). While these studies get at some aspects and 

complexity transfronterizo children’s reality, I argue that using a border perspective is 

necessary to understand the nuances of their unique transfronterizo experience.  

The studies that have looked at transfronterizos in educational settings have 

focused on the language and literacy that they produce in U.S. school settings (De la 

Piedra & Araujo, 2012; De la Piedra & Guerra, 2012; Esquinca, Araujo & De la Piedra, 

2014; Mein & Esquinca, 2012). Some studies have focused on language ideologies as a 

product of a subtractive schooling and deficit perspectives of language experience on the 

borderlands (Guerrero & Guerrero, 2009, 2013; Musanti & Rodriguez, 2017), and others 

have focused on highlighting the community linguistic resources and capital of 
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borderland communities (De la Piedra, 2011; Murillo, 2010; Saavedra, 2011; Smith & 

Murillo, 2012). However, these studies have only contributed to the understanding of 

transfronterizos from the borderlands in the U.S. This research seeks to add to this body 

of literature, by providing an understanding of the everyday experiences of 

transfronterizo children with a view from in and out of school settings, and on both sides 

the U.S.-México border that centers on the impact of surveillance on their language and 

literacy practices. The purpose of this study is to examine the ways in which 

transfronterizos are reading and writing themselves in the current sociopolitical and 

cultural context of the U.S.-México borderlands and to understand how these experiences 

influence their own language and literacy practices and ultimately their bilingualism and 

biliteracy development.  

This research project is significant because it offers a nuanced perspective of what 

counts as meaningful education to children who not only deal with the expectation of 

knowing two languages, two cultures, countries, and government agencies but who also 

have to develop the necessary knowledge and practices to navigate the imposed 

surveillance and culture of criminalization that they experience on their everyday lives. It 

also raises questions about the language and literacy practices that are valued in U.S. 

schools in which transfronterizos are enrolled in, and the limitations and borders that 

prevent them from being successful. More importantly, this study challenges the deficit 

assumptions about Mexican-American culture, language, knowledge and families (Foley, 

1997; Valencia, 1997). 
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RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The following are the focal research questions that guided this qualitative, 

multiple case study of three transfronterizo children:  

1. How are transfronterizo children making-sense of the context of 

surveillance? 

2. How is this sense making reflected in their everyday language and literacy 

practices? 

To answer these research questions, I drew on the work of Alejandro Lugo (2008) on 

border inspections to identify the various borders, inspectors and the surveillance that 

transfronterizo children experience across social and institutional spaces. I also drew on 

the work of border theorists, Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) and Walter Mignolo (2000), 

specifically on the concept of border thinking. Border thinking is the unrecognized 

knowledge of the subaltern communities that constantly face rigid social and cultural 

borders. I used this concept to highlight the agency of the individual border crossers such 

as transfronterizos. Finally, I also used sociocultural theory of language and literacy 

(Barton & Hamilton, 1998, 2000; Heath, 1983; Street, 1984; Purcell-Gates, 2007) that 

offers nuanced ways of understanding literacy in different spaces and contexts.  Which 

very importantly also accounts for the role of power relations in the enactment and 

validation of literacy practices, and which offers a more expansive analytic lens for the 

construction, legitimization, and recognition of literacy practices beyond reading and 

writing. This framework allowed me to see how the context informs the language and 
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literacy practices of transfronterizo children and also how the children respond to the 

context through specific language and literacy practices.  

ORGANIZATION OF DISSERTATION PROPOSAL 

 This dissertation report is divided into eight chapters. Chapter 1, as you read, is an 

introduction to the research study. Chapter 2 consists of a brief historical overview of the 

sociopolitical and economic landscape of the U.S.-México borderlands. Chapter 3 is an 

in-depth description of the three theoretical frameworks and the relevant literature that 

discusses the research on transfronterizo’s cultural, linguistic and literate repertoires. 

Chapter 4 is a description and rationale of the research methodology I implemented to 

explore the language and literacy practices of three transfronterizo children living on the 

U.S.-México border. Chapter 5, 6 and 7 are the findings to the study and Chapter 8 covers 

the conclusions, implications and future directions for research.  
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CHAPTER 2:  HISTORIES, BORDERS and BOUNDARIES 

The primary focus of this chapter is to review the literature that considers 

environment, people, and practices as interactional, transnational, and ever-changing 

within the border context (Arreola, 2010; Martínez, 1994; Ojeda, 2009). My perspective 

is one that highlights how people and societies evolve based on their everyday lived 

experiences and realities. Guided by this perspective, I begin the chapter by providing a 

brief background on the history of the U.S.-México border that draws from the social 

sciences (Acuña, 2004; Anzaldúa, 1987; Martínez, 1994; Lusk, Staudt & Moya, 2012). In 

the second part of this chapter, I focus on the more current sociopolitical climate that 

makes up the border region today.  

EMERGENCE OF BORDER, FRONTERAS Y TRANSFRONTERIZOS 

Pobre México, tan lejos de Dios y tan cerca de los Estados Unidos 

-Porfirio Díaz 

Establishing the Border Line 

In 1821, México obtained its independence from Spain, a territory that today 

includes: Texas, New México, Oklahoma, Kansas, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, California, 

and parts of Colorado and Wyoming. With its recently earned independence, México 

passed the Immigration Act of 1824 allowing foreign migration into the northern parts of 

México (Johnson & Trujillo, 2011).  This lax immigration policy allowed Euroamerican 

settlers began to occupy parts of México taking up a vast amount of territory. The hostile 

nature of these settlers became an alarming situation for the Mexican government 
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(Johnson & Trujillo, 2011). On September 15, 1829, México abolished slavery, which 

was resented by many North American elite slave owners. As a result, slave owners 

“freed” their slaves and then created lifelong contracts for them to work as servants. In 

1830, México prohibited further immigration from Euroamericans but the influx of these 

colonizers continued (Acuña, 2004; Johnson & Trujillo, 2011). México’s lack of control 

over what was happening in Texas led to battles against Euroamerican settlers: the Battle 

of the Alamo that México won, and the Battle of San Jacinto which resulted in Texas 

gaining its independence from México in 1836 (Acuña, 2004).  

Even after Texas’s independence was obtained, there was disagreement over the 

boundary that separated Texas from México. México wanted to claim sovereignty up to 

the Nueces River and use that as the borderline while Texas claimed the Rio Grande as 

the borderline (Lusk, Staudt & Moya, 2012). The Rio Grande also known as the Rio 

Bravo is 150 miles south which would mean that Texas would gain access to more 

Mexican territory that México was not freely willing give up (Johnson & Trujillo, 2011). 

This dispute marked the beginning of the U.S.-Mexican War of 1846 (Acuña, 2004).  

In 1845, Texas was annexed to the United States and became a Southern state. 

According to Acuña (2004), “México promptly broke off diplomatic relations with the 

United States” (p. 50). This gave President James K. Polk a reason to “protect” the 

southwest border, which continued to be disputed between both nations (Johnson & 

Trujillo, 2011; Lusk, Staudt & Moya, 2012). In an effort to retain their lands, México 

declined the U.S. offers for expansion into the Rio Grande.  In response, Polk made a 

declaration of war, “American blood had been spilt on American soil” (Johnson & 



 15 

Trujillo, 2011, p.31); this also stimulated Congress to declare and fund the war against 

México (Acuña, 2004). The Mexican troops, which were not as well equipped and trained 

as the U.S. troops, had no chance at winning this war (Acuña, 2004). Mexican men, 

women and children fought to defend their territory; however, it was not enough. As a 

result, México soon had to agree to the U.S. demands, marking the beginning of U.S. 

forceful imperialism. 

On February 2, 1848, México signed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that 

negotiated the Rio Grande as the borderline, gave almost half of México’s territory to the 

U.S. for $15 million, and outlined the option of citizenship for Mexican families wanting 

to remain in their territory north of the border (Acuña, 2004; Johnson & Trujillo, 2011; 

Lusk, Staudt & Moya, 2012).  As previously mentioned, the United States obtained 

present-day Texas, New México, Oklahoma, Kansas, Nevada, California, Utah and parts 

of Colorado and Wyoming. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended the war and 

hostilities between the U.S. and México (Acuña, 2004). In 1853, the U.S. completed its 

southwestern conquest through the Gadsden Purchase where they obtained parts of New 

México and Arizona.  
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U.S.-México Border and la Zona Fronteriza 

Figure 2.1 – U.S.–México boundary 

 

 The nearly 2,000 miles long, man-made boundary line separates U.S. territory 

from Mexican territory. As illustrated in Figure 2.1, the border stretches along the Rio 

Grande River also known as Rio Bravo del Norte and the border between El Paso, Texas 

and Cuidad Juárez; then continues along New México and Arizona bordering Chihuahua 

and Sonora; and ends with California’s border with Baja California Norte (Pick, 

Viswanathan, & Hettrick, 2001; Lugo, 2008). The borderlands, a “200-kilometer wide 

(124 miles) zone—100 (62.5 miles) on either side of the international boundary,” 

(Arreola, 2010, p. 331) are the periphery of both the interior United States and México. 

The U.S. borderlands include territory of four border states: Texas, New México, Arizona 

and California; within these four border states, there are also a total of twenty-five border 

counties that make up the borderlands (Martínez, 1994). The counties are: San Diego, 

Imperial, Yuma, Pima, Santa Cruz, Cochise, Hidalgo, Luna, Doña Ana, El Paso, 
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Hudspeth, Culberson, Jeff Davis, Presidio, Brewster, Terrell, Val Verde, Kinney, 

Maverick, Dimmit, Webb, Zapata, Starr, and Cameron county (Arreola, 2010; Martínez, 

1994).   

 Del otro lado, on the other side of the national territorial line, the borderlands 

include parts of Tamaulipas, Nuevo León, Coahuila, Chihuahua, Sonora, and Baja 

California.  México borderlands include thirty-eight municipios3 (municipalities) Tijuana, 

Tecate, Mexicali, San Luis Río Colorado, Puerto Peñasco, Plutarco Elías Calles, Caborca, 

Altar, Saric, Nogales, Santa Cruz, Cananea, Naco, Agua Prieta, Janos, Ascensión, Juárez, 

Práxedis G. Guerrero, Guadalupe, Ojinaga, Guadalupe (second occurrence), Manuel 

Benavides, Anáhuac, Nuevo Laredo, Guerrero, Mier, Miguel Alemán, Camargo, Gustavo 

Díaz Ordaz, Reynosa, Rio Bravo, Matamoros, Ocampo, Acuña, Jiménez, Piedras Negras, 

Guerrero, and Hidalgo (Martínez, 1994; Arreola, 2010). 

 The border region has a total of forty-eight ports of entry created to cross from 

México into the United States and vice versa. These ports are found in border twin cities 

such as Cuidad Juárez—El Paso, Matamoros—Brownsville, Nuevo Laredo—Laredo or 

Calexico—Mexicali (Heyman, 2001). Martínez (1994) adds, “On any given day the long 

traffic lines congesting the international ports of entry include endless streams of 

maquiladora trucks, buses, automobiles, bicycles, and pedestrians” (p. 50).  In Texas, this 

is particularly true for industrial border cities such as, Matamoros, Reynosa, Nuevo 

Laredo, etc. About 350 million people and vehicles cross the U.S.-México border 

                                                
3 Municipio- According to Anderson, Gerber and Foster (2008) a municipio refers to a “unit below the 
level of the state. Municipios are similar to U.S. counties” (p. 17). 
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annually (Velasco Ortiz & Contreras, 2014). This number represents the bidirectional and 

binational, border crossing pattern that communities along the border engage in. 

Moreover, this practice influences the Mexican and American communities, cultural 

patterns, economies, political systems and law enforcement organizations.  

Institutionalization of Border Crossing  

Following the creation of the two-thousand-mile-long U.S.-México national 

border and expansion into México’s territory, Mexican people could still move freely 

across the national borderline. However, a series of historical events contributed to the 

beginning of migration to the U.S. and the institutionalization of border crossing (Lugo, 

2008). It should be noted that much of this has been a unilateral arrangement in which the 

U.S. has established most of the restrictions while México has lax border crossing 

policies. In other words, México has a relatively open border, whereas the U.S. has a 

highly restrictive one. Along with these changes came the transfronterizo phenomenon. 

Porfirio Díaz was an army official elected President of México in 1876 (Acuña, 

2004). After his election to the presidency, it became evident that Diaz was running a 

dictatorship in México by manipulating politicians, controlling the journal and newspaper 

media, the Mexican army, and contributing to the economic gap between the rich and the 

poor (Wasserman, 2015). Diaz’s dictatorship lasted approximately 35 years from 1876-

1911 also known as the time of “el porfiriato” (Acuña, 2004). During the time of el 

porfiriato, Diaz supported American expansionism and other foreign investors into the 

Mexican markets that industrialized “key sectors of the Mexican economy” (Acuña, 

2004, p.148). Consequently, these policies affected the agricultural, livestock and mining 
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economy that a great part of the working-class Mexican population depended on (Herrera 

& Santa Cruz, 2011). In addition, Rodriguez and Vincent (1997) explain that under 

Diaz’s negotiations with the U.S., Mexican employees that worked on the railroads were 

paid less than foreigners through a racialized rationalization that framed Mexican as 

having “physiological deficiencies, hereditary defects, racial failings, and inexperience in 

industrial work” (p. 56). His political actions contributed to the start of the Mexican 

Revolution (1910-1920) and forced Mexican people to go to the U.S. as political and 

economic refugees (Acuña, 2004; García, 2014). The revolution was a successful attempt 

to overthrow Porfirio Díaz’s government. As a result of this conflict, thousands of 

Mexicans migrated to the U.S. as refugees. The U.S. Congress responded to this 

migration wave by passing the Immigration Act (1917) that prohibited the entrance to 

“feeble-minded,” “pauper” and “epileptics” and introduced a literacy test against 

“illiterate” immigrants (Ordover, 2011). This was a racialized policy that targeted 

unwanted minority groups such as people from México. 

However, with the impact of World War I, which, lasted from 1914 to 1918, 

immigration from México increased further. The U.S. was experiencing labor shortages 

that needed to be filled. Mexican immigrants filled these jobs with hopes of upward 

economic mobility. Their jobs were mostly in railroads, mining, fields and factories; thus, 

this meant low wages. Nevertheless, U.S. work was perceived as a better economic 

opportunity and this was enough for many immigrants to work those jobs. The increase in 

immigrants in the U.S. led to the Immigration Act of 1924 when border crossing became 

institutionalized. This new immigration policy initiated an annual quota on immigrants 
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and it also added the “consular control system” on immigration that would not allow for 

non-U.S. citizens to enter the country without a valid U.S. issued visa. Along with this 

policy came the “newly created Border Patrol” (Johnson & Trujillo, 2011, p. 34). The 

role of the border patrol was to protect the border from “illegal” immigrants and reinforce 

national immigration agendas. Martínez (1994) talks about how often these rules were 

not completely followed, particularly since the delineation of the border was contested 

for a long time, even in more contemporary times. In this sense, borderlanders kept going 

back and forth as the demarcation of the border was a constantly a moving target. 

During World War II, the United States once again experienced a labor shortage 

that needed to be filled for the economy to continue to thrive in time of war. “In order to 

fill these jobs and regularize the flow of immigrants from the southern border, the US and 

Mexican governments established what was known as the Bracero Program that, while 

originally only conceived as a wartime need, lasted until 1964 and brought almost five 

million Mexican workers to the US” (Kao, Vaquera & Goyette, 2013). The Bracero 

Program essentially opened the border to Mexican workers between the year 1942 and 

1964 (Craig, 1971); after that, the expectation was for immigrants to return to México. 

The Bracero Program was considered an emergency measure (Acuña, 2004; Mize & 

Swords, 2010). Acuña (2004) explains the following, “When sufficient number of 

braceros or domestic laborers worked cheaply enough, agents enforced the laws; when a 

labor shortage occurred, they opened the border’s doors, disregarding both international 

and moral law” (p. 288). Most Americans did not agree with these programs that opened 

the doors to immigrants because they believed immigrants would compete for jobs and 
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cause lowered wages for domestic workers. Anti-Mexican sentiments motivated 

movements against Mexicans and Mexican Americans. In the 1930s, for example, there 

was a major repatriation of Mexican immigrants and Mexican Americans (Johnson, 

2005). Johnson (2005) describes it as “Federal, state, and local governments working 

together involuntarily removed many U.S. citizens of Mexican ancestry, many of whom 

were born in the United States” (p. 104) in order to “save jobs for true ‘Americans’” (p. 

102). The mass deportations consisted of local police conducting raids in areas where 

Mexican and Mexican-communities were known to frequently gather and forced them 

into trains and buses headed to México. As Johnson (2005) explains these events are an 

example of racialized policies and surveillance with the goal of achieving “ethnic 

cleansing” (p. 106) that violated the legal rights of many US citizens of Mexican decent. 

Another movement was initiated to deport undocumented immigrant workers back to 

their country of origin was Operation Wetback, which was conducted in 1954 by the 

Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS). During this same year, 1.3 million 

apprehensions were totaled in the United States of “mostly undocumented workers but 

also legal temporary migrants US citizens of Mexican decent” (Mize & Swords, 2010, p. 

25). By 1964, the U.S. government ended the Bracero Program and developed the H-2A 

visa and commuter programs for temporary Mexican workers, who were also known as 

cross-border workers (Orraca Romano, 2015) or transfronterizos (Ojeda, 2009).  

This commuter program contributed to the transfronterizo phenomenon within the 

borderlands. At the time, transfronterizos lived mostly in México but commuted across 

the border to work or vice versa (Acuña, 2004; Ojeda, 2009). According to Orraca 
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Romano (2015), “By 1969, the INS estimates that there were 49,770 cross-border 

workers with a valid Green-Card, while an additional 20,000 U.S. citizens lived in 

México but worked in the U.S.” (p. 8). On the U.S.-México border, employment for 

transfronterizos was mostly lower paid jobs in agriculture or manufacturing (Acuña, 

2004). This type of employment did not lead to high economic yields but enough to stay 

within the margins of lower status. Their economic status prevented them from being able 

to own land or property on the U.S. side of the border, so they continued to live in 

México (Acuña, 2004). The transfronterizo population today, continues to practice cross-

bordering for not only economic reasons but also for education, maintaining transnational 

relations and ties and to partake in transnational consumerism.  

THE U.S.-MÉXICO BORDERLANDS TODAY: HOME OF TRANSFRONTERIZOS 

The U.S.-México border is where the third world meets the first world (Anzaldúa, 

1987). Scholars have characterized the border region as Troublesome, and others as a 

Zone of Contact (Arreola, 2010). Moreover, it is considered “the largest known structure 

of inequality in the contemporary world” (as cited in Velasco Ortiz & Contreras, 2014, p. 

38). Historically, the United States and México have marginalized the U.S.-México 

borderlands (Navarro, 2005). People and communities on the both sides of the border 

“have been treated with disdain”, considered “traitors”, and “as having no loyalty to their 

motherland” (Navarro, 2005, p. 673). These portrayals have influenced the neglect by the 

United States and México on various aspects (i.e., economy, politics, labor market, 

education, etc.) of the lives of Mexican and Mexican American fronterizos and 
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transfroterizos.  Needless to say, Mexicans do not fare as well as their American 

counterparts (Velez-Ibañez, 1996).  

The Economic Divide 

As a result of the close physical and cultural contact between México and the 

United States, the nation-state territorial boundaries have become weakened and porous 

(Velasco Ortiz & Contreras, 2014) and border societies have become highly integrated 

and interdependent (Martínez, 1994). The increasing flows of goods, people, financial 

capital, services and information across national borders have made the sovereignty of 

nation-states less and less relevant to the localized practices of transnational communities 

such as those in the borderlands (Castells, 2001) but their power cannot be completely 

ignored. Nation states regulate and control borders that influence the social and economic 

transnational interactions at the local level.  

The U.S.-México borderlands experience “one of the largest cross-border income 

gaps in the world” (Anders, Gerber & Foster, 2008, p. 1) or “largest pocket of 

impoverishment” (Esparza & Donelson, 2010). Poverty has dominated both sides of the 

border through below average annual income earned by the majority of the people in the 

area, less economic opportunities, high unemployment rates, lack of access to healthcare, 

and most importantly, low levels of educational attainment (Mier et al., 2008; Esparza & 

Donelson, 2010; San Miguel, 1983, 2015). Due to disadvantaged conditions, some 

communities where border residents live in the U.S. and México side of the border are 

referred to as colonias, which are unincorporated and impoverished areas situated within 

the territorial confines of U.S. and México border cities (Mier et al., 2008). Families in 
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these colonias lack basic housing conditions such as potable water delivery systems, 

adequate plumbing and insulation, sanitation facilities or home cooling and heating 

(Esparza & Donelson, 2010). Even though communities in the U.S. and México 

borderlands both experience these poor living conditions, when compared to each other, 

México has higher rates of poverty than the U.S. borderlands. It is important to note that 

(1) in México, border cities like Juárez and Tijuana are considered among the most 

economically productive in the country due to the maquiladora industry and (2) that 

many people migrate from southern states with the hope of better economic prospects 

(Wynne, 1994). Some people are never able to economically integrate and/or choose to 

settle in the colonias offering evidence of the extreme inequalities present even in these 

cities, and it is often non-natives of the area who find themselves living in these 

conditions (Esparza & Donelson, 2010). 

Historically, the borderlands have depended on mining and agriculture for 

economic resources (Wynne, 1994; Acuña, 2004). However, since 1965, with the passage 

of México’s maquiladora law or the Border Industrialization Program (BIP), the border 

has become more industrialized (Watkins, 1994; Wynne, 1994). The main objective of 

the BIP was to reduce unemployment and to bring in capital in to the Mexican 

borderlands (Acuña, 2004; Cañas, Coronado, Gilmer & Saucedo, 2013). This marked the 

beginning of maquiladoras in the border area and according to Acuña (2004), it “reduced 

México to a sweatshop equivalent to Third World countries” (p. 352).  Morales, Morales, 

Menchaca and Sebastian (2013) describe it as the creation of “exploitable labor- brown 

people from a developing nation” (p. 84). Cañas et al., (2013) defines maquiladoras as 
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industrial plants with the purpose of producing retail products based on the imported 

components or materials. The vast majority of the products were exported for business to 

the U.S.; this made México very dependent on its trading business with the United States 

(Acuña, 2004). Because of México’s weak environmental policies and restrictions, by 

1993, the number of maquiladoras increased to over 2,000 and employed over 400,000 

workers (Acuña, 2004). Wynne (1994) adds that, “About eighty percent of these 

maquiladora plants (1,327) are located within the border area, employing approximately 

360,000 people” (p. 13). Maquiladora workers and their families represent a large 

percentage of the population on both sides of the U.S.-México borderlands. Based on the 

work of Cervantes-Soon (2017), an important motivation for students to pursue their 

education and for parents to support it was to avoid the maquiladora path.   

Since the implementation of the North American Free Trade Agreement of 1994 

(NAFTA), which removed import and export tariffs between México, Canada and the 

U.S., the maquiladora business continues to thrive on the borderlands. Silvers and 

Pavlakovich (1994) found that most U.S. border states experienced an increase in 

employment opportunities. Patrick (1990) highlights that legal, engineering, 

transportation, brokerage and financial services were created as a result of the 

maquiladora industrial business. The maquiladora industrial plants had a profitable 

impact on the U.S. side of the border.  

By 2010, 14.1 million people resided in the U.S.-México borderlands: 7.3 million 

in the U.S. and 6.8 in the Mexican side (Velasco Ortiz & Contreras, 2014). As explained 

before, over 350 million border crossings are reported along the various border port 
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entries (Velasco Ortiz & Contreras, 2014). This amount of human mobility and 

transnational transaction has benefited the United States more than it has helped México. 

The economic asymmetries occur when Mexican transfronterizos that come into the U.S. 

spend 7,500 million dollars annually in retail consumerism while Americans going to 

México only spend close to 2,500 million dollars (Velasco Ortiz & Contreras, 2014). 

Phillips and Coronado (2007) explained that a large percentage of the retail business on 

the U.S. side of the border is attributed to Mexican cross-border shoppers. This imbalance 

produces economic hardships for businesses on one side of the border and economic 

wealth for businesses on the other side. 

Overall, México’s side of the borderlands has experienced less economic 

advantages over time. These disparities have led to other issues surrounding the U.S.-

México border. In the following sections, I discuss how the weak economic infrastructure 

in México has been a critical factor to the increasing immigration, drug money or what 

has been called the underground economy (Richardson & Pisani, 2012), and “illegal” 

trades. 

“Illegal” Immigration 

In 2000, Peach and Adkisson explain that population growth is an indicator of 

geoeconomic mobility. In other words, people move towards locations or regions known 

for their low unemployment and high income. In the case of immigrants from México, 

the U.S. promoted and stimulated much of the migration experienced along the border 

region through initiatives such as the Bracero Program. The U.S. accepted the flow of 

immigrants, as a means of addressing the country’s temporary labor needs (Correa-
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Cabrera, Garrett & Keck, 2014). Consequently, this has motivated many immigrants from 

México to cross the border in search of employment and economic stability; and, at the 

same time, it has influenced the growing Mexican families and communities in the US 

that have maintained connections and relations across borders that have attracted their 

relatives’ migration.   

The increasing immigrant population also led to anti-immigrant sentiment by 

certain sectors of the American public. Many Americans believe(d) that Mexican workers 

are taking jobs and forced labor initiatives to end or to limit the number of immigrants 

working in the United States. Closing the border to immigrant workers introduced the 

notion of “illegal” or “undocumented” immigrant. The first immigrants to cross the 

border without the U.S. authorization of the U.S. began in 1964 after the end of the 

Bracero Program (García Vasquez et al., 2007). This also gave rise to the business of 

polleros, pateros and coyotes in different regions along the U.S.-México border and in 

central and southern México (García Vasquez et al., 2007). Since 1964, the smuggling or 

trafficking of undocumented immigrants has become an important financial source for 

people living at the periphery of two countries; Andreas (2009) refers to this as a 

“multibillion-dollar business” (p. 16). Meneses and Colegio Frontera del Norte (2013) 

explains how the smuggling of undocumented immigrants has increased in price over 

time demonstrating that “coyotes” and “polleros” are a necessity for crossing the border 

and the surveillance. He explains that in 1970’s they were charging anywhere from $200 

to $250, in 1990’s it was $1,000 to get near the border and an additional $1,000 once they 

successfully cross the border; in 2007, he explains that immigrants where being charged 
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on an average anywhere from $3,500 to $4,200 (Meneses & Colegio Frontera del Norte, 

2013). Similarly, García reported in 2005 that prospective undocumented immigrants pay 

anywhere from two thousand to four thousand dollars to be taken across the border. 

Online news sources have reported that since President Trump’s election, the cost has 

increased to more than double. Immigrants have reported to now be paying coyotes on an 

average anywhere from $7,000 to $10,000 (Mundo Hispano, 9/1/2017; Bonmati, 12-20-

2016). This money does not guarantee getting to the U.S. or even crossing the border at 

all, it just pays for an attempt. If caught by law enforcement, immigrants are deported 

back to México to try again. As surveillance by the US military, border patrol, and state 

troopers has increased along the U.S. side of the border, more and more migrants are 

forced to cross through more rural and isolated areas like deserts where it is more 

dangerous or deadly to cross. For immigrants who have made it to the U.S., their 

remittances are an important economic contribution to their country of origin, especially 

for economically developing countries such as México (Andreas, 2009).  

Today, close to twelve million undocumented immigrants live in the U.S. (Passel, 

2006; Weeks, Stoler & Jankowski, 2009). This has undeniably received much media and 

political attention. At the federal and state level, initiatives have been imposed to curtail 

the uninspected immigration from México and Central American regions. Operation 

Wetback in 1954 was a government-sponsor project to deport or conduct “voluntary” 

departures for undocumented immigrants (Astor, 2009). Operation Gatekeeper in 1994 

was implemented to reduce the number of undocumented immigrants crossing the U.S.-

México border specifically in the area of San Diego, California (Chavez, 2011).  
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Operation Hold the Line was initiated in the area of El Paso to have border patrol agents 

reduce the entry of undocumented immigrants. These policies closed the U.S. border and 

pushed immigrants to find other routes to enter the U.S (Chavez, 2011). The anti-

immigrant sentiment has also led to other initiatives such as Arizona’s Senate Bill 1070 

which allowed law enforcements to check the immigration status of anyone they 

suspected of not being in the United States legally. With these initiatives, increasing 

surveillance, and President Trump’s anti-immigrant political agenda, there has been a 

decline in the number of immigrants crossing the border and living in the U.S. According 

to the Barrera and Krogstad (2017), the Pew Research Center had reported that the 

number of undocumented immigrants living in the United States dropped by 

approximately one million. Even with this decline, uninspected immigration, along with 

violence on the borderlands, has caused for Washington, D.C. and México City to engage 

in creating policies that continue to affect the most vulnerable communities on both sides 

of the border (Correa-Cabrera, Garrett & Keck, 2014).  

Violence & Border Security 

With the signing of NAFTA in 1994, it became to smuggle drugs into the U.S. 

through the use of large commercial vehicles that were not being inspected and that was 

allowing drug cartel to meet large-scale demands across the border (Grim, 8/1/2009; 

Rexton, 2012). In fact, NAFTA has been described as a “deal made in narco-heaven” 

(Rexton, 2012, p. 16). During the first year of NAFTA in México, there was a twenty-

five percent increase in drug smuggling cases (Rexton, 2012). Americans high 

consumerism and demand for cocaine, marijuana, methamphetamine and heroin fueled 
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drug trafficking across the U.S.-México border (Judiciary Committee, 2009). In 1995, 

U.S. Operation Hard Line was introduced to limit drug trafficking through commercial 

cargo. In 1998, Operation Brass Ring was approved to use new technology that could 

support the increase in the number of drug seizures in the U.S. (Correa-Cabrera, Garrett 

& Keck, 2014).  Post 9/11 events and the “war on terror” in the United States, border 

restrictions were intensified which also prevented or at least stalled drugs from leaving 

the Mexican side of the border. This has contributed to a severe increase of drug sales 

and consumption within Mexican border towns. At the intersection of a declining 

economy in the past few decades, the result has been severe social decay evident in the 

proliferation of picaderos4 and increased drug traffic related violence. 

Despite all of these interdictions and constraints, Staudt and O’Rourke (2013) 

state that only about ten percent of illegal drugs coming through the U.S.-México border 

are intercepted.  Ten percent is a small portion when Americans spend about $39 billion 

on narcotics provided by Mexican cartels (Rexton, 2012). Representative Loui Gohmert, 

during the one-hundred eleven congressional meeting reported, “91 percent of all cocaine 

abuse in America is supposedly trafficked through México” (p. 3). Due to this strong 

illicit business, Mexican cartels (e.g. Gulf Cartel, Los Zetas, Sinaloa Cartel, Juárez 

Cartel, Tijuana Cartel) have been fighting to obtain control of drug corridors (plazas), 

production and territory for distribution along the U.S.-México border (Wright, 2011; 

Rexton, 2012). 

                                                
4 According to Strathdee et al., (2005), “picaderos” or “yongos” refer to shooting galleries where people 
shared syringes in exchange for “gotas” (drops of heroin or other drugs).  
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Figure 2.2 – Cartels territory 

 

In 2006, Mexican President Felipe Calderón declared “war against drug cartels” 

(Correa-Cabrera, Garrett & Keck, 2014). Since this declaration, violence on the U.S.-

México borderlands has had a dramatic increase. In 2017, the Human Rights Clinic 

reported that in México, over 170,000 people were reported killed and 32,000 have 

disappeared as a result of the drug cartel violence. Others added that many Mexican 

citizens have abandoned their homes, specifically on Mexican border cities, in search of 

safety (Wright, 2011; Tuckman, 2012). “By 2008, there were more beheadings in México 
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than in Iraq and Afghanistan combined” (Rexton, 2012, p. 14). According to Correa-

Cabrera, Garrett, and Keck (2014) this violence and insecurity that the border 

communities experience, specifically in México, has caused for many to migrate into the 

United States. For example, Lusk, Staudt and Moya (2012) reported that from 2010-2012 

about 230,000 Mexican immigrants fled Ciudad Juárez to El Paso to escape the violence 

produced by the drug cartels in México. There has also been an increase in asylum 

requests from Mexicans. In the 1990’s there were no requests, whereas in 2006 there 

were fifty-four requests and by 2011, about 5,000 Mexicans requested political asylum in 

the U.S. due to the ongoing violence witnessed in their home country (Rexton, 2012).                     

In response to the outcry against drug-related violence, the U.S.-México border 

has experienced an increasing amount of surveillance associated with efforts towards 

national security. From both the U.S. and the Mexican side of the border, communities 

live with the constant presence of various national security organizations. The Mexican 

government deployed over 50,000 military troops, marines, and state, local and federal 

police (Morales, Morales, Mechaca & Sebastian, 2013). In 2008, under the Bush 

administration, the Merida Initiative was introduced that partnered the Mexican and 

American government in “combating transnational criminal networks and protecting our 

citizens from the crime, corruption, and violence they generate” (United States, 2014, p. 

1). The U.S. provided equipment, training and technical assistance to México in order to 

rebuild their government.  However, with the violence spilling over to the U.S. side of the 

border, the American government, in 2009 under the Obama administration, prioritized 

law enforcement efforts by sending in border patrol, marines, military and state troopers 
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to the border (Wright, 2011; Morales, Morales, Mechaca & Sebastian, 2013; Correa-

Cabrera, Garrett & Keck, 2014). The U.S. government passed HR. 1900, Border Security, 

Cooperation, and Act Now Drug War Prevention Act which provided additional 

emergency deployment of law enforcement agents to secure the border and of 

“helicopters and power boats, motor vehicles, portable computers, radio communications 

and other equipment” (p. 6).  The U.S. also added surveillance cameras and uses Global 

Hawk drones to obtain intelligence on drug trafficking cartels in México (Thompson & 

Mazzetti, 2011; Correa-Cabrera, Garrett & Keck, 2014).  

The increasing militarization of the border area and their surveillance efforts has 

had a noticeable impact in minimizing drug cartel violence but has not eradicated it. 

Rexton (2012) points out that, “Cartels are able to destabilize México because they have 

better weapons and better armor than Mexican or U.S. law enforcement. They have 

similar and often better training” (p. 18). Drug organizations have threatened police 

officials and publically taken credit for brutal assassinations without any intimidation or 

fear of law enforcement on either side of the border (Judiciary Committee, 2009).  The 

weapons used for this criminal activity, which are illegal in México, are smuggled into 

the hands of drug cartels from the United States. “According to the Bureau of Alcohol, 

Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives, approximately 90% of the weapons seized in México 

that are traced, originate in the United States,” (Judiciary Committee, 2009, p. 4) and end 

up facilitating drug cartel violence. Therefore, an important part of the violence issue is 

controlling the flow of illegal weapons and chemicals used to process drugs coming in to 

México from the U.S. 
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The U.S.-México borderlands, at the fringes of two countries, continue to be 

marginalized in today’s victimization of drug-related violence, militarization and 

surveillance. These communities, which include fronterizo and transfronterizo children 

deal with this current sociopolitical and economic situation every day.   

Education in the Mexican Borderlands 

Education in the Mexican borderlands is governed by the political constitution of 

México. The various school levels offered include educación inicial, preescolar, primaria, 

secundaria and preparatoria or bachiller. Within México’s education system, only the 

educación básica (i.e., preescolar, primaria and secundaria) is required for students to 

attend.  

Educación inicial (initial education) is a day care service provided for children 

from 0 to 4 years of age (Secretaria de Educación Publica, 2012). These services, in 

particular, are offered to low-income communities with the aim of providing support for 

children’s early cognitive and affective development. Preescolar (pre-school) is offered to 

children ages 3-5 years old. Preescolar supports children’s development of 

communication skills and provides spaces for socialization, to develop mathematical 

concepts, knowledge of the natural and social environment, and to support the 

development of motor skills. Primarias serves grades first through sixth (i.e., Age 6-14) 

(Secretaria de Educación Publica, 2012). They provide students an education in all 

subject areas (i.e., math, language arts, sciences, social sciences, etc.). Secundarias are 

schools that serve students from seventh through ninth grade level (i.e., Age 12-16) 

(Secretaria de Educación Publica, 2012). Levinson (1996) explains that the primary goal 
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of secundarias is to prepare students for the work force. Then there is educación media 

superior which is provided by preparatorias and educación superior which is provided by 

colegios de bachilleres (de Souza, 2017). Preparatorias and colegios de bachilleres are 

limited due to the small percentage of students that attend these institutions that provide 

further formal schooling (Levinson, 1996). Overall for México, the INEGI (2015) 

reported that out of 100 people of 15 years of age or older, 3.7 do not have any education; 

53.4 completed educación básica; 23.1 completed educación media superior, 19.4 

completed educación superior. 

According to Rippberger and Staudt (1999), schools on the Mexican border, like 

those in Ciudad Juárez, lack the resources, quality facilities and amenities for children to 

attend their schools. For example, they explain that classrooms have between 30-35 

students and one teacher. Drawing from the experiences of parents that participated in my 

study, public schools on the Mexican side of the border do not have air conditioning or 

heaters, they do not provide water or lunch, and they have very little if any technology 

available. In addition, they mentioned that parents have to pay every day to get their 

children on the school bus, pay for school supplies and uniforms. Due to these poor 

school conditions, parents on Mexican border communities prefer to enroll their children 

in U.S. schools.  With the current context of surveillance and violence on the Mexican 

border region, parents also feel it is a safer option to have their children attend American 

schools. However, the main reason parents expressed for sending their children to U.S. 

school is because they believe it would give their children access to a better life. From 

their perspective, an education in México does not afford the same opportunities as in the 
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United States. Parents want their children to learn English to work and live in the U.S. 

with the hopes that their children will be more economically stable than what they have 

experienced in México.   

Youth on the Mexican Borderlands 

In the context of the Mexican borderlands, a few studies have also examined the 

experiences of youth (Borunda Escobedo, 2013; Cervantes-Soon, 2012, 2016, 2017). 

These studies have documented the ways in which the economy, the sociopolitical 

context, and the drug-cartel violence on the U.S.-México border region have impacted 

their lives. For youth living in the Mexican borderlands under the violence that dominates 

the context, it has become more and more difficult to go beyond the educación básica. In 

fact, as studies have pointed out there is a population of the youth between the ages of 12 

and 29 that is considered the most vulnerable (Borunda Escobedo, 2013). According to 

Borunda Escobedo (2013) these particular youths have been recruited as sicarios or 

sicaritos for various reasons one being México not having a system that prosecutes 

minors. Sicarios or sicaritos are expected to murder, assault, rape, steal, etc.  These 

teenagers and young adults (both female and male) have as of recent been labeled as “Los 

Ninis” that do not work or go to school. Colegio de la Frontera Norte reported as many as 

45% of Juárez youth residents to be considered under the category of “los ninis” (as cited 

by Pulitzer Center, 2012). Although there is not much information on what this looks like 

for youth on La Frontera Chica, the transfronterizo parents that participated in this study 

did mention safety from the cartel violence as a major factor for sending their children to 

U.S. border schools instead of on the Mexican borderlands.  
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On the other hand, there has also been research that documents the efforts of 

particularly female youth enrolled in high schools or preparatorias on the Mexican 

borderlands that engage in social movements and critical dialogue that resists the current 

violence and sociopolitical conditions of the U.S.-México border region (Cervantes-Soon, 

2012, 2016, 2017). Cervantes-Soon (2012, 2016, 2017) discusses these young women as 

mujeres truchas and activistas that critically examine their experiences and the 

experiences of their communities. She explains that the goals, missions and the culture of 

the preparatoria they attend influence their work. The preparatoria and the teachers within 

this school foster a space of freedom where these youth are able to speak their truth 

through testimonios that allow them to heal and find the strength necessary to continue 

the social justice fight against drug-related violence, feminicide, and other social issues. 

Testimonios are the narrations of individual or collective experiences of pain, struggle 

and oppression that offer the space to counter the silencing people experience through 

their own voice (González, 2006; Smith, 2005). Through these experiences, these young 

women are not only getting an education, but they are actively engaging in actions that 

can improve the situation for people on the Mexican borderlands. These experiences have 

not been documented for children and youth living on La Frontera Chica. Particularly, 

transfronterizos continue to be relatively understudied in the fields of language, literacy 

and education.  

LA FRONTERA CHICA 

This study is situated within the Texas-Tamaulipas borderlands known as La 

Frontera Chica or la zona “ribereña” (Correa-Cabrera, 10/18/2013). This region extends 



 38 

from Roma, Texas to La Grulla, Texas. According to Correa-Cabrera (2013), La Frontera 

Chica on the U.S. side of the borderlands includes: Roma, Escobares, La Grulla and Rio 

Grande City; and in México it includes: Miguel Alemán, Díaz Ordaz, Camargo, Mier and 

Guerrero (Osorno, 2017). If Guerrero, Tamaulipas is part of La Frontera Chica, I would 

argue that Falcon Heights, Texas that is connected to Guerrero with an international entry 

port should also be consider as part of La Frontera Chica. These U.S. border cities and 

México’s border municipalities are less populated and industrial than twin metropolitan 

border cities such as the Reynosa and McAllen or Cuidad Juárez and El Paso. Correa-

Cabrera (2013) asserts that the population of La Frontera Chica in Tamaulipas is of 

approximately 67,000; while on the U.S. side, the population is of 30,000.  

The Roma, Texas -Miguel Alemán, Tamaulipas entry port is open every day, all 

24 hours. This particular entry port has five lanes that permit pedestrian, personal 

vehicles, buses, and commercial trucks crossing to enter the U.S. and two lanes to exit the 

U.S. In 2017, approximately 673 pedestrians and 2,500 vehicles cross this entry port 

daily (Bureau of Transportation Statistics, 2017).  The Rio Grande City, Texas – 

Camargo, Tamaulipas entry port is open every day, from 8:00 a.m. – 12:00 a.m., and only 

has two lanes for pedestrian, personal vehicles, and commercial trucks crossing to enter 

and exit the U.S. In 2017, close to 188 pedestrians and 1,370 vehicles cross this entry port 

daily (Bureau of Transportation Statistics, 2017).  Similarly, the Falcon Heights, Texas – 

Guerrero, Tamaulipas border entry is only open from 8:00am – 12:00 a.m., and has two 

lanes for personal vehicles only. This port does not allow trucks and or large commercial 

vehicles to cross. Interestingly, the information for the Falcon Heights, Texas – Guerrero, 
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Tamaulipas border entry is not provided or listed by the Bureau of Transportation 

Statistics. Since these are smaller port entries, there are no SENTRÍ lanes available to the 

public.  

 The economy of La Frontera Chica was largely dependent on agriculture and 

livestock. The economy in Miguel Alemán, Díaz Ordaz, Camargo, Mier and Guerrero 

resulted from cotton and cattle that derived from this area. Historically, these 

communities were benefiting from the agriculture and livestock from the region, as this 

was what sustained the economy in most of Tamaulipas. However, this changed when the 

three main industrial cities in Tamaulipas, (i.e., Nuevo Laredo, Reynosa and Matamoros) 

experienced new economic growth from the maquiladoras (Correa-Cabrera, 2013). 

Economic disparities came about between industrial and agricultural areas of Tamaulipas. 

With the industrial areas leading the economic growth and development of the state and 

of the nation, La Frontera Chica became an area that was neglected by both México and 

U.S. Needless to say, more attention from the state and México was given to Nuevo 

Laredo, Reynosa and Matamoros. La Frontera Chica was overlooked and to some extent 

as Correa-Cabrera explains, it was “forgotten” (2014).  
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Figure 2.3 – Location of La Frontera Chica. 

 

 

 With the lack of economic growth, Correa-Cabrera explains that the people in La 

Frontera Chica recognized the advantages of the land conditions and the access to the 

river, to give rise to the drug trafficking business and “illegal” immigration across the 

border. Drug trafficking and the coyote/pollero business contributed to the economic 
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growth of this region (Correa-Cabrera, 2013). La Frontera Chica, which was generally 

ignored because of its more rural conditions, was a convenient corridor for many drug 

cartels looking to sell drugs across el Rio Bravo (Correa-Cabrera, 2014; Guerrero-

Gutierrez, 2010).  Drug trafficking and “illegal” crossing was “simple” to do since this 

area is located in some of the lower points of the river. Without the U.S. surveillance 

organizations, drug trafficking and crossing the river “illegally” was not as life 

threatening as it is now (Correa-Cabrera, 2013; Hernandez, 2016).  

 Hernandez (2016) who interviewed Mexican minors who had experienced 

crossing the U.S.-México border through the area Texas-Tamaulipas border region along 

the Rio Grande River was less risky than other areas such as the desert. However, 

because “unauthorized” immigration had to be led by coyotes and polleros this was a 

much life-threatening experience. Hernandez (2016) explains that the risks associated 

with “unauthorized” immigration led by coyotes/polleros in Tamaulipas area involved: 

(1) the risk of being kidnapped, murdered or experiencing other physical or psychological 

violence when arriving to Tamaulipas area; (2) staying in “las casas de seguridad” (safe 

houses) that were not always “safe” where they would keep them until they had a large 

group of immigrants gathered to cross; (3) the actual physical crossing across the river 

where they can potentially drown if they do not know how to swim; and (4) getting 

caught and deported by border patrols. These youths explain that many of them knew 

how to swim from their own personal experiences in their place of origin and crossing the 

Rio Grande River through Tamaulipas was less risky because this area had the lowest 

water level of the river (Hernandez, 2016).  This could have been a simple task for many 
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of them who had strong swimming skills, but they mentioned that because they were in 

groups with people who did not know how to swim, the polleros and coyotes held them 

back to help others. For these minors, taking care of others was what exposed them to the 

danger of drowning or getting caught by the border patrol (Hernandez, 2016). The Texas 

Tribune describes Roma as “a popular [immigrant] smuggling corridor in Texas’ Rio 

Grande Valley” and as the “busiest ‘illegal’ crossing point by far on the U.S.-México 

border” through which “thousands of ‘undocumented’ immigrants” have entered the 

United States (Root, 2016). This has resulted in the deployment of “too many” (Burnet, 

2015) border patrols and state troopers that surveil the area to “control” this “border 

crisis” as the local Starr county Enlace newspaper reports (Salinas, 2014). With former 

Texas Governor Rick Perry’s approval for 1.3 million-weekly border security budget 

(Salinas, 2014) and current Texas Governor Gregg Abbott’s “800 million border security 

package” (Taylor, 2015), the community and State Representative Ryan Guillen 

complain this is a “huge waste of money” (Taylor 2015).  

 Today, La Frontera Chica is also receiving more attention by the Mexican and 

U.S. media and the general public because of the increasing violence that these border 

communities are experiencing. Osorno (2017) describes the violence of La Frontera 

Chica as more violent than what has been documented in areas such as Reynosa, 

Matamoros and Juárez.  He also adds that not only the people have been killed, but they 

have also been silenced including journalists in the area and government officials have 

experienced this. (Osorno, 2017). The drug trade in Tamaulipas particularly in La 

Frontera Chica was initially controlled by el Cartel del Golfo and more recently it became 
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los Zetas territory. As of 2010 when drug cartels began fighting for the having rights to 

the plazas in this area and the drug corridors that came with that, there have been deadly 

events that created terror within these border communities (Guerrero-Gutierrez, 2010; 

Osorno, 2017). These violent crimes included: decapitations, lynching, murders, rape, 

vehicle explosions, kid napping, assaults, extortions, shootings, robbery, etc. (Osorno, 

2017). In fact, in 2014 based on the Encuesta Nacional de Victimización y Percepción de 

Seguridad Publica, 86.9% of the people living in the state of Tamaulipas rated their own 

state as unsafe due to the violent crimes (INEGI, 2015). According to el Instituto 

Nacional de Estadística y Geografía (INEGI) (2015) this percentage was higher than the 

national average in México. Federal, state and local authorities on both sides of the 

border are now policing the border communities within La Frontera Chica. Mexican 

military soldiers are standing at the border port entry pointing their guns at every vehicle 

and person that enters the Mexican side of the border (Fieldnote, 5/24/2016). On the U.S. 

side of the border, an increasing amount of border patrols, state troopers, national guards, 

and other organizations surveil and interrogate people every day (Fieldnote, 5/4/2016).    

 In 2010, a war between Los Zetas and el cartel del Golfo took place in Mier, 

Tamaulipas displacing and killing many people and families living in the area (Ballí, 

2011; Taylor, 2011). This left the area of Mier, Tamaulipas, which was also known as El 

Pueble Mágico5, as a pueblo fantasma or a ghost town. These families migrated to nearby 

border cities in the U.S. such as Roma, Texas and Rio Grande City, Texas, while others 

                                                
5 According to Ballí (2011), Mier, Tamaulipas earned the title of El Pueblo Mágico given by the Mexican 
Tourism Department that was impressed by Mier’s rich history and culture. 
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who stayed in the Mexican side moved to Miguel Alemán, Tamaulipas (Ballí, 2011; 

Taylor, 2010). At that time, the local Club de Leones (The Lion’s Club) in Miguel 

Alemán, a building used for celebrations, meetings, events and other community 

gatherings, was being used as a shelter for more than 300 people (Ballí, 2011; Taylor, 

2010). According to Taylor (2010), by October of 2010, Roma had reported to have 295 

new students enrolled, most of them being recent immigrants from México. Many 

businesses, clinics, another other important social, community, and federal sectors closed 

in La Frontera Chica; they were also fleeing from the violence (Taylor, 2010).  

 Since these dangerous events, local organizations, community churches, and 

families from Roma, Texas were reported to providing support to the families across the 

U.S.–México border that were not being helped by the government. Families sent 

remittances to their immediate family members; others were sending food, blankets and 

other items to help the families in shelters who had been displaced by the cartel wars 

(Taylor, 2010). Families in Mexican border cities have created ways to protect each 

other. Families who participated in this study mentioned that la gente rumora ahora (now 

there are rumors by people). Rumores are a source of knowledge to the community that 

allows them to prepare for any shootings or wars that may break out. They let each other 

know when they hear rumors of something happening (Irma’s Parent, Interview 3). Social 

media such as Facebook, Twitter and other sites have also become an important tool for 

many to inform people not only in the Mexican borderlands, but to also inform many 

transfronterizo families who cross the border on a daily basis or who have families 
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affected by these events. Below in Figure 2.4 are some examples of transfronterizos from 

both sides of the U.S.-México border using Facebook to talk about the violence.   

Figure 2.4 – Facebook messages from transfronterizos. 
 

 

 In these messages, transfronterizo people used each other as reliable sources of 

knowledge to navigate and survive deadly events such as cartel shootings. People 

mention when they know about these things happening, or when they hear shootings and 
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they send warning messages to the community. Decisions on what time to cross the 

bridge, staying home, running errands before or after, and daily activities by 

transfronterizos and fronterizos change based on these warning messages (Irma’s Parent, 

Interview 3). Even after the violent events have decreased since 2010, people continue to 

rely on each other instead of the local news to survive the U.S.-México border region. 

Transfronterizo parents explained sending their children to U.S. schools helped them not 

worry about their physical safety during these events (Omar’s Parent, Interview 1). They 

do not let their children miss school even if a shooting happened or is going to happen 

because (1) education and school attendance is a priority to their families and (2) they 

know that violence is not going to spill to the U.S. side of the border (Omar’s Parent, 

Interview 1).  

 The contexts of La Frontera Chica as well as other border areas along the U.S.-

México border have experienced social, cultural, economic and political changes that 

have impacted the communities’ everyday lives. These communities including children 

have learned to navigate and survive the context in order to continue to live on the 

borderlands. They have found ways to continue to live their lives within a context of 

violence, surveillance and control that they experience every day. This research is an 

exploration the current experiences of transfronterizo children within the context of La 

Frontera Chica. Centering on the language and literacy practices, this study documents 

the ways in which transfronterizo children read and respond to the context of surveillance 

that they experience on both sides of the U.S.-México border to provide an understanding 

of the realities of transfronterizos today.  
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CHAPTER 3: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK and LITERATURE 

REVIEW 

This chapter is an overview of the theoretical frameworks and relevant literature 

where this study is situated. The study of transfronterizo children’s language and literacy 

practices is a relatively unexplored area of research. To understand the experiences of 

transfronterizos and their language and literacy practices within the context of 

surveillance, I draw on Lugo's (2008) theoretical concept of border inspections, 

sociocultural perspectives of language and literacies, and following Mignolo's (2000) 

notion of border thinking. I focus the literature review on previous research that 

highlights the wealth of knowledge about language and literacy that is found outside of 

school settings and within the practices of transnational and transfronterizo students.  

THEORETICAL ORIENTATIONS 

 Due to the sociocultural, economic and political climate of the border that has 

helped shape the environment of transfronterizos and their practices, I drew on three 

particular theoretical frameworks that I consider relevant to this research: (1) border, 

inspectors and surveillance, (2) sociocultural theory, and (3) border thinking. 

Borders, Inspectors and Surveillance  

Alejandro Lugo’s theory of border inspections adds to Renato Rosaldo’s (1989) 

theoretical work on cultural borders and border crossings that center on the idea of actual 

“crossings” (Lugo, 2008). Lugo explains that while borders and border crossings are a 
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key area of study, border inspections is an important part of this process that needs to be 

theorized because not everyone “manages to cross borders” (p. 123). His theoretical work 

adds the concept of border inspections. To explain this, Lugo (2008) states that border 

inspections take place in inspection stations. Inspection stations as defined by Lugo are 

places where “inspectors—inspect, monitor and surveil what travels in and out a nation-

state in terms of gender, class, race and nationality” (p. 115). He mentioned that in this 

particular event, inspectors are the “power holders” that “continuously and systemically 

categorize the working-class citizenry by establishing boundaries” (Lugo, 2008, p. 116). 

In physical international borders, an inspector works towards reinforcing boundaries 

associated with the expectations of nation-states. 

 Alejandro Lugo’s (2008) work demonstrates that these border crossing experience 

and the border inspections happen in other social spaces or in social life as well. His 

anthropological work illustrated the practice of border inspection as part of the culture 

within the maquiladoras post a massive intoxication of the 1990s that took place in 

Juárez. According to Lugo (2008), in May of 1991, residents of El Paso – Juárez border 

area were notified about “a massive intoxication of maquiladora workers” (p. 124). 

Workers had been given contaminated chicken, which “sent hundreds of women and men 

to the emergency room of local hospitals due to food poisoning” (p. 124). Other 

intoxication cases followed between 1991 and 1995 (Lugo, 2008). This led to the 

beginning of federal health inspections of factory cafeterias (Lugo, 2008). Cooks’ bodies 

were inspected and they were blamed for “poor handling of foodstuffs” (Martínez & 

Cruz, 1993, p. 3B, as cited by Lugo, 2008, p. 126). People from Juárez countered these 
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claims by pointing out that the “local grocery stores, hospitals and restaurants” (Martínez 

& Cruz, 1993, p. 3B, as cited by Lugo, 2008, p. 126) that receive the same products were 

not affected or had any cases of intoxication. This forced inspectors to retract their claims 

and confirm that cooks were following the appropriate procedures. Alejandro Lugo 

(2008) argues that inspectors and with their strenuous inspections, were looking in the 

wrong places and “blaming the wrong people” (p. 126). In fact, he defines border 

inspections as the “pervasive pattern of cultural surveillance that dehumanizes the 

Mexican working classes in the borderlands” (p. 116). Border inspections are a 

normalized practice on the border region. Lugo’s (2008) work, which is situated in 

Ciudad Juárez, Chihuahua, shares examples of how border inspections take place across 

various social spaces: health inspectors vs. cooks, men vs. women, whites vs. nonwhites, 

capitalists vs. factory workers, supervisors vs. assembly-line operators, gatekeepers vs. 

bar visitors, heterosexuals vs. gays and lesbians, parents vs. their children, etc. (p. 116). 

This is not something that only takes places on the border region, he argues that there are 

many kinds of inspectors in “human social life” (Lugo, 2008, p. 149) that inspect social, 

cultural, or ultimately the metaphorical borders that people experience in all spaces.  In 

those instances the inspectors are the oppressors, those who hold a more powerful 

position whether it is economic, racial, gender, class, etc. and the person surveilled is the 

one who holds a less powerful position; thus, representing an inequitable power system. 

 In the process of a border inspection, like mentioned before the inspector 

conducts “vigilant inspections and preventive searches” (Lugo, 2012, p. 129). In the case 

of the international border crossing experiences, the inspectors are the federal border 
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agents such as border patrol, U.S. Custom’s officials, military, marines, agentes 

aduanales, etc. This practice creates spaces for the marginalization or exclusion of 

people. The inspector looks for what is unsanctioned in a person and their practices in 

order to determine whether or not an individual can move across the border. Ultimately, a 

border-crosser needs the signal of approval from the inspector, which Lugo mentions is a 

“¡Pásale! (Go ahead)” (p. 115). Unsanctioned practices, identities, or items, can only go 

through in clandestine (Lugo, 2008) ways, in which case, if caught the inspector may 

deny a border-crosser to go through. Lugo (2008) argues that more often than not, 

working-class “colored6” (p. 123) people are denied border-crossings; these inspections 

are the tool used to continue to control and marginalize people.  

 Lugo (2008) states, “border inspections” touch, stir, and shape the lives of 

working-class people” (p. 124). He argues that there are always border inspections in 

social spaces. In this investigation, I used the theoretical concept of borders, border 

inspections, inspectors and surveillance to contextualize the experiences of 

transfronterizos in the physical U.S.-México border-crossing experience and across other 

social spaces. This is important because not all border dwellers cross the international 

borders for a number of reasons, yet there is still a border and the idea of being identified 

in reference to someone else.  

                                                
6 Alejandro Lugo (2008) uses the term “colored” when referring to the racialization of those who 
experience rigid successful or unsuccessful border crossings, “not everyone manages to cross borders, 
especially working-class ‘colored’ peoples” there is “no tolerance for ambiguity; you either have papers or 
you do not” (p.123).  
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Border Thinking 

For Mignolo (2000) “modernity and coloniality are two sides of the same coin” 

(p.50); in other words, coloniality is a fundamental component of modernity. For Anibal 

Quijano (1992) the “modern world-system [supported by a capitalist economy] was born 

in the long sixteenth century” (p. 449) as part of the European colonial project. Quijano 

(1992) explains that “the Americas as a geo-socio construct” also came about during the 

“long sixteenth century” (p. 449) meaning the Americas was fundamental to the creation 

of a capitalist world-economy. Mignolo (2008) explains that with the riches in America’s 

plantations and mines, the “emergence of the Atlantic commercial unit” was accelerated 

establishing “new relations between race and labor” (i.e., slavery) (p.24); thus, coloniality 

of power. Coloniality is the system of racial hierarchies and difference. Coloniality 

enforces Eurocentric knowledge production that legitimizes and privileges Western 

epistemologies. Furthermore, Anibal Quijano’s conceptualizes coloniality as the 

“underlying logic of Western modern/colonial imperialism” (Mignolo, 2008, p. 24) that 

has created a racialized global order that modernity has helped consolidate, and which 

has established the epistemologies that are legitimized and, consequently those that are 

border thinking. 

Border thinking (Mignolo, 2000; Mignolo & Tlostanova, 2006) emerged from the 

violence that comes from the erection of borders. Borders, like the U.S.-México border as 

well as those that are metaphorical such as theoretical, spiritual, sexual, and gender. 

(Anzaldúa, 1987), index the “imperial/territorial epistemology” and the “rhetoric of 

modernity” (Mignolo & Tlostanova, 2006).  Consequently, borders privilege those in 
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power and create social and structural hierarchies that assumes “others” as inferior or as 

deviant in order to justify dominance and oppression. Borders have the power to 

exclude/include specific groups of people and the knowledge they bring.  

Consequently, border thinking derives from “the moments in which the imaginary 

of the modern world system cracks” (Mignolo, 2000, p. 23). It is the knowledge that 

stems from dealing with borders and living in the borderlands (Anzaldúa, 1987). In 

particular, Mignolo (2000) states that it is the “knowledge from the subaltern 

perspective…conceived from exterior borders of the modern/colonial world system” 

(Mignolo, 2000, p. 13). Border thinking brings to the forefront, the reality and the 

knowledge of the subaltern, of those living on the margins and dwelling with the history 

and the current presence of social, cultural, institutional, and national borders. 

I used border thinking to highlight the creative ways in which transfronterizo 

children navigate their everyday experiences with borders, inspectors and surveillance. 

Border thinking is the ingenuity (Gutierrez, et al., 2017) and agency (Holland, et al., 

1998) that transfronterizos perform in spaces of constraint. Agency refers to those 

instances of constraint when people ingeniously self-author their identities to negotiate 

their social positioning within certain spaces (Holland, et al., 1998). In this case, drawing 

on Holland, et al., (1998), I considered self-authoring as the performance of identities 

through the embodiment of specific language and literacy practices. In knowing how to 

read borders, inspectors and surveillance in the context, transfronterizos use their border 

thinking to enact a “legitimate” identity and write themselves across these experiences.  
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Sociocultural Theory 

Traditional conceptions of literacy and how people developed literacy were based 

on the idea that literacy meant reading and writing abilities or skills. In other words, those 

who are able to read and write were literate while those who did not were considered 

“illiterate”. Therefore, people with access to formal literacy instruction became literate 

while those who did not have this privilege were not literate (Purcell-Gates, 2007). 

Although for some this conception of literacy still holds true, for other scholars, literacy 

is more complex.  

 According to Freire and Macedo (1987), to be literate involves not just reading 

and writing abilities, but being able to understand the “histories, experiences, and the 

cultures of their [people’s] immediate environments” (p. 94). It is not simply about the 

process of reading the word or decoding and encoding; it is about the knowledge of the 

world. “Language and reality are dynamically interconnected” (Freire & Macedo 1987, p. 

71) and necessary for critical literacy. Recent understandings of literacy under a 

sociocultural perspective have introduced terms such as multiliteracies (or multiple 

literacies), social literacies, and new literacies (Purcell-Gates, 2007; Street, 2003). These 

new conceptions have pluralized literacy into literacies and challenged the dominant 

perspective of literacy as singular. Literacy is regarded as social (Street, 1984) and as 

“primarily something people do” (Barton & Hamilton, 1998, p. 3). Literacy is not fixed 

or static; it evolves and changes as communities and people experience their everyday 

lives.  
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 Within this perspective, Barton and Hamilton (1998) contend that literacies are 

shaped by the sociocultural and sociolinguistic environments where they occur. They 

refer to these as local literacies. They are dynamic practices that develop with the current 

needs of the communities or society. These literacy practices are inclusive of, but not 

limited to reading and writing. Leonardo, Hall and Herro (2016) whose work focuses on 

dancing as literacy, theoretically argue that similar to any written text or verbal 

languaging, “bodily practice” is an “expression of cultural practice and meaning making” 

(p. 343). Movement, expressions and gestures are “written and read” (Leonardo, et al., 

2016, p. 343). “The body in its movements, in its relation to others and space, in its 

aesthetics, and its cultural, social and political identities speaks and writes, is spoken and 

is written (Butler, 1993; Green, 1995; Grosz, 1994; Sheets-Johnstone, 1992 as cited by 

Leonardo, et al., 2016, p. 343).  In other words, literacy practices includes the body and 

the performativity of embodied literacy practices that can be written and read by the 

individual and in relation to others. Barton and Hamilton (2000) add, “… [Literacy] 

practices in different cultures and languages can be regarded as different literacies” (p. 

10). They explain that there are “different literacies” linked or associated to certain 

“domains of life” (Barton & Hamilton, 2000, p. 10). Domains of life can include literacy 

practices associated with home, community, school, the workplace, etc.; they are distinct 

discourse communities (Barton & Hamilton, 2000). Barton and Hamilton (2000) explain:  

“Domains are structured, patterned contexts within which literacy is used and 

learned. Activities within these domains are not accidental or randomly varying: 

there are particular configurations of literacy practices and there are regular ways 
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in which people act in many literacy events in particular contexts. Various 

institutions support and structure activities in particular domains of life. These 

include family, religion, and education, which are all social institutions. Some of 

these institutions are more formally structured than others, with explicit rules for 

procedures, documentation and legal penalties for infringement, whilst others are 

regulated by the pressure of social conventions and attitudes. Particular literacies 

have been created by and are structured and sustained by these institutions” (p. 

11). 

In this sense, literacies and literacy practices are not neutral or do not in any case happen 

in a vacuum. They are embedded and performed within a given social context for various 

reasons or purposes. Furthermore, Street complicates this by pointing out that certain 

literacies have access to economic and political power while others were seen as less 

valuable or deficient (Purcell-Gates, 2007); thus, having an impact in social identities and 

positioning (Heath, 1994). Heath (1994) posits that all forms of reading and writing that 

people learn and use are associated to specific identities that are informed by social 

expectations and ideologies. This means that language and literacy practices influence the 

ways in which people read themselves and how others read them and this identity 

interpretation impacts the social positioning of a person as it either legitimate or not 

across spaces. When language and literacy practices are sanctioned and legitimatized, 

they allow access to privilege such as border crossing, on the other hand, if the language 

and literacy practices are not sanctioned, they deny access to those privileges or 

experiences. Barlett (2007) explains that, “literacy is not merely mastering a code” 
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instead it is more of the “command of literacy [and language] practices that recognized as 

‘legitimate’” which is an “arbitrarily sanctioned form of reading or writing” (p. 54).   

For this investigation, I used a sociocultural perspective on language and literacy 

to understand the ways in which transfronterizo children were reading and writing 

themselves within the contexts and social interactions that they experienced. Particularly, 

how they used language and literacy practices to perform sanctioned and unsanctioned 

practices to move across borders, inspectors and surveillance. Since transfronterizos 

navigate unique and dynamic language and literacy knowledge, I also draw on the 

theoretical work of translanguaging.  

Translanguaging 

 García (2009) brings to the forefront the term translanguaging to center on the 

language transactions that are experienced by bi(multi)lingual communities. She 

conceptualizes bi(multi)linguals as having one linguistic repertoire in which they can 

dynamically use and draw on to make sense of their experiences. García and Wei (2014) 

explain how bi(multi)linguals can use specific language and literacy features associated 

with standard or non-standard forms of language to communicate to specific people, and 

in specific situations.  For example, for Spanish-English bilinguals, they can draw from 

features associated with standards forms of Spanish, standard forms of English and non-

standard forms of languaging such as code-switching (Gumperz, 1982), Spanglish 

(Martínez, 2010), language brokering (Orellana & Reynolds, 2008), translations and 

interpretations (Orellana, 2009), etc. Translanguaging is inclusive of all linguistic moves, 
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choices, and conceptions. García and Wei (2014) argued that translanguaging is the norm 

for bi(multi)lingual communities.  

In this sense, I considered translanguaging as the norm for transfronterizos in 

order to understand the distinct language and literacy practices they performed within 

particular spaces and with particular people.  I used translanguaging to conceptualize how 

they strategically enacted an arbitrarily “legitimized” identity in the context of 

surveillance, and a different identity when the surveillance was removed.  To this end, 

translanguaging is a result of border thinking. The decisions involved in translanguaging 

are based on the understanding and reading of the borders and surveillance. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Dominant forms and perspectives have largely informed literacy instruction in 

U.S. educational settings, Street (1995) refers to this as school literacy. Typically, school 

literacy refers to the use of traditional texts and gradually learned decoding skills of the 

English language (Barlett, 2008). This autonomous model, according to Street (1995) is 

rooted on literacy that is different and separate from the social world and of real-life 

purposes (Hall, 1998). In other words, school literacy does not connect to the outside 

world and the ways in which people use literacy in real life social situations. Through 

school policies and practices, this view of literacy is continuously promoted and 

reproduced; students internalize this as the “right” literacy (Hall, 1998). The problem 

with the conceptualization and implementation of school literacy is that it legitimizes and 

privileges only one type of literacy and language, and it privileges the students who come 

with a repertoire of experiences with similar literacy practices to that of the school. 
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Moreover, under this autonomous framework, literacy is perceived as neutral (Street, 

1997). Which suggests that all learners should be able to master this model of literacy and 

failure to do so, is attributed to the individual child or their family (Heath, 1983). 

Using a model that capitalizes on one specific culture and literacy can lead to 

deficit views on other literacies and students (Heath, 1983; Dyson & Labbo, 2003; Nieto, 

1999; Valdés, 1996). A deficit perspective associates students’ academic failures to 

presumed deficits within the child (Bartolome & Balderrama, 2001; Dyson, 2015; Volk 

& Long, 2005); Valenzuela (2010) refers to this as the process of blaming the victim. In 

other words, it is only the children and parents’ fault for not being successful within U.S. 

education. Focusing in on literacy abilities, children who do not come with the 

“legitimate” forms of school literacy will continue to be marginalized within the 

classroom settings (Street, 1997). Supporters of school literacy believe that families and 

students of marginalized communities who lack dominant-based literacy skills can be 

“fixed” through the implementation of reductionists language and literacy programs 

(Larson & Marsch, 2005); through a process of deculturalization, which refers to 

replacing one culture with another (Valadez & Crowder, 2008). 

To counter traditional notions of literacy, education researchers now emphasized 

the role of social interactions and cultural experiences that take place outside of the 

school context, and that also shape and inform children’s repertoires (Street, 1984; Heath, 

1983; Hall, 1998; Barlett, 2008). Conceptualizations of language and literacy have 

changed to consider the role of non-academic contexts which are also deeply embedded 
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with rich language and literacy practices and events that influence the ways in which 

children read and interpret the spaces they encounter, and their own identity. 

Language, Literacy and the Local Experiences 

 Children’s early literacy learning is impacted not only by school literacy, but also 

by their family, home environment and the community. These everyday practices can 

serve as authentic and meaningful literacy learning. Researchers incorporating a 

sociocultural approach on language and literacy, understand that the experiences that 

children are exposed to at home and the community have an impact on their repertoires 

(Bartlett, 2008;  Hall, 1998; Heath, 1983; Rogoff, 1990; Street, 1984); even more so, for 

children from linguistically and culturally diverse backgrounds.  

Home/Family Language and Literacies 

 Among Latino immigrant families in U.S. settings, there is a large body of 

literature documenting their language and literacy practices. Some studies have focused 

on oral literacy practices (González, 2001; Vasquez et al., 1994), religious literacy 

practices (Baquedano-Lopez, 2004; Farr, 2005; Reese, 2009), related to children’s 

homework (Alvarez, 2017; Durand, 2010; Paratore, Melzi, & Krol-Sinclair, 2003), and 

environmental print (Reyes & Azuara, 2008). These various family or home literacy 

practices are part of what Moll et al., (1992) refer to as funds of knowledge. The cultural 

resources that students bring into the classroom and that should be used to build on and 

construct new knowledge.   

Orellana, Reynolds, Dorner, and Meza (2003), for example, discuss how in 

immigrant homes, it is very common for children help their parents by serving as 
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“language brokers” during interactions with adults, teachers or other institutional 

representatives. These moments of language brokering occurred when parents received 

mail in English, forms, advertisements, and during transactions. Children, in this case, 

had to use their linguistic and literate repertoires to provide their parents with the 

information they needed. In this way, non-English speaking parents were able to survive 

the English-only context. Vásquez et al. (1994) found that families from Mexican 

backgrounds constructed narratives that included story elements in order to share family 

histories, cultural experiences, gossip, and/or news. During these literacy experiences, 

they worked together to make sense of unfamiliar texts. Some of these reconstructions of 

the texts were used as a strategy to maximize the comprehension of English texts such as 

formal letters, instructions, school information, forms, and legal documents. This was 

their way of attending to the challenges of experiencing literacy in a dominant English-

speaking community. These language and literacy practices are representations of what 

Urrieta (2013) explains as saberes that are the “knowings and understandings of the 

world” that shared and “tied to familias and comunidades knowledge(s)” (p. 320). 

Saberes are the knowledge that derives from experiences that provide life-long lessons 

and processes that are obtained through participation in their homes and communities. 

These saberes are the practices that continue to support relationships and experiences 

across familias and comunidades.  

Additional studies have documented other kinds of language and literacy-related 

activities that are more dominant among Mexican families (Delgado-Gaitán,1990; 

Vásquez, 1992). For instance, González’s (2001) analyzed the transcriptions during the 
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mealtime conversations of a Mexican family. Findings revealed that their literacy 

practices included parents and children engaging in the telling of jokes, which set a 

positive tone and disposition during their mealtime conversations. Sharing oral 

experiences is a common literacy practice in Mexican homes (Vásquez, 1992). Reese 

(2012) reports her findings from interview and survey data with working-class and 

middle-class, Mexican-origin families. She explains that Mexican families’ literacy 

practices include storytelling, sharing legends, jokes and anecdotes. Reese warns that 

these oral narratives do not replace reading to children, but it still offers some benefits 

such as the transfer of values, norms, cultural practices and experiential knowledge. 

According to Villalpando (2003), “The experiential knowledge can come from 

storytelling, family history, biographies, scenarios, parables, cuentos, chronicles, and 

narratives” (p. 624). These are important and valuable language and literacy practices that 

contribute to the cultural identities and repertoires of children.  

Recognizing and valuing literacy practices from children’s homes counters deficit 

notions guided by dominant literacy perspectives. Home and family literacies are 

significant cultural resources that can be utilized in classroom settings. Some of these 

connections have been documented in the field of language and literacy. For example, 

Orellana and Eksner (2006) drew from the notion of funds of knowledge to design the 

curriculum using a cultural modeling approach. They explained how practitioners could 

develop an awareness of students’ everyday practices and routines in non-academic 

contexts and then incorporate this knowledge and skills to academic topics and concepts. 

Similarly, Martínez, Orellana, Pacheco, and Carbone (2008) discuss how to connect 
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children’s day-to-day language and literacy practices such as codeswitching and 

translation to academic writing and language. They provide ways in which teachers can 

recognize and leverage students’ linguistic repertoires to support their learning in the 

school setting. In other words, they are bridging home literacies with school literacy. 

Community Languages and Literacies 

 In previous studies, researchers have argued the need for becoming familiar with 

the linguistic and cultural backgrounds of children (Moll et al., 1992; Jimenez, Smith, 

Teague, 2007; Reese, 2012). According to Jimenez et al., (2007), familiarity with the 

communities’ literacies can yield a better understanding of a child’s lived reality. As a 

result, there have been studies focused on looking at the communities’ literacies with an 

attempt to support the education of language minority students. 

According to sociocultural research, literacy or various kinds of literacies can be 

found in communities, which influence language and literacy knowledge and 

understanding in children (Heath, 1983; Moll et al., 1992; Reyes & Azuara, 2008). In 

Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988), they looked at Shay Avenue neighborhood and found 

a plethora of environmental print. Their study described the ways in which children 

engaged in reading billboards, signs, package labels and graffiti that surrounded them 

within their urban environment. Neuman and Celano (2001) conducted a study that 

surveyed the amount and type of print available among four different communities. Two 

of these communities were low-income and the other two were middle-class. The authors 

reported that there were “major and striking” (p. 15) differences in print resources 

available in lower-income than in middle-income neighborhoods. They explained that 



 63 

middle-income children had more and different kinds of resources available to them, 

which were not available to children living in lower-income settings. For example, those 

living in low-income communities had access to only children’s literature in four kinds of 

locations drug stores, book stores, bargain stores, and other stores; while those in middle-

income communities had access to children and young adult resources in more locations 

such as drug stores, book stores, bargain stores, libraries, grocery stores, etc. The 

resources available in communities have important implications for children’s literacy 

experiences. In this case, those living in low-income communities have fewer 

opportunities to engage with literacy resources that are recognized and valued in schools.  

Reese and Goldenberg (2006) also present a study focused on the literacy 

opportunities offered by two different Spanish-English communities located in the Los 

Angeles metropolitan area. One community was Platero which they describe as a low-

income urban community where a large Latino population. The second community was 

Garden, which they describe as an affluent suburban community where Latino families 

also live. Through their close examination of the Spanish literacy in the environment, 

Reese and Goldenberg demonstrate that there were more opportunities in Platero than in 

Garden to engage in reading and writing in Spanish. For example, there were more 

businesses conducted in Spanish, more literacy resources available in Spanish, 

organizations such as Church provided in Spanish, etc. They do warn, however, that 

Spanish literacy does not function to the same level that English does.   

 Community literacies and home or family literacies are part of the local 

experiences that children engage with on a day-to-day basis. They play an important role 
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by shaping how children experience literacy at home and the community and how 

children engage with literacy. Although, these studies have demonstrated how literacy 

can look different and used different across various spaces, they do not center on the 

experiences in relation to the U.S.-México border. This study adds to this literature by 

providing a view of the language and literacy practices that are necessary for children and 

families who experience U.S. and México social, cultural, and institutional spaces 

simultaneously.     

Language, Literacy and the Border Experience 

Aside from the outside local experiences that children experience every day, 

researchers are now paying attention to those experiences that come with the movement 

of people across national borders (Ek, 2009; Sanchez, 2007, 2009; Skerret, 2012, 2015). 

This section covers the relevant literature that has examined the language and literacy 

practices of border crossers. This includes thinking about people who have crossed the 

border physically and metaphorically.  

Language and Literacies Transcending Borders 

The term transnationalism has derived from patterns of globalization that have 

produced movements of people, goods, media, and language across nation-states 

(Albrow, 1998; Brittain, 2002; Sanchez, 2007). This bidirectional or multidirectional 

movement has blurred the meaning of national borders. Within this complex context of 

interdependence and worldwide connections, language and literacy have also been 

impacted. According to Jimenez, Smith and Teague (2009), language and literacy are 

“linked to the creation and maintenance of connections between distant places, often 
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across national borders” (p. 17). It is the state of experiencing local and global discourses 

simultaneously (Mignolo, 2000). In this sense, language and literacy within a 

transnational perspective has been important to consider when studying immigrant groups 

because of their experiences crossing U.S.-México border and because of how it has 

provided a perspective of complexity when theorizing their practices and experiences. 

Transnational Students and Literacy 

 A growing body of research has focused on transnational youth and their cultural, 

linguistic and literate repertories (Farr, 1994, 2006; Farr & Guerra, 1995; Guerra, 1998; 

Rubinstein-Avila, 2007; Skerrett, 2012, 2015). Their border crossing experiences have 

afforded them unique and complex knowledge and practices that cannot be acquired with 

experiences in only “one sociopolitical or sociocultural context” (Skerrett, 2015). 

Sánchez (2009) explains that transnationals “lead a life immersed in two different 

countries, or engage in a lifestyle with personal and familial attachments to two nation-

states” (p. 314).  Research on transnational literacy has currently informed scholars and 

educators of multiplicity of cultural, language and literacy practices they bring with them 

as a result of their transnational lifestyle (Farr, 1994, 2006; Farr & Guerra, 1995; Guerra, 

1998; Rubinstein-Avila, 2007). In many cases, these practices are connected to people, 

events or places across national borders, blurring the meaning of borders.  

Campano (2007) discusses findings based on the written narratives by Maria, an 

elementary school student. Maria’s parents had previously migrated from the Philippines 

and her experiences across national borders were reflected in writing and in artifacts. 

Maria shared about her border-crossing experiences and how her cultural identity is tied 
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to the places and people across national boundaries. Sánchez (2007) also conducted a 

participatory research project with three transnational students that lived in Northern 

California but who were originally from México. These three girls created a bilingual 

children’s book to tell their transnational stories. Within their project, Sánchez (2007) 

explains, there was evidence of cultural artifacts that were important in the students’ local 

transnational experiences. For example, they drew on their previous experiences in 

México, they used collaborative storytelling to share their stories and trajectories, and 

they demonstrated their appreciation for the Spanish language during the process of 

creating a bilingual narrative (Sánchez, 2007; Lam, Warriner, Poveda & González, 2012).  

Rubinstein-Avila (2007) presents a portrait of Yanira, a Dominican immigrant 

teenager living in the United States. Rubinstein-Avila found that Yanira’s affiliations to 

another country influenced her book selections and her media experiences. This 

transnational adolescent chose books that were related to her Dominican background and 

she also practiced watching novelas (soap operas) in Spanish. Her literacy practices were 

a reflection of her dual frame of reference from her border crossing experiences and her 

biliteracy as an English and Spanish reader and writer. Stewart and Thomas (2016) also 

write about a transnational student that had experiences in México and the United States. 

This particular student used translanguaging within her literacy experiences and products. 

Within the poems she wrote, Stewart and Thomas found that her products demonstrated 

her fluidity in her linguistic and literate repertoires as well as in her bilingual and 

transnational identity. Similarly, Ek’s (2009) ethnography on a Pentecostal Guatemalan-

American girl, Amalia, discusses the notions of transnationalism and identity. Her 
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findings show that Amalia’s transnational experiences were important for her identity 

construction. With every visit to Guatemala, Amalia was able to maintain her native 

language, culture and identity. When being in the U.S., La Iglesia (the Pentecostal 

church) was an important site for continuing to develop her religious identity, her ties to 

Guatemala and her Spanish language and literacy. Amalia used these resources to be 

successful in the school setting as well. According to Ek (2009), the constant physical, 

cultural and linguistic border crossing that Amalia experienced is part of her transnational 

identity. Moreover, the literacy practices observed in transnational studies highlight the 

special abilities these youth are able to draw on.   

Others studies have outlined the cultural aspect of transnational literacies (Ghiso, 

2016; Maira, 2004). These studies focus on how the flexible understandings, dispositions, 

multiple perspectives that transnational students draw from are part of their repertoires. 

Maira (2004) calls these literacy practices, traits of a “global citizen” (p. 227). Ghiso 

(2016) presents a study where the Laundromat was a common site where participants 

(i.e., transnational children) experienced transnational literacies. This particular space 

was important to the experiences of the participants. Her findings reveal that because of 

their transnational backgrounds, these children understood the conditions of the families 

by showing collective and individual care. The children demonstrated care by helping out 

the family and respecting the people and the space. Ghiso (2016) referred to these as 

cultural practices of mutuality and the literacies of interdependence. These practices 

promoted care for each other.  

People who experience multiple national contexts have developed repertoires that 
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provide them with understandings of particular literate practices in relation to contexts. 

Kasun’s (2015) work with four transnational families in México and the U.S. discusses 

the notion of sobrevivencia (Trinidad Galván 2006; Villenas 2005). “Sobrevivencia 

knowing is the knowing embedded in how the individual, family, and community survive 

and thrive in their understandings of the world around them” (Kasun, 2015, p. 283). The 

families developed sobrevivencia strategies to live through their economic and racial 

positioning; furthermore, these practices are acquired to navigate the social spheres they 

encounter. Kasun (2014) also presents the notion of Nepantlera knowing. According to 

Kasun (2014), “Transnational students have the potential to exhibit many of these 

Nepantlera knowing characteristics based on their shifts and navigations of ambiguities. 

A Nepantlera has the ability to shape-shift, or experience one’s identity and agency as 

‘flowing and in process’ and not fragmented or damaged” (p. 316). Transnational 

students who made trips back to México demonstrated Nepantlera knowing by adapting 

to the changes between two countries, cultures and two languages and literacies.  

Parts of the transnational activities in which transnational students participate in 

also include the use of digital literacies. Studies report how experiences with digital 

literacies have created spaces for transnational students to connect to their country of 

origin and to learn and develop multiple languages (Lam, 2006, 2014; Lam & Rosario-

Ramos, 2009; McGinnis, Goodstein-Stolzenberg & Costa Saliani, 2007).  In 2006, Lam 

presented two case studies from immigrant youth with Chinese backgrounds. These 

students used digital literacies to engage in conversations through chatting with people 

from Chinese backgrounds. While using the Chat room, the two participants used 
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English, Romanized-Cantonese and a mixture of both to talk to other people. With this 

practice, both felt like they were improving in their English language abilities.  

Additionally, Lam (2014) documented the language and literacy practices of two 

transnational students, Suiying and Kaiyee, who are originally from China but who now 

live in the United States. In this study, Suiying and Kaiyee engaged in Instant Messaging 

(IM) across national borders with people from China. According to Lam (2014), this 

literacy practice allowed them to develop and maintain Chinese social and linguistic 

capital. They built on their linguistic repertoires by practicing their Chinese language by 

messaging with others. Maintaining communication with friends and family from China 

and meeting other people through messaging allowed them to accrue social networks 

across national boundaries. Through the application of digital literacies, these 

transnational students found the space to develop or maintain their native and second 

language.  

Transnational students also used digital literacies to build relationships and 

perspectives that transcend national borders. Lam and Rosario-Ramos (2009) examined 

the literacy practices used in information and social networking among thirty-five 

adolescent immigrant youth from various origins. Through the study, they found that 

within their participation in digital networking these transnational students were using 

multiple languages. Transnational students were engaging in online conversation in their 

native languages and English, they were reading from multilingual websites, listening to 

news, music, and other forms of literacy in more than one language. Lam and Rosario-

Ramos explain that transnational students used digital literacies to learn and maintain 
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languages. For example, some students reported to be using their native language when 

sending online messages to their families in Korea. Other students reported that using 

chat or messenger online, allowed them to practice their “conversational fluency, 

vocabulary and writing skills” in English which was their second language. Lam and 

Rosario-Ramos also explain how through the use of these transnational digital literacy 

experiences these students foster a “bi/multi-focality” which they define as being able to 

understand things from multiple perspectives. The information, news and social media 

that they engage with from the U.S. and across national borders and the communication 

with family and friends across national borders afforded them the opportunity to 

understand that sociocultural and political issues are not limited to “one single social 

system” or one perspective, but to more than that. They are able to see things from the 

perspective of their host and home country, providing them with minimum a dual frame 

of reference. Omerbašić (2015) study with nine refugee girls from who were displaced 

from the Thailand-Burma border and resettled in the United States, discusses the concept 

of literacy as a translocal practice. Omerbašić explains that they used digital literacies to 

connect to their home language and literacy practices. For example, they were using 

“Romanized representations of either Burmese or Karen languages” through social 

media; and, they would access meaningful content through digital tools that helped them 

revisit their childhood memories of their place of origin such as images and songs. These 

digital spaces afforded connections to “global localities” (Omerbašić, 2015, p.476) within 

their local space.  
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Transnational youth have cultural, linguistic, and literate repertoires that have 

been a result of their experience across national borders. These studies provide evidence 

of the literacies that transnational youth have that cannot be acquired by experiencing one 

sociopolitical and sociocultural context (Skerrett, 2015).  The experiences and literate 

repertoires of transfronterizo youth, I discuss in more detail in the next section, are 

different because of the continuous realities that they experience with each frontier and 

the daily border crossing.  

Language and Literacies from the Border 

 Recently, scholars in the field of education have given attention to transfronterizo 

families and communities by acknowledging their language and literacies. De la Piedra 

and Guerra (2012) argue that using the term transfronterizo “emphasizes the continuous 

linguistic and cultural contact that border youth maintain as part of the multiple daily 

transactions across both sides of [the border]” (p. 629). It is not enough to consider or to 

frame this particular population as transnational. The border region and its unique 

sociocultural, political and historical context afford particular cultural, linguistic and 

literate repertoires across two nation-states. Research in this context and under the 

transfronterizo perspective is focused on the transfronterizo family literacy practices and 

the transfronterizo students’ literacy practices.  

 Smith and Murillo (2012) conducted a study on colonia residents and the literacy 

practices afforded by their transfronterizo lifestyles in El Paso, Texas and the Rio Grande 

Valley. Their findings reveal that the families and children were involved in religious and 

financial literacies in both English and Spanish. Children were reading the bible in 
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Sunday school that influenced their development of Spanish oral and written literacy. 

They were using numeracy and literacy practices to support their family-owned 

businesses. Smith and Murillo argue that these types of literacy experiences support 

biliteracy development and accrue human capital7. Similarly, De la Piedra (2011) 

discussed a study focused on mothers from the border area who participated in a literacy 

event she refers to as leer juntas. In trying to promote school literacy practices and native 

language maintenance, these mothers engaged in reading activities with their daughters. 

These reading practices with multimodal texts in both languages, Spanish and English 

support their biliteracy development. For these families, the notion of biliteracy is 

positioned as necessary to live and navigate the border region.  

Consejos is a kind of literacy that is common for people who live on the U.S.-

México borderlands (De la Piedra, 2012). De la Piedra (2012) examined the literacy 

practices of a transfronteriza woman, Lucia in El Paso, Texas. Lucia was a business 

owner who ran a restaurant. Lucia’s customers were not only there for food, but they 

engaged in conversations with her. Through this social practice, Lucia would give 

consejos to her customers based on her own funds of knowledge (González et al., 2005) 

religious norteñas, or cumbias songs. De la Piedra framed Lucia’s consejos as literacy 

events, which included the use of multimodal texts. These are communal spaces in which 

people experience literacy that is more useful to their everyday lives. De la Piedra argues 

that these practices and texts can be used in schools.  

                                                
7 Smith and Murillo (2012) draw on the work of Luke (2008) to describe human capital theory. They 
explain human capital as being able to convert an “embodied capital (e.g., skill, disposition) into a material 
capital” (p. 638).   
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 In classroom research conducted with transfronterizos, studies have centered on 

the cultural, linguistic and literate repertoires that they bring to leverage their learning. 

Mein and Esquinca (2012) and Esquinca, Araujo and De la Piedra (2014) focus on the 

linguistic practices used by transfronterizos within academic settings. In both of these 

studies, the researchers were able to observe transfronterizo students draw from their full 

linguistic repertoires to engage in academic activities. For example, Mein and Esquinca 

(2012) examined the practices of transfronterizo undergraduate students in an engineering 

class. Their findings demonstrate that these students were using Spanish to make sense of 

tasks when working in small groups and they used their bilingualism to build and present 

their professional portfolio. Christian, a participant from their study, used Spanish among 

other Spanish speakers in the engineering program to talk about crisis and solutions and 

to describe concepts related to their program. Another example was Monica, who used a 

mix of Spanish and English when collaborating with another student to create the 

presentation for their engineering portfolios. The authors concluded that transfronterizo 

students draw from their full “communicative repertoire” during small-group activities to 

make sense of their learning.  Esquinca et al., (2014) share how a transfronteriza teacher 

and transfronterizo elementary students in a two-way dual language program used 

translanguaging practices to make sense of the academic work. Mrs. O, who was the 

classroom teacher, used translanguaging as part of her pedagogical practice to support her 

students’ learning.  For example, she allowed for students to contribute to discussion 

using both English and Spanish and she would translate terms from Spanish to English 

when necessary. Mrs. O also used cognates to scaffold vocabulary learning and 
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multimodal texts to support their understanding during Science content instruction. In 

addition, Esquinca et al., (2004) documented how students were codeswitching from 

Spanish to English to quote the teacher or to appropriate the reading strategies they 

learned from the teacher. In this study, Esquinca et al., (2004) argues that translanguaging 

as a discourse practice in a dual language setting is important to support meaningful 

learning experiences for transfronterizo students. I would argue, that the findings to these 

studies are also true for students with transnational and immigrant experiences. These 

studies with transfronterizos that focus on their practices within the U.S. school settings 

are only providing a partial view of transfronterizos experiences because they are not 

addressing the everyday realities and knowledge that is reflective of life outside of the 

school context and more importantly, outside of the United States. 

De la Piedra and Araujo (2012) highlight the recontextualization and 

transcontextualization of transfronterizo students’ personal border life stories and culture-

specific literacies. Students wrote about their experiences living in Cuidad Juárez, about 

visiting family across the border or about their weekend trips to the Mexican side of the 

border. They used these stories and recontextualized them within academic writing 

genres. In addition, they used transfronterizo texts such as narcocorridos, corridos or 

rancheras to create academic texts, which De la Piedra and Araujo refer to as 

transcontextualization. These literacies are reflective of the violence and drug cartel 

context that is experienced on the border because they illustrate real events and accounts 

of how drug cartels work in México. Moreover, these practices also reveal that 

transfronterizo children have a deeper understanding of many of these very complex 
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social problems that mainstream children are typically discursively protected from. De la 

Piedra and Araujo (2013) discussed the stories about violence and drug cartels that 

children attending schools in El Paso, Texas had experienced. Their participants shared 

about how particular family members had first-hand experience with violence coming 

from the Mexican military or a drug-cartel, they share about how people in their 

community felt unsafe, and they shared how these events have caused for many of these 

border families to move to El Paso in search of safety.  

These studies demonstrate the unique language and literacy repertoires that 

students that cross national borders have based on their experiences. In particular, 

research with transfronterizo students within school settings seems to center on reading 

and writing within traditional conceptions of literacy rather than through a lens that 

recognizes the social, cultural, historical and political context of the U.S.-México border. 

Although De la Piedra and Araujo (2012, 2013) discussed aspects from the violence 

experienced by these students, there is a lot more that we can learn from their day to day 

literate transactions in México and the U.S.  This study expands on the notion of 

transfronterizo language and literacy practices by centering on the realities of their 

everyday experience with surveillance across various spaces in the U.S. – México border 

region. Doing this has the potential to provide understanding on how transfronterizo are 

currently navigating and surviving the current social, cultural, and political context in 

which they participate. Particularly, there is a need to understand how they are making-

sense of the world in which they live and how they write themselves across spaces in 

order to recognize the challenges and marginalization they face and move towards efforts 
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that will (re)imagine and transform their realities. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Children’s cultural, linguistic and literate repertoires are complex to study. As 

scholars have pointed out, these are shaped by the context, the people and everyday 

practices that each individual child is exposed to (García & Wei, 2014; Martínez, 2010; 

Block, 2011); it includes experiences at home, in the community, at school and other 

social spaces. D’warte (2014) explains that linguistic [and literate] repertoires are 

valuable funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff & González, 1992) and cultural 

resources that children can draw on. García and Wei (2014) further assert that children, 

who speak more than one language, draw from a variety of features available in their 

repertoires to complete tasks, communicate, make meaning and more, thereby, 

highlighting the complexity and uniqueness of their individual and in this case, collective 

language and literate repertoires and the fluid abilities children have in using them.  

In order to fully understand the richness of children’s knowledge beyond the 

traditional reading and writing abilities, there is a need to engage in the close examination 

of children’s everyday practices (Lewis, Enciso, & Moje, 2007). To explore 

transfronterizo children’s literate repertoires, I implemented a multiple-case study 

methodology that focuses on the particular everyday language and literacy practices of 

children living on the U.S.-México border region. In this chapter, I describe the research 

design, research purpose, context of the research and participants, data collection and 

procedures, analytic methodology, and limitations. 
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RESEARCH DESIGN 

To conduct this study, I implemented a qualitative approach (Merriam, 2009) to a 

multiple-case study. Drawing from Thomas (2011), I defined my research design as a 

multiple-case study. A case study methodology is employed when it, “is a kind of 

research that concentrates on one thing, looking at it in detail, not seeking to generalize 

from it” (Thomas, 2011, p. 3).  In addition, Thomas explains that the purpose of a case 

study is to “understand how and why something might have happened or why it might be 

the case” (2011, p. 4).  A case study methodology is appropriate because my goal is to 

understand the language and literacy practices of transfronterizo children that have 

resulted from the “cultural pattern of surveillance” (Lugo, 2008) of the U.S.-México 

context and why they engage in those practices.  

In order for a study to be considered a multiple-case study, Thomas (2011) argues 

that it should include: (1) an instrumental purpose, and (2) a parallel or sequential 

approach. In the case of multiple case studies, instrumental refers to, “the focus is 

unequivocally on the phenomenon of which the case is an example: the focus is on the 

object” (Thomas, 2011, p. 141).  Even if more than one case exists, if the focus is on the 

object or the phenomenon, then this multi-case study is instrumental. In the multiple-case 

study experience, parallel refers to cases, “happening and being studied at the same 

time,” and sequential to, “cases happen[ing] one after the other” (Thomas, 2011, p. 155). 

For this study, I: (1) bound my cases by the individual child, focusing on their everyday 

language and literacy practices (object) and (2) study multiple (n=3) cases at the same 

time. As a result, a multiple-case design was appropriate for my research. 
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RESEARCH PURPOSE AND QUESTIONS 

The purpose of this study was to examine the everyday language and literacy 

practices of three transfronterizo children who experienced life on both sides of the U.S.-

México border. The following research questions guide this case study:  

1. How are transfronterizo children making sense of their context of 

surveillance? 

2. How is this sense-making reflected in their everyday language and literacy 

practices? 

CONTEXT OF THE STUDY 

Recognizing that cultural and literate repertoires are developed and shaped by 

experiences in and out of academic context, it was necessary for me to follow and engage 

in close observation of my participants’ literacy practices in the various contexts they 

were exposed to. In this section, I describe the communities I observed, the international 

bridge, and the school context. I used pseudonyms for the name of the school district, 

school and the participants to protect their identity. The sites include: (1) Roma, Texas 

(2) Miguel Alemán, Tamaulipas, (3) Los Guerra, Tamaulipas, (4) U.S.-México 

International Bridge, and (5) Bordertown Independent School District (BISD), Frontera 

Elementary School and Early-Exit Bilingual Education Program. 

Roma, Texas 

Roma is part of the Rio Grande Valley, which is a city along the U.S.-México 

border. It is located between Zapata, Texas and Rio Grande City, Texas and across from 

Cuidad Miguel Alemán, Tamaulipas, México. Roma connects to Miguel Alemán with the 
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international bridge. According to the most recent census, there are approximately 10,000 

people living in Roma with 98.5% of the population identifying as Hispanic or Latino 

(United States Census Bureau, 2016).  

Miguel Alemán, Tamaulipas 

Ciudad Miguel Alemán is located in the state of Tamaulipas in México. Miguel 

Alemán is located between el municipio Los Guerra and Camargo and it is across from 

Roma, Texas (Gobierno del Estado de Tamaulipas, 2016). According to recent census, 

the population in Miguel Alemán is of approximately 27, 000 (Secretaria del Desarrollo 

Social, 2010).  

Los Guerra, Tamaulipas 

Los Guerra is a municipio in the state of Tamaulipas, México. Los Guerra is 

geographically located between Miguel Alemán and Mier, Tamaulipas. It is an area with 

a population of approximately 5,000 people (Secretaria del Desarrollo Social, 2010).   

El Puente 

The Roma, Texas⎯Miguel Alemán, Tamaulipas International Bridge was first 

built in 1929. It lies over the Rio Grande or Rio Bravo River, connecting Roma to Miguel 

Alemán. This first bridge was a steel suspension bridge that sustained the binational and 

bicultural lifestyle of transfronterizos. In 1979, the steel suspension bridge became a 

National Historic Landmark, and the second bridge was built which is still used today by 

the communities along the border. The international bridge is open 24 hours for border 

crossers, with more than 234, 000 people entering the Roma port over the course of a 

year (“Texas Department of Transportation”, 2015).  This particular entry port has five 
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lanes that permit pedestrian, personal vehicles, buses, and commercial trucks crossing to 

enter the U.S. and two lanes to exit the U.S. There are no SENTRI lanes or Global entry 

ports. 

School District & School Demographics 

Bordertown Independent School District  (BISD) is located along the U.S. side of 

the U.S.-México border area. BISD is a school district that serves approximately 6,000 

students. The current demographics of the student population is 99.9% Hispanic and 

0.01% White. Being a neighboring city to México, the majority of the student population 

is of Mexican-origin backgrounds or families.   

Frontera Elementary School is located in Texas in close distance to the border 

port of entries that connect the U.S. to México. I focused on the physical location of the 

campus because it has an impact on the student population. Due to the proximity of the 

campus to the border crossing port entry, the Frontera Elementary receives a large 

amount of the transfronterizo children that live in México and come to school in Texas. 

Although there is no data about how many are enrolled in this particular school or even 

the district, the district representatives area aware of the strong presence of 

transfronterizos within their student population. In my past experience living in the area, 

most students were transfronterizos, but not daily border-crossers. However, this is not 

the case anymore since many families from the Mexican borderlands migrated to U.S. 

border towns after the violence began. Frontera Elementary serves approximately 300 

students, with 99% being Hispanic (district’s label) and 98% English language learners 

(district’s label). The school offers the early-exit transitional bilingual education program 
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to meet the state mandates for English language learners. Early-exit bilingual programs 

aim to transition students as quickly as possible to English only instruction. Since the 

beginning of their education at this school, students are taught only in English and are 

provided with native language support only when the students request the additional 

language support. Students who speak English and Spanish as their native language vary 

from class to class, because classes are organized by ability and every year teachers 

would alternate on whom would get the students identified as Gifted and Talented (GT by 

district terms). According to the second grade teachers’ conversations, Mrs. Mercado’s 

class had all the students identified as Gifted and Talented, which were a total of five 

students, and the rest were randomly selected to complete the class. Therefore, it was not 

by language or language support needed by the students or as determined by the bilingual 

program. In this sense, teachers also explained, they always get mixed groups where 

some students are considered bilingual and others are English monolinguals.  

The Second-Grade Classroom 

The study took place in a second-grade bilingual classroom where Mrs. Teresa 

Mercado (pseudonym) was the classroom teacher. This was a class of 20 students who 

ranged in various levels of Spanish and English language and literacy abilities. All 

instruction and materials were provided in English, and Spanish was only heard among 

students’ conversations and interactions. Below figure 4.1, shows the overall layout of 

the classroom. Every day they followed the official class schedule (see Table 1) except 

on Friday’s when students had 30 minutes of recess from 1:15pm-1:45pm.  
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Table 4.1: Official Class Schedule 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.1 – Classroom layout. 

 

 

Scheduled Time Subject Area 

7:30am – 8:00am Breakfast in class 

8:00am – 8:15am Morning announcements 

8:15am – 9:45am  Math 

9:45am – 10:30am Language Arts 

10:30am – 11:15am Computer Lab 

11:15am – 12:00pm Lunch 

12:00pm – 12:45pm  P.E. 

12:45pm – 1:30pm Continue Language Arts 

1:30pm – 2:00pm Spelling 

2:00pm – 2:45pm Social Studies or Science (Alternating days) 

2:45pm – 3:00pm Prepare for dismissal 
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GAINING ACCESS TO THE SITE 

To study the practices of transfronterizo children, it became crucial to gain access 

to children living and attending schools in the U.S.-México borderlands. Although I do 

not currently reside near the U.S.-México borderlands or have lived in the area in the last 

10 years, I did originally grow up in that community and graduated from the school 

district from which I recruited the participants for this study. Loftland et al., (2006) 

explain that starting work in contexts that are familiar and known to the researcher will 

facilitate access to the field and trigger intellectual curiosity. I used my connections, 

familiarity and insider status with the community, Bordertown Independent School 

District and Frontera Elementary School to recruit the participants at this site. I obtained 

the district and school principal’s approval on March 28, 2016.  

OBTAINING CONSENT 

After obtaining the consents from the site, I went and spoke to the second grade 

team of teachers about my research project. I specifically chose to work with second 

grade students because I did not want the third - fifth grade testing politics to be involved 

as much in the study.  The four teachers were very receptive and willing to participate. I 

then spent time in each of their classrooms to get to know their students. I also asked 

teachers to use their insider’s perspective to create a list of 3-4 students and the families 

they thought would be interested in participating. By April 18, 2016, I sent out 

announcement letters with the children that the teachers had recommended. I invited 

sixteen students (four from each class) and their families to a meeting. Only fourteen of 

the sixteen families expressed interest in attending the meeting. With the campus 
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administrator’s approval and support, I setup an after school meeting on April 21, 2016 in 

their campus library. A total of twelve parents attended the meeting; five families were 

coming from México and the other seven were coming from Roma but crossed the border 

frequently as well. I presented a power point presentation to them telling them about my 

background, about my career as an educator, and about my goals within the Ph.D. 

program. I shared my research topic for the dissertation and the purpose behind it, and, 

finally, I shared what the study required in terms of their participation I explained the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) forms and I answered the questions they had about the 

study and the forms they signed. I also explained that they would receive a $50 VISA gift 

card as a thank you for their participation during the entire research process. At the end of 

the meeting, I had eleven potential participants for the study. However, not all potential 

participants were transfronterizo. Through our conversations I was able to tell that some 

of them were fronterizos whose Spanish language practices were interpreted by the 

teachers as having experiences in México. So as we discussed my vision for the research, 

I made notes of what parents were saying to understand their concerns and to determine 

who was transfronterizo. For example, Omar’s mother was worried that the school would 

find out she was not part of the school zone because she lived in Miguel Alemán, Irma’s 

father mentioned his family’s experiences in Monterrey and Miguel Alemán, and René’s 

mother shared about her family in México and her weekly visits. Their own conversations 

among each other and the ones shared with me, allowed me to see who was engaging in a 

transfronterizo lifestyle.  
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PARTICIPANTS  

Purposeful sampling was used for the selection of the three study participants. 

Merriam (2009) explains purposeful sampling as the identification of participants based 

on what the “investigator wants to discover, understand, and gain insight” (p. 77) about in 

a particular population. Since the purpose of this study was to understand transfronterizo 

children’s language and literacy practices, I recruited three transfronterizo children based 

on the following criteria: (1) they attend Frontera Elementary School in Bordertown 

Independent School District, (2) they are in second or third grade during the 2016-2017 

school year, (3) and they frequently cross the U.S.-México border. The participants were: 

Omar Ortega (pseudonym), Irma García (pseudonym) and René Gonzáles (pseudonym). 

As part of their everyday experiences, children are not only exposed to literacy 

from various contexts, but their repertoires are also influenced by those who surround and 

interact with them. In this case study, parents and teachers were also part of the 

participants in order to obtain a broader understanding of the context, the children, and 

their language and literacy practices. Next is a brief introduction of each participant and 

their family, and then Mrs. Teresa Mercado.  

Omar Ortega 

An eight year-old, Mexican-American who was born in the United States and 

lived with his parents Sulema Ortega and Homero Ortega and his younger sister Adriana 

Ortega. Omar is very respectful of his parents, teachers and friends. He speaks Spanish as 

his first language and English as his second language, but prefers to interact in Spanish. 

Omar has cultural and linguistic understandings of both the Mexican and the American 
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border communities. He resides in the Mexican side of the borderlands where most of his 

family (i.e., maternal and paternal grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins) lived. Most 

of his mother’s side of the family lives close to each other in the same street. During 

almost every visit I would see Omar’s grandparents walk in and out of his house to eat or 

just to talk with Omar’s mother, la señora Ortega. Omar’s mother stayed at home but had 

a small personal business in reposteria (desserts) which she publicizes through Facebook. 

Some of the common desserts that señora Ortega would make were pastel de tres leches, 

flan, single cupcakes of different flavors, etc. She receives customer’s orders through 

Facebook, she does the baking during the time the children are in school, and then in the 

evening she does deliveries. Omar helps her with these deliveries by getting off at each 

home to deliver the dessert and pick up the payment from the customer. Omar’s father 

works in livestock. Because Omar’s house is in México, every school morning and 

afternoon Omar and his cousins who also attend the same school, had to be driven across 

the border to their elementary on the U.S. side. Omar is a transfronterizo who crosses the 

border Monday through Friday and occasionally on the weekends.  

Omar and his mother wake up every day around 6:30am to get him ready for his 

commute to school. By 6:50am Omar and his three cousins, all of which attend the same 

U.S. school, were on their Tia’s car making their way to Frontera Elementary. They 

crossed the international bridge at around 7:00am to avoid “Puente” the long lines of 

transfronterizos waiting to cross the border. Since Frontera Elementary is just a few 

blocks away from the U.S.-México borderline, Omar and his cousins are usually the first 

students to arrive to school by 7:15am. Omar sits on the floor next to the classroom door 
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and waits for his classmates and teacher to arrive. Other students arrive soon after him, 

and then the rest of his classmates start arriving one after another. At around 7:40am Mrs. 

Mercado arrives, and opens the classroom door. Omar usually eats the breakfast and 

lunch provided by the school. After the school day is over, Omar’s mother is who picks 

up Omar and his cousins. By the time the dismissal bell rings, Omar’s mother is already 

waiting under the same árbol Mesquite in front of the main school doors. She would 

always strategically park on the parking spot closest to the exit gates to be able to quickly 

get through the school traffic. Omar’s mother, Sra. Ortega, drives across the border to 

Miguel Alemán, Tamaulipas where their home is with a total afternoon commute of about 

15-20 minutes because the lines to cross into México are usually not long. At home, Sra. 

Ortega starts making dinner for Omar and his sister. Once they finish eating, Sra. Ortega 

asks Omar to do his homework. While Omar works, Sra. Ortega starts baking the orders 

of her customers. Later in the evening, once they both finish Omar and his sister help Sra. 

Ortega deliver the orders. Both Omar and his sister go to bed no later than ten o’clock to 

rest for their next day. 

Irma García 

Eight year-old Mexican-American who was born in the United States, Irma lives 

with her parents Reyna García and Eduardo García, her younger brother Jaime García 

and younger sister Alma García. Irma speaks Spanish as her first language having not 

only learned at home but also attended one year in a school in Monterrey, Nuevo Leon, 

México. English is her second language, which she learned in Roma, Texas. Sra. García 

is a stay at home mother that cares for her youngest daughter and the home 
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responsibilities while Irma and Jaime are in school. Irma’s father, Sr. García, manages 

two of her in-law’s restaurants called Pollo Auténtico (pseudonym). Pollo Auténtico is a 

popular chained restaurant in Monterrey, Nuevo León where Irma’s mother is originally 

from. Sra. García’s parents own three restaurants from this chain, one in Monterrey and 

two in Miguel Alemán. Sr. García works everyday in both restaurants and almost on a 

daily basis travels to an hour north to Monterrey to pick up chicken and other restaurant 

supplies.  

Irma is a transfronteriza student who crosses the border every day. For Irma, her 

day starts in Roma at around 7:10 am. Irma and her family stay in a small one-bedroom 

apartment in Roma at night to be able to avoid el Puente. She arrives at school at around 

7:45am with just enough time to eat breakfast. Because of some health related issues she 

deals with, some days she eats the school breakfast and lunch, and some days she only 

drinks her PediaSure (a supplement for “kids falling behind on growth”) (PediaSure, 

2018).  When Irma and her brother get out of school, Sra. García and Alma wait for them 

by the school’s front doors to pick them up. Once Irma and Jaime are ready, Sra. García 

drives across the border to their home in Miguel Alemán with a commute of about 20-25 

minutes because they lived further away from the border. Once a week, Sra. García 

would take Irma to her ballet class in la Casa del Arte Cuidad Miguel Alemán. Other than 

that, Irma, her siblings and her mother spent the evenings in their house in Miguel 

Alemán while her father worked at the restaurant. Sra. García always had Irma and Jaime 

worked on their homework as soon as they got home. At around 4:00pm, Sr. García 

would at times bring them dinner from the restaurant or would come join them for dinner 
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if Sra. García had cooked something. After they were done, Irma and her siblings would 

spend time on the computer watching cartoons. By 7:00 pm, Sra. García begins the 

evening routine to get Irma, Jaime and Alma take a shower and get their clothes and 

school things ready. Once Irma’s father arrives from work at around 9:00pm, they would 

drive back to the U.S. and sleep in the apartment they rented in order to keep their 

children enrolled in Frontera Elementary School. During the weekends they stay all day 

in their house in Miguel Alemán. 

René Gonzáles 

Eight year-old Mexican-American, René was born in the U.S. and lives in Roma 

with his parents Amanda Gonzáles and Carlos Gonzáles and his younger brother Martin 

Gonzáles. René has older siblings who are already married and live in Houston, Texas 

but who frequently visit them. René was born and raised in a bilingual home. His mother 

and her family who were born and raised in the Mexican side of the border speak only 

Spanish, but his father’s family was raised in the U.S. side of the border and they speak 

both English and Spanish.  René experiences the life of a transfronterizo differently. His 

home is in the U.S. side of the borderlands because both his mother and father work in 

the U.S. His mother works as a health provider for the elderly and his father works in a 

nursing home. Their long hours at work keep them from going to México on weekdays. 

However, every weekend they go to a small border municipio Los Guerra, Tamaulipas 

with his mother’s side of the family. At times, René stays with his grandparents and 

cousins for the weekend. But most of his visits to Los Guerra involve staying from 

morning until late in the evening with his grandparents and then driving back at night to 
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his house in Roma. René is a transfronterizo who crosses the border mostly on the 

weekends. 

For René, his daily activities involved waking up at 7:00am. Sra. Gonzáles takes 

René to school early enough for him to get breakfast. They lived about 10 blocks from 

the school and so every morning by 7:30 am, Sra. García would walk René and Martin to 

school before going to work to ensure he is in his classroom by 7:45. René eats breakfast 

and lunch provided by the school. After school, Sra. García waits for them at outside. She 

always stood at the end of the school building close to the school gates.  René and his 

brother would always know where to find her or if she was running late, they knew where 

to wait for her. By 3:00pm they were already making their way home walking. It would 

take them about 10-15 minutes to walk home. Once they arrived, René and Martin went 

to their rooms to change and watch cartoons. Meanwhile, Sra. Gonzáles would start 

making them dinner. Once they ate dinner, Sra. Gonzáles would ask them if they had any 

homework and they would start working on it. After their homework, they spent their 

evenings at the kitchen table having conversations or in their bedrooms watching shows 

or cartoons.  

About Mrs. Teresa Mercado 

The participants in this study were in Mrs. Teresa Mercado’s classroom and 

experiencing the same curriculum and instructional practices. Mrs. Mercado was one of 

three bilingual second grade teachers at Frontera Elementary School. Mrs. Mercado’s 

first language was Spanish and she learned English in schools. As a teacher, she uses 

English more because of the program’s goal to transition Spanish-speaking students to 
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English as quickly as possible. In instances, however, Mrs. Mercado used Spanish words 

to talk to students or to support their understanding of the material being taught. Growing 

up, Mrs. Mercado was a transfronteriza herself. In a conversation with her, she shared 

that she no longer crosses the border for fear of drug cartels’ violence taking place on 

México’s border cities that she used to visit such as Miguel Alemán, Tamaulipas and 

Camargo, Tamaulipas. Mrs. Mercado has worked for Bordertown Independent School 

District for over twenty-seven years. She taught kindergarten for ten years and then was 

moved to second grade where she continues to teach.  

DATA SOURCES & PROCEDURES 

The process of data collection took place from April 2016 until August 2016. 

During this four month time frame, I focused on: (1) building rapport with the 

participants and their families as well as the teacher, (2) interviewing with the 

participating children, parents and teacher, (3) conducting observations in the school 

setting, and (4) conducting observations outside of the school site. This section includes a 

description of how and when data were collected. Included is also Table 2 to clearly 

illustrate the timeline I followed. Then, I describe the analytic plan I employed to finalize 

the study and an explanation of the components used to build trustworthiness. 

Building Rapport 

Part of being a researcher in a case study involves building rapport with all 

participants. I specifically followed a three-step process to build trust. Since I did not 

know the participants, I began the process of developing a relationship by sharing details 

about myself like growing up in the same city and going to the same school district. I also 
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shared details about my experience as a bilingual classroom teacher, college student and 

my research goals and projects. Second, I allowed three weeks of data collection just in 

the school before I began collecting data at their home. This time helped children and 

families feel more comfortable with my presence. During those three weeks, I worked on 

getting to know the teacher and the transfronterizo children that were participating. Third, 

I gave my participants a digital camera that I purchased for them to document literacy 

events that they considered important or part of their everyday literacy practices. 

Throughout this time, I had brief conversations with parents when they picked up their 

children or over the phone asking them about the days they would want me to make the 

home visits. 

Semi-structured Interviews  

According to Glesne (2011) interviews are used to gain a better understanding of 

the phenomenon in all its complexity. Through interviews, participants can share what 

they think about something or explain their account about something (Glesne, 2011). 

Merriam (2009) explains three types of interviews that are commonly used in studies: 

structured, semi-structured and unstructured interviews. Based on the purpose of each 

kind of interview, I selected semi-structured interviews as part of my data sources. Semi-

structured interviews refer to having a pre-determined list of questions about the 

phenomenon or unit of study. However, there is space for flexibility in the wording and 

the order of the questions which leaves it open for the researcher to make adjustments as 

needed (Merriam, 2009). Taking into consideration the age of the children and the 

unlikeliness of them having experiences participating in research interviews before, it 
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was appropriate to use a semi-structured formatted interviews that provided me the space 

to make changes to the questions according to the participants’ reactions and responses. 

In addition, for the interview with the children, I was informed through Jug and Vilar’s 

(2015) method of interviewing young children. In this study, they created books to 

initiate the discussions around the questions they wanted to investigate for their study. 

Jug and Vilar (2015) explain that this method is a “combination of the story and the 

interview, the aim of which was to maintain children’s attention, offer them further 

explanations of the questions they have to answer and maintain the focus of the research” 

(p. 1306). Drawing from Jug and Vilar’s work, I used children’s books to also engage the 

children in the topic related to my research, to contextualize the interview questions 

through the use of literature, and to meet the goals of this study.  

Procedures for Semi-structured Interviews 

The interviews were conducted at different points of the study. At the end of April 

2016, I conducted a 30-minute interview with the classroom teacher, Mrs. Mercado. This 

interview was focused in getting to learn about the teacher, her classroom policies and 

practices and what she knew about each participant’s languages and literacies (Appendix 

A). Some sample questions I asked were, “Can you think of a time when you heard her 

speak Spanish? What and how did it happen?”. In May, I conducted the initial interview 

with the parents and children to learn more about the participants and their own language 

and literacy practices. Questions involved discussing the languages they use and why 

they use them, and the particular literacies that they engage with and why.  In order to get 

at the everyday language and literacy practices, the questions I made were open to 



 95 

sharing stories, anecdotes, examples, explanations, etc. For example, I asked, “Me 

pueden platicar un poco sobre ustedes” and “En un día normal después de clases, que es 

lo que hace (nombre de estudiante)?” For children, I used the book I love Saturdays y 

domingos by Alma Flor Ada to engage the children in discussions about topics related to 

their families, language and literacy practices on both sides of the border. Some sample 

questions include: what do you notice about the grandparents? And, did the story remind 

you of something in your life? And, how did you know where you had to read in Spanish 

and where you had to read in English? I started the second round of interviews with Mrs. 

Mercado before the school year ended in May 2016. Her second interview focused on her 

final reflections about the participants’ use of their linguistic and literate repertoires 

throughout the year. I then followed up with the children and their parents at the end of 

June. For interviews with the children, I used the children’s book Dear Primo, A letter to 

my cousin by Duncan Tonatiuh to open up discussions on language, literacy and cultural 

practices. For parents, the interview focused on the language and literacy practices that 

they have seen their children engage in at home and at school. The third set of interviews 

was only with the parents and children and took place in August of 2016. The interviews 

were focused on language and literacies as they relate to the photos provided by the 

participants.  I will describe the procedure to obtaining the photos as data sources further 

in a subsequent section. With the children, I initiated the discussion by reading My diary 

from here to there/ Mi diario de aquí hasta allá by Amada Irma Perez. This book elicited 

talk about traveling across the border, the different literacies they experience on each side 

of the border, and the languages they speak.  Then we revisited the photos and discussed 
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the languages and literacies in the particular spaces presented in the pictures they took; 

parents also joined the conversation around the photos. The third interview with parents 

was to get their final thoughts on language, literacy and cultural practices as well as the 

violence and surveillance at the border.  

Participant Observations 

Conducting observations is considered a primary data source in qualitative 

research because they are conducted where the phenomenon being studied naturally 

occurs and because it represents a firsthand account of the phenomenon (Merriam, 2009). 

For this multiple case study, observations were conducted at school from April to June 

2016 and the observations at home took place from May to August 2016.  

Procedures for Observations 

Observations in the classroom were conducted for over a month. I began 

collecting data in the school first in April 2016. I sat in Mrs. Mercado’s classroom to 

observe the whole class and the overall instruction and learning environment. Then I 

moved in closer to observe the small group interactions where Omar, René and Irma were 

sitting together. I was also able to focus my attention in increments of ten minutes, on 

each participant to take close notes on what each one was doing. The observations 

included looking at them throughout the school day across all content areas. As Fránquiz 

and Salinas (2011, 2013) demonstrate in their case study, literacy can be found or 

integrated across multiple disciplines not just during language arts times. For this reason, 

I made sure to note language and literacy practices and events throughout the day for 

reading, writing, math, science and social studies; observations lasted from five-to-eight 
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hours of the school day. Some additional places I observed were during lunch at the 

cafeteria, recess at the playground, during their physical education class, end of year 

school field trip and award ceremonies. Since observations happened at the end of their 

second grade school year, most of the instruction and activities the students participated 

in were focused in end of year assessments, practice state assessments, and content area 

worksheets. I was able to witness the end of school award ceremony and celebrations. 

Aside from conducting observations in the classroom, I also conducted 

observations outside of the school. For this study, I lived in Roma while collecting all the 

data. This allowed me to fully immerse myself in the U.S.-México border context as my 

participants were experiencing. The observations I conducted outside school settings 

included all the places the participants went or visited frequently as part of their 

environment. Some places I went with the participants and their families were: their 

individual homes, neighborhood stores, extended families’ homes, extracurricular 

organizations they attended and for one student, I was invited to a family weekend trip to 

the interior of México. The purpose of these observations was to look at the language and 

literacy practices the participants’ engage with on a daily basis. Therefore, I paid close 

attention to not only the places and the people they interacted with, but also the physical 

practices they performed in particular spaces. For example, I was able to see what the 

children did when they were told to buy something in the community stores. Which 

involved walking through the aisles, looking for the product, asking in Spanish for help 

from the owner of the store, reading the labels in Spanish, going to the owner/cashier to 

engage in a monetary transaction and walking towards their parent’s car. This is an 
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example of a common language and literacy practice some of the children engaged in as 

part of their everyday lives. There were also moments when parents invited me to eat 

lunch or dinner with them and engaged in conversations about my background or my 

academic trajectory. Most of these conversations also included parents asking for advice 

regarding how to support their children’s bilingual and biliteracy development. The 

difficulties presented in terms of observations were mostly in relation to scheduling. 

Since it was during the summer, some of the participants went on vacation to other places 

for several days, and there were also times when dangerous situations (cartel and soldier 

wars) occurred in the Mexican borderlands that would force me to cancel or reschedule 

some of those visits for safety reasons. Other than those limitations, I was able to visit 

each student and their families at least once a week for three months June, July and 

August 2016. This totaled to approximately 10-12 home or community observations per 

participant.  

Audio-Video Recording 

In qualitative research, audio-video recording is a common data source. Audio-

video recordings or visual documents (Merriam, 2009) are a type of data source that 

make the observations permanent and make it possible to revisit the observation (Glesne, 

2011). This data source is efficient for researchers as it warrants the ability to conduct 

close observation to identify the everyday practices that people perform (Glesne, 2011).  

Procedures for Audio-Video Recording 

In order to document and capture the literacy practices that children engaged in on 

a daily basis, I employed audio-video recording in the field. For the classroom context, I 
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used the camera when I focused on the small group interactions among the participants or 

when I zoomed in on the individual participants. However, in order to reduce the amount 

of distraction caused by the video recorder in the classroom, I had the camera set up at all 

times to have all students in the classroom think it was recording continuously. I did this 

with the intention of having students eventually forget about the camera. However, there 

were still times when the camera did get students’ attention and it became a topic of 

conversation. There were minimal recordings that included the visual of students not 

participating in the study; most of these moments, students were walking by the camera 

or were interacting with participants. I also used audio-video recording during interviews 

with the children and parents participating in the study after gaining their consent. 

However, the teacher did not want to be recorded for fear of saying something “bad” or 

“wrong” and I respected her concerns by not recording her interviews.  

During home and community observations with the participants, I did take one or 

two small, personal digital cameras with me. I would hide these in my bags so that the 

Mexican government officials at the border would not think I was a journalist. In the 

border area, journalists have been killed by drug cartels. Therefore, I never took any 

equipment out of my personal bag until I was inside the homes of my participants. When 

we visited places in México, I did not record or take the camera in fear of being perceived 

as an outsider by drug cartels or law enforcement. The recordings were mostly short clips 

of interactions between the participant and family members or of participants engaging in 

particular language and literacy practices. For example, some of them played video 

games at home with their siblings or even with their parents, so this was a literacy event I 
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recorded. For these short recordings, I would stand away from the participants and record 

with the camera to cause minimal disruptions.  

Fieldnotes 

When entering the field to conduct observations, the observer uses notebooks to 

take fieldnotes of what is being witnessed. According to Glesne (2010) field notebooks 

are the “primary recording tool” of a qualitative researcher. Emerson et al., (2011) 

reminds us that depending on the purpose of the study and the lens of the researcher, 

fieldnotes can be used or approached differently (e.g. descriptive and analytic). From a 

descriptive approach, fieldnotes involve detailed descriptions of people, events, 

conversations, places and more; these descriptions should be at the level of visualization 

and should avoid judgment. Fieldnotes can also include analytic notes which refer to 

writing down the researcher’s ideas, reflections, or noticings that emerge in the field. 

Both descriptive and analytic fieldnotes are useful as data sets.  

Procedures for Fieldnotes 

I used descriptive notes to write my detailed fieldnotes of what I observed with 

each child. Since the focus of the study was to attend to language and literacies, my 

fieldnotes reflect the discourse of the children. For example, this included the 

participants’ conversations, reading and writing materials and products, verbal and non-

verbal interactions at home and in school contexts about literacy events, and language 

and literacy practices performed in different spaces, etc. During classroom observations, 

taking fieldnotes was easier since I had my computer available to type them during the 
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time I was observing. I took notes when participants interacted with each other and took 

individual notes about each participant.  

Home and community visits, on the other hand, were difficult to complete when I 

could not carry equipment that would get people’s attention or that would mark me as an 

outsider to the Mexican border community. The process I used, in this stressful situation, 

involved handwriting my fieldnotes and typing them once I went back to the United 

States. Additionally, I included analytic notes to reflect on my observations, perceptions, 

and assumptions and to note any emerging patterns related to my research questions.  

Artifacts 

Drawing from Merriam (2009), artifacts are objects found in the field or the 

environment of the participants or phenomenon. These can be documents, photographs, 

video recordings, official records, songs, poems, etc. The purpose of the artifacts is to 

provide further evidence that support or dispute the findings of other data sources. 

Procedures for Artifacts 

The artifacts that I collected included the children’s work samples related to 

literacy, pictures of literacy examples in the environment and literacy events the children 

participated in, and video recordings.  For example, I took pictures of written essays 

children wrote as part of their school assignments; I also took pictures of the classroom’s 

walls and print environment that the participants are surrounded with. These artifacts 

filled the purpose of providing more information on the languages and literacies that the 

children were being exposed to. 
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Participant-Created Visual Data 

Delgado (2015) uses the term photovoice to describe an arts-based qualitative 

research methodology that allows for participants to take pictures that can then be used as 

a vehicle for generating dialogue about a particular topic; it seeks to capture the voice of 

the participants as part of the critical research. Participants present issues around the 

community, their environment or their lived realities through the photos.  

Procedures for Participant-Created Visual Data 

In this case, I employed a similar method to photovoice, which included both 

pictures and video recordings. Each participant was given a digital camera with a 

microSD card of 8GB as part of the study. These digital cameras can be used for taking 

pictures and recordings. As part of the children’s participation in the study, I provided 

them with a digital camera to be able to employ the notion of photovoice data. However, 

I did not approach this expecting a critical approach to photovoice from the children as it 

was implemented in Delgado (2015).  

During the first week of May, I gave the three children a digital camera and their 

microSD card; I also taught them how to use the camera to be able to take pictures and 

record. I explained to them that the purpose of the cameras was to record events or places 

that they felt were representative of their everyday linguistic and literate practices (See 

Appendix D). I discussed with them that this does not mean only books or homework, but 

that there were literacies all around them and in the things they did. I provided them with 

examples such as making their bed, watching cartoons, going grocery shopping at HEB, 

etc. In this process, the children had a choice in when and what to record or take photos 
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of. Every month starting in May, I collected the cameras to download the images or 

videos they had recorded with the camera. These data were used during the third 

interview to discuss with the participants as to why they chose to document certain 

events, people or places over others, and to get insights of what they view as part of their 

language and literacy practices.  At the end of the data collection, I let the participants 

keep the cameras.  

Data Collection Timeline 

In Table 2, I provided a detailed timeline that illustrates the data collection 

process. I included the dates in which certain data sources were collected, and I specified 

the particular data I focused on. I also explained the various purposes I have for the data 

collected. 

Table 4.2: Data Collection Details 

Date Data Collection Purpose 
April 2016 • Approval forms for 

site 
• Consent and assent 

forms  

Gaining Access:  
• Negotiated entry with school district and 

elementary principal.  
• Met with potential participants to obtain 

consent. 
End of April 
2016 

• Initial Interview  Teacher Participant:  
• Established rapport with teacher. 
• Gained an understanding of her 

classroom language and literacy 
practices. 

• Gained an understanding of her 
perspective on the three individual 
participants and their use of language and 
literacy. 
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Table 4.2: Continued 
 
May 2016 • Fieldnotes 

• Artifacts 
• Classroom 

Observations 

Children Participants: 
• Observed the language and literate 

practices involved in academic contexts 
for each child participating.  

• Observed the literacy events the children 
participate in as part of the education. 

• Observed the literacy tools the children 
interact with in academic contexts. 

• Collected literacy work samples, 
photographs of students in literacy 
events, literacy practices, and literacy 
tools. 

Teacher Participant:  
• Observed the language and literate tools 

the classroom teacher makes available to 
participants.  

• Observed the language and literacy 
choices and practices made by the 
classroom teacher. 

Classroom & School Environment: 
• Collected photographs of the language 

and literacy in the environment. 
End of May 
2016 
 

• Initial Interview 
with all participants  

Children & Parent Participants: 
• For children only, read I love Saturdays y 

dominos by Alma Flor Ada. 
• Established familiarity between 

researcher and participants.  
• Interviewed participants on their 

everyday language and literate practices 
and perspectives. 
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Table 4.2: Continued 
 
End of June 
2016 

• Second Interview  Children Participants: 
• Read Dear Primo, a letter to my cousin 

by Duncan Tonatiuh  
• Asked questions regarding their linguistic 

and literate practices that were observed 
in the classroom. 

• Asked questions about the literacy events 
and tools they engage with. 

Parent Participants: 
• Asked questions regarding the 

similarities and differences between the 
practices and events their children 
participate in at home and school. 

Teacher Participant:  
• Asked questions regarding the 

observations in terms of their language 
and literacy choices and practices.  
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Table 4.2: Continued 
 
End of June –  
August 2016 

• Outside of school 
observations 

• Fieldnotes 
• Artifacts 
• Participant-created 

visual data 

Children Participants: 
• Observed and take fieldnotes on the 

people the children interact with in every 
setting. 

• Observed and take fieldnotes on the 
language choices they make and the 
linguistic features they use with the 
people they interact with. 

• Observed and take fieldnotes on the 
literacy tools the children interact with in 
each setting.  

• Observed and take fieldnotes on the 
literacy events the children participate in 
each setting. 

• Collected videos recorded by the 
children. 

• Took pictures of children interacting with 
literacy tools or being involved in 
literacy events. 

Parent Participants:   
• Observed and take fieldnotes on the 

language policies and practices they 
reinforce at home. 

• Observed and take fieldnotes on their use 
of the literacy tools available at home. 

• Observed and take fieldnotes on the 
literacy events they participate in with 
their children.  

• Took pictures and video of parents 
interacting with literacy tools and being 
involved in literacy events. 

Out of School Environment:  
• Observed and take fieldnotes on the 

settings or the environment that 
surrounds each child.  

• Collected photographs that show the 
language and literacy available in the 
children’s environments. 
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Table 4.2: Continued 
 
August 2016 • Third Interview  Children Participants:  

• Read From My Diary from here to there 
by Amada Irma Perez 

• Play particular parts of the video 
recordings and ask why they chose to 
record those moments.  

• Asked questions regarding particular 
language and literacy practices and 
choices observed during out of school 
observations. 

Parent Participants:  
• Asked questions regarding particular 

language and literacy practices and 
choices observed. 

February 2017 • Fourth Interview 
• Fieldnotes 
• Artifacts 

 

Children: 
• Observed and took fieldnotes on their 

language and literacy practices in third 
grade. 

• Took pictures of artifacts and tools they 
interacted with. 

• Interviewed them about their experiences 
in third grade in relation to language and 
literacy practices. 

 

ANALYTIC PROCESS 

For my analytic process, I will explain the steps I took in my analysis in relation 

to my own understanding of the theories that I was drawing on. Theoretically, I drew on 

the concept of metaphorical and physical borders informed by the work from Gloria 

Anzaldúa (1987), Walter Mignolo (2000), and Alejandro Lugo (2008). The initial phase 

of the analysis occurred while I was collecting data. According to Merriam (2009), in 

qualitative research, the data analysis happens throughout all phases of the study.  In 

other words, there is no designated time or phase in which data should be analyzed 
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(Stake, 2010; Merriam, 2009). It is the researcher’s responsibility to be familiar with the 

data from the beginning of the study.  As I collected data, I made note of initial constructs 

or “temporary constructs” (Thomas, 2011, p. 172) I was noticing in relation to the 

theories I was drawing from. Some examples of the initial constructs were: “border”, 

“inspector”, “surveillance”, “Spanish”, and “English”. I made note of these constructs as 

I was writing fieldnotes (Appendix B) and as part of my analytic memos (Emerson et al., 

1995; Glesne, 2011)  (Appendix C). These took place across all data sources and as my 

first reading for the entire corpus of data. In this initial phase, I noticed the physical and 

metaphorical borders and inspectors that my participants were facing across the multiple 

spaces they participated in. This initial noticing was the foundation for my analysis.  

 The second phase of the analysis, occurred after I completed all data collection. I 

began the analysis using the transcripts of the interviews with the children to focus on the 

first research question: How are transfronterizo children making-sense of the context they 

are in?  In this sense, I began to code for their reading of the context; specifically, how 

they were articulating the context in relation to their language and literacy practices. 

Some of the common codes were: “Spanish”, “English”, “parents”, “siblings”, “teacher”, 

“México”, “Texas”, “U.S.”. “home”, “school”, “el puente” and more. I then grouped 

these codes and I started to identify how the children were articulating the linguistic 

borders in relation to particular people and places. Connecting these codes to Lugo’s 

(2008) work on border inspections, I began to see how the children were reading the 

borders and the inspectors in the context and the specific ways in which they knew what 

language and literacy practices were sanctioned.  
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 The third phase of the analysis, I wanted to see how the readings of their 

experiences across the various contexts were reflected in the enactment of their practices 

in order to get at both research questions: How are children making sense of the context? 

And, how is that sense making reflected in their everyday language and literacy 

practices? To do this, I moved to analyze all other data sources: Fieldnotes, audio and 

video recordings, artifacts, and participant generated visual data. I placed all data sources 

into QSR Nvivo. Nvivo, software used for qualitative analysis, allowed me to organize 

my data in one place and to conduct my analysis across all sources and cases.  

 In this part of the analysis, I drew on the work of David Bloome (2005) on a 

microethnographic approach to discourse analysis that centers on literacy events as an 

analytic tool. According to Bloome (2005), an “event” is a theoretical construct that does 

not have to be a focal unit of analysis (p.5). It is an approach or a “heuristic” for 

understanding how people make sense of their world by examining the ways in which the 

act and react during interactions. Bloome (2005) explains that by using events in the 

analysis, one can illuminate the creative, strategic and “ingenious” (Gutierrez, et al., 

2017) practices people engage in. Bloome (2005) defines an “event” as a “bounded series 

of actions and reactions that people make in response to each other at the level of face-to-

face interaction” (p. 6). Particularly, “literacy events” are the events in which language 

(i.e., written and oral) play a significant role and can be used to note the particular 

language and literacy practices people do. Literacy as described by Street (1984) is a set 

of practices; it is not the simple skills set of reading and writing in a traditional sense. 

Therefore, literacy events are the bounded moments in which people act and react, 
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through literacy (and language) practices (Street, 1984; Barton & Hamilton, 1995; 

Bloome, 2005). Literacy events can include writing, semiotic tools and artifacts, and the 

performance of language and literacy practices (Heath, 1983; Holland & Skinner, 2008). 

In considering literacy as practices, we can ask what creates and shapes these practices, 

who engages in these practices and how, and who determines what practices are valued. 

Aligned with this conception of literacy events, I began to go through the data marking 

the literacy events that occurred at the international border, at school, and home. I chose 

these spaces based on the interviews of the children and the spaces they mentioned in 

relation to how they conceptualized their language and literacy practices. In other words, 

home, school and the border were the specific spaces that they articulated as having rigid 

language and literacy border in which they perform specific language and literacy 

practices. To mark the literacy events I used the following questions:  

• What is the (metaphorical/physical) border involved?  

• Who is trying to cross the border?  

• Who is inspecting the border crosser? 

• What language and literacy practices are being inspected/monitored/surveilled of 

the border crosser? 

Using these questions helped me identify the “boundaries” (Bloome, 2005) of the literacy 

events using the same across all data sources. Drawing on Lugo’s (2008) concept of a 

pattern of cultural surveillance, he explains that there are socially constructed cultural 

borders that exclude people; and just as in the physical international border crossing 

experience, there are inspectors in every cultural border. I created these questions to 
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position physical and metaphorical border crossings as literacy events that involve 

distinct language and literacy practices. For example, at school when students went to the 

library I labeled it as a “literacy event”. In this case, the border was the “academic 

identity”, the inspector was the “librarian”, the border crosser was “René” and the 

language and literacy practices that were being surveilled were “silence” from his 

language practices, and “his ability to find an English-only book at his reading level” for 

literacy practices. These were the expected language and literacy practices in order to get 

through the inspector.   

After identifying the literacy events, I moved on to examining the language and 

literacy practices that were occurring in these moments. I drew from Street (2003) who 

described literacy (and language) practices as the “broader cultural conception of 

particular ways of thinking about and doing reading and writing in cultural contexts” (p. 

2). I started marking the ways in which Irma, Omar and René were using language within 

those events and the various literacy practices and tools they engaged with. The common 

codes for literacy events that involved surveillance by an inspector were “English-only 

talk”, “Silence”, “English reading skills”, “English books”, and “English writing”. For 

example, when the literacy event was the classroom teacher Mrs. Mercado giving a 

whole group lesson Irma, René and Omar were listening to her read in English and they 

answered her discussion questions in English. Therefore the language and literacy 

practices I marked were “English reading” (language and literacy practice), “English 

textbook” (tool), “questions in English” (language and literacy practice), and “responding 

in English” (language and literacy practice). In this same way, I marked the language and 
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literacy practices across all data for the three cases. This is where I began to notice the 

pattern of surveillance in relation to a monolingual identity even in the data at home and 

at the border. At home the data represented language and literacy practices in Spanish.  

At last, I began to look for counter or negative cases. When is a monolingual 

identity or practices not the norm? So I began to notice the events when these occurred 

where when I there was no border, no inspector and, thus, no surveillance. For example, 

when Irma was playing video games with her brother on her X-Box while parents were 

cooking food, they were moving from Spanish to English. Some of the common codes for 

these unsurveilled moments were: “Translanguaging”, “codeswitching”, “sibling”, and 

“digital biliteracy”. These allowed me to see the nuances of the language and literacy 

practices that the participants were engaging with in relation to their reading of the 

context. The second layer of analysis for counter cases involved looking at surveilled 

moments in which translanguaging occurred. These were the least amount of instances I 

found in the data. These moments occurred when I (the researcher) was involved in the 

interaction between the inspector and the border crosser, when a participant was using 

“language as a crutch” (Zentella, 1999) with an inspector, or when there was an initial 

misreading or misinterpretation of an unsurveilled context by the participant. Using 

language as a crutch meant, seeing my participants were using the unsanctioned language 

to say words they forgot or did not know in the sanctioned language. For example, when 

Irma asked her teacher (inspector), “Can I get a toallita?” instead of “Can I get a tissue?”, 

she was using language as a crutch. An initial misreading or misinterpretation of an 

unsurveilled context is when the participants did not immediately recognize that their 
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language and literacy practices were being inspected. For example, when Omar saw the 

teacher was on her computer and he asked her in Spanish if he could go to the restroom. 

He used Spanish not realizing he was being inspected, when he noticed the “non-

response”, he immediately switched to English and asked again, which resulted in a 

“response” from the teacher.  

A CASE FOR TRUSTWORTHINESS 

Case study, as a qualitative research method, includes the researcher as the 

primary research tool or instrument for conducting research (Merriam, 2009). This means 

that certain biases, ideologies, decisions and more are ultimately going to influence the 

research based on his/her own experiences; this can have an effect not only on the 

process, but also on the final reporting of a case study (Merriam, 2009). As in other 

qualitative studies, an important component of the researcher design is making a case for 

trustworthiness (Merriam, 2009). Merriam (2009) offers several ways a researcher can 

achieve trustworthiness; these are the three that I focused on: (1) triangulation,  (2) 

researcher’s positionality or reflexivity, and (3) rich, thick descriptions.  

Triangulation 

Triangulation compares and cross-checks multiple data sources (Meriam, 2009). 

Thomas (2011) extends this by suggesting that including a variety of data sources offers 

multiple “angles and vantage points” (p. 68) that can be utilized to confirm the findings. 

This means that what is being noticed in one data source can be found in others as well; 

several is better than one (Thomas, 2011). As mentioned before, the data sources I 

collected included: semi-structured interviews, field observations, fieldnotes, artifacts and 
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participant create visual data. Using multiple data sources allowed me to see the 

overlapping codes and the emerging patterns across all data. It allowed me to confirm and 

disconfirm the themes by looking for similar examples across all the data and by looking 

at non-examples that demonstrated a more nuanced view of the participants’ language 

and literacy practices. Ultimately, the use of various data sources provided several angles 

to the research study.  

Rich, Thick Description 

For the data I collected and the report, I used rich, thick descriptions (Meriam, 

2009). According to Merriam, being explicitly descriptive about the phenomenon and 

about what was learned from the research study helps to make a case for trustworthiness. 

I used thick, rich descriptions about the participants, the site, and the literacy events that 

took place. Direct quotes from the participants’ voices and excerpts from transcripts or 

recordings are also other forms of detailed descriptions that I used as part of my final 

report to contribute to the findings and trustworthiness of the study. In particular, I 

centered on the specific language and literacy practices by noting the language the 

participants’ used, the content of their talk, and the various practices they enacted.  

Researcher Reflexivity & Positionality 

Researcher’s positionality and reflexivity are part of building trustworthiness by 

keeping anecdotal notes or entries about my own observations, understandings, biases, 

assumptions and experiences during research process (Glesne, 2011; Merriam, 2009). 

These critical reflections were recorded as analytic memos (Refer to Fieldnotes section 

for description). This provided the space to continuously reflect and question my own 
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role and subjectivities and how they were impacting my understandings of the 

investigation. 

My Positionality Statement  

My positionality in this study is important for two reasons: (1) it highlights my 

motivation for doing this research, and (2) how these influenced my understanding and 

interpretation of my findings. I am a transfronteriza myself. I was born in México and 

lived on both sides of the border. I had a home and a life in Cerralvo, Nuevo Leon, 

México, as well as one in Roma, Texas. Living on the border, I was exposed to several 

ways of being: the Mexicana, the American, the Tejana, and the transfronteriza. These 

multiple ways of being comprise my languages, my cultures, my knowledge and more 

importantly my identities.  Because I am from the border, I acquired and learned multiple 

languages in oral and written forms, and cultural knowledge. I grew up speaking Spanish 

at home with my parents, with my prim@s, with my ti@s, and everyone in my 

community. My whole family had a strict language policy that would not allow me to 

speak English to anyone in my family because it was considered una falta de respeto. I 

also spoke Spanish in other community spaces and when I would travel back home to 

México. I attended school in Roma, Texas where I was part of a transitional bilingual 

education program, the same one that is still in use today. I had Spanish only instruction 

from K-3 and transitioned to English-only in fourth grade. Although, the school’s goal 

was to transition to me to English as quickly as possible, it took a lot of work and 

dedication on my part to be able to learn English. I knew that to be successful in school I 

had to pass state exams that required me to read and write in English, so I began to get 
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more involved in learning how to read and write in English at home. I remember my 

mother helping me as well. We only knew Spanish and we used our knowledge of 

Spanish and my little experience with English to make sense of decoding and 

comprehending the stories or passages I was given in English.  After one year of 

struggling, I began to understand enough to pass my coursework in English and state 

assessments. Although, teachers devalued my Spanish language, my family and my 

experiences in a bicultural and bilingual community did not. Just as I saw doctors, 

lawyers, and teachers speaking English, I admired the doctors, business owners, and 

teachers from México that I also knew and who spoke Spanish. Growing up, mi madrina 

was the only adult on my family who knew English and who worked in more 

“professional” types of positions. She was the manager for the local Pizza Hut in Roma, 

which happened to be ranked, at that time, as having the highest sales for Texas; and in 

Cerralvo, she was well known as la profesora de inglés de la secu (secundaria). She was 

someone I looked up to. Much of the transfronterizo economic and professional success 

that I saw in her, I attributed to her bilingualism. Early on, I knew my bilingualism was 

important and an asset for my future. 

Among my experiences, although I acknowledge that bilingualism was something 

I valued, being a teacher was a profession that I learned not to value; I held deficit 

perspectives of maestr@s. In my community, it was common for people to say that you 

either become a teacher or a border patrols. Those were our two choices. Being that 

Roma is a very small community, there were not many options for work. I grew up 

knowing that to stay in Roma it meant I had to subdue myself to one of those two careers. 
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I resisted this discourse because like many other things, I felt that as a female, Mexican 

American, I would only be allowed to work as a teacher (realistically, I knew this was my 

only option) in my community; so becoming a maestra, became an oppressive profession 

that I chose not to ascribe myself to do. From being a student in schools in Roma, I could 

see that teachers were not making enough to have long-term economic stability. The 

teachers who lived more comfortably were those who had master’s degrees and were also 

teaching evening courses at the local community college. Why would I work hard to 

become a teacher, if I was still not going to have the economic stability I envisioned at 

that time? I did not understand the powerful role that teachers play, and the impact they 

can have on students, families and the community.  

When I graduated and began my college academic career, I looked for jobs to 

help me pay my first degree. I worked for three years at one of the local high schools in 

Edinburg, Texas as a tutor for AVID (Advance Via Individual Determination) a program 

that helps high school students successfully complete high school graduation 

requirements and prepare them for the transition to college. This is when I started 

recognizinghow tracking happened, how the Spanish language was positioned by schools, 

teachers and students, and the many limitations my recently arrived, immigrant students 

were facing.  This is where I saw my role as important to my community. I did not have a 

degree yet, but the fact that these high school students saw a young Mexican American 

working a long with teachers and going to college, gave them a sense of hope. In my first 

year working there, I was able to help two undocumented, senior Mexican female 

students obtain scholarships to attend the University of Texas Pan American. This 



 118 

became my motivation. I knew from experience, high school counselors only spoke to 

students in AP classes who were tracked to go to college about the various opportunities 

for scholarships. So I began to get well versed in this area, and I began to show these high 

school students how to apply and where to find the information. By the end of my third 

year, I had helped five students get accepted to universities with scholarships; this is 

when I realized helping students was an important part of my life. I started valuing the 

role of teachers, and not in a way that I had seen and experienced as a student, but in the 

form of advocacy for my Mexican and Mexican American community. I realized this was 

the space that I could use to help others and feel like I was doing something useful; it was 

not about economic stability, it was about social justice.  

As part of my preparation for becoming a bilingual elementary teacher, I learned 

how various historical program language models implemented in schools, specifically in 

the Rio Grande Valley, played a significant role in subjecting Mexican American 

students to linguistic and cultural oppression. I learned about how Spanish, Spanglish, 

Tex-Mex were devalued in institutional spaces even though it was part of our bilingual 

and bicultural border community (Anzaldúa, 1987). These experiences opened my eyes 

to other linguistic and cultural injustices that Mexican American families and students 

faced on a daily basis particularly in school settings. When I began my bilingual 

education teaching career I became an advocate for my students, for the Spanish 

language, and for bilingualism. Although I worked under a transitional bilingual 

education model, I implemented language policies in the classroom that were supportive 

and positive towards my students’ cultural and academic identities. We used code-
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switching, translated materials, read material in English and discussed in Spanglish, and 

this became the culture of my classroom. Part of my practice was to also teach my 

students “straddling” (Cervantes-Soon & Carrillo, 2017); I made them aware that the 

language practices I allowed in class were not necessarily acceptable by administrators 

and so when the principal or assistant principal came in to do walk-throughs, we always 

performed English-only language and literacy practices; this became my solution. I 

realize now that similar to my participants this was my own border thinking (Mignolo, 

2000) and my advocacy.  

Although those were my experiences and they are close to my heart, I also come 

forward with the acknowledgement and recognition that these experiences took place 

over ten years ago. Growing up on the U.S.-México border region for me, as I remember, 

was a great experience, but much different than the way it is today. For me México was 

always a safe place. I grew up feeling safe walking the streets of Cerralvo with my 

family, with my prim@s, and alone at any time of the day. I knew that everyone knew 

each other, “aquí todos te conocen” my tías would say. There was a sense of comfort and 

security in knowing that everyone knows you and your family and so people took care of 

each other. With my transfronterizo friends that were originally from Miguel Alemán and 

Mier, I also experienced these places with freedom and tranquility. We always knew 

about Los Zetas, but as long as you did not get involved in their drug-related business 

there was nothing to be afraid of, we followed the "no te metas donde no debes" rule. So, 

even Los Zetas did not raise any concerns to our community.  
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Growing up in Roma, it was all about class differences. I lived for a long time in 

one of the poorest apartments of Roma, and to be honest almost all of my father’s family 

lived in those apartments at some point. Some of my ti@s lived there and my 

grandparents lived next to us in those apartments, they all liked to stay close to each 

other. These apartments were small, old, and had no air conditioning, I remember even 

the bricks outside were all sorts of colors and some parts of the walls did not have bricks 

they had wood. So people like me in Roma, did not have the shoes and clothing with the 

popular brands that marked you as having higher socioeconomic status. We all knew that 

for the most part only those with parents who worked in U.S. Customs, Border Patrol, as 

a teacher, or who were in the drug-business, were the ones who came from higher 

socioeconomic status. That was it for Roma, and it was easy to tell or read.  

Crossing the border was also not as complicated. The U.S. side of the border has 

always been the more tedious process of both border inspections. Since we are residents, 

we had to always show our resident cards as opposed to those who were US citizens that 

at that time, could get away with just saying the phrase “US citizen” and be allowed to 

cross. For us, border inspectors would either match our faces to the picture on the 

resident’s card or call out our names and we had to acknowledge them by moving 

forward or looking at them. Sometimes, they would choose our vehicle for a second 

round of inspections, in which we would have to park our car sit on some metal tables 

outside and have the inspectors look through every corner of our vehicle. I remember 

these inspections as taking forever, and I remember that although we were annoyed by 

having to wait for them, we could not complain or even speak when they inspectors 
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where doing their job; as if speaking was going to put us in additional risks of being 

detained or deported. I always told myself we are not doing anything wrong why should I 

not be able to complain at least about how hot it was outside, but I always felt some fear 

of not being able to cross the border.  

As an educational researcher, I understand that education, communities, people, 

practices, and everything that constitutes the lives of transfronterizo children has changed 

based on the more current political, economic, cultural, and social realities of the area 

today. Therefore, I do not presume that the experiences of transfronterizo children in the 

U.S.-México border today are the same as mine. Coming back to conduct research on the 

U.S.-México border was something I was looking forward to do. I have always visited 

with my parents who still live in the area, so I was well aware of the more current events 

on the border, many of which involved the drug cartel violence and the militarization. 

The militarization of the border region was something obvious. In the many visits to 

Roma, I would see how the border area was always more policed than other spaces such 

as San Antonio or even Austin. Just to leave the Rio Grande Valley you have to go 

through an additional inspection. Not to mention, the many times I was stopped during 

my trips home by state troopers asking me why I was taking Highway 35 instead of 281 

if according to them it was the most common practice by people from “Roma”. Clearly 

this was not an issue of what highway was a better or the most common choice, but the 

fact that I would say I was traveling to or from Roma was the issue. Roma has always 

been know for the drug-trafficking business, and so every stop meant my entire car, from 

top to bottom would get inspected on the side of Highway 35. From a college course I 
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took at UTPA, I remember a professor once told me that people have the right to deny the 

police or any other law enforcement agency from searching your vehicle unless they have 

a warrant. Although I knew “my rights”, again I was never truly sure that I could exercise 

such rights in the countless of stops and searches that I experienced. The policing and 

surveillance that happens on the border area and towards border residents was no surprise 

to me, however, seeing the soldiers on the military tanks driving around Roma through all 

the small, unpaved streets that are close to the river, that I had not experienced. Seeing 

hundreds of border patrols and state troopers in Roma was new to me. My parents live a 

few blocks away from a taquería stand, and on any given day, you see anywhere from 

five to ten state trooper and/or border patrol vehicles parked there during lunch time. This 

is not normal. Seeing the changes to the entry port surrounded with surveillance cameras 

and road bumps to stop and control the movement of vehicles and people exiting and 

entering Roma was new to me.  

Even when crossing to México, everything was different. Just in entering Miguel 

Alemán, I also noticed the higher road bumps, and more signal lights to control the 

traffic. Every single vehicle that crosses gets the red light that signals an inspection, when 

before it was more likely to get a green light. Then, there are soldados in a ready-to-shoot 

position on their trucks pointing at every person and vehicle with their guns. This was not 

my experience growing up. Soldados at the Argentina (the grocery store), at la farmacia 

Benavides, on the streets del centro, and everywhere else was not normal to me. Coming 

back to do my research allowed me to experience the U.S.-México border in a very 

different way, in many ways, as an outsider. The surveillance I experience on the border 
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during the time of the study is not nearly as close to the surveillance, militarization and 

violence that border communities are experiencing today. 

Coming back to my community as a doctoral student was not difficult. I realized 

that although the context had changed, the people in my community were still the same—

they knew me. Everyone in the community and the school district were very welcoming. 

Starting my research was not a complicated process because I relied on my own networks 

from my own time there. The relationships with my participants and their families were a 

little different. Since, these were families that I had no connections to, and I worked on 

building trust through sharing my own experiences living and growing up in the area as a 

transfronteriza. My experiences as a transfronteriza helped me be accepted by my 

participants. 

My past and present experiences have shaped who I am today, and the work that I 

do within this research project and other work. The perspectives I draw from today is that 

of language as a human right. Children from linguistic and cultural diverse backgrounds 

deserve the right to use their language, literacy and cultural knowledge in the ways in 

which they need to be successful. They should have the right and the opportunity to 

continue to develop their bi(multi)lingualism inside and outside of school. They should 

have a right to see their experiences, their communities and themselves in the curriculum 

presented and used in schools. I view teaching as a space advocacy, social justice and 

equity for students that have been historically marginalized. Teaching has the power to 

impact the ideologies, practices and more importantly the academic identities of children. 

Limitations 
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Methodologically, this study was limited to those who had transfronterizo 

experiences. In doing so, the number of potential participants was reduced. Some of the 

potential participants were fronterizos that did not cross the U.S.-México border for 

various reasons. Although fronterizos could have provided another perspective to the 

ways in which languages and literacies on the border are experienced, the main purpose 

of my research was to center on the experiences of transfronterizos who have been 

understudied in the field of education.  However, as a continuation to this study, I could 

follow-up with transfronterizo participants, and add the perspective of fronterizo students 

as well to provide a more nuanced understanding of these communities and their 

language and literacy practices. 

A second limitation to this study was the number of language and literacy 

practices that I presented in the present research report. As the researcher, I made the 

decision to center on the voices and experiences of the children based on my own 

research interests and questions. This meant I did not include all the language and literacy 

practices that I documented from parents, extended family members and community 

members. However, I acknowledge that there is a wealth of knowledge about unique 

language and literacy practices that are a very important area of study. In the concluding 

chapter, I discuss this further in terms of future directions offering recommendations for 

research that are still necessary to continue to learn and understand the communities from 

the borderlands.  

Another limitation of this study was the generalizability. Being that this was a 

multiple, case study, it is important to note, that the findings of this study cannot be 
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generalized to other spaces or communities. Even though this was not the primary 

purpose of this study, the details in the experiences of three transfronterizo students offers 

a more detailed understanding of the complexities in their experiences as physical and 

metaphorical border-crossers. Particularly, the ways in which they are reading and 

writing themselves across spaces, can provide a lens for understanding other students 

from transnational and immigrant backgrounds, or from other spaces along the U.S.-

México border.  
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CHAPTER 5: BORDER CROSSING, BORDER INSPECTIONS and 

LITERACIES OF SURVEILLANCE 

Transfronterizo children, such as Irma, Omar and René who experience life on 

both sides of the U.S. – México border, are constantly facing intense surveillance and 

inspections during their physical crossing of the international borderline. In the fieldnote 

below, I include a snapshot of Irma, her family and myself are going through the 

international bridge in Miguel Alemán, Tamaulipas in order to enter Roma, Texas the 

night before Irma had to attend school. For Irma and her family border crossing is an 

everyday experience.  

It was 8:12pm; I sat in the front passenger’s seat as Sra. García drove. 
She drove out of her parking spot at her house and into the street near a 
plaza. She drove out to the business street that leads to el centro de 
Miguel Alemán. We passed a lot of businesses and lights. There was no 
line en el centro but you could see people walking around and driving. 
Irma and her siblings were quiet in the back. Turning back periodically, 
I could see Irma was looking outside at the streets, while Jaime was 
playing games on his tablet, and Alma was also very quiet; she looked 
sleepy. 
 

Sra. García: Nos gusta irnos cuando no hay mucha gente y ya que 
anden cansados y listos para dormir porque el apartamento es muy 
chiquito y solo lo usamos para que duerman y yo a veces me quedo 
allí cuando los tengo que esperar después de clase. Como a Irma que 
está en clases de baile, allí me quedo esa hora con Alma y Jaime 
mientras ella termina.  
 
Irma: Si, pero ya se terminó. Ya no me quedo después de clases.  
Sra. García: Si, pero durante el año si lo usamos. No se si lo vamos 
a seguir teniendo el otro año mi esposo no me ha dicho como le 
vamos hacer.  
IN: Oh okay.  
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I could see we were just a few lights away from the entrance to the 
bridge. The kids were still very quiet. I could already see the Mexican 
soldiers standing near the entrance of the bridge. They were all talking 
and holding on to their firearms.  
 
We arrived at the bridge and Sra. García (Irma’s mother) who was 
driving stopped next to México’s border official, whose role is to 
complete the monetary transactions of every vehicle that is exiting 
México’s national territory and entering the U.S.-México international 
bridge.  
 

MX Border Official: Buenas tardes. 
Sra. García: Buenas tardes. 

 
Sra. García took out money from her purse and paid the 24 pesos. She 
waited for the receipt/insurance. 
 

Sra. García: Gracias. 
 
She quickly drove into the bridge. Jaime (Irma’s younger brother) who 
was playing on his tablet tried to get Irma’s attention.  
 

Jaime: Irma, Irma mira! (Showing her the game on the tablet.) 
Irma: Ya se. (Turns away from the tablet and looks out the window 
on her right.) 

 
At the other end of the bridge, towards Roma, Texas, four out of five 
lanes were open. Three of them had a couple of cars waiting to cross to 
the U.S. Sra. García chose the second lane which only had one car 
waiting in line. These lines are normal for evening border crossing, 
typically getting through the inspection in less than 10-15 minutes. The 
cameras were in front of her truck taking pictures. I could see the bright 
flashes even though there was daylight.  The car in front started moving. 
The U.S. Custom’s officer waved his hand for us to move forward. The 
light turned green which also signaled that we were next. We passed 
two tall road bumps and Sra. García stopped her truck right next to the 
U.S. Custom’s officer and rolled down her window. 
 

US Custom’s Officer: Buenas tardes. 
Sra. García: Buenas tardes. 

 
Sra. García gave the officer all of their U.S. passports.  
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US Custom’s Officer: ¿Ciudadanos? 
 
The officer opened all the passports and looked through them.  
 

Sra. García: Si, todos. 
IN: Yo soy residente (and gave him my resident’s card). 

 
I was sitting on the front passenger seat and the border officer reached 
to grab my resident’s card and walked to his station to enter the 
information into his computer.  
 

US Custom’s Officer: ¿A dónde van? 
Sra. García: Aquí a Roma. 
US Custom’s Officer: ¿Cual fue el motivo de su visita a México? 
Sra. García: Fuimos con mi esposo. 
U.S. Custom’s Officer: ¿Tienen algo que declarar? ¿Comida? 
¿Plantas? ¿Algo que trajeron? 
Sra. García: No nada. 

 
Officer looked at the kids through the back window. Irma was sitting 
near the right passenger’s door, Jaime was sitting in the middle and 
Alma (Irma’s younger sister) was sitting on her car seat on the left side. 
They were all wearing their seatbelts. When the officer approached the 
window, Irma and Alma looked back at the officer and smiled. They 
were both quiet. Jaime was still playing his game; he briefly stopped 
and looked up at the officer. The officer looked at each one matching 
each of their faces to the picture of their passport. The officer went to 
the back of the truck and hit the back tire and then hit the side of the 
truck. Officer came back to the front window and returned all of our 
documents. 
 

US Custom’s Officer: Pásele. 
 
Sra. García drove forward to exit the inspection station.  
 

Irma: ¿Mami, vamos a ir al HEB?  
(Fieldnote, 5/27/2016) 

 

Every day on their way to school, on their way home, or to visit family, transfronterizos 

like Irma, Omar and René experience inspection stations and inspections by both the U.S. 
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and México’s federal immigration agencies. Drawing from the work of Alejandro Lugo 

(2008), an inspection station is part of the border-crossing process. He defines it as the 

place where inspectors—“inspect, monitor and surveil what travels in and out of a nation-

state in terms of gender, class, race and nationality” (p. 115). During inspections at the 

U.S.-México border, agents are allowed to ask questions regarding: “your citizenship, 

nature of the trip, and anything you may be bringing back such as plants, fruits and 

vegetables” (Department of Homeland Security, 2017). These questions and inspection 

allow border agents to make the arbitrary decision of whether or not a border crosser can 

enter the country. 

In this chapter, I explore transfronterizo children’s everyday language and literacy 

practices within this border crossing experience. I argue that the unique literacy events, 

texts, tools and practices that they engage with in this daily practice in the context of 

intense surveillance have provided them with what I call literacies of surveillance.  In 

this case, transfronterizo children develop these literacies as a result of their marginalized 

experiences on the borderlands and that come from always being criminalized for being 

from racialized immigrant backgrounds regardless of their citizenship status.  

The questions guiding this chapter are: How do transfronterizo children make 

sense of the context of surveillance? And, how is this sense making reflected in their 

language and literacy practices?  I begin this chapter, by discussing the three theories I 

draw from for this chapter. I then move to the section “Reading Surveillance” which is 

the interaction and sense-making of transfronterizos when they encounter the localized 

texts centered on control, surveillance and criminalization. I follow this section with 
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examples of the children talking about the various texts and literacy practices they engage 

with during a border crossing experience. Then, I follow with the section “Self-Authoring 

across Borders and Inspectors” to explain how border inspections are a semiotic tool 

(Van Leeuwen, 2005; Hall, 2007) that is used by “power holders” for criminalization and 

exclusion and, at the same time, how it is also used by transfronterizo children for “self-

authoring” across borders; again, I provide examples of this with multiple data sources. 

Finally, I conclude this chapter with a discussion on how these experiences afford 

transfronterizo children literacies of surveillance that they carry and use during border 

crossings and inspections in the physical U.S.-México border as well as other social 

spaces.    

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

 To inform this study, I drew from three theoretical frames: (1) borders, 

inspections, and surveillance, (2) sociocultural perspectives on language and literacy, and 

(3) border thinking. In this section, I explain each of these frameworks and then I discuss 

how I implement them to conceptualize the experiences of transfronterizo children.  

First, I draw from Alejandro Lugo’s (2008) work on border inspections. For a 

border inspection to occur, there must be a border, a border inspector and a border 

crosser. As explained in Lugo’s (2008) work, the border inspector holds the powerful role 

over the border crosser because they decide whether the border crosser gets to 

successfully cross the border or not. I would also add that the border inspector gets to 

arbitrarily decide the amount of surveillance and inspection the border crosser 

experiences. I use the concept of border inspectors and border inspections to 
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contextualize the daily border crossing experiences that transfronterizo children go 

through and the various language and literacy practices involved in crossing the border to 

the U.S. and México.  

Border theorists, Gloria Anzaldúa and Walter Mignolo, discuss the notion of 

border thinking (Mignolo, 2000). Border thinking (Mignolo, 2000; Mignolo & 

Tlostanova, 2006) emerged from the violence that comes from the erection of borders. 

They are “the moments in which the imaginary of the modern world system cracks” 

(Mignolo, 2000, p. 23). It is the knowledge that derives from dealing with borders and 

living in the borderlands (Anzaldúa, 1987). In particular, Mignolo (2000) states that it is 

the “knowledge from the subaltern perspective…conceived from exterior borders of the 

modern/colonial world system” (Mignolo, 2000, p. 13). Border thinking brings to the 

forefront the reality and the knowledge of the subaltern, of those living on the margins 

and dwelling within the history and the current presence of social, cultural, institutional, 

and national borders. I used this concept to highlight the creative ways in which children 

learn to read and respond to borders. Border thinking is the agency (Holland et al., 1998) 

that transfronterizos enact which allows them to navigate, survive and thrive in a context 

of borders.  

Sociocultural theory centers on the situated nature of (language and) literacy and 

acknowledges that people do literacy differently across social and cultural contexts 

(Heath, 1983; Erickson, 1984; Street, 1984; Bloome, 1987; Baker & Luke, 1991; 

Fairclough, 1992; Maybin, 1994; Besnier, 1995; Bloome & Katz, 2003). Rather than 

viewing literacy as decontextualized reading and writing skills, literacy is considered as 
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part of larger social, cultural, political and historical context. Literacy is the socialization 

“into particular social [and cultural] practices” (Bloome & Katz, 2006). In this 

perspective, reading and writing are materialized to specific contexts or recurring 

“events”; in other words, there are known expectations that inform the legitimate ways in 

which reading and writing is performed for particular social and cultural settings 

(Bartlett, 2007). This legitimacy derives from a system of power relations that privilege 

certain language and literacy practices and that can position someone as belonging or not 

(Bloome & Katz, 2006). Actors participating in specific literacy events within certain 

contexts should act and react in the ways deemed appropriate or as the “norm”. These 

actions and reactions are the literacy practices people do within literacy events (Heath, 

1983; Barton et al., 1999). Heath’s (1983) describes, “literacy events” as “occasion[s] in 

which a piece of writing or, any form of semiotic artifact [or tool] is integral to the nature 

of participants’ interactions and their interpretive processes” (as cited by Holland & 

Skinner, 2008). In this sense, literacy events are composed of texts, tools and particular 

literacy practices. I used this theoretical understanding to examine the ways in which 

transfronterizo children enact particular language and literacy practices as they are 

informed by the border context in which they are in and how they used this to mediate 

their experience.  

 Below in Figure 5.1, I illustrate how I implement these three perspectives to 

understand and examine the experiences of transfronterizo children. The theory of 

borders and inspections situates the larger sociopolitical and cultural context 

transfronterizos experience as border crossers. For transfronterizos in this study, I 
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consider border thinking as the agency they perform to be able to write themselves 

despite the borders, inspections and surveillance they face. The language and literacy 

practices are the medium that connects the social and the cultural context with the 

individual and the ways in which they influence each other. 

READING SURVEILLANCE 

Sociocultural theory posits that literacy and meaning making is a social and cultural 

process that requires the participation and transaction with local or situated literacies 

(Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Rowe, 2010; Street, 1995). Children are socialized into the 

literacy practices for specific contexts. As explained earlier in the previous section, Heath 

(1983) defines “literacy events” as “occasion[s] in which a piece of writing or, any form 

of semiotic artifact [or tool] is integral to the nature of participants’ interactions and their 

interpretive processes” (as cited by Holland & Skinner, 2008). Literacy events include 

texts, tools and literacy practices. In this sense, I frame border crossings as literacy events 

because there are particular texts, semiotic tools and literacy practices that an individual 

must understand and use in this context and that marked them as literate.  

Through my observations and the interviews, the transfronterizo children in my 

study were able to display a particular knowledge and literacy that comes from the daily-

lived experience with a context of surveillance. Flewitt, Nind and Payler (2009), who 

draw from a multimodal perspective, describe a text as “‘a piece of writing’, or it may be 

a drawing, a young child’s early marking or an embodied action that represents and 

conveys a particular meaning” (p. 214). For this study, I define a text as more than the 

traditional form of books, but also to include signs, symbols, bodies, and practices 
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(Goodman, 1996). In border crossings, the texts available include and represent a set of 

literacy practices and understandings. The role of literacy practices within literacy events 

is important because it allows for recognition of who is literate in this particular action or 

experience (Holland & Skinner, 2008; Street, 1993). Transfronterizo children as active 

participants of this context, share with me their experiences the texts they interact with 

when crossing the international bridge and the distinct literacy practices that they engage 

in as part of the border crossing literacy event and as part of the larger sociopolitical 

context of surveillance they experience. For this section, I explain the kinds of 

contextualized texts and literacy practices that the children engage with as part of this 

literacy event. Then I discuss how these practices and texts are part of their 

transfronterizo repertoires and, consequently, their knowledge of literacies of 

surveillance. 

Surveillance Cameras 

When entering México or the U.S., it is not uncommon for transfronterizos like 

Omar, Irma and René to come across surveillance cameras. In fact, since 2011 the 

number of cameras has increased due to the cartel violence in the border cities of 

Tamaulipas and “undocumented” immigrants crossing the Rio Grande River. Currently, 

there are twenty visible cameras flashing across the five-traffic border crossing lanes to 

enter the U.S. and there are twelve visible cameras flashing when leaving the U.S. at the 

Roma, Texas crossing. On the other hand, there are twelve visible cameras non-flashing 

across three lanes entering México and two visible cameras non-flashing when leaving 
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México (Fieldnote, 6/9/2016). Figure 5.1 illustrates the surveillance cameras when 

entering the international bridge. 

Figure 5.1 – Picture of Roma’s border exit gate.   

 

 
 
 
While there are cameras on both ends of the border, the cameras on the U.S. side were 

much more significant to participants than the ones in México. The surveillance cameras 

in the U.S. were more visible in terms of the amount of cameras present, the size of the 

cameras and the strength of the flashing lights. Omar, for example, discusses the cameras 

but only the ones when entering the U.S.: 

Omar: Y tienen cámaras te toman. 

    [And they have cameras that take your picture.] 

IN: uh-hm 

Omar: Por si, si ‘tas (sic) dormido y luego te levanta y 

     [And if you, if you are asleep then they wake you up] 
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IN: ¿Te despiertan las cámaras?  

     [Do the cameras wake you up?] 

Omar: Todos los días. 

     [Every day.] 

In this segment of the interview transcript, Omar recognizes the surveillance cameras on 

the border. These cameras are texts he encounters in this context of surveillance. He 

states “Te toman.” to mean someone watching and taking his picture. This description 

and this sense-making is related to the context of surveillance. Similar to Michel 

Foucault’s (1977/1995) concept of the gaze and the panopticon, these surveillance 

cameras are there to monitor and control bodies. According to Foucault’s theory of 

surveillance, the panopticon and the gaze function as a system of control that inflicts the 

idea of always being watched; therefore, those in less powerful positions self-monitor 

their own behaviors according to the expectations of those in power or of the observer.  

When facing the flashes of the cameras, Omar embodies certain literacy practices. He 

wakes up and adjusts his body as soon as he meets the flashing of the cameras to prepare 

for inspection. Unfortunately, this is the same ritualized process he goes through every 

day (Todos los días.) indicating this surveillance literacy comes from experiential 

knowledge. In fact, rather than ignoring the cameras, Omar understands that the flashing 

cameras signal for his full attention in order to engage the process of the formal border 

inspection. These flashing cameras are more present or noticeable to the children than the 

non-flashing cameras from México, which from my observations did not cause visible 

changes on their practices.  
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La Luz  

Before arriving to each inspection station in México or the U.S. there is a red-

green light as illustrated in Figure 5.2. Below, there is a picture of what it looks like on 

both sides of the border. 

Figure 5.2 – Roma-Miguel Alemán border.  
 

 
 
 
On the U.S. side of the border, there are signs that illustrate the stop sign and where the 

vehicle should wait in line. Everyone has to stop because all vehicles and people go 

through inspection. In this case, the green light is a text that indicates who is next for 

being inspected through the verification of “authorized” documentation, questioning and 

vehicle surveillance. The picture on the right of figure 5.2 illustrates the process. In 

México, on the other hand, this text has a different meaning. Similar to the U.S., there are 

also signs that indicate that everyone should stop and take turns going through the lane 

towards the red/green light. In México, as of recent, almost every vehicle gets selected 

for inspections giving them the red light that signals for an inspection. If the green light 

appears, the vehicle is allowed to go into México without further searches. The picture on 

the left for Figure 5.2 includes what this process looks like in México. 
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During interviews, the children emphasized the red/green light of the Mexican 

inspection process through their discussions. In their conversation, there was evidence of 

their reading and interpretation of the light and their understanding of the inspection 

process. The following is a brief excerpt from René explaining the process: 

René: Um… te vas por el puente y luego hay un alto y si 

está rojo (sic) y necesitas que pararte en el puente y 

luego si esta verde nada más te vas.  

[Um…you go through the bridge and then there is a stop 

sign and if it is red and you need to stop at the bridge 

and then if it is green you only need to go (keep 

driving).] 

IN: Ah, si me toca rojo y me paro ¿qué es lo que debo de 

hacer? [Ah, if I get red I stop ¿then what is it that I am 

supposed to do?] 

René: No’ más abrir la cajuela y te checan los soldados 

(corrected) los policías.  

[You only need to open the trunk and the soldiers 

(corrects) the police will check you.] 

René outlines la luz (the light) as an important surveillance text. As explained above, this 

light has two different meanings depending on the color (i.e., green or red). For René, if 

the light is green (i.e., the text) it means you can move on and enter México (i.e., the 

literacy practice); however, if it turns red (i.e., the text), there is a process of inspection 
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with specific literacy practices that follow. If the light is red, the person driving the 

vehicle must stop, open the trunk and let the border officials, whom he calls police, do 

their inspection. He uses the phrase “te checan” meaning someone will be inspecting your 

car. This inspection functions as a tool of control and power over those who are subjected 

to this experience (Lugo, 2008). René understands that someone else has the power to 

check his vehicle and the things he carries. He also uses “no’ mas abrir la cajuela” in his 

description which translates to “you only open the trunk”. This is important because it 

illustrates how easy it is to only open the trunk or in similar ways, how normal it is to go 

through this inspection. When I asked the children about how they felt to see the soldados 

(soldiers) or to be checked so much, they used words such as “bien” and “normal”. They 

have been experiencing this since early on in their lives, so this extensive surveillance 

and the literacies that come with it have become normalized.  

Canines 

A third surveillance text that was part of the children’s talk was the dogs that are 

also trained to inspect people and cars going across the U.S.-México border. According to 

the Department of Homeland Security (2014), in the U.S. canines are “critical…to protect 

the homeland”.  Their primary goal is “terrorist detection and apprehension” (Department 

of Homeland Security, 2014). The secondary goal is “detection and seizure of controlled 

substances and other contraband, often used to finance terrorist and/or criminal drug 

trafficking organizations” (Department of Homeland Security, 2014). These canines are 

trained to detect “concealed humans and the odors of controlled substances, which 
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include: Marijuana, Cocaine, Heroin, Methamphetamine, Hashish, and Ecstasy” 

(Department of Homeland Security, 2014).  

Similar, to the U.S., el Contador México (2018) reports that Aduanas have been 

using canines since 1994. Canines are trained to inspect vehicles, merchandise, handbags, 

pedestrian crossings, entry points, exit checkpoints as well as ports (Contador México, 

2018). Their goal is to detect weapons, drugs, and paper money in order to prevent illicit 

substances and contraband across the border (Contador México, 2018). 

Both the U.S. and México use canines for random and/or additional inspections. 

The following is a description from two of my own observations of the border 

surveillance in México and the U.S.:  

(Inspection in México)…as usual I got the red light. I immediately 
followed the officer’s instructions to park on the lane on the far right. 
There is a white large Tahoe on the far left lane, there is a red Colorado 
truck parked in the second lane, then a red Charger in the third lane, and I 
was now in the fourth parking lane. I opened my door and the trunk of the 
car to let the officer begin the revision. Three armed soldiers are standing 
near an army Hummer. There is a border officer with each vehicle. There is 
also a German shepherd asleep inside a kennel next to where the soldiers 
are standing… (Fieldnote, 6/17/2016). 

 
 

(Inspection in the U.S.)…I am waiting in line to get into Roma, Texas and 
the lines of cars are longer than usual. There are six cars before me and it 
seems like the lines are moving slow because the process for inspection is 
taking longer with each car. There are two U.S. custom’s officers going 
through each of the lanes holding to the leash of their K-9’s. They are 
taking the dogs to sniff around every vehicle…(Fieldnote, 7/3/2016). 

 
 
 

As noted in my fieldnotes, the inspection stations in México and the U.S. use dogs, 

specifically German Shepherds, to detect drugs. During the dog’s inspections, people like 
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me who are waiting in line to cross the border do not engage in any other practice. We 

are subjected to the dog’s inspection without any formal notice or warning and we are 

expected to simply allow it to do its job. Below is a segment from an interview with Irma 

where she is talking about her own reading of this surveillance text:  

IN: …¿Y cuando, cuando estas allí estacionada ves policías? ¿Y que más ves? 

[And when you are there, when you are parked, do you see the police? What 

else do you see?] 

Irma: Una ves yo vi un perro en una jaula.  

[One time I saw a dog in a cage.] 

IN: Oh ¿sí? ¿y pa’ que crees que quieren a ese perro en la jaula?  

[Oh yeah, why do you think they would want a dog in a cage?] 

Irma: Para que huela cosas. 

[So he can sniff things.] 

IN: Oh ¿pa’ que huela los muebles? 

[Oh, so he can sniff vehicles?] 

Irma: Sí. 

[Yes] 

IN:  ¿Los carros? 

[The cars?] 

Irma: Sí, y- 

[Yes, and-] 

IN: Oh ¿y que piensas que busca el perro?  
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[Oh, what do you think the dog is looking for?] 

Irma: Como pistolas.  

[Like guns] 

IN: hmm 

Irma: Y cosas que no deben…pistolas y esas cosas. 

[And things you are not supposed to…guns and those things.] 

In this transcript, Irma contextualizes the dog as part of the revision process in México. 

Although she did not see the dog in action, her interpretation and reading of the dog is 

based on her understandings of this context of surveillance. She explains that the function 

of the dog is to smell cars and in particular to look for items that are not allowed or that 

criminalize people, “que no se deben”.  She shares the example of guns but also adds “y 

esas cosas”, meaning there are more things that are not allowed. According to la 

Secretaria de Hacienda y Crédito Publico (2010), México prohibits: narcotics, live fish of 

the predatory species of any size, images of any kind that represent children in a 

degrading way that may incite violence or destruction, used clothing and footwear that is 

not part of your personal luggage, and weapons and ammunition. 

Los Papeles 

During the talk around border crossing the children mentioned “las tarjetas” or 

“los papeles” as texts related to the border surveillance and necessary to complete a 

border crossing. Las tarjetas or los papeles refers to the legal documentation that they 

presented to the inspector when going through inspection. The purpose of the text is to 

prove their legal status, their citizenship or any other type of national permissions that 
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allowed the children and their families to cross the border. Although all three participants 

were born in the U.S., the process of inspection that they go through afford them 

knowledge about various kinds of documentation and the meaning of those relevant to 

them or immediate family members 

 For this section, I focus on the talk around “papeles” that the children mentioned 

and I also share their readings and interpretations for this particular text. Below is an 

excerpt from René talking about the legal documents:  

IN: Have you seen when people use certain cards here in the border en el puente 

[on the bridge]?  

René: Ah, uh-hum (nods head yes) 

IN: What are those used for?  

René: So they could go to the United States or to stay somewhere. 

IN: Uh-hum, what do you think happens to people that don’t have them?  

René: They can’t pass. 

In this section, René acknowledges that he has seen cards that are used during the border 

crossing experience. When I probed for the meaning of those papers, he described it as 

something that allows people to “go to the U.S. or to stay somewhere”.  For U.S. border 

crossers, there are several types of legal documentation that are allowed to cross the 

border: (1) U.S. passport, (2) U.S. permanent resident’s card, (3) Temporary Visitors 

Visa or Student Visa, (4) SENTRI and (5) Global Entry Cards. René indirectly discusses 

the U.S. permanent resident’s card and the temporary visa. Those that allow you to 

automatically enter the U.S. are the U.S. passports and the permanent resident’s card. The 
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document that only gives permission to stay in a particular place in the U.S. is the 

Visitor’s Visa, which is only a temporary permission. In addition, he mentions that if this 

documentation is not presented during the border inspection, then people cannot enter the 

U.S. His understanding of this particular text is evident when he outlines the meaning of 

the cards and the process.  In a conversation with Omar, he elaborates further by stating 

the following:  

IN: Los que dice aquí que los revisaron, los papeles.  

[The ones it says here that checked their papers.] 

Omar: Ah los, los que están allí en Roma, Los Migra.  

[Ah, those that are there in Roma, the Migra.] 

IN: Los de la Migra, okay ¿Y ellos, porque tienen que revisar los papeles?  

[The ones from the Migra (immigration), okay. And why do they have to 

check the papers?] 

Omar: Porque hay gente que no tiene papeles y-  

[Because there are people that do not have them and-] 

IN: ¿Y no deben de pasar? 

[They are not supposed to through?] 

Omar: Sí.  

[Yes.] 

IN: ¿Y que hacen cuando no tienen papeles? 

[And what do they do when they do not have papers?] 

Omar: Los arrestan.  
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[They arrest them.] 

IN: ¿Los arrestan? 

[They arrest them?] 

Omar: Y los llevan a la cárcel. 

[And they take them to jail.] 

In this conversation, Omar contextualizes the practice of showing “los papeles” to 

something that is done when being inspected going into Roma, Texas. He calls the 

inspectors “Los Migra” which is used to refer to immigration border patrols or in this 

case, the U.S. Custom’s agents. He mentions that the reason they have to check for 

documentation is because there are people who do not have these “papeles”. Based on 

Omar’s description, he explains that they are looking for what people do not have. As 

Lugo (2000) explains, during border inspections “there is no ‘third element’, no tolerance 

for ambiguity: you either have papers or you do not” (p. 358). Like previously 

mentioned, this process of inspection is more often than not a process that looks for ways 

to exclude people. Not having documentation is an attempt to cross the border without 

“legal authorization”. Omar reads the purpose of border agents as searching for what is 

not allowed or “illegal,” instead of looking for what is sanctioned in every person. In his 

last two lines, he describes the literacy practices that follow for those who do not have the 

documentation as “los arrestan” (get arrested) and “los llevan a la cárcel” (they are taken 

to jail). Children like Omar articulated this violence as a normalized process at the 

border.  
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Omar’s understanding of these literacy practices is a reflection of the way the 

immigration handles undocumented immigrants and how they are immediately 

categorized and treated as criminals. Being subjected to these kinds of inspections with a 

risk of being “arrested,” is similar to the work of Whitaker and Snell (2016) who describe 

the consciousness that African American boys have to develop from an early age about 

potential confrontations with the police (or even simple interactions with the police) in 

the sense that anything can criminalize them and result in being incarcerated or in police 

brutality. The power of these documents is evident in both Omar’s and René’s 

descriptions of the risks and institutional consequences that people are subjected to if 

they do not have them. Not having these texts has the power to criminalize and take 

people’s freedom, specifically those of immigrant backgrounds.  

 The surveillance texts and literacy practices around that I present in this section 

are examples of the literacy of surveillance that the transfronterizo children in this study 

have acquired from years of experience with border inspections, the infringement of 

rights and “un(subtle) forms of violence” (Bejarano, 2010, p. 395) at the border. Body 

inspections, border scripts, verbal interrogations, and the gaze to surveil the border 

crossers’ nervousness and behaviors is all part of this ritualized violence (Bejarano, 

2010). With the constant exposure to these literacies and events, transfronterizo children 

have become literate in literacies of surveillance. They have been able to understand how 

to recognize the function of surveillance texts and they understand the literacy (and 

language) practices that they should engage in when being in a context of surveillance. In 

the next section, I move on to talk about how they only read and make sense of the texts 
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and literacy practices around surveillance, but they also use their border thinking 

(Mignolo, 2000; Anzaldúa, 1987) to create spaces to author themselves in this context. 

SELF-AUTHORING ACROSS BORDERS AND INSPECTORS 

  To reiterate Alejandro Lugo’s (2008) ideas, border inspectors “continuously and 

systematically categorize working-class citizens” in order keep them “on one side or the 

other of the socially immediate border (industrial, recreational, social or international)” 

(p. 116).  The border inspector arbitrarily uses power to make decisions on the movement 

and legitimacy of people, or more specifically, border-crossers, immigrants and “colored 

people” (Lugo, 2008). The tool that inspectors rely on for these decisions is the border 

inspection. Lugo (2008) describes the inspection as a “pervasive pattern of cultural 

surveillance that dehumanizes the Mexican working classes in the borderlands” (p.116). 

When used by inspectors, this tool oppresses those subjected to this inspection. They are 

racialized, criminalized and marginalized in ways that those with power or those with 

privilege would never be.  

While inspectors use this tool for domination, control and surveillance, I argue 

that it is also being used by border-crossers to get through surveillance. In this section, I 

focus on how transfronterizo children use border inspections as a semiotic tool to make 

sense of border inspectors and inspections. This means that it required the reading or 

recognition of certain signs that indexed what was sanctioned/unsanctioned by the 

inspector, and it was used to mediate successful inspections and border-crossing 

experiences. Irma, Omar and René utilized their knowledge of border inspections to 

recognize it as a semiotic tool to ingeniously make decisions on how to visibly author 
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themselves for a successful border-crossing experience. Drawing from Holland et al., 

(1998), I considered the children’s self-authoring of their identity as the performance and 

concealment of specific language and literacy practices depending on their own 

inspection of the inspector.   

IN: …What do you have to do when you come from Roma over here [to 

México]?  

Irma: They just like, I don’t know how to tell you, they just like take, they check 

your car.  

IN: Um-hum, and what do they look for? 

Irma: Things that do not cross like PediaSure. 

IN: Oh, okay. Really? That doesn’t- 

Irma: Yeah (laughs) 

IN: I didn’t know that (laughs) 

Irma: I don’t know why! (laughs)  

IN: Really?  

Irma: Yeah. 

IN: So they take it away from you?  

Irma: Yeah. 

IN: Here in México?  

Irma: Yeah. 

IN: Ah! The little ones? The ones that you take to school?  
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Irma: Yeah, so when we bring them [to México], we have to hide it, we have to 

hide them. 

IN: Where do you hide them?  

Irma: In the car like with the blanket or in my back…pack 

IN: (laughs)  

Irma: Backpack. 

IN: Really? What else, have they ever taken anything else? Or told you oh that’s 

not allowed? 

Irma: Meats.  

IN: Oh, meats like which ones? Do you remember?  

Irma: Like meat of de pollo [chicken]. 

IN: The chicken. 

Irma: Yeah, so we have to hide it too and the eggs too! 

IN: (laughs) Really? 

Irma: Yeah.  

IN: I did not know that. I’m glad you told me. 

Irma: Yeah. 

IN: That way I don’t do that (laughs). 

Irma: (laughs) Yeah.  

IN: So if they see you with that stuff, they just take it away from you?  

Irma: Um-hum or throw it in the trash. 
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In the transcript above, Irma shared her knowledge of border policies and inspections. 

She mentioned items that are prohibited to take into México like the PediaSure milk 

bottles or meats, poultry and eggs. Based on her explanation, if an inspector identifies 

these items they are immediately confiscated; in her own words the inspectors “throw it 

in the trash”.  For Irma, her statement “I don’t know why!” while laughing really 

expressed the non-sense of criminalizing an artifact such as her PediaSure snack and 

categorizing it similar to guns and drugs. When comparing PediaSure to weapons and 

drugs, her reaction makes sense. However, both México and the U.S. have food and 

liquid products (e.g. poultry, meat, fruits, vegetables) that are prohibited from entering 

their respective countries. In this case, PediaSure qualifies as a dairy product that is 

prohibited into México (SENASICA, 2018).  

When entering certain spaces, according to Valdez and Omerbašić (2015), “we 

[people] are often seen in ways that do not reflect how we view ourselves” (p. 229). 

Hence, we find spaces where we can be our true selves, or where we can “author” 

ourselves. Authoring, in this case, refers to “people tell others who they are, but even 

more important, they tell themselves and then try to act as though they are who they say 

they are” (Holland et al., 1998, p. 1). An individual is able to perform specific practices 

and identities based on the context, the interactions, or other situational factors. Irma, 

who does not agree that her snack should be confiscated or seized by inspectors, hides the 

item to get it through surveillance. Sneaking in an unauthorized item may identify her as 

someone who breaks border policies if caught, but it is through her own knowledge of 

surveillance literacies and border thinking (Mignolo, 2000; Anzaldúa, 1987) that she can 
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enact this practice and still be able to cross the border. She explains that she hides it 

under the blanket or in her backpack.  From her experience with surveillance and 

inspections, she knows her blanket and her school backpack are not closely inspected or 

go uninspected, so she used these spaces to strategically sneak in her PediaSure snack 

along with other “prohibited” food items, while everything else still meets the subjective 

conditions set by the inspector in this space; this was an act of ingeniosidad. This 

ingeniosidad or ingenuity (Gutierrez et al., 2017) demonstrates agency in a place of 

surveillance and the arbitrary use of power by the inspectors. Gutierrez et al., (2017) 

describes ingenuity in everyday practices as “creative responses to constraints and 

(un)intentional moves to blur boundaries” (p. 45). I connect the notion of ingenuity to 

border thinking, as this is the creative and ingenious thinking that occurs when people are 

dealing with the constraints of borders. Mignolo (2000) describes border thinking as 

subaltern knowledge that comes from navigating and experiencing borders (i.e., 

metaphorically and physically). Moving into this section, I argue that despite the hyper 

surveillance experienced by transfronterizos and their awareness of the expectations of 

the context, these children are able to use their border thinking (Mignolo, 2000; 

Anzaldúa, 1987) to self-author their identity in different ways. Transfronterizo children 

like Irma, Omar and René author their language and literacy practices in ways that meet 

others’ (i.e., inspectors) and their own expectations. In this particular case, they used their 

border thinking (Mignolo, 2000; Anzaldúa, 1987) and literacies of surveillance to inform 

their performativity of particular identities when crossing borders and inspections. 

Ultimately, I want to show how the inspectors, policies, and surveillance tactics that 
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transfronterizos experience do not have full control over their actions; and these children 

have enough border experience, knowledge and thinking to conscientiously make spaces 

for themselves.  

Sanctioned and Unsanctioned Literacy Practices 

Through my border crossing observations and my own experience crossing the 

border, it was evident that something invisible took over us every time we entered an 

inspection station. Visibly certain language and literacy practices took over, and the rest 

of the children’s identity was hidden for the amount of time the inspection lasted.  In 

many ways, this performativity was in response to the expectations of the process and the 

inspector and a reflection of the children’s border thinking. For example, here are the 

fieldnotes to a border crossing observation I did with René’s family:  

Sra. Gonzáles paid the $3.00 to cross the border. As we cross over the bridge to enter 
México, Sra. Gonzáles reminded René to take some pictures with his camera. 
 
Sra. Gonzáles: Toma fotos René.  
René: No, no me dejan, amá.  
Sra. Gonzáles: No te deben decir nada, no estás haciendo nada mal.  
 
René hesitated but he turned on his camera and started taking a few pictures of the river 
as we drove by. As soon as we reached the light at the Aduana (inspection station in 
México), René turned off his personal camera and placed it on his lap. We got the red 
light. Sra. González drove towards the revision officers. There was only one other car 
parked next to us. Two soldiers were at the usual spot standing in the corner having a 
conversation and carrying their guns. René and his brother were quiet.  
 
Revision officer (came close and opened Sra. González’s door): Buenos días. 
Sra. Gonzáles and IN: Buenos días.  
 
The officer knocked on the dashboard then closed her door. She opened the kids’ door 
and briefly looked around. Then she went to the trunk that Sra. Gonzáles had opened 
and the officer after looking closed it. She came around to my side, and opened the 
door. She opened the glove compartment and looked through.  
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Officer: “Pásenle, que tengan buen día.”  
 
Then he closed my door.  
 
(Fieldnote, 6/17/16) 

 

In this section of my fieldnotes, René’s mother, Sra. Gonzáles encouraged René to take 

pictures of the entire border crossing experience including the Aduana (inspection station 

in México). These pictures were the data I was asking from my participants, and the 

camera he was using was the one I provided for René. René immediately responded “No, 

no te dejan amá.” [no, they don’t let you mom].  His response expressed fear of breaking 

unofficial rules that he felt he had to follow during the inspection. Based on the signs 

posted at the Aduana, the only technology that is not allowed during the inspection is the 

cell phone. René was using a small personal camera to take pictures, so this was an item 

that had yet to be officially labeled as unauthorized. More than the actual material 

camera, the act of capturing images, specifically at the Aduana where the soldados and 

officials are the actors in power, might be seen as trouble rather than as a child’s innocent 

act as Sra. Gonzáles was implying. Even I was afraid of being caught taking pictures or 

video when being under surveillance. René, however, creatively resolved this. His border 

thinking (Mignolo, 2000; Anzaldúa, 1987) allowed him to: (1) follow his mother’s 

expectations and (2) get through surveillance and inspection without raising questions or 

concerns from the inspectors. René took pictures while crossing the bridge (See an 

example on Appendix D), which reflected what his mother wanted him to do. Then, he 

“turned off his camera and placed it on his lap” which was a reflection of the literacy 
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practices he assumes appropriate when being surveilled or of a “good, law-abiding 

citizen”. As an agentive act, he gave the impression that he never used or intended to use 

the camera while being inspected; instead he simply was sitting down, quietly and self-

authored his identity as obedient and refrained from any act that might look suspicious. 

The inspector completed her revision and we continued on our way. Although it is not 

reflected in the example above, I do note later in my fieldnotes that René turned on his 

camera to take pictures when we were exiting Miguel Alemán, Tamaulipas and getting 

closer to entering the next border town, Los Guerra, Tamaulipas where his family lived.  

Bejarano (2010) explains that “Part of the knowledge and resistance in this 

[border] region includes anticipating prying questions, knowing inspection procedures, 

practicing compliance and obedience, preparing oneself psychologically and physically 

for the inspection and surviving getting through the line…to get home” (p. 394-395). In 

this example, René recognized the context as a place of high surveillance and strict 

policies, therefore he was able to manage getting through the surveillance by hiding 

certain practices that could potentially make him look “suspicious” to the border 

inspector. At the same time, his border thinking (Mignolo, 2000; Anzaldúa, 1987) 

allowed him to reposition himself within this figured world to meet the expectations of 

his mother and the inspector without any negative consequences or outcomes. When I 

asked parents if they had taught their children these border crossing literacies, they said 

“nunca les he dicho nada…saben que tienen que ir sentados, con cinturones, y que tienen, 

este, los papeles ” (René’s Parent, Interview 3). Their own transfronterizo experience 

with crossing borders and power dynamics has provided them with knowledge of the 
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literacies necessary for getting through the surveillance and the literacy practices that 

should be hidden.   

Sanctioned and Unsanctioned Language Practices 

In similar ways, language was also something that was strategically used during 

inspections. Although Irma, Omar and René are multilinguals because they speak 

Spanglish, Spanish, English, Tex-Mex and other linguistic varieties (Anzaldùa, 1987, 

p.77), they know these are not acceptable at the border. As Anzaldúa (1987) states, “I am 

my language” (p.81), language is tied to identity and as “the struggle of identities 

continues, the struggle of borders is our reality still” (p. 85). At the border, where 

national and political, dominant ideologies govern, language is monitored, controlled and 

surveilled in relation to nationality, race, culture, criminalization, etc.  Therefore, 

transfronterizo children shared how they made thoughtful and careful decisions about 

language based on the language used by the inspector. Through their descriptions of this 

process, the children, first, inspected the language choice of the inspector; and, then, they 

determined what language they were going to use for their response. Here, Irma is 

describing her reading of the inspector and the language he chooses to speak to her: 

IN: Like what do they ask?  

Irma: Um, who, what is their name?  

IN: Y cuando te dicen así, what do you answer? 

[And when they tell like that…]  

Irma: My name como Irma. 

                          […like Irma] 
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IN: ¿Sí? Do they ever talk to you in Spanish? 

      [Yes?] 

Irma: One time, one speaks like so much Spanish.  

In this excerpt, Irma explains that most of the time the inspectors address her in English 

when being questioned on the U.S. side of the border.  In this example, she shares the 

only one time she was addressed by an inspector in Spanish. In this case, it becomes 

visible that Irma is inspecting the linguistic practices or choices of the inspector; her 

inspection is a tool to recognize what the border inspector sanctions. It is also important 

to note, that the need to inspect also reflects their own knowledge of border inspectors’ 

arbitrariness, because not all border inspectors make the same decisions or enact the same 

language and literacy practices. Therefore, these inspections allow her to make the 

“right” linguistic move for the particular inspector that is conducting the border 

inspection. 

 In René’s case, I include a section of a fieldnote from my observations during a 

border crossing experience when entering the U.S. and being questioned by the U.S. 

Custom’s inspector. The event occurred as follows:  

When we were next in line on the entry to Roma, the cameras started 
flashing in front of us. René and his brother, Martin, were still and very 
quiet.  
 
We got to the U.S. Custom, “Buenas tardes, ¿de donde vienen?” 
Sra. Gonzáles: De Los Guerra.  
 
Sra. Gonzáles gave their passports to the officer and I gave my resident’s 
card to the officer. The officer looked at the residents’ cards first and 
inputted the information on his computer, what I assume is Sra Gonzáles 
and mine. He then came back and looked at René and his brother who did 
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not say anything. The inspector held their citizen passport in his hands. 
René and Martin looked back at the inspector and did not turn away until 
the officer turned back to Sra. Gonzáles.  
Then the officer asked… 

 
Officer: ¿Cual fue el motivo de su visita? 
Sra. Gonzáles: Fuimos a ver a mis papás.  
Officer: ¿Allá viven? 
Sra. Gonzáles: Sí, allá están.  
Officer: Esta bien pásele.  

 

In this border-crossing event, René and his brother were not questioned. However, they 

were inspected. The officer used the “legal” documentation to verify their national 

identity. The photo on the document was arbitrarily enough this time around to legitimize 

the identity of René and Martin. Since the inspector chose not to ask questions, René and 

Martin did not author their identity through spoken language rather through embodied 

literacies. Their strategic decision to not speak was based on their initial inspection of 

what the inspector’s language and literacy practices. As a result, they looked at the 

inspector and allowed him to conduct his chosen visual inspection. They held this same 

position until the visual inspection was over. According to René’s mother, when crossing 

the border, the inspector usually “los mira y les pregunta en inglés, ‘¿Quien es René? 

¿Quien es Martin?’ Y, ya ellos le dicen en inglés o levantan la mano” (René’s Parent, 

Interview 2). Here René’s mother explains that René and Martin both align their language 

and literacy practices to what the inspector decides is sanctioned. Whether it is using 

embodied literacies by “raising their hand” or using the spoken language the inspector 

uses (i.e., English), René and his brother recognize the necessary and sanctioned 

language and literacy practices to have a successful border-crossing experience. Like 
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Irma’s mother, when I asked Sra. Gonzáles if this is something she taught them she said, 

“No. Ellos saben” (René’s Parent, Interview 2). For her, it was clear that this language 

and literacy practice is something René acquired from experiencing border crossing and 

understanding that language is important to legitimize national identities. Is not 

something that is taught but it is culturally understood when you frequently deal with 

borders, inspectors and surveillance on the racialized body.  

During an interview, Omar also shared some of his visible and invisible language 

practices when dealing with the context of surveillance.   

Omar: Pos nomas cruzas y pos unos policías hablan en español.  

          [Well you only cross and some police talk to you in Spanish.] 

IN: Si, ¿no te hablan nunca en inglés?  

       [Yes, they never speak to you in English?] 

Omar: Si. 

          [Yes.] 

IN: ¿Si? ¿Y cuando te hablan en inglés como les contestas tú? ¿En inglés o en 

español?  

       [Yes? And when they talk to you in English, how do you answer? ¿In English 

or Spanish?] 

Omar: En inglés. 

[In English.] 

IN: ¿Y por qué piensas que les debes de contestar en inglés?  

[And why do you think you are supposed to answer in English?] 
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Omar: Porque ellos hablan en inglés, unos no saben español. 

[Because they speak in English, and some of them do not know Spanish.] 

IN: Ah okay, so ¿les tienes que decir en inglés?  

[Oh okay, so you need to tell them in English?] 

Omar: (Nods head)  

IN: ¿Y si te hablan en español les dices en español?  

[And if they talk to you in Spanish, you tell them in Spanish?] 

Omar: (Nods head)  

Omar explains that most of the police (U.S. Custom’s officials), speak English because 

some do not know Spanish. When getting into U.S. inspection stations, the inspectors 

arbitrarily use either Spanish or English. When I asked what language he used for 

responding to the inspectors’ questions, he explained he answered based on the language 

used by the inspector  “porque ellos hablan en inglés, unos no saben español” [because 

they speak in English, some do not know Spanish].  Transfronterizo children inspect the 

language and literacy practices (texts being read) of the inspector in order to determine 

what practices to perform and have successful border crossing experience (mediating this 

event). Omar points out that the majority of the inspectors speak English, and so he 

responds in English in order to add to his legitimacy and author himself as a deserving 

border crosser.  Following his logic, if he were to use Spanish when the inspector 

addresses him in English, then it would raise questions about him or his right to cross the 

border. Therefore, Omar as well as Irma and René, display the language expected and 
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sanctioned by the inspector, and they hide any aspect of the language that is visibly 

unsanctioned by the inspector.  

 Alike, parents supported the children’s descriptions of this process. For example, 

in the following segment of the interview with Sra. Ortega (Omar’s mother), she 

described a recent inspection and how Omar and his younger sister, Adriana, responded 

to this event.   

Sra. Ortega: Pues cuando pasamos en el puente, no se que le [Omar] dijo tanto a 

él [inspector], el policía, y el contestó todo.  

[Well, when we cross the bridge, I do not know what did he [Omar] tell him 

[inspector], the police, and he answered everything.] 

IN: Uh-hum.  

Sra. Ortega: Ya no le pregunté que .  

[I did not ask him what.] 

IN: ¿Qué le [Omar] había preguntado?  

[What he [Omar] had been asked?] 

Sra. Ortega: Que le había preguntado.  

[What he was asked.] 

IN: ¿Y eso fue hace poquito?  

[And that was recent?] 

Sra. Ortega: Si, fue antier.  

[Yes, it was the day before yesterday.] 

IN: ¿El día que fueron?  
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[On the day you all went?] 

Sra. Ortega: Antier, no se que le [inspector] dijo y el [Omar] le contestó todo.  

[The day before yesterday, I do not know what he [inspector] said and he 

[Omar] answered everything.] 

IN: Ah.  

Sra. Ortega: La que no contestó fue esta Adriana (pseudonym). Digo es la más 

hablantina y fue la que se tulló. Le dijo que como se llamaba y no quiso decir. 

Y le digo no, necesitas que decir porque si no después van a decir que si eres 

una niña robada, que no eres mía. Le digo si te preguntan tu name y cuántos 

años tienes usted debe de decir.  

[The one who did not answer was Adriana (pseudonym). I said she is the most 

talkative and she was the one that became paralyzed. He asked for her name 

and she did not want to say it. And I told her no you need to say it because 

then they will say that you are kidnapped, that you are not mine. I told her if 

they ask you for your name and how old you are you need to say it.] 

IN: Si.  

[Yes.] 

Sra. Ortega: Y es bien hablantina y a ella se le cerro el mundo no dijo nada.  

[And she is very talkative and her world closed on her and she did not say 

anything.] 

Sra. Ortega explained how Omar was questioned by the inspector and although she has 

no knowledge of what was being asked of him because she could not understand their 
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interaction, she was able to see that Omar responded in English and that the inspector was 

satisfied with his responses. Her own reading of the situation allowed her to see that 

Omar was able to get an approval from the inspector. So, from her perspective, Omar did 

well in this border inspection, unlike his sister. Adriana, who is almost four years old, 

was not able to answer to the U.S. Custom’s official. Sra. Ortega shares, “La más 

hablantina y fue la que se tulló” [the talkative one, and she became paralyzed], as if this 

process of getting inspected and interrogated in English, should be a normal situation for 

a four-year old who speaks only Spanish; unfortunately, in the border area, it is. A four-

year old, as well as all other transfronterizo children, get inspected and questioned in 

either language (Spanish or English), and in order to move across the border, they need to 

respond accordingly. Sra. Ortega explained to Adriana, that she needs to answer or else 

the inspector may assume that she is being kidnapped, and can result in criminalizing her 

own parents. While no child should be worried about this, especially at such a young age, 

this is a burdensome responsibility with serious consequences that is carried by 

transfronterizo children who cross the border with their parents. These border literacies 

require bilingualism, a pressure that is put on children even before they start school.  

Although Adriana will most likely not have any punitive consequences for not speaking 

English or speaking to the officer at all given her age, the message of “you must know 

English” is transmitted through a very early age, given how frequent she and her family 

cross the border.   

In Omar’s case, he is eight-years of age and with his years of experience crossing 

the border, even though he is not as talkative as his sister, he assumed the responsibility 
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of answering when an inspector directed questions towards him. His sister Adriana, who 

will start going to preschool in the U.S. the following academic year, with time will also 

obtain the appropriate surveillance literacies to able to get through inspections. As Lugo 

(2008) argues, the inspections are a cultural pattern of surveillance, therefore, as Adriana 

continues to experience the culture of the border, her lived-experiences will eventually 

inform her language and literacy practices for this context. 

CONCLUSION 

 This chapter highlights the linguistic and literate repertoires that transfronterizo 

children developed from constantly dwelling with borders in a context of surveillance. I 

refer to these as literacies of surveillance. I defined this term as the literacy practices, 

tools and texts used in and around surveillance. Literacies of surveillance derived from 

the process of being criminalized and surveilled by those in power. For transfronterizos 

who experience life on the U.S. –México borderlands, these literacies are inevitable and 

vital. In this chapter, I outlined how the various border crossing experiences required 

knowledge of literacies of surveillance. Irma, Omar and René utilize this knowledge to be 

able to get through the inspections and cross the U.S.-México border. In this case, being 

literate in surveillance literacies can afford more successful border crossing experiences.  

I argue that surveillance literacies are part of the children’s transfronterizo 

repertoires. Theoretically, transfronterizos have unique repertoires or toolkits that are 

developed based on their constant experiences dwelling with physical or metaphorical 

(e.g., racial, cultural, gendered, national, etc.) borders. Since the dwelling of borders also 

involves inspectors, inspections and surveillance, literacies of surveillance is a tool in 
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their repertoires that allows them to recognize surveillance in the context and, at the same 

time, determine what are the language and literacy practices necessary to get through the 

surveillance. These literacies can also be used or drawn from in other social places where 

other physical or metaphorical border crossings are necessary. Lugo (2008) mentions that 

inspections stations are experienced in multiple spaces of social life (e.g., factory, bus, 

social clubs, etc.) and working class people have to learn to navigate through this 

surveillance to cross international, social and cultural borders. I add to Lugo’s work by 

demonstrating that not only are border inspections for oppressing those attempting to 

cross the border, but also that border-crossers such as Irma, Omar and René use border 

thinking and literacies of surveillance to recognize that border inspections can be a tool 

for their own agency. By inspecting the surveillance in the context and the immediate 

expectations of the inspectors protecting the borders transfronterizos can strategically 

author themselves by performing an identity through the use of sanctioned language and 

literacy practices during border crossing experiences at the U.S.-México border as well as 

other surveilled and controlled spaces. In the following chapter, I turn the discussion to 

other social spaces where borders and inspections are also present and experienced by 

transfronterizo children. 
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CHAPTER 6: TRANSLANGUAGING a MONOLINGUAL IDENTITY 

ACROSS the ACADEMIC BORDER  

“The actual physical borderland that I’m dealing with in this book is the Texas–

U.S. Southwest/Mexican border. The psychological borderlands, the sexual 

borderlands and the spiritual borderlands are not particular to the Southwest” 

(Anzaldùa, 1987, p. iii).  

 

In Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), Gloria Anzaldúa, a pioneer of border theory, 

distinguishes between the geographical, physical border and the rest. She describes these 

borders as “not particular to the Southwest” to explain that they can be experienced 

everywhere. Stemming from the history of colonization on the borderlands, there are 

internal, cultural, social and institutional borders that people on the margins have to deal 

with (Anzaldúa, 1987); these are metaphorical borders. Transfronterizos such as Irma 

García, Omar Ortega and René Gonzáles, not only have to be literate about crossing the 

U.S.-México border, but they also have to know the language and literacy practices 

involved in crossing the social, cultural, and institutional borders that they face on a daily 

basis. In this chapter, I focus on the institutional border that transfronterizo children 

experience when going to school in the United States. In particular, I highlight on how 

Irma, Omar and René demonstrated to have the capacity to navigate these inspections, by 

using their literacies of surveillance and their border thinking. The questions that I 

address in this chapter are the following: How are transfronterizo children making sense 
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of the context of academic surveillance? And, how is this sense-making reflected in their 

language and literacy practices? 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

In this chapter, I will use Alejandro Lugo’s (2008) framework to focus on the 

concepts of borders, inspectors, and surveillance. Lugo (2008) argues that for every 

border there is an inspector conducting inspections and surveillance; and that borders, 

similar to Anzaldúa’s (1987) argument, do not have to be the physical international 

crossings, but that there are metaphorical boundaries that people navigate within social 

spaces. He argues that as long as there is a border to cross, there is an inspector and 

surveillance is enforced onto the border crosser. This border crossing is embedded within 

a system of power relations with the inspector holding a more powerful role than the 

border crosser. Because of the imbalanced power relation, the border crosser must meet 

the expectations of the inspector to be able to move across the border and the 

surveillance. The inspector plays a necessary role in maintaining these arbitrary 

metaphorical borders otherwise they can get quickly eroded. For this chapter, I use this 

theoretical frame to recognize the borders and surveillance that transfronterizo children 

face in the academic setting. To be able to get through the academic border, they must 

meet the demands of the teacher, as the border inspector, and the academic surveillance 

the teacher conducts. Here, I identify how children are reading the borders, inspectors, 

and the surveillance; and the impact it has on their language and literacy practices, and 

consequently on their bilingualism and biliteracy development. 

Secondly, I used the concept of border thinking (Mignolo, 2000; Anzaldúa 1999), 
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as the knowledge that comes from dealing and navigating borders; it comes from the 

margins; it is the subaltern’s knowledge. Border thinking is also what people do to 

respond to the world and its borders. In this chapter, I connect the idea of border thinking 

with the notion of agency through self-authoring by Holland and colleagues (1998). 

Holland et al. (1998) explain that agency lies within those moments when people perform 

identities and actions despite the limitations of their positionings. People have the power 

to author their identities in different ways through the use of practices and by how they 

position themselves in relation to others within the same figured world (Urrieta, 2007). 

Kris Gutierrez et al, (2017) call these ingenuity, to demonstrate that this border thinking 

is not that simple, it takes thoughtful creativity to be agentive. In this study, I use these 

concepts to understand the creative ways in which the children enact language and 

literacy practices to author their self within the academic setting both when being under 

academic surveillance and when not being under the gaze.   

Finally, I also draw on translanguaging (García & Wei, 2014) as the concept for 

describing the language and literacy practices that transfronterizos engage with to 

respond to the context, and that mediate their social positioning within the context and in 

relation to others. Migonolo explains that this kind of languaging is the “critique of the 

idea that civilization is linked to ‘purity’ of colonial and national monolanguaging” (p. 

251). Translanguaging, or what Mignolo (2000) calls bilanguaging, is what happens 

between languages and as strategies for “orienting and manipulating social domains” (p. 

226). Mignolo emphasizes this thinking and languaging or bilanguaging is embedded 

within social and structural hierarchies that can be oppressive or liberating to the border 
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crosser. Here, I use the concept of translanguaging as a form and product of border 

thinking that reveals agency through the work of identity performativity. García and Wei 

(2014) describe translanguaging as the “complex language practices of plurilingual 

individuals and communities” (p. 20). They explain that bilinguals can “call upon 

different social features in a seamless and complex network of multiple semiotic signs, as 

they adapt their languaging to suit the immediate task” (García & Wei, 2014, p. 25). 

Furthermore, translanguaging is the ingenuity that bi(multi)linguals have to draw on to 

navigate and survive a context of borders, inspectors and surveillance. I use this concept 

specifically when children are authoring their identities through the performance of 

specific language and literacy practices in order to navigate the academic border and 

surveillance from a less powerful positioning.  

These conceptual frameworks are connected to one another. The individual reads 

and responds to the context through the use of creative language and literacy practices. 

Lugo’s concept of borders, inspectors and surveillance contextualizes the experiences of 

transfronterizo children within the academic setting. The concept of border thinking and 

agency as the individual cognitive processes that allow for reading and responding to the 

context and translanguaging is what mediates their identity and positioning within the 

figured world of the school.  

INSTITUTIONALLY SET BORDERS 

Here is a snapshot of my fieldnotes from the second day of observations in 

Frontera Elementary.  
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It was now Omar, René and three other students’ turn to get their 
nachos. I walked next to them from Mrs. Mercado’s classroom to 
another second-grade teacher’s classroom. There were other second 
grade students waiting in line to get their treat. Then it was Omar’s 
turn.   
 
Omar grabbed a disposable foam bowl from the stack and held it with 
both of his hands in front of the teacher aide. She placed a handful of 
tortilla chips in his bowl then she used a ladle to pour some of the 
nacho cheese on his chips. Omar quickly said, “thank you” and 
moved out of the line. I told Omar to wait until the others are served 
so that we could all walk back together. Omar walked out of the class 
and waited for us in the hallway.   
 
René was next. He was holding his bowl and the teacher aide place 
chips in his bowl. Following the same routine, she grabbed the ladle 
to pour some nacho cheese.  
 
As René was moving out of the line with his nachos, the school’s 
alarm went off and there was an announcement that the school was on 
lockdown; it was not a drill. I felt a sudden fear that I had never 
experienced before. I had never been in a ‘real’ lockdown situation. 
My first instinct was to look at the classroom window to try and see 
what was going on, but there was nothing I noticed out of the 
ordinary. At that time, the second-grade teacher began telling the 
students to do what they had practiced for lockdown, the students 
were nervous and some began to scream “move, move” or “hide.” 
The students all went under the counters near the wall in the corners 
of the classroom.  
 
The classroom teacher, who still had the door open, went to the 
hallway to get Omar and other students into her classroom, as this 
was the emergency procedure for lockdowns. I wasn’t sure to what to 
do so I followed the teacher’s instructions. She told me to just stand 
where I was not visible. The teacher yelled for the students to be 
quiet. I could see Omar and René were nervously holding their 
nachos as they were hiding under the counter with the rest of the 
students. They were all very quiet.  
 
The teacher then told me, “I’m going to call my friend who is the 
security to see what’s going on.” The teacher called and the only 
response I heard from her conversation was “oh okay.”   
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As she hung up, she announced to the class it was a “mojadito.” I could 
hear some students laughing and others whispering the word “mojadito”. 
I asked why would they do a lockdown in this situation, and she 
responded, “Siempre tienen que hacer un lock-down cuando saben que 
anda un mojadito in case they have weapons.” She later added, “siempre 
corren para acá pa’ la escuela porque se esconden aquí, so they have to 
close the gates and the school until they see that everything is okay.” 
After approximately fifteen minutes, they finally allowed us to be able 
to get out of lockdown mode  

(Fieldnote, 4/27/2016). 
 

I started with this fieldnote because it illustrated how this school functions. The policies 

implemented by the school are a reflection of the macro policies and the U.S. political 

discourse that frames immigrant people as “illegals,” “unauthorized,” and “criminals.” 

According to Apple (2004), “schools are particularly important as distributors of this 

cultural capital, and they play a critical role in giving legitimacy to categories and forms 

of knowledge” (p. 43). Schools have the power to disseminate hegemonic ideologies that 

continue to perpetuate social hierarchies and inequalities (Bartolomé, 2010). In this case, 

Frontera Elementary completely closed the borders to an immigrant, who at the moment 

was a person in need, a person who was being persecuted by border patrols, and 

ultimately to a human being. The school locking all doors, and teachers and students 

hiding, turning off lights, and staying silent is a strong message of fear being drilled 

against “unauthorized” immigrants to position them as “criminals.” Even by just the 

teacher using the derogatory term “mojadito” she is already positioning this immigrant as 

a “criminal”, and inferior, specifically someone who breaks U.S. national immigration 

laws (Bustamante, 1972).  With this lockdown and the use of this derogatory label, 
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students are not only reading immigrants as a threat to their community, their school, and 

their personal safety but as experiencing a degree of social and legal violence for 

breaking “laws” such as being labeled as a criminal, being persecuted, detained, and/or 

arrested. Unfortunately, the message is clear that this school only opens borders to those 

who they considered “authorized”, “legal” and “law-abiding citizens.” Therefore, those 

allowed in the school such as Irma, Omar and René should represent and embody all 

those social constructs and identities deemed acceptable or sanctioned by the school; 

there is no ambiguity (Lugo, 2008). For them to survive, navigate and thrive in this 

school, they must be “legal”, “authorized” and “law-abiding citizens” that follow 

institutional norms and ideologies.   

The Border to Academic Success 

Sociocultural theory suggests that language and literacy practices are informed 

and shaped by the context (Barton & Hamilton, 1998). People use texts in various ways 

to perform literacies specific to its context, it is essentially “something people do” 

(Barton & Hamilton, 1998, p. 3). Brandt and Clinton (2002) complicate this by 

highlighting on the role of texts within a context and explain how they have the power to 

influence social practices. In other words, just as people use texts, texts also use people in 

any given context; thus, texts play powerful roles.  

During my first week at the school, I intentionally went around campus in search 

of the presence of Spanish print and to document the evidence and role of Spanish found 

in the environment. Being that this school was serving a bilingual, biliterate and 

bicultural community on the Texas border that connects to Tamaulipas, I assumed 
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Spanish would be present around the school. There was no Spanish found in school 

forms, posters, student work, wall art, or announcements. An example of what I found on 

the walls is shown in Figure 6.1.   

Figure 6.1 – Environmental Print at Frontera Elementary.  

 

For a couple of days, I actually believed that other than the side conversations 

teachers, students, and staff had, there really was no Spanish in print, until I found myself 

one morning sitting at one of the benches shown below (Figure 6.2) next to Mrs. 

Mercado’s classroom. 
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Figure 6.2 – Benches at Frontera Elementary.  

 

Surprisingly, the only Spanish I found was on these hallway benches. I went to 

every single bench I found inside the school, and there it was; the only evidence of 

Spanish print in the environment that I was looking for. So, why is it on the benches, and 

how is this important? As Brandt and Clinton (2002) explain, “Figuring out what things 

are doing with people in a setting becomes as important as figuring out what people are 

doing with things in a setting” (p. 349). From my observations, these benches were 

mostly used before and after school hours. Parents and students used them when they 

waited on the teacher in the mornings or when parents were waiting on their children in 

the afternoon. Therefore, the message on these benches was directed towards a very 

specific audience, students and their parents.  

These benches or texts in the environment clearly outline ideologies held by 

Frontera Elementary about language and literacy: (1) the language valued is English and 

(2) that the kind of literacy that matter is school-based literacy. In the picture on the left 
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of Figure 6.1, both English and Spanish are used to communicate the content of the 

message. In the main sitting area of the bench, English is positioned at the top and 

Spanish on the bottom. English is the main language used to send the message, and then 

Spanish follows as a simple translation of the English text; thus, Spanish plays a 

secondary role. In addition, having everything else in that campus in English (Figure 6.2) 

is also very explicitly saying that the language of power is English. In order to verify this, 

I inquired with Irma’s, Omar’s and René’s parents about the communication at the 

school. Irma’s mother, for example, explained: 

Cuando me dan información les pido la información en español. A veces me dan 

la información en inglés, y me preguntan y ya les digo que en español. En baile 

daban todo en inglés, y luego me esperaba y al final yo le preguntaba qué era lo 

que dijo en español. (Irma’s Parent, Interview 2) 

[When they give me information, I ask for the information in Spanish. Sometimes 

they give me the information in English and they ask me and then I will tell them 

in Spanish. In dance class, they would give everything in English, and then I 

would have to wait until the end and I would ask what was it that they had said 

but in Spanish.] (Irma’s Parent, Interview 2) 

Again, since this is a bilingual community, with mostly Spanish as the first language for 

many families, it would make sense to provide all information in both languages or in 

Spanish. However, in this statement Irma’s mother explains that more often than not the 

information is provided only in English and in order to get it in Spanish she has to make 

special requests or even wait until after the dissemination of information in English to get 
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a translation. Similarly, Omar’s mother, Sra. Ortega stated, “La escuela manda notas en 

inglés, a veces me quedo en ceros porque no le entiendo…pero ay más o menos le 

entiendo/The school sends notes in English and sometimes I stay in zeros because I do 

not understand…but some I kind of understand” (Omar’s Parent, Interview 3). The 

school is demonstrating once again that English is the language that they value by using it 

to send all information to parents, even when they know the majority of the community 

speak Spanish and most of the faculty are bilingual, which acknowledges the needs of the 

community at Frontera Elementary.  

Mrs. Mercado also confirmed the monoglossic language policies (Silverstein, 

1998; Flores, 2013) and practices upheld by the school. Below, is her statement from the 

first interview when she was explaining the school’s expectations:  

First, are the rules from the school; the school has the rule that it is English at all 

times. However, they [students who speak Spanish as a first language] can request 

Spanish. 

In the classroom, they [students] should have 25% in Spanish, which is mostly 

done during instruction with vocabulary, if needed. By law, if the student needs it, 

they are allowed to use Spanish and request assistance for instruction to be 

provided in Spanish. So, students know they can use Spanish. (Teacher, Interview 

1) 

Although this is a school in Texas, which is a state that has historically implemented 

bilingual education for Spanish speaking communities, based on Mrs. Mercado’s 

statement, this particular school largely operates under a subtractive schooling 
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(Valenzuela, 1999) approach. Here, Mrs. Mercado explained that English is the language 

of this school and that is the norm and expectation. Similar to the explanation from 

parents, unless it is “needed” or “requested,” then there is absolutely no presence of 

Spanish formally used in the school. According to Mrs. Mercado, students should be 

receiving “25% in Spanish.” Meaning one-fourth of the school day should be in their 

home language, yet nothing was done in Spanish. She also added that Spanish is mostly 

used during “vocabulary if needed”; in other words, Spanish is reduced to only 

vocabulary instruction or vocabulary translation. This perspective and use of language is 

similar to what Zentella (1997) describes as crutching. For Zentella (1997) these 

language switches are like “crutches because, like a person with impaired use of one leg 

who depends on a crutch to keep walking, a bilingual who is stumped in one language 

can keep on speaking by depending on a translated synonym” (p. 98). Although Zentella 

may use this term for very specific code-switching in conversational interactions, but in 

teaching Mrs. Mercado reduces her language switches to providing the meaning or 

translation of words to support comprehension in English. The end goal, however, is 

Spanish is secondary; it is neither a resource or valued. Instead, it is described as a crutch 

that provides support to the learning of English or “to keep walking” (Zentella, 1997, p. 

98). Further, to receive Spanish instruction, there was a process by which a student must 

demonstrate the “need” for it or they must make a “request” before they could get access 

to it. Although, Mrs. Mercado stated students know that they have this “privilege,” she 

does not explain how students have been informed about these policies. Furthermore, I 

could not find any written policy outlining these requirements or procedures. Therefore, it 
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is possible that this was simply common sense and discursive policies that circulated 

around the school.   

In the second teacher interview, I asked questions about bilingual education 

training. In particular, I asked how often the school district provides trainings around 

bilingual education. Mrs. Mercado explained: “The school district has not given us any 

training [on bilingual education] that I know about. We don’t really talk about it much. 

We just need to help them learn English because some of them come here speaking 

nothing but Spanish” (Teacher, Interview 2). In this statement, Mrs. Mercado pointed out 

the lack of training regarding the bilingual education program and the lack of interest the 

district has shown in this particular topic by saying “We don’t really talk about it much.” 

Since Frontera Elementary does implement a transitional bilingual program and serves a 

large population of Spanish speaking students and families, it would be important to 

provide professional development and information to teachers or faculty about how to 

support this particular bilingual community. However, it seems that these kinds of 

conversations are not taking place. The emphasis was helping students “learn English” at 

the expense of their Spanish language (Gandara, 2015; Hopewell & Butvilofsky, 2016). 

Although Spanish was utilized in the everyday practices and language doing in the as a 

form of language maintenance, academically the students were still only developing 

English, instead of developing their bilingualism and biliteracy. Lugo (2008) explains 

that border inspections and surveillance occur in social spaces (e.g., institutional, 

recreational) to control or regulate particular social constructs that are sanctioned by 

those in power. In this sense, it became clear that the institution defined the border 
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around what it meant to be academically successful in terms of the English language; 

thus, the classroom teacher was a border inspector who enforced language borders 

through classroom policies and by conducting linguistic inspections.  

Returning to school-based literacies, similar to language, only dominant and 

sanctioned forms of literacy were encouraged and positioned home/local literacy 

practices as inferior. According to Purcell-Gates (2007), “literacies taught and assessed in 

school align more with those of students from mainstream, middle-class, educated 

families and less so with those of students from nonmainstream communities” (p. 9). 

Following this line of thinking, I use the terms school-based literacies, mainstream 

literacies, dominant literacies, academic literacy and traditional literacy synonymously to 

refer to the literacies of hegemonic ideologies sustained by white, middle-to-upper class 

society. In the examination of Figure 6.1, the message sent to parents and students was 

that “reading” or “lectura” was important. However, in this case, reading was reduced to 

just school-based books and to the skill of decoding the written word. This dominant 

ideology was also salient in the portrayal of traditional forms of reading reinforced on the 

benches: books, kids who are reading books, and an “A, B, C” list. Although there are 

math literacies present, the kind of literacy promoted was school-based literacy 

(Bartolomé & Macedo, 1999; Gee, 1990; Lea & Street, 1998). The line on the bench, 

“Reading brings family together” demonstrated the message that promotes mainstream 

literacies at home rather than inviting or encouraging local literacies found in the home or 

the community (Heath, 1983; Jiménez, Moll, Rodriguez-Brown, & Barrera, 1999).  
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This literacy border was also reflected in Mrs. Mercado’s classroom. Figure 6.3 

displayed the kind of literacies that dominated not only the school’s overall culture, but 

also what was valued in the intimate space of the classroom where Irma, Omar and René 

spent most of their school days.  

Figure 6.3 – Classroom library and environmental print. 

 

 

It is evident from the pictures above (Figure 6.3) that English and traditional 

forms of literacy mattered in Mrs. Mercado’s classroom. The classroom’s library had 

very limited scope for literature in general (i.e., dearth of culturally relevant texts), and, 

they were all written in English. Through the duration of my classroom observations, no 

student used or acknowledged any of the books in the bookshelf. The environmental print 

found on the walls of the classroom was similar to the picture on the right of Figure 6.3; 

it was all in English, represented only traditional forms of literacy as valuable. Brandt and 

Clinton (2002) state, “objects mediate our interactions with other places and other times” 

(p. 356). Similar to the rest of the school, this classroom’s objects, or environmental 
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print, mediated the institutional expectations for the kind of literacies that should be 

enacted in order to be identified as literate and academically successful. 

The texts present in the environment of the school delineated the language and 

literacy expectations of what the institution recognized as “academically” acceptable. The 

limited and narrow scope of Spanish available to students and families reified deficit 

views of Spanish in the privileging of English. In this school, English and whitestream 

(Urrieta, 2009) literacy was necessary to cross the figurative academic border.  

Reading the Academic Border 

 Aside from the texts in the school context and the voices of parents and teachers, 

it was important to see how transfronterizo children were making sense of the school 

environment. Again, drawing on conceptualizations of sociocultural theory, children 

learn literacy from their environment. Souto-Manning and Martell (2017) explain that 

this happens because from an early age “children are socialized into reading their worlds, 

and making meaning from symbols” (p. 27). Children learn to read and write the context 

in which they participate. In this case, I focused on the children’s voices to understand 

how they were reading the context of the school. In the following excerpt, Irma and I talk 

about school and the language she used in school: 

IN: ¿Te dejan usar tus lenguajes? ¿Te dejan usar español? 

[Do they let you use your languages? Do they let you use Spanish?] 

Irma: Aquí en la escuela algunas veces no puedo usarlo, pero afuera, ya allí 

afuera, sí.  

[Here at school sometimes I can’t use it, but outside, there outside, yes.] 
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IN: So, ¿afuera sí te dejan como si estás en el playground?  

[So, outside they let you used it like if you are at the playground?] 

Irma: Sí, aquí en la escuela es el único lugar. 

[Yes, here in school it’s the only place.] 

IN: ¿No’mas aquí adentro?  

[Just here inside?] 

Irma: Um-hum. 

IN: Do they tell you don’t use Spanish? Have they ever told you use English don’t 

use Spanish?  

Irma: No. 

IN: ¿Nadie que te diga, no, no debes hablar en español?  

[Nobody tells you, no, no you are not supposed to use Spanish?] 

Irma: No.  

IN: ¿No te dicen, but you just know? 

[They don’t tell you, but you just know?] 

Irma: Yes…Pero, yo no voy a dejar el español. 

[Yes…But, I’m not going to lose my Spanish] 

In this transcript, Irma read the school as the academic border. Her reading of the 

sociolinguistic landscape of the school, as she explained, does not allow her to use 

Spanish. She understands that the only acceptable language was English; the language of 

power. Although there was no explicit language policy or school member telling her that 

it was English-only, she “knows”. This knowing is her reading of the context (Freire & 
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Macedo, 1987). Transfronterizo children, like Irma, who were constantly dealing with 

borders recognized this border and understood what was sanctioned and what was not 

sanctioned. In this academic setting, she understood English is what was allowed and 

what will get her through border, but it has consequences. Implementing subtractive 

models with the goal of students speaking “Standardized English” (Lippi-Green, 2012), 

places little to no value at all on minority languages (Cummins, 2000). If Irma were to 

accept this English only language policy and assimilated to the dominant language 

ideology, she could lose some if not all of her Spanish. In the last line of the transcript, 

asserted her position, she says “Pero yo no voy a dejar el español/But I’m not going to 

lose my Spanish,” Irma is critically reading the language and literacy practices around 

her and was resisting adhering to monoglossic language policy could have on her 

Spanish. Her resistance was evident in her efforts to use more Spanish, particularly at 

home, and later, in joining and participating in Spanish Poetry for UIL as a way to 

support her Spanish literacy.  

 In René’s interview, he also voiced a similar reading and sense-making of the 

academic context in its relation to the English language. Below is an excerpt from his 

interview:  

IN: Oh, okay, and where do you speak English? 

René: Um, school and…and in my games and…and with my cousins  

IN: With your cousins? 

René: (Nods head in affirmation) 

IN: And in class, what do you…do you use Spanish or English in class? 
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René: English. 

In broadly asking René when or where he uses English, he names three different 

contexts: at school, when playing video games, and when he is with his cousins. 

Although René does not share critical reflections like Irma about the school’s language 

policies and the impact they can have on his linguistic repertoire, he identified the 

sanctioned language practices in school were all connected to English. So, to be 

academically successful and to cross this academic border, René knew the expected and 

sanctioned language policy and practices of the school when he named it as one of three 

places where he uses English in his everyday experiences.  

When I asked Omar about his language practices, he explained why he likes and 

needs English:   

IN: ¿Qué es lo que haces en inglés? 

[What do you do with English?] 

Omar: Hablo, preguntas  

[Talk, questions] 

IN: Haces preguntas, ¿qué más? ¿Por qué piensas que es importante saber el 

inglés? 

[You ask questions, what else? Why do you think it is important to know 

English?] 

Omar: Pa’, para que entiendas, para ser inteligente. 

[To, to understand and to be intelligent] 

Omar: Cuando me hagan preguntas. 
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   [Whey they ask me questions] 

IN: ¿Cuándo te hacen preguntas? 

[When do they ask you questions?] 

Omar: Ósea  

[Like] 

IN: ¿Quiénes son las personas que te pueden hacer preguntas o que te hacen 

preguntas allá? 

[Who are the people that can ask you questions or that ask you questions?] 

Omar: La maestra.  

[The teacher] 

IN: La maestra. 

[The teacher] 

Omar conceptualizes the English language as linked to intelligence. According to Selden 

(2000), intelligence is a social construct that was historically developed by eugenicists 

and it continues to be used and normalized in schools today. Hatt (2012) connects 

intelligence and smartness to an academic identity that is culturally produced in 

whitestream school spaces (Carrillo & Rodriguez, 2016). In other words, an academic 

identity is measured and read by taking into consideration a certain kind of “intelligence” 

that does not include the experiences and the funds of knowledge (Moll et al., 1992) from 

people of color (Carrillo, 2013; Hatt, 2007). Here, Omar is associated intelligence to his 

understanding of the academic identity necessary to cross the academic border. Omar 

also mentioned he uses English to talk, for questions and to understand; these were all 
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actions connected to “intelligence” when he explicated, “Pa’, para que entiendas para ser 

inteligente/to, to understand and to be intelligent.” Omar then explained English was 

used when “they” (teachers) asked him questions. His response was a clear indicator of 

the ways in which his language practices were inspected through the use of questions. 

This border inspection was revealed in Omar’s response to my follow up question: 

“¿Quiénes son las personas que te pueden hacer preguntas o que te hacen preguntas allá?/ 

Who are the people that can ask you questions or that ask you questions?” and Omar 

named “la maestra/the teacher”. The individual that has conducted inspections of Omar’s 

linguistic practices was the teacher or what Lugo (2008) refers to as, the border inspector. 

Similar to Bejarano’s (2010) discussion of the scripts used by inspectors to interrogate 

border crossers, Omar mentioned the use of questions by the inspector, the teacher, to 

assess his intelligence and his academic performance. Omar read the academic identity as 

one that represented intelligence, which was directly linked to being able to speak 

English. This academic identity was necessary to be able to get through the “academic 

inspection” and “surveillance” conducted by the inspector. 

The transfronterizo children in this study were reading the academic border as the 

school. Consequently, the teacher was the inspector that monitored the border crossers—

the children. Transfronterizo children recognized based on their reading, what they were 

allowed to and not allowed to do within this context. Linguistically, Irma, René and 

Omar all shared similar readings on how, although they are bilingual, English was the 

only sanctioned and accepted language practice in the school setting in spite of being 

bilingual. In the subsequent sections I provide evidence of transfronterizo children’s 
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reading of the academic border, of the teacher as an inspector, and the children's 

understanding of and responses to the teacher's surveillance over language and literacy 

practices in school.  

INGENIOUS TRANSLANGUAGING 

In this section I address the second research question: how is this sense-making 

reflected in their language and literacy practices? Drawing on the term “ingenuity” 

(Gutierrez et al., 2017), I use ingenuity to describe the creative ways in which 

transfronterizo children use translanguaging (García & Wei, 2013) to self-author 

(Holland et al., 1998) their academic identity to be able to get through the inspector and 

navigate, the surveillance, the inspection, and the academic border in this figured world.  

I conceptualize the ingenious self-authoring as the border thinking (Mignolo, 2000) that 

comes from facing borders and being marginalized by the dominant group (Anzaldúa, 

1987; Lugo, 2008). As mentioned in the previous chapter, transfronterizo children have 

literacies of surveillance that allowed them to recognize the border, the inspector and the 

surveillance of sanctioned and unsanctioned practices. This knowledge was used in other 

spaces when crossing figurative borders. In this case, when Irma, Omar and René noticed 

the academic surveillance present in school, they orchestrated their identity differently as 

opposed to moments when they were not being surveilled. In the next section, I will 

present the ways in which transfronterizo children shaped their identity in the presence 

and absence of academic surveillance.   
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Translanguaging an English Monolingual Identity  

 In school, surveillance reinforced dominant ideologies about what it meant to be 

academically successful. These ideologies privileged students who spoke English and 

those who were literate in school-based literacy or traditional notions of in English. 

Consequently, surveillance at Frontera Elementary took form when teachers, 

administrators and staff assessed students’ academic performance in the inspection of 

their language and literacy practices. In Mrs. Mercado’s classroom, academic 

surveillance occurred when the teacher controlled and monitored the environment 

through formal and informal interactions with her or through assigned work/activities. In 

Irma, Omar and René’s reading of the academic surveillance present in their environment 

they self-authored their academic identity as monolingual-English. The children’s astute 

awareness of the sanctioned language and literacy practices needed to cross the academic 

border and surveillance they strategically limited their linguistic repertoire to just English 

and school-based literacy practices; thus, showing their ingenuity (Gutierrez et al., 2017) 

in navigating surveillance.  

Meeting the Academic Inspector 

 Mrs. Mercado, who theoretically represented the border inspector (Lugo, 2008) 

and who followed the academic border outlined by the school, reinforced the power of 

English. She expected Irma, Omar, and René to learn English and to use English 

specifically when they addressed her. In moments throughout the day, she inspected their 

linguistic practices and performance in mainstream literacies (Bartolomé & Macedo, 

1999) to base her decisions on their academic progress. For this section, I present events 
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in which Irma, Omar and René were inspected by Mrs. Mercado to illustrate how they 

read and wrote their identities when meeting or encountering the inspector. When 

meeting the inspector in the classroom, Irma, Omar and René made decisions on how to 

perform the required academic identity.   

 In conversation with Irma, I inquired about contexts where she used Spanish. She 

responded, that “at home”, and then added “en la escuela casi no porque me dicen que 

hable inglés/at school I really don’t because they tell me to speak English (Irma, 

Interview 3). In this statement, Irma recognized the border imposed by the school in 

prevented her from speaking Spanish and limited her to English-only practices. 

Recognizing the surveillance, inside the classroom under Mrs. Mercado’s supervision, 

Irma refrained from using Spanish. In fact, Irma was so meticulous about remaining 

within the script of English that even when others (i.e., classmates and teacher) spoke to 

her in Spanish, she would not switch her language. The following excerpt classroom 

audio-recorded data elucidates Irma’s meticulousness. In this event, Irma forgot her 

books at home and Mrs. Mercado noticed. Mrs. Mercado decided to call Irma’s parents 

so they could bring her the book. Irma told the teacher she forgot her books at home: 

Mrs. Mercado: Do I call your mom or your dad, Irma?  

Irma: My mom. 

Mrs. Mercado: Are they in your backpack? 

Irma: No. 

Mrs. Mercado: What part of your house so they can look for them?  

Irma: I think in the, near the-  



 189 

Mrs. Mercado: Sí, buenos días, ¿es la mamá de Irma?  

Irma: -couch. 

Mrs. Mercado: Bueno le puede dar un mensaje a su mamá por favor. Este, la niña 

traiba (sic) en su mochila un libro verde de, que dice reader and writers, y un 

libro de matemáticas, pero dice que lo sacó de la mochila y se quedaron en su 

casa. ¿En qué área Irma?  

Irma: Near the couch. 

Mrs. Mercado: Dice que cerca del sofá de la sala. Este, si puede avisar que por 

favor los busque y los traiga para la escuela porque los necesita para hacer sus 

tareas. Sí es un libro verde que es de la lectura, y un libro cafecito de 

matemáticas. Bueno muchas gracias. Ba-bye. 

In this conversation, Mrs. Mercado used English to address Irma “do I call your 

mom or your dad Irma?”, and Irma responded in English, “My mom.” However, once 

Irma’s mother answered the phone, Mrs. Mercado switched to Spanish, “Sí, buenos 

días…,” she then addressed Irma in Spanish, “¿En qué área Irma?” Surprisingly, Irma 

does not respond to Mrs. Mercado in Spanish, she continued to use English when she 

says, “near the couch”.  Irma, here, demonstrates her ability to use her full linguistic 

repertoire and her translanguaging (García & Wei, 2013) to: (1) understand what is being 

asked of her in Spanish and (2) she responded to the questions in Spanish using only 

English. Since, Mrs. Mercado is the border inspector (Lugo, 2008) Irma does not risk her 

academic identity in this moment, instead she continues to meet the inspector’s linguistic 

expectations. In fact, from the data collected in the classroom, there were only three 
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instances Irma used Spanish briefly. Two of those statements were in conversation with 

Omar and René when not being academically surveilled, and the third statement was 

where she code-switched, she said an English sentence but used “toallita” instead of 

“tissue or Kleenex” when talking to Mrs. Mercado. Although I suspected these were not 

the only moments that Irma used Spanish in the classroom throughout the school year, it 

provided a very clear picture of her translanguaging (García & Wei, 2014) abilities and 

the ingenuity (Gutierrez et al., 2017) of how to self-author her academic identity. Irma 

demonstrated her border thinking (Mignolo, 2000) by orchestrating her identity (Holland 

et al., 1998) as a monolingual to meet the expectations of the inspector and the academic 

border. 

Omar, also used his language and literacy knowledge to meet the demands of the 

teacher as the academic border inspector. Below is a fieldnote from an interaction 

between Omar and Mrs. Mercado:  

 
Omar gets up from his desk and starts walking towards the teacher’s desk area. 
As he walks by some students, he laughs with one student and then he says 
jokingly, “vas a verlo Ezequiel, le voy a decir a la Mrs.”.  Omar continues on 
towards the teacher. 
 

Omar: Mrs., Mrs., puedo ir al restroom?  
 
Mrs. Mercado is facing her computer away from Omar, and does not respond. 
  

Omar: Mrs., can I go to the restroom? 
 
Mrs. Mercado, without turning around to look at Omar, she loudly says, “yes, 
hurry up Omar”.  Omar starts walking towards the classroom door.  
(Fieldnote, 5/18/16) 
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Omar, first attempted to ask permission to go to the restroom by code-switching 

(Poplack, 1980; Gumperz, 1982; Zentella, 1997; Milroy & Muysken, 1995), meaning he 

used Spanish and English “woven together in a single utterance” (Zentella, 1997, p. 80). 

Mrs. Mercado did not make any physical movement and continued her task without 

acknowledging Omar’s restroom request. As if Omar had never spoken, his statement 

seemed non-existent, he was invisible. Omar’s reading of this event, however, was 

different. With his literacies of surveillance, Omar immediately recognized he was 

speaking to a linguistic inspector and knew he had failed the inspection; so, he tried 

again. His second attempt was now only in English, “Mrs., can I go to the restroom?”. He 

knew exactly what the inspector was demanding so he modified his linguistic practices to 

meet the expectations of the border inspection. Omar’s linguistic modification elucidated 

his border thinking. Based on García and Wei’s (2014) theoretical explanations, 

translanguaging refers to the ways in which bi(multi)linguals draw on their full linguistic 

repertoire to select certain features for their own purposes. Mignolo (2000) explains that 

what happens between languages are strategies for “orienting and manipulating social 

domains” (p.226). Omar used his translanguaging ability to author his identity as a 

monolingual by using specific language words and features that follow the Standard 

English language. As a result, Mrs. Mercado not only acknowledged but she also 

authorized his restroom request.  

 René, on the other hand, was more conscientious about his monolingual identity 

when interacting with the teacher.  According to Mrs. Mercado, when I asked her about 

René’s language practices in the classroom, she said, “I don’t hear him speak 
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Spanish…with me he speaks English only” (Teacher, Interview 2). In her statement René 

seems to be consistent with the authoring of monolingual language practices to meet the 

academic border expectations in the classroom. The following is an example of the 

language practices that René used when participating during Language Arts whole group 

instruction directed by the teacher.  In this excerpt the teacher finished playing an audio 

story for the students and she explains their writing assignment while asking questions 

about events in the story Grace for President.  

Teacher: Okay, this is what you are gonna be doing on your own. You are gonna 

be giving me the information on Grace for President, we are gonna be 

looking at beginning, middle and end of the story. At the beginning, first 

of all, you will write the title, which is Grace for President (she writes on 

the projector to model). Then at the beginning, I want you to tell me what 

happened at the beginning of the story. Can somebody give me some 

information right now?  

Student: That there was no girl for president 

Teacher: That she was in the classroom and found out that there was no girl ever 

for president. So she decided she wanted to be what?  

René: President! 

Teacher: The first president, so you are going to give me that information at the 

beginning, that there was no girl president that she wanted to be first girl 

president. And, at the beginning, you can also mention if you want, uh, 

that her teacher decided they would have electoral votes an election in the 
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classroom, in the school. Then in the middle is what her and this boy in 

the classroom are running for president of the school and you can talk 

about that when they are doing slogans or giving speeches and rallies they 

are doing assemblies to try to convince other students to vote for them. 

Okay? Then at the end of the story what happened at the end? Who won 

the election?  

René and Students: Grace! 

In this exchange, Mrs. Mercado was leading the discussion during Language Arts 

instruction and René participated in the spaces she created. Mrs. Mercado used known-

answer questions to lead her instruction and promote participation, when she asked, “So, 

she decided she wanted to be what?” and “Then at the end of the story, what happened at 

the end? Who won the election?” Since her questions were in English, René participated 

in English. The language of instruction and the questions being asked by the teacher 

shaped his responses and participation. Importantly, this was also a reflection of how 

efficiently René was able to orchestrate his monolingual academic identity when the 

teacher was in control. In other more informal interactions with Mrs. Mercado, René also 

limited his linguistic repertoire to English only. The following fieldnote is an example of 

how René would limit his linguistic repertoire. 
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René is working on his spelling words quietly. He puts his pencil on the desk and 
begins to shake his hands. He looks around at his classmates in the room. He then 
looks at the teacher who is sitting at her desk filling out paperwork. René gets up 
and walks towards the teacher.  
 

René: Mrs., is it almost lunchtime?  
Teacher: You still have fifteen minutes. 
René: Can I go to the restroom?  
Teacher: Yes, hurry up.  

 
René walks faster towards the door and opens the classroom door to exit into the 
hallway (Fieldnote, 5/23/16). 

 

Daily informal interactions between René and the teacher occurred in English as 

illustrated above. René competently asked about the amount of time he had left before 

lunch. Based on the teacher’s response René asked his second question requesting 

permission to go to the restroom. In this particular case, René’s questions and request 

were not ignored, as they were with Omar; instead, they were quickly acknowledged and 

answered by the teacher. Linguistically, in comparison to Omar’s example, René did not 

fail the linguistic inspection by the border inspector. Throughout the corpus of data, René 

was very intentional about his language choice and enactment around the inspector. 

Typically there were minimal interactions and engagements with his teacher, and when 

those moments occurred, they were all in English. In doing so, René enabled Mrs. 

Mercado to read him as a monolingual, who never spoke Spanish in her presence, thus, 

able to cross the academic border and viewed as academically successful.  

 When meeting the inspector, or in this case, Mrs. Mercado, Irma, Omar and René 

had access a very specific skill set in order to be able to read the surveillance and 
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inspector. This nuanced understanding of the academic context afforded them the 

opportunity to make strategic decisions about how to orchestrate their identities. It was 

particularly important for their academic identity to be portrayed as a strong monolingual 

English speaker during informal and formal meetings with the teacher; this understanding 

was reflected in their language and literacy practices around the inspector. They drew on 

their translanguaging abilities to perform the sanctioned language and literacy practices 

(i.e., speaking English only) to meet the demands of the border inspector to be viewed as 

“academically successful” in accordance to dominant ideologies used to shape the 

academic context at Frontera Elementary. 

Academic Surveillance through the use of Texts  

In this section, I transition to the role of texts within the context of surveillance. 

Continuing with Brandt and Clinton’s (2002) conceptions of literacy texts, I considered 

the role of texts as they influenced the practices of social actors and the context in which 

they are found. Wertsch (1999) explains that texts can guide the ways in which people 

interact as well as the types of practices that emerge within activities. I use the term 

“texts” in a broader sense which extends beyond books or formal writing to include 

artifacts and tools used within literacy events (Pahl, 2004; Mosley & Zoch, 2012). 

Mosley and Zoch (2012) explain that texts reflect “the link between the habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1977), the historical patterns of talk and action that belong to a particular 

context, and the micro-interactions between people who engage in literacy practices” and 

that identities “are constructed through the production and use of texts in social contexts” 

(p. 67). In my analysis, I consider texts as shaping the language and literacy practices of 
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transfronterizo children in classroom settings, but also how they use these texts to 

perform their academic identity while being under academic surveillance. Within the 

classroom setting, texts were used to mediate the surveillance of academic 

performativity. Using literacies of surveillance, Irma, Omar and René would read the 

surveillance of the environment to author their selves according to the expectations of the 

inspector and academic border. As explained in the previous chapter, literacies of 

surveillance are the literacy events, texts, tools and practices in and around surveillance. 

To be recognized as literate in this academic environment, the children implemented the 

appropriate literacy practices that derive from reading the texts and tools mediating the 

surveillance.  

The following are examples of how Irma, Omar and René engaged with texts 

when they were under surveillance. I draw on sociocultural theories of literacy (Gee, 

2015; Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Heath, 1983; Street, 1984) and view literacy as a social 

practice. New Literacy Studies (NLS) argues literacy practices are influenced by culture 

and context and are interactional (Gee, 2015; Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Street, 1984; 

Heath, 1983). According to Hoffman, Martínez, and Danielson (2016), further explicate 

literacy as a social practice, “The focus in literacy practices is on literacy activity 

(events), the goals associated with this activity, the roles of participants, and the tools 

used” (p. 20). Here, I identify the literacy events (Barton & Hamilton, 1998; Heath, 1983; 

Street, 1984) around texts that mediated the academic surveillance and examined the 

language and literacy practices that transfronterizo children enacted as part of their 

reading and writing within those activities. In the classroom, when surveillance was 
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imposed common texts that played a significant role were: reading textbooks, content 

area workbooks, paper, district-made assessment packets, spelling lists, reading passages, 

pencils, crayons, rulers, and content-area focused worksheets. Again, the teacher 

controlled the academic surveillance in this context by deciding how (types of 

curriculum) and when (homework check, weekly assessments) she would inspect the 

academic abilities and identities of the students. In many literacy activities, or events, 

(Barton & Hamilton, 1998), academic surveillance occurred through the use of textbooks. 

Here, I discuss my findings by presenting literacy events where academic surveillance 

occurred and how transfronterizo children made sense of these literacy activities by 

enacting particular practices.   

Literacy Event 1: Textbook, Worksheet, and Pencil 
 

In this event, the textbook, the worksheet, and the pencil mediated the academic 

surveillance. Omar, being literate about surveillance, enacted the particular language and 

literacy practices sanctioned by the current academic context in which he participated. 

Even though no one is actively monitoring him, he understood that he still needed to 

perform these sanctioned literacy practices in order to eventually cross the academic 

border. To illustrate this, I included pictures noting the particular moments of his 

enactment of “permitted” language and literacy practices. 
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Figure 6.4 – Omar in surveilled literacy event.  
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Figure 6.4 – Continued  

 

The four pictures in Figure 6.4 illustrate how Omar was embodying an academic 

identity through the performance of particular language and literacy practices. Although 

the oral language was hard to illustrate, Omar was silent through the entirety of this 

literacy event. In terms of literacy practices, he was “independently” working. He placed 

the textbook and worksheet in front of him to accomplish the task. The textbook and the 

worksheet were in English (language). He read the worksheet to understand the task, 

which required writing a summary (literacy practice) of the story. He held the pencil in 

his hand and used it to write on the worksheet. He used the text to go back to the story. 

These movements were the embodiment of the practices that are read as acceptable and 

privileged in this space (Leonardo, Hall & Herro, 2016). The purpose of these texts was 

to surveil his academic progress and performance. These texts had the power to enforce 

specific literacy practices deemed “academic” from Omar. According to Brandt and 

Clinton (2002) literacy can be a “social agent or independent mediator” (p. 350). In this 

literacy event, it mediated the expectations of the inspector. Omar demonstrated, 
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independently, that he could enact English-only, school-based literacies to complete the 

required academic performance.  

Figure 6.5 – Omar in unsurveilled literacy event.   
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Figure 6.5 – Continued   

 

On the other hand, the following pictures in Figure 6.5 illustrate what his actions 

in this literacy event was over and the text no longer had the power to shape his language 

and literacy practices. Since Omar had completed the literacy event, the worksheet (the 

text) was removed by turning it in to the teacher (inspector). Although the textbook and 

the pencil were still in plain sight, Omar was no longer facing the textbook or using the 

pencil to write in traditional ways. He faced other students as shown in Figure 6.5 and 

was whispering in Spanish to them. The textbook is closed until he starts playing around 

with the cover and starts making jokes about the names written inside the textbook. In 

this event, Omar changed the meaning of the textbook; in other words, it no longer 

functioned for the purpose of academic surveillance enforcing academic language and 

literacy practices; instead, it functioned as a tool for initiating peer conversations in 

Spanish and laughter. Although the institution nor the inspector authorized this new 

function of the text, the language and literacy practices around it changed because the 

surveillance on Omar had been removed. He knew he could engage in “unsanctioned” 
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language and literacy practices. His reading of surveillance in the context and texts 

allowed him to “rewrite” his practices and perform a bilingual identity.  

Literacy Event 2: Paper and Pencil 

Writing spelling words was also a daily literacy event in Mrs. Mercado’s 

curriculum that was used to surveil academic performance. The texts or artifacts (Urrieta, 

2007) that mediated the academic surveillance in this event were the loose-leaf paper and 

pencil as this was what students used every time when writing out the spelling words. In 

this example, René is embodying the language and literacy practices that are deemed 

appropriate for this literacy event and in conjunction with these specific texts. Artifacts 

are “mediators of human identities and actions” (Urrieta, 2007, p. 110). In Figure 6.6 

below, René was using these texts when being surveilled and not surveilled.  

Figure 6.6 – René in two literacy events surveilled and unsurveilled. 

 

 

When René recognized the academic surveillance in the literacy event, he made 

sure to embody the appropriate language and literacy practices deemed acceptable which 

is reflected in the picture on the left of Figure 6.6. Under the surveillance, the loose-leaf 

paper and the pencil mediated his academic performativity. René used the pencil to 

diligently write the spelling words, typically it was ten times each; and, the paper served 
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as the evidence of his academic work. He would also silence himself in the process by 

not engaging in talk with peers. In doing so, René made the intentional decision to author 

himself as a responsible and hard-working student deserving of crossing the academic 

border.  

 In the picture on the right of Figure 6.6, René used the loose-leaf paper and pencil 

in an unsanctioned way. At that moment, there was no academic surveillance being 

conducted by the inspector or mediation by any text. Therefore, the meaning and function 

of the loose-leaf paper and pencil changed. In this photo, René transformed the meaning 

and shape of the paper into a soccer ball, and the pencil was his tool for hitting the soccer 

ball and to stop Omar from scoring a goal. At the same time, the desk was no longer 

functioning as a place to write and do his work, it was reimagined into a soccer field. 

Points were scored if the paper went beyond the edge of the desk; it was considered a 

soccer goal, more precisely, a “gol” as René used.  Linguistically, René also allowed 

himself to talk and interact with Omar in Spanish and English, instead of just English. 

His literacies of surveillance allowed him to read the surveilled and unsurveilled spaces 

in order to author himself in specific ways.  

Literacy Event 3: Assessment Packets 

The third literacy event is focused on Irma during an assessment. When the 

teacher announced the assessment, Irma stayed “quiet” and “engaged” in the distinct 

language and literacy practices that were acceptable for this type of surveilled literacy 

event. In the Figure 6.7, photos show the various practices that Irma enacted to be 



 204 

recognized as literate with these texts. Again, similar to the previous literacy events, the 

texts mediated the academic surveillance on the students.  

Figure 6.7 – Irma in surveilled literacy event. 
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Figure 6.7 – Continued  

 

 

In the first picture, Irma assumed the position for starting this literacy event; she 

puts her head down, silences herself, and has her pencil ready recognizing the academic 

surveillance was about to begin. When she received her assessment and a white folder, 

she demonstrated to be knowledgeable of the expected practices that are mediated by 

these texts. She picked up the folder and places it as a wall or barrier between her and 

Omar, who sits next to her, and between her and René who sits in front of her. 

Immediately after setting the personal borders of assessment, she begins writing her name 

on the assessment and starts reading and answering the questions in the test. In engaging 

in these practices within this figured world, Irma was authoring her self as literate of 
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these academic language and literacy practices. Once she finished the assessment packet, 

she turned in the texts (the folder and the assessment) and, consequently, the academic 

surveillance was also temporarily removed. This assessment along with other texts found 

in the classroom, privileged the English Language and traditional notions of literacy. As a 

result, Irma performed her academic identity by limiting her linguistic repertoire to just 

English and school-based literacies.  

 Literacies of surveillance were evident in all literacy events that were designed by 

the inspector. In dwelling with the academic border and its particular surveillance, all 

three children read the environment mediated by the various texts and authored 

themselves in specific ways to get through the surveillance. Literacies of surveillance, in 

this sense, can be also argued for all students from culturally and linguistically diverse 

backgrounds that face restrictive policies and practices within classroom settings; 

however, for transfronterizos, this happens across nation-states and the spaces they 

participate in for both México and the United States. While English and school-based 

literacies may not be their first choice, they understand the role of texts and the 

surveillance they are under. Therefore, in all academic surveillance events, they made the 

decision to author themselves as “users of English” and appropriate traditional literacies 

as these were the practices sanctioned by the school and regarded as acceptable and 

valuable to cross the academic border. When the surveillance was not imposed, Irma, 

Omar and René used and made sense of texts differently and for a different purpose.  
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MAKING BILINGUALISM AND BILITERACY VISIBLE 

 In reading borders, inspectors, and surveillance, transfronterizo children were 

strategic about authoring a monolingual English identity. In a similar fashion, they are 

also able to recognize when the surveillance is removed from the context. So what 

happens when there is no surveillance, no inspector, and no academic border? Here, I 

focused on the language and literacy practices enacted when there was no academic 

surveillance. Similar to the previous analysis, I framed these moments as literacy events 

to examine the language and literacy practices within these activities. I labeled these 

events as biliteracy events as this becomes more representative of the kinds of hybrid 

language and literacy practices that these transfronterizo bilinguals were participating in. 

Within the classroom, these events occurred after literacy events involving academic 

surveillance, when students were assigned “busy” work (e.g., cut and paste worksheets, 

hidden items worksheet, or coloring worksheets) or during teacher-labeled “free time.” 

Importantly, these events did not have a negative or positive impact on their formal 

academic progress or academic identity. In other words, the inspector (the teacher) did 

not inspect or make them academically accountable during these events.  

Biliteracy Event 1: Online Game 

 At times, Mrs. Mercado gave students free time. In these moments, Irma and the 

rest of the students had the liberty to choose what to do, use, or even say within the 

classroom. The teacher did not monitor their language and literacy practices unless the 

classroom became “too loud”. During this event, it was the last ten minutes of the day, 
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and Mrs. Mercado told students, “You have ten minutes of free time.” Figure 6.8 shows 

what Irma decided to do in that time.   

Figure 6.8 – Irma with tablet.  

 

As shown above, Irma opted for using her tablet as the text for this literacy event. 

She took it out from her desk and began playing a game. The game required for her to 

complete a race within the time provided. Irma’s task was to get through all the obstacles 

to get to the finish line. As I observed Irma’s digital literacies (Lankshear & Knobel, 

2007; Phillips & Manderino, 2015), it was evident that she was very comfortable playing 

the game. She read through the menu options, she selected her character, and used her 

fingers to move the character around the obstacles, to make it stop, jump, or to increase 

or reduce the speed throughout the race. Eventually, she got a “game over”, and came 

across the screen shown in Figure 6.8. The screen read “1x Yutani’s UFO. Collect 496 

more to unlock Yutani. Tap to continue.” As she read this screen, she started to verbalize 
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her thinking aloud (Davey, 1983) to herself. According to Davey (1983), a think aloud is 

when a reader orally explains her thinking processes. In this moment Irma said aloud, 

“Really?! ¿Necesito cuatrocientos noventa y seis (496) para que agarre un monito?/	  

Really?! I need four hundred ninety-six (496) so I can get a character.” Here, she read 

the text in English, processed and responded in both English and Spanish. “Really?!” is in 

English but it is her reaction to the text that was particularly interesting. In the line, 

“¿Necesito cuatrocientos noventa y seis para que agarre un monito?” she translated the 

entire English text to Spanish accurately, and the question marks show how she was 

thinking and responding to this text at the same time. Additionally, this statement showed 

her disappointment in the amount of coins she still has needed to unlock the next 

character in her game. García and Sylvan (2011) and Garrity, Aquino-Sterling and Day 

(2015) explain translanguaging as a dynamic discursive regime that bilinguals use in 

varied ways for meaning-making purposes and to perform bilingually. In this moment, 

Irma was not limiting her linguistic repertoire, or her knowledge to just English and 

literacies in English. She was demonstrating how she could draw on her full linguistic 

repertoire as a reader to read and respond to a text. Her thought process was evident 

through her think aloud. Her fluid and dynamic translanguaging abilities were also 

evident in her understanding of the English text and her Spanish translation, and in her 

bilingual response. By engaging in these practices during free time, Irma also 

demonstrated her awareness and reading of the context. Since she felt no threat of 

surveillance, she did not worry about orchestrating an English monolingual identity so 

instead her true bilingual and biliterate identity emerged.  
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Biliteracy Event 2: Pokémon Card Game Trades 

René and Omar also demonstrated their bilingual and biliterate identity when the 

academic surveillance was temporarily removed. Between literacy events, the teacher 

decided to look for a science video to show the students. In this moment, Mrs. Mercado, 

the inspector, was too busy searching for the video that some students engaged in 

different practices while the surveillance is removed. René, Omar, and another student 

Eduardo (pseudonym) take out Pokémon cards to begin the process of trading cards. 

Figure 6.9 illustrates this event.  

Figure 6.9 – Omar and René using Pokémon cards. 

 

Similar to Irma, René used this moment to engage with other kinds of literacy 

texts. The chosen text for this biliteracy event was the stack of Pokémon cards. This was  

a common practice for students in this classroom; Pokémon cards were at the time of this 

study the most common text during students’ unsurveilled interactions. René took out his 
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stack of Pokémon cards to show Omar, and Eduardo (who is not present in the picture). 

Part of the interaction between René and Eduardo was as follows:  

Eduardo: Mira (showing a Pokémon card). 

René: (Quickly walks towards Eduardo’s desk and gets the rest of his Pokémon 

cards) 

Teacher: We haven’t seen “Taking Flight”, right? 

René: (Quickly hides his pokemon cards between his hands and looks at Mrs. 

Mercado and shrugs his shoulders) 

Students: No! 

Teacher: (Continues to work on the computer) 

Eduardo: Dale, René, ya. 

René:  (Holds up his cards in front of his face and just stares at the one at the top 

his stack) ¿Qué es tú number?  

Eduardo: (Holds up his card and stares at it) ¿Qué? 

René: Di tú número. 

Eduardo: Sí, di. 

René: ¿Sí? 

Eduardo: Tu primero. 

René: (Looks at his card) 

Eduardo: ¿Cuánto? 

René: (Looks at Eduardo and smiles) Ya lo viste. 

Eduardo: ¿Qué? 
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René: (Goes to Eduardo’s desk and shows his card) 

René and Eduardo are all Spanish-English bilinguals and used Spanish to interact during 

this event. This happened when the teacher was busy, so they were still very aware that 

they needed to protect their language and literacy practices. René quickly hid his 

Pokémon cards when Mrs. Mercado began to talk demonstrating his knowledge of what 

was sanctioned and not sanctioned by the inspector. After he noticed that Mrs. Mercado 

was busy again, they continued the interaction—an example of agency in spaces of 

limitation and surveillance. Since the Pokémon card game was about figuring out who 

has the highest number and stronger character, their interaction involved René and 

Eduardo first covering their cards and asking each other to talk about the character they 

had chosen to use. Whoever had the stronger character, ended up staying or “winning” 

both Pokémon cards (similar to the card game war). René hesitated to give up any of his 

Pokémon cards, and he immediately asked for the card information, “¿Qué es tú 

number?” In this utterance, René code-switched between Spanish (Qué es tú) and English 

(number) to ask for Eduardo’s Pokémon card number. Eduardo responded using only 

Spanish and René then responded using only Spanish when saying “Di tú número.” Here, 

René inspected the linguistic decisions made by Eduardo to continue the interaction. 

After Eduardo decided to use only Spanish, René also stayed on Spanish throughout the 

rest of his utterances. They continued the game without ever deciding to complete a trade. 

In this event, René showcased his bilingual identity by translanguaging based on his 

inspection of Eduardo’s linguistic practices. René knew Eduardo was bilingual, and, at 

first he used both, but once Eduardo uses only Spanish with him, he decided to do the 
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same. Being able to make these linguistic moves exhibited René’s ingenious 

translanguaging during social interactions.  

Biliteracy Event 3: Hidden Items Worksheet 

Before dismissal, the teacher was called into a meeting. The office sent a teacher 

aide to take care of the class while Mrs. Mercado was out of the classroom. Mrs. 

Mercado gave the teacher aide copies of a hidden item activity to keep the students busy 

during the last hour of the day. Since the teacher (border inspector) is not around, there 

was no formal academic surveillance that was taking place. The teacher aide, in this case, 

was read as an inspector of behavior not as an inspector of their academic language and 

literacy practices. As long as the students were being “busy”, the teacher aide did not 

mind how they worked or the language practices they engaged in. As the students, like 

Omar, read the context, they moved closer together to collaborate on the hidden item 

activity. Here is an excerpt of Omar participating in this biliteracy event with Eduardo 

and a third student, Gabriel (pseudonym).  

Omar: ¿‘Onde esta el mushroom? 

 [Where’s the mushroom?] 

Eduardo: Aquí está ‘ira, el mushroom esta por aquí (pointing at Omar’s paper), 

mira aquí esta. 

 [Here it is, look, the mushroom is somewhere here (pointing at Omar’s 

paper), look here it is.] 

Omar: Oh, a ver. 

 [Oh, let’s see.] 
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Gabriel: ¿Dónde está el fish? 

 [Where’s the fish?] 

Omar: Aquí ‘ira, yo te lo hago (shades in the image for Gabriel) y allí está el 

mushroom (pointing at his paper). 

 [Here, look, I will do it for you (shades in the image for Gabriel) and here is 

the mushroom (pointing at his paper.)] 

Gabriel: ¿Esto? (pointing at Omar’s paper) 

 [This? (pointing at Omar’s paper)] 

Omar: Sí. Me faltan three. 

 [Yes. I still need three.] 

Gabriel: (gets Omar’s colors) 

Omar: !No! ¡Has tú work si no hazte pa’ ‘lla! 

 [No! Do your work if not move over there!] 

 In this biliteracy event, Omar and his friends do not limit their language and 

literacy abilities; instead, they used their full linguistic repertoire to communicate and 

complete the activity. On the worksheet, the hidden items were listed in English; some of 

the items included: shoes, fish, mushroom, hook, iron. In their interaction, Omar and his 

friends code-switched throughout the conversation to help each other out. Phrases like 

“¿‘Onde está el mushroom?”, “Allí está el mushroom”, “Me faltan three” and “¡Has tú 

work si no hazte pa’ ‘lla!” displays Omar’s use of hybrid language practices. They 

moved across “Chicano Spanish” (Anzaldúa, 1987), Standard Spanish, and English. 

Words like ‘Onde instead of donde, pa’ instead of para,  ‘lla instead of allá are examples 
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of words considered non-standard, non-academic, and of low-status, which have 

historically been used by Chican@s and by the communities along the U.S.-México 

border (Anzaldúa, 1987, p.79). Anzaldúa (1987) explains that Chicano Spanish speakers 

“leave out initial syllables” such as “tar for estar” (p.79), which is what Omar was doing. 

In the utterance, “¡Has tú work si no hazte pa’ ‘lla!”, Omar moves from Standard 

Spanish (i.e., Has tu), to Standard English (work), to Standard Spanish (i.e., si no hazte) 

and then Chicano Spanish (pa’ ‘lla). This was more than Spanglish (Martínez, 2010); this 

was a multilingual utterance. This is a clear example of the complex translanguaging 

abilities that Omar and his friends used and understood. In this multilingual event, 

translanguaging became a linguistic tool that allowed them to communicate, connect, and 

make their needs known (Garrity, Aquino-Sterling, & Day, 2015).  

Although free-time, Pokémon card games, and the hidden item activity are not 

significant to the formal process of evaluating the academic progress of the students, 

these texts and events created spaces for transfronterizos to be free in the ways they used 

their language and literacy practices. These interactions showed how fluidly 

transfronterizo children could move across languages and use varied features from their 

full linguistic repertoire, in that instance they drew from multiple languages for 

meaningful interactions and literacy events.  In not limiting or surveilling students’ 

linguistic practices, they were able to fully use their resources in meaningful and 

authentic ways.  
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WHO CROSSED THE ACADEMIC BORDER?  

Although Irma, Omar and René evidently knew the institutional borders imposed, 

not all three crossed the academic border. As Mrs. Mercado assumed the role of the 

inspector, she arbitrarily used her power to categorize the students as successful or 

unsuccessful in their academic performance based on the school’s standards. Lugo (2008) 

argues that not everyone gets to cross the border. For Mrs. Mercado, the decision of 

allowing them to cross or detaining them was dependent upon Irma’s, Omar’s and René’s 

individual ability to perform English-only practices and dominant literacies valued in 

school. Mrs. Mercado, as the border inspector, constantly surveilled through texts and 

through linguistic inspections. In the case of René, he was successful at performing an 

acceptable academic identity. He performed dominant literacies accurately through the 

use of various texts and, even though he used a lot of Spanish and code-switching with 

his classmates, at the time of inspection, he was able to self-regulate his languages and 

produce English-only for Mrs. Mercado. For Irma, Mrs. Mercado questioned her 

knowledge of English vocabulary development. She used the example of “toallita” to 

prove that she had not mastered the language and vocabulary at the level that she was 

expecting her to do. Aside from those small glimpses of translanguaging (García & Wei, 

2014) that Mrs. Mercado witnessed, she thought Irma was efficient enough at speaking 

English and in her academic reading and writing skills; therefore, Mrs. Mercado allowed 

Irma to cross the academic border. This means that although there were a few instances 

of translanguaging, arbitrarily it was not sufficient to keep Irma from crossing. In Omar’s 

case, Mrs. Mercado made the decision to detain Omar from crossing the academic border. 
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Because Omar did not always stay in English-only practices and did not perform as well 

as other classmates in school-based literacy, for Mrs. Mercado, the progress and 

improvement she was seeing in him was not worthy of crossing the academic border. 

Instead, she subjected him to further inspections through summer school with a different 

teacher (inspector) for another month. Assuming that Omar improves his academic 

performance over the summer, he will then be authorized to move on to the next 

academic grade level.  

This is what happens when program models and schools emphasize monoglossic 

ideologies that center on only one language (English) and one kind of literacy 

(Autonomous). Students, such as Irma, Omar and René, are monitored and surveilled 

more critically than students from a dominant background or with the language and 

literacy capital valued in schools. Transfronterizos are academically marginalized unless 

they can meet the demands of the academic border context and inspector. This needs to 

change. The surveillance on language and literacy practices that position bi(multi)lingual 

children as deficient must be removed. Students should be allowed to use their full 

repertoire of language and literacies for not only unsurveilled moments, but to also 

leverage academic learning, thinking and doing.  

CONCLUSION 

Transfronterizos, such as Irma García, Omar Ortega and René González, not only 

physically experience crossing the U.S.-México border, but they also have to pass 

through institutional boundaries, like the academic border. This academic border is the 

extension of the colonization, and the cultural and linguistic violence that transfronterizos 
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have historically lived with and continue to live with on the borderlands (Anzaldúa, 

1987). In this chapter, I discussed the ways in which transfronterizo children demonstrate 

their knowledge and literacy of crossing the academic border.  

The findings show that within the school setting, or this figured world, Irma, 

Omar and René were able to recognize the moments in which they were being 

academically surveilled and the moments in which they were not surveilled; which I 

argue is part of their literacies of surveillance. Within the literacy events with academic 

surveillance, transfronterizo children ingeniously and agentively authored themselves as a 

monolingual. Their reading of the context allowed them to recognize what is valuable or 

sanctioned to cross the academic border was the use of English and traditional texts and 

decoding skills. In performing these language and literacy practices, they strategically 

met the demands of the border inspector (teacher) to cross the academic border. When the 

surveillance was removed, transfronterizo children engaged in biliteracy events in which 

they orchestrated a bilingual and biliterate identity. In these biliteracy events, they 

utilized their full linguistic repertoire to meet their immediate needs and without 

impacting their academic performance.  
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Although Omar was not as arbitrarily successful as Irma and René, in his first 

attempt to cross the academic border, over the summer he was given the “pásele”. 

Meaning, Omar was given permission to pass to the next grade level. Again, to do this he 

became more aware of reading the surveillance in the academic context, more strategic 

with translanguaging, and enacted a monolingual English identity in front of the inspector 

(teacher).  

Unless the academic contexts and demands change, transfronterizo children who 

are always, not only facing but also being marginalized by borders, inspectors, and 

surveillance, their repertoires will continue to involve the ability to recognizing these in 

any given context and being literate about navigating borders in order to be marked as 

belonging across various spaces. Literacies of surveillance are a resource and a 

“meditational sense-making tool” (Sayer, 2013, p. 69) for transfronterizos to discern the 

kinds of language and literacy practices that are sanctioned and not sanctioned, and, thus, 

enact the translanguaging agency necessary to result in getting through inspections and 

crossing borders.  
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CHAPTER 7: TRANSLANGUAGIN PARALLEL 

MONOLINGUALISM for RESPETO 

A transfronterizo lifestyle requires a transfronterizo repertoire. This involves 

understanding that transfronterizos are not only constant border-crossers, but that borders 

constantly marginalize them. In traversing two or more nation-states, there is a need to 

understand the demands of each country and societies in order to be marked as belonging. 

For each nation-state, there are national, structural, social, and cultural expectations and 

boundaries that legitimatize a person into that space or figured world. Transfronterizos 

know and understand how to recognize and navigate these boundaries to negotiate their 

social positioning. Along with understanding these norms, they also know how to 

recognize and navigate the border zones, where hybridity, contradiction and simultaneity 

happen (Anzaldúa, 1987). A transfronterizo repertoire requires knowing borders, frontiers 

and the in-between (Anzaldúa, 1987).  

In this chapter, I continue to expand on the argument that transfronterizos have 

developed literacies of surveillance that allows them to successfully move across 

physical and figurative borders (Anzaldúa, 1987; Lugo, 2008), border inspectors (Lugo, 

2008), and the surveillance over what is sanctioned and unsanctioned. I move this 

concept into the place of their individual homes and their interactions with immediate 

family members and extended families. As explained in Chapter 4, Irma García and 

Omar Ortega lived in Miguel Alemán, Tamaulipas, and René Gonzáles lived in Roma, 

Texas. Here, I center on the language and literacy practices that Irma, Omar and René 
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engaged in as they experienced the borders, inspections and surveillance in the context of 

their home or with family. I begin this chapter by discussing the ways in which I drew 

from the theoretical frames. Then, I move to discussing how Irma, Omar and René read 

the border of respeto and the surveillance set by parents to address the first research 

question: How are transfronterizo children making sense of surveillance in the context of 

the home? I argue that within the figured world of a transfronterizo family/home, both 

Spanish and English are important and, therefore, inspected and surveilled. Then, I 

discuss Irma, Omar and René’s language and literacy practices when experiencing 

particular surveillance and when the surveillance is removed in the context of the home. 

With this description, I address the second research question: How is this sense-making 

reflected in their language and literacy practices? Lastly, I conclude with a discussion 

regarding the implications for the surveillance that Irma, Omar and René are 

experiencing at home.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Alejandro Lugo’s concepts of borders, inspectors and culture of surveillance 

allowed me to frame the social context that transfronterizo children like Irma, Omar and 

René experienced at home as well as in other social spaces. The concept of border can 

refer to the physical international border or a figurative border; in this chapter, I rely on 

the border in both a figurative or metaphorical sense. I frame the border as the limits that 

are produced by social and cultural norms, and that are inspected and surveilled by those 

in more powerful roles (Lugo, 2008). Border-crossers read borders by recognizing their 

less powerful social positioning within the border space. Border-crossers identify the 
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inspector as someone who is protecting the border and demonstrate awareness over what 

is sanctioned and unsanctioned. I used these concepts to demark the border of respeto and 

family values established and protected by parents. 

Second, I draw from border thinking (Mignolo, 2000). Border thinking is the 

knowledge that generates ingenuity (Anzaldúa, 1987; Gutierrez, et al. 2007) and agency 

(Holland et al., 1998) from a less powerful social positioning and within the limits set by 

social and cultural expectations. For Mignolo (2000), border thinking is the suppressed 

knowledge that comes from the margins of colonial borders. This is the thinking that 

creates spaces within structural, social and cultural constraints. I used border thinking to 

understand the ways in which transfronterizo children engage in agency when facing 

metaphorical borders. This is the thinking that occurs in their decisions to enact certain 

language and literacy practices in response to surveilled borders and unsurveilled spaces. 

Third, I continue to use translanguaging as the performativity of language and 

literacy practices from a bilingual perspective. Translanguaging according to Ofelia 

García and Li Wei (2014) is a lens that considers bilinguals as having a full linguistic 

repertoire in which they draw from as needed, rather than having separate language 

systems. Translanguaging is using language in ways that make sense to bilinguals who 

understand social conventions and contexts. In this sense, I view translanguaging as 

inclusive of all languaging that bilinguals do such as code-switching, language brokering, 

translations, interpretations, etc. I use translanguaging as the performativity of border 

thinking, agency and ingenuity that allows for the border crosser to deal and thrive in the 

context of borders, inspectors and surveillance. Translanguaging for transfronterizos is a 
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key tool that allows them to select, adapt, and perform specific language and literacy 

practices to self-author (Holland et al., 1998) their identity in particular and, when with 

inspectors, in sanctioned ways. In doing so, they can successfully negotiate their social 

positioning and identity within figured worlds.  

THE BORDER AT HOME: A FORM OF RESPETO AND FAMILY VALUES 

 As part of their everyday social experiences (D’warte, 2014), it was important to 

also get the children’s understanding of their language and literacy practices in the 

context of the home. In this section, I address the first research question: How are 

transfronterizo children making sense of surveillance in the context of the home? To 

answer this question, I draw on the interview data with the children to understand their 

thinking around the practices they experience with their family. In addition, I draw on the 

parents’ interview data to compliment the children’s articulations of the border at home.  

 Irma, Omar and René all articulated that at home they were allowed to speak 

both; in other words, it was sanctioned to use Spanish and English. For example, when I 

asked Irma if she was allowed only a specific language at home she said, “they [parents] 

let me both, of course” (Irma, Interview 4). Even though I did not ask about parents and 

their policies explicitly, in her response Irma is acknowledging the role of parents as the 

authority figures when she said, “they let me”. In this case, “they” (parents) have the 

more powerful role in deciding the language practices that are sanctioned at home, which 

in her reading of the context is “both”. Connecting this to Lugo’s (2008) work on border 

inspections, theoretically parents here are recognized as the inspector of the sanctioned 

language and literacy practices.  
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Similarly, Omar and René also mentioned that they are allowed to use both 

languages at home. René said, “I can use both” (René, Interview 1) and Omar adds, “si 

pero no hay nadie aquí que lo habla/yes, but there is no one here that speaks it (English)” 

(Omar, Interview 1). In these statements they both also acknowledged that they were 

allowed to speak in either language. However, Omar brought up the point that he does 

not speak English at home because no one else uses English. In his reading of the context, 

he recognizes everyone’s use of language features and patterns associated with Spanish 

only. The overall reading of parents permitting the use of Spanish and English at home is 

aligned with these ideas of Cha and Goldenberg (2015). These scholars explain that at 

home, parents of bilingual children tend to “maximize exposure to the societal language 

[English]” and to “home language [Spanish]” (p. 935) to meet the demands of cultural, 

societal, institutional and national expectations. These expectations are even more crucial 

when living a transfronterizo lifestyle. The linguistic border-crossings can have a daily 

impact on children’s academic, economic, and cultural experiences and which contribute 

to families’ efforts (Saiz & Zoido, 2005; Cha and Goldenberg, 2015). In conversations 

with parents, all three parents explained that bilingualism (speaking Spanish and English) 

was important and they emphasized that to their children. Sra. García shared that she tells 

Irma, “Lo importante es que tenga los dos idiomas, que sea bilingüe. Que se le va hacer 

más fácil [life], va tener muchas cosas mejor cuando sea grande/what’s important is to 

have two languages, to be bilingual. That it [life] will be easier, and she will have better 

things when she grows up” (Irma’s Parent, Interview 3). Sra. Gonzáles shared that she 

tells René, “Una persona bilingüe vale por dos/a bilingual person is worth two 
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[monolinguals]” (René’s Parent, Interview 2). Sra. Ortega explained, “Yo quiero que el 

sea bilingüe, que el pueda desenvolverse allá y aquí/I want him to be bilingual, for him to 

be able to navigate over there and here ” (Omar’s Parent, Interview 3). Parents’ 

explanations of they envisioned bilingualism for their children is described as being able 

to speak two languages, Spanish and English. Bilingualism is framed as speaking 

standard forms of languages as expected by national ideologies from the U.S. and 

México. Indeed, parents allowed Irma, Omar and René to speak both Spanish and English 

at home.  

 While Irma, Omar and René acknowledge that they are allowed to use their 

languages, all three of them state that they only speak Spanish to their parents. Omar 

briefly explained, “Siempre le hablo a mi mamá en español/ I always to speak to my 

mother in Spanish.” When I asked René about his linguistic practices with his parents he 

said “just one…Spanish” (Omar, Interview 4). In his response, René explains he limits 

himself to just Spanish when speaking to both his mother and father. Irma responded to 

the same question by elaborating on the exception of her linguistic practices with her 

parents, “ When it’s homework and I don’t know words in Spanish because they haven’t 

teached (sic) me them, I say them in English but most of the time I say them in Spanish” 

(Irma, Interview 4). Irma, thus acknowledges that she uses Spanish with her parents 

except when they are helping her with homework. If there are academic words that she 

does not have the translation for, she uses English. Similar to Omar and René, she 

articulates her linguistic practices as just Spanish with her parents.  
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Unlike the academic border, where the rigidness was evident in their readings of 

the context, for home or family experiences it was different. Irma, Omar and René see the 

border as one that supports their bilingualism and that is more flexible at home because 

they can use Spanish or English. However, when it comes to interacting with parents, the 

Spanish expectations were not as flexible. Based on the recognition of the border with 

parents, these three children articulated speaking to parents only or mostly in Spanish, 

with a few exceptions. This becomes significant because the reading and interpretation of 

these metaphorical borders has an impact on the enactment of everyday language and 

literacy practices in the context of the home. Although the children did not mention this, 

parents did believe Spanish (particularly a standard form) was important to sustain 

connections to family. For example, Sr. García mentioned, “Nosotros queremos que ella 

siga desarrollando el español para cuando visite a sus abuelos, y sus primos, se pueda 

comunicar, verdad/ We want for her to continue to develop Spanish to be able to 

communicate when she visits her grandparents and cousins” (Irma’s Parent, Interview 1). 

Similarly, Sra. Ortega explained, “Aquí [México] estamos todos [familia]. El tiene que 

saber español/We all [family members] live here [México]. He needs to know Spanish” 

(Omar’s Parent, Interview 3). For Sr. García and Sra. Ortega, the connection is clear that 

Spanish is for sustaining family connections. Sra. Gonzáles used a different approach. 

Sra. Gonzáles explained, “El debe hablar español bien, no como la familia de mi esposo 

que mezclan español con inglés como dicen mopeador (i.e., mop and trapeador) y uno se 

queda como que, ¿qué están diciendo?/ He needs to speak Spanish well, not like my 

husband’s family that mixes Spanish with English like they say mopeador and one is like, 
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what they are saying?” (René’s Parent, Interview 3). In this case, Sra. Gonzáles frames 

Spanglish as a language that people, even family members do not understand, so 

speaking standard forms of Spanish is the way to speak to family.  For parents, speaking 

any other language or linguistic variety other than Spanish would be not only a 

disconnection to the family but also it would be a disrespect, falta de respeto towards 

parents. Parents have invested time and effort to teach their children that family and 

family relationships are important. For example, from my observations it was evident 

that, Sr. and Sra. García traveling to Monterrey every week, la familia Ortega choosing to 

live next to their family members, and Sr. and Sra. Gonzáles making weekly efforts to 

take their children to Los Guerra were all efforts for them and their children to sustain 

their relationships with families. Families are important. Even though Irma, Omar and 

René attended U.S. schools and were expected to learn English, they knew Spanish was 

still important to their parents and their experiences with family. Parents reinforced this 

by inspected that their transfronterizo children were speaking particularly a standard form 

of Spanish.  

On the other hand, English, as articulated by parents played a different role. 

English was important for parents because it was the standardized language in the U.S. 

Parents refer to sacrificios when speaking about English. Parents, here, made economic 

sacrifices to ensure that their children attended school in the U.S. and had an opportunity 

to learn English. Sra. Ortega mentioned, “Yo le digo, échale ganas a la escuela 

Omar…uno aquí hace el sacrificio… / I tell him, put effort into school Omar…we, here 

are doing sacrifices…” (Omar’s Parent, Interview 1).  Sra. Gonzáles reiterated this by 
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saying, “Es que uno trabaja para que ellos estén bien y estudien aquí…yo aquí le enseño 

español, pero en la escuela tiene que aprender inglés/One works so for their well-being 

and for them to get an education here…here I teach him Spanish, but in school he needs 

to learn English” (René’s Parent, Interview 2). Parents’ sacrificios were allowing their 

children to get an education in the U.S., which was associated with the opportunity to 

learn English. Irma, Omar and René were aware of the struggles and sacrificios that 

parents made on daily basis to ensure their education. It is their responsibility to show 

respeto a sus padres (respect their parents) and their efforts by doing well academically 

and learning English. Irma’s mother explained, “Siento que allá [en los EE.UU.] le 

damos las herramientas para que ella [Irma] pueda desempeñarse…va a lograr más/ I feel 

over there [in the U.S.] we are giving her the tools so that she can perform…she will 

accomplish more” (Irma’s Parent, Interview 3). These sacrifices are in hopes that their 

children’s future is better than what parents have had to endure in their lives.  

Both, Spanish and English carry a lot of weight for Irma, Omar and René. In 

speaking and proving their bilingualism to their parents (the inspectors) they are 

respetando a sus padres and their efforts—this is what defines the border. Respeto 

demonstrates to parents that their children value their expectations, struggles, and 

sacrificios. In this case, what parents sanction are standard forms of Spanish and English, 

and ultimately this is how Irma, Omar, and René cross the border of respeto. In order to 

show respeto, Irma, Omar and René have to perform a parallel monolingual identity that 

demonstrates their ability to follow their parents’ standard language expectations. In this 

case, non-standard forms of Spanish and English such as code-switching or Spanglish are 
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not sanctioned. In the next section, I provide examples of how Irma, Omar and René 

enact their language and literacy practices at home. 

PARALLEL MONOLINGUALISM FOR RESPETO 

 With their families, Irma, Omar and René were subjected to borders, inspections 

and surveillance. Drawing on Lugo (2008) I use the concept of social borders that people 

of color face everyday in social spaces, and the concept of border inspectors that refers to 

the people with more powerful roles that protect the borders by conducting inspections. 

In this sense, the inspections are the temporary surveillance that monitors what is 

sanctioned and not sanctioned (Lugo, 2008).  While at home the surveillance and process 

of inspection looks different than that experienced at the physical international border or 

the academic border, it still involved a border (respeto) that needed to be crossed by 

meeting the expectations and demands of an inspector (the parent). This border involved 

surveillance around individual standardized languages (Spanish and English) which are 

recognized ideologically as the most “acceptable and correct” by language users (Lippi-

Green, 2012, p. 58). Parents as the inspectors monitored the ways in which their 

transfronterizo children used their languages. This perspective, I argue, is an example of 

what Heller (1999) described as parallel monolingualism, or Grosjean (1985) described 

as the monolingual view of bilingualism, Fishman (1967) and Baker (2003) as 

bilingualism diglossia, and what Gafaranga (2000) refers to as language separation 

approach. These constructs explain how bilinguals have been regarded as two 

monolinguals in one, as having “two or more autonomous language systems that need to 

be separate” (García & Wei, 2014, p. 51). Following this idea of language(s), parents 
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often inspected and surveilled their transfronterizo children’s Spanish language and 

literacy ability. In addition, parents conducted intentional inspections of English to ensure 

that their sacrificios and valores were being recognized and in a way honored. Although 

the standard form of Spanish was the dominant language in their home specifically 

around parents, Irma, Omar and René were being inspected on their bilingualism. Parents 

wanted to know if their children could speak Spanish as a form of respeto to the family, 

and English as a form of recognizing their parents’ sacrificios. Overall, they wanted their 

children to be bilingual for their own future. Irma, Omar and René needed to demonstrate 

their own bilingual legitimacy, but from a parallel monolingual approach (Heller, 2007). 

As previously mentioned, parents sanctioned only standard forms of Spanish and English, 

other forms, such as Spanglish and code-switching were not sanctioned. They did not 

punish their children or detained them from crossing the border of respeto, but they 

immediately corrected their linguistic practices to reinforce what is sanctioned. 

Irma, Omar and René drew on their literacies of surveillance and border thinking 

to get through the surveillance, inspectors and the border of respeto. They recognized 

when they were being surveilled and shaped their identity in sanctioned ways. They 

agentively used their language and literacy practices to reflect a parallel monolingual 

identity that can efficiently separate languages for different situations or upon the border 

inspector’s requests. 

Navigating the Expectations of Spanish 

 At home, Spanish was the main language sanctioned by parents. In doing so, 

parents believed their children would keep their cultural and family connections and 



 231 

relationships. The surveillance experienced at home was minimal and limited to primarily 

interactions with parents. As explained above, parents expected their children to speak to 

them in Spanish and in those instances they monitored the language and literacy practices 

that their children enacted. By enacting literacies of surveillance, Irma, Omar and René 

were able to detect the inspector and surveillance in their everyday literacy events. In 

addition, they demonstrated the ability to agentively shape their translanguaging practices 

to Spanish monolingualism. At the same time, they also shaped their identity as 

“legitimatized” by showing respect and abiding by the family's values (Bartlett, 2007).   

 Here, I begin with Omar and how he authors his identity around his family 

interactions and experiences. According to Holland et al., (1998) identity is the social 

positioning and the practices that are not only recognized by the self but also by others. In 

other words, how others read you and how you want to be read in relation to others. 

Omar was able to ingeniously use his translanguaging abilities to use linguistic features 

associated with Spanish speaker and with local community literacy knowledge to 

successfully meet his mother’s expectations.  

 
Sra. Ortega was facing the stove stirring the carne guisada she was 
making for dinner. Omar walked to the refrigerator and opened it. He 
inspected the items inside. Omar’s sister was sitting at the table waiting 
for her dinner.  
 
Omar sister: Mami, ya tengo hambre. 
Sra. Ortega: Ya se, ya mero sale.  
Omar: Mami No hay nada de tomar. 
Sra. Ortega: Agarra feriecita y ve a la tiendita. Allí esta en la mesa.  
 
Omar closed the refrigerator. He walked towards the table. Omar 
moved around the food cans that were in the center of the table and 
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found the coins. He grabbed twenty-five pesos.  
 
Omar: ¿Qué traigo?  
Sra. Ortega: Lo que tu quieras tomar y trae para la maestra. ¿Qué 

quiere de tomar maestra?  
IN:  ¿Tienen soda de sabor?  
Omar: Si. 
IN:  ¿De toronja?  
Omar: Si. 
IN:  Una de esas, gracias. 
 

A cell phone started ringing. Omar walked to his parents’ room. Then he 
quickly came back to the kitchen. He was holding the coins on his left 
hand and his mom’s cell phone on the right hand. He read and interpreted 
the text to his mom while she was cooking.  

 
Omar: Mami, dice mi tía ¿qué si siempre se van a juntar hoy aquí en la 
casa?  
Sra. Ortega: Ay no, dile que yo no me siento muy bien y ando muy 
cansada.  

 
Omar began texting back, placed the cell phone on the dinner table and 
walked out of the kitchen with the money in his hands.   
(Fieldnote, 7/23/2016) 

 
This fieldnote is an example of a common day and the normal language and 

literacy practices at home for Omar. The times that Omar, his mother and sister were 

together were mostly spent in the kitchen. Being that Omar understands that his mother 

and sister only speak Spanish, he strategically draws on his translanguaging to use 

linguistic features associated with Spanish (García & Wei, 2013) to get through his 

interactions with Sra. Ortega. In the kitchen, he inspected the refrigerator; he looked for 

something to drink; when he told his mom that there was nothing to drink, she responded 

to take the “feriecita/change” from the “mesa/table”. In this situation, Omar knew exactly 

what she was talking about. He grabbed the pesos he needed to buy two drinks. All of 
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this was happening while his mom was facing the stove cooking. There were no physical 

cues to the interaction other than language, and Omar efficiently enacted the situated 

literacy practices that demonstrated his knowledge of the context. New Literacy Studies 

suggest, “reading, writing and meaning are always situated” (Gee, 2000, p. 186) in 

particular social practices within certain contexts. Omar was enacting situated literacies 

that were relevant to everyday practices at home and that demonstrated his understanding 

of respeto to his parents.  

After his interaction with his mother, he had a quick interaction with me about 

soft drinks that are possible to buy. Since we were in México, and the 

“tiendita/convenience store” was located there, there was a different language and 

understanding of what one can find at those stores that was necessary to get through the 

interaction. Omar efficiently answered all my questions about “sodas de sabor/flavored 

soft drinks” and about the specific flavor “toronja/grapefruit” demonstrating his 

understanding and knowledge of the context-specific text I was talking about.  

In the last part of this event, a text message comes in from Omar’s tía/aunt. Omar 

reads the text message that is written in Spanish, and because his mother is busy, he 

relays the message to his mother, “Dice mi tía ¿qué si siempre se van a juntar hoy aquí en 

la casa?” He does not read the text verbatim to his mother but he interprets and rewords it 

(Orellana & Reynolds, 2008) for her. He starts by making it clear that the sender or 

author of the text message is his tía by saying “Dice mi tía”; then he says, “¿Qué si 

siempre se van a juntar hoy aquí en la casa?” I presume because the sender is probably 

assuming Omar’s mother will read her text, that he conjugates the phrase from nos vamos 
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a juntar to se van a juntar when transmitting the message to his mother. In other words, 

Omar knows the message is for his mother so automatically he changes the message from 

nosotros/us, which would inaccurately include him and his tía, to ustedes/you all, which 

accurately included his mother and his tía. He understands the author of the message, the 

audience, and the content of the message. Again, once he heard his mother’s response, it 

was his responsibility to either respond by saying “Mi mamá dice…/My mom says…” or 

conjugate the response differently to write it on behalf of his mother by saying “No, no 

me siento muy bien estoy muy cansada…/No, I don’t feel very good, I am really tired…” 

While I do not know how he responded to the message, Omar texted and completed the 

interaction between his mom and his tía. When that literacy event was over, he walked 

off to make his way to the tiendita. In this sense, he legitimized his identity as having 

standard Spanish reading and writing skills.  

  In contrast to his academic identity, Omar performs language and literacy in 

Spanish to get through moments around his immediate inspector, his mother. His 

practices allow him to be read by Sra. Ortega and sister as someone who is proficient in 

speaking Spanish and as someone who is literate in home/family and even local 

community literacies and valores. In doing this, his language and literacy practices, met 

both family and cultural expectations.  

 Similarly, René also demonstrated his ability to use Spanish and be 

knowledgeable of literacies that were valuable at home and the local community in 

México when being with his mother, who was the inspector. In this event, René’s mother 
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was driving René, his brother Martin, and me to Los Guerra where René’s grandparents 

live.  

 
Sra. Gonzáles took a right on the light to Los Guerra.  
 

Sra. Gonzáles: Nomas me voy a parar aquí para levantar un kilo de 
tortillas.  
IN:  Si, no se preocupe.  

 
Sra. Gonzáles came to a stop and then quickly drove into a small parking 
space in front of a Tortillería tiendita. The walls were all White with 
yellow and green stripes. In the middle the name Tortillería was written in 
green and yellow paint as well. It was a very small one-room convenience 
store with one window on the left and a red metal door in the center. The 
tiendita had commercial signs on the door and on the window: Bimbo, 
Sabritas, Coca-Cola and Maseca. I was sitting in the front passenger seat 
and watching Sra. Gonzáles take out veinticinco pesos from her 
monedero. I was expecting her to get out of the car and walk to the 
tiendita, instead she said… 
 

Sra. Gonzáles: René, bájate y cómprame un kilo de tortillas.  
René: ¿Eh? ¿Qué cosa? 
Sra. Gonzáles: Bájate tu y compra un kilo de tortillas, ten aquí está el 

dinero. 
René: Ah.  

 
René was sitting on the back seat. He extended his hand to grab the 
money his mother was handing to him. He then reaches the car door to 
open it and get out. He walks towards the tiendita. In less than two 
minutes he was out with a kilo of tortillas de maíz in his hands. He opened 
the door to the back seat of the car and immediately sat back on his seat.  
 

René: Ay, ¡esta caliente!  
Sra. Gonzáles: (laughs) Pues si, están recién hechas de seguro.  

(Fieldnote, 6/18/2016) 
 

In observing René, within this event as well as others, it was evident that he knew 

exactly the language and literacy practices expected of him. He demonstrated respect to 

his mother and her language, by using Spanish to get clarification when he asked, “¿qué 
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cosa?” Understanding her request, he then grabbed the pesos, went straight to the 

convenience store and obtained the tortillas. He successfully completed his mother’s 

request by buying a kilo of tortillas. Based on the fact that René did not need specific 

information as to how to request the kilo de tortilla, what a kilo (México’s metric system) 

de tortilla was, or about Mexican currency (pesos), allowed me to understand as an 

outsider, that he knew what he was doing and this was not his first time doing this errand. 

In fact, it was so simple that in two minutes he had completed the task. In addition, by 

obediently following his mother’s request without complaints, but just doing what he is 

asked to do for the well being of the family, is a form of respeto. 

While with the inspector and under surveillance, René ensures that his language 

and literacy practices are those that are sanctioned which at the same time show respeto 

to his parents. He does not use English or literacies that are not associated to this 

particular event or that would show disrespect. Instead, his home identity is legitimized 

by his choice of using Spanish linguistic features and the situated literacies (Gee, 2000) 

that are necessary to get through the literacy event. In this way, others, including his 

mother, read René as literate and as belonging.   

In Irma’s case, her parents also expected her to use Spanish with them. She 

followed this expectation when they were with her. Below is a fieldnote of a literacy 

event when Irma goes with her mother, her siblings and myself to pick up her father at his 

work.  
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We entered Pollo Autentico (pseudonym), the restaurant where Irma’s 
father works and that is owned by Irma’s grandparents.  
 

Sra. García: Pásale Idalia. 
IN:  Gracias. 
Irma: Aquí trabaja mi papá. 
IN:  oh ¿Si? ¡Que rico huele! 
Irma: ¡Si! (laughs) 

 
Irma, Jaime and Alma walked towards Sr. García who was behind the 
register counter and an older woman standing next to him. The woman 
went to the back of the restaurant. Each one of the children greeted their 
father with a hug and a kiss. Jaime sat on his father’s lap. Alma sat in a 
booth using Sra. García’s smart phone to watch cartoon videos. Irma was 
standing next to Sr. García looking at me from across the counter and 
smiling. 

 
Sr. García: ¿Cómo estas Idalia?  
IN:  Muy bien ¿Y usted?  
Sr. García: pues aquí trabajando 
IN:  Si, no hay mas ¿verdad? 
Sr. García: Sí. 
Irma: Papi, ¿te organizo las monedas? 
Sr. García: A si, aquí están ten. Hazlo allá en la mesa. 
Irma: Yo siempre le ayudo a poner todas la monedas igual. 
IN:  Oh, ¿siempre lo haces? 
Irma: Sí, a veces Jaime me ayuda.  
Sra. García: Hazlo acá. (pointing to a booth near the front of the 
restaurant)  

 
Irma was holding a clear plastic container with all the coins. She then sat 
on the seat of the booth and poured all the coins on the table. She began 
sorting and staking the coins. Sra. García was watching Irma organize the 
coins. She started with the smaller coins of 10¢, 20¢, and 50¢.  
 

Sra. García: Cuéntalas 
 

As she started stacking the coins of 1 peso she also started counting them 
in Spanish “uno, dos, tres…diez”.   
 

Irma: ¿Esta bien? 
Sra. García: Muy bien. 
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Each stack contained 10 coins of its kind. For example, for one peso she 
had 20 stacks of 10 coins.  
Then she did 2 pesos and 5 pesos. At the end she stacked the 10 pesos 
and 20 pesos, and the quarters.  
 

Irma: Papi ya termine. 
Sr. García: Ah bueno, a ver dame uno por uno por favor. 

 
El Sr. García was sitting in front of the register writing on a notebook. 
Irma walked up to him bringing him the stack of 10¢ on the left hand and 
the stack of 20¢.  
 

Sr. García: Gracias. 
 
Irma walked back to the booth to get the stack of 50¢ and the 1 peso 
coins on the right hand. She continued doing this until she delivered to 
her father all of the coins she had sorted. Her father placed them in the 
appropriate containers inside the register.  
(Fieldnote, 7/22/2016) 

  
During this literacy event, even though it was not at her house Irma was 

surrounded by her family. There were no customers at the time we were at the restaurant; 

it was just her family and an older woman that was working in the kitchen and myself. 

While normally, Irma code-switches with me, in this moment Irma used Spanish through 

the entire event, when talking to her father and me; ultimately, showing respect for her 

father and his linguistic practices. In a similar way, she demonstrated her situated literacy 

knowledge in this particular space. She started by explaining the context, which was 

where her father worked, and then greeted her father. She then moved to engaging with 

her common practices when she is at the restaurant. The coins are the text in this event. 

She did not ask how to do it; she knew exactly what to do with the coins in terms of 

organizing them; and, then how to take the coins to her father in a systematic way. Sra. 

García who was inspecting the literacy practices that Irma was displaying told her 



 239 

“cuéntalas/count them”, in which case Irma responded to this request by counting the rest 

of the coins in Spanish “uno, dos, tres…diez/one, two, three, …ten”. Irma also requested 

the legitimatization of her literacy practices from her mother by asking if what she was 

doing was okay. By limiting herself to these particular language and literacy practices she 

was agentively showing not only her parents but also me, as the outsider and researcher: 

how she navigates this space, the language and literacy practices involved, and her 

parallel monolingual identity around her parents.  

In these literacy events, Omar, René and Irma use their translanguaging to limit 

their linguistic practices to Spanish to navigate the family environment, specifically when 

parents were present in order to show them respeto. They also demonstrated to have the 

literacy skills to accomplish the tasks requested or expected by parents. In doing so, their 

identity is read as someone who is literate within the particular spaces or figured worlds 

they participated in and in getting through the surveillance (Heller, 1999; Bartlett, 2007).  

Se Les Sale: Code-switching. Interestingly, there were a few instances where the 

children used code-switching with their parents. These examples were limited as this was 

not a linguistic practice that they used around their parents who emphasized and who 

inspected standard forms of Spanish and English. I viewed these code-switching 

instances from a translanguaging lens (García & Wei, 2013). Translanguaging is a 

perspective that understands language doing from bilinguals as dynamic and flexible. 

Translanguaging includes the linguistic patterns where bilinguals “intermingle linguistic 

features” (García & Lin, 2017) which are commonly associated to discrete languages 

(Martínez, Durán, Hikida, 2017) and those associated with standard forms of language. 
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Like Martínez, Durán, and Hikida (2017), I also consider translanguaging as inclusive of 

code-switching. To code-switch is to combine “elements of two different languages 

within a single conversation or utterance” (Martínez, Durán, Hikida, 2017, p. 169). 

Although code-switching is an authentic and dynamic language practice for bilinguals 

such as Irma, Omar and René when being under the surveillance from parents, these 

language practices were not as common.  

Code-switching is conceptualized differently in the U.S. and in México. In the 

U.S., code-switching is viewed as a linguistic deficit associated with students from lower 

socioeconomic backgrounds (MacSwan, 1999). In México, Hidalgo (1988) explains that 

historically northern México border communities would speak Spanglish as a result of the 

close contact with U.S. and the economic relations of the border that was dependent on 

the U.S. consumerism/tourism. As a result, Mexican communities in the interior of 

México charged border communities with “denationalization” (Hidalgo, 1988, p. 195). 

This meant that because of the English influence in the border community, the rest of the 

Mexican country did not see them as Mexican enough, and they referred to them as 

Pochos. According to Yeh (2016), pochos is a “derogatory term” (p.86) used for the 

working-class Mexicans, specifically those from the border areas that speak English or 

Spanglish. Velez-Ibáñez and Heyman (2017) add that for middle-upper class English and 

Spanglish speech forms are perceived as “social dominance” (p. 164) in regards to its 

impact on México’s economic and political relations with the U.S.; however, for 

working-class communities in México, especially those along the U.S.-México border, 

using English or Spanglish is associated to “transnational labor migration and 
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deportation” (Velez-Ibáñez & Heyman, 2017, p. 164). For transfronterizo working-class 

families, Spanglish has historically carried negative connotations to Mexicans’ cultural 

and ethnic identity (Hidalgo, 1986; Velez-Ibáñez & Heyman, 2017).    

From my observations, René and Irma were the only ones that I witnessed code-

switching a few times when speaking to parents. Omar did not have any code-switches in 

my presence but his mother mentioned that he also had those moments sporadically with 

her and her husband. The code-switching occurrences that I observed around parents 

were narrowed down to only when linguistically necessary, otherwise it could be 

considered a falta de respeto. 

For example, Irma and her mother were having a conversation about what she had 

done in school that day. Whenever Irma was explaining what she did in P.E. she 

mentioned to Sra. García the following:  

Irma: Hicimos…um, (moves hand as throwing a bowling ball) bowling 
de bowling (moves hand as throwing a bowling ball and looks at her 
mother’s face). 
Sra. García: Ah, el boliche ¿y te gusto?  
Irma: Um-hum. 
Sra. García: ¡Wow! 
Jaime: También a mi, si. 

(Fieldnote, 5/16/2016) 
 

In what I observed, Irma seemed to not be able to remember the word “boliche” so she 

first used her own body language to demonstrate the actual movement related to playing 

bowling and then she used the English word “bowling de bowling”, and she did the 

physical visual again for her following with a reading of her mother’s understanding and 

reaction. Understanding that her mother does not know English and wants her to speak to 
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her in Spanish, there was a lot of hesitation from Irma to use the word “bowling”. She 

gave herself time to think of the word after she said “Hicimos/ we did”, then she used a 

mimic gesture—“movements of the hands and arms (and the rest of the body) that bear a 

close formal relationship to the semantic content of speech” (Marlar Lwin, 2016, p. 

176)—as a scaffold for the meaning of the word, and finally she decided to use the 

English word “bowling”. This hesitation showed how Irma was aware of her mother’s 

linguistic expectations and inspections, but she needed to do this code-switch to respond 

to that conversation. At this moment, under her mother’s linguistic surveillance, she 

could not remember “bowling” in Spanish so she drew from her English linguistic 

features; ultimately, an example of a “crutch-like” (Zentella, 1997) type of code-switch. 

Sra. García, who inspected her language use, immediately corrected her by saying “ah, el 

boliche/ah the bowling”. This immediate linguistic move was an indicator of her 

awareness of the code-switch, and how she addressed a failed inspection. After that code-

switch, Irma continued to use only Spanish during the rest of their conversation. 

Considering that “bowling” was the only word she used in English, and it appeared to be 

a necessary linguistic move, this particular code-switch was not a falta de respeto 

yielding only an immediate correction.   

The data also showed that René had a few instances where he code-switched. 

Here, is an example of a fieldnote that showcases part of a conversation that occurred 

between Sra. Gonzáles, Martin and René.  
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Sra. Gonzáles was telling me about their trip to Houston. As she tells me 
René and Martin join the conversation.  
 

Sra. Gonzáles: ¿Y qué hicieron ustedes? 
Martin: René, se la paso jugando Xbox todo el día  
René: Nah-ah Minecraft. 
Sra. García: (laughs) ¿Y qué películas vieron? 
Martin: En su tableta tiene Netflix y vimos movies y todo 
René: La de Flash. 

 (Fieldnote, 6/19/2016) 
 

In this conversation, Sra. Gonzáles was asking both René and Martin to describe 

what they did during their trip to Houston. Although Martin took the lead in answering 

the questions, René ends up clarifying and adding to the conversation. In this process, 

both Martin and René displayed a natural use of translanguaging. For example, after 

Martin says “En su tableta tiene Netflix y vimos movies y todo” René continues by adding 

“la de Flash”. René used “Flash” in English because it is the title of the movie. The 

previous line he says “Minecraft” which is also the name of an online game. These code-

switches were necessary since those were titles. Code-switching in this conversation was 

not initiated by René, so compared to Irma, it may have been a little easier for René to 

decide to code-switch in front of his mother since his younger brother was the one 

leading that kind of translanguaging moves that were not typically sanctioned by Sra. 

Gonzáles and that could be considered una falta de respeto. On the other hand, I suspect 

that Sra. Gonzáles did not try to “fix” or “correct” René’s code-switches for several 

reasons: (1) because of my presence, (2) because she let Martin do it first without 

addressing his code-switching and (3) because René’s switches were in reference to titles 
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that she knows may not have a simple, direct translation. In this sense, these code-

switches, even though she typically would disapprove, were necessary not a falta de 

respeto. 

For Omar, code-switching did not appear in the observations I conducted at home. 

However, in the last interview with Sra. Ortega, she mentioned that Omar has code-

switched in front of her and her husband. Sra. Ortega shares, “A veces si se le sale de 

repente que decir marranito en inglés o así, y dice su papá a mi háblame en español yo no 

sé inglés…Pero le digo yo pos es que de repente se le sale porque viene de allá [U.S.]/ 

Sometimes it does come out all of a sudden he will say pig in English or something like 

that, and his dad tells him, talk to me in Spanish I do not know English…But I tell him all 

of a sudden it comes out because he is coming from over there [U.S.]” (Omar’s Parent, 

Interview 3). In her example, she explains that Omar has code-switched in front of his 

father by saying the English word pig instead of the Spanish word marranito. As a result, 

his father immediately responded to that code-switch by saying “a mí háblame en español 

yo no sé inglés” which demonstrates that Sr. Ortega does not allow any English around 

him and it was perceived as a falta de respeto. In this case, Sr. Ortega does not correct 

him, but does remind him that code-switching was not the language sanctioned. Sra. 

Ortega excused this code-switch by saying this is a sporadic language practice, “de 

repente se le sale” moment because “viene de allá [U.S.]”. In other words, based on the 

description of Sra. Ortega, code-switches are language slips for Omar; they are not 

intentional. Labeling this particular code-switch as a “slip” allows Sra. Ortega to show 

that Omar was not faltando al respeto.   
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 Although I did not observe Omar code-switching at home, I imagine that there 

were moments like this since code-switching was a common and an authentic linguistic 

practice for him at school when he was not being surveilled by the teacher. However, by 

the description of his father’s reaction, as a linguistic inspector, it may be that Omar hides 

this kind of linguistic practice because it is not sanctioned in this space.  

Correcting or marking code-switches as “problems” that need to be “fixed” is 

essentially the deficit perspective against this bilingual practice (MacSwan, 2000). This 

deficit view of code-switching as a linguistic “slip” was also shared by other parents 

using the same phrase “se les sale”. Irma’s father, Sr. García describes code-switching as, 

“Se le sale/ it comes out” (Irma’s Parents, Interview 1). Sra. García supported this view 

by explaining, “Pues se le escucha muy bien el español, hay a veces que si dice unas 

palabras como que mochas, ósea que entre español e inglés o me quiere a veces cambiar 

el orden de las palabras pero yo la corrijo/ Well her Spanish sounds really good, there are 

times that she will say some words botched up, like between Spanish and English or 

sometimes she wants to change the order of the words but I correct her”. Sra. García was 

always inspecting and surveilling the language practices at home and when these 

“problematic” instances arose, she immediately addressed it. In those instances, as 

inspectors who reinforced the border of respeto by expecting standard Spanish at home or 

with family, they made sure to address these slips immediately after; ultimately, these 

responses and actions continued to stigmatize code-switching and inherently, the 

authentic language practices of bilinguals. 
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Parallel Monolingualism for Inspections of English 

In trying to protect the border of respeto, parents were watchful about their 

children’s Spanish and English. In this section, I focus on how they would make sure 

their children were being successful in the learning of English. Since parents spoke 

mainly Spanish and did not understand everything in English, they conducted distinct 

inspections of their children’s linguistic practices when they engage with others using 

English or through the use of specific digital texts that children interacted with. In these 

moments, Irma, Omar and René had to recognize the surveillance and the inspection over 

their English language and literacy practices. In order to get through the inspection and 

cross the border of respeto, they needed to meet their parents’ expectations. The focus 

here is on their border thinking, the strategic ways that Irma, Omar and René used their 

translanguaging to “legitimize” their knowledge and understanding of the English 

language through a parallel monolingual identity. A parallel monolingual identity 

allowed Irma, Omar and René to demonstrate that they understood the value and 

importance of their parents’ sacrificios, which afforded them the opportunity to learn 

Standard English and so it was their responsibility to do well in this language form.  

For example, Sra. Gonzáles explained that her inspections of René’s English 

involved translating material, “Si lo leo yo, no me entiende, porque no lo puedo 

pronunciar, pero él lo lee y ya me dice más o menos lo que dice en español/ If I read it he 

would not understand me because I can’t pronounce it, but he reads it and then he tells 

me kind of what it says in Spanish” (René’s Parent, Interview 1). For Sra. Gonzáles it was 

not just about hearing him speak the language, she wanted to know if he could understand 
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the language. In this case, she made René read the material in English and give her an 

interpretation of the text in Spanish to prove his English language abilities. In Orellana 

and Reynolds (2008) work this was described as language brokering which was 

equivalent to paraphrasing in academic settings—a unique translanguaging ability of 

bilinguals (García & Wei, 2014). While René could have read it all in English to prove 

his knowledge of the language, he knew that his mother was inspecting him and to show 

her respeto he strategically used his linguistic repertoire through this surveillance. Below 

is a literacy event, where René and his brother Martin were showing Sra. Gonzáles a 

video on how to bake a particular cake. After our conversation, Sra. Gonzáles was trying 

to show me in this event how she conducts her inspections with a simple literacy event. 

Here, Sra. Gonzáles positioned herself as a learner and begins to ask René and Martin 

questions in regards to translating the content of the video they were watching.  

Figure 7.1 – Baking cake video. 
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I was sitting across the table from Sra. Gonzáles. René and 
Martin had just joined us at the table to ask her if she could bake 
a cake like the one on the video. To show her, René and his 
brother decided to play the video. Sra. Gonzáles smiled at them 
then at me.  
 

Sra. Gonzáles: Déjame ver. 
 
They are all listening and quiet. Every now and then, Sra. 
Gonzáles asks René and Martin a question in relation to the 
video. 
 

Sra. Gonzáles: ¿De qué lo va hacer ahora? 
René: De la película de Nemo. 
 
Sra. Gonzáles: ¿Qué le echó? 
Martin: Um. 
René: Azúcar. 
 
Sra. Gonzáles: ¿Y por qué si lo va hacer azul, por qué le salió 

café? 
René: Porque, ves lo está haciendo azul.  
Sra. Gonzáles: ¡Ah! 
Martin: Ya lo quiero probar ama. 
Sra. Gonzáles and René: (laugh) 
 
Sra. Gonzáles: Por eso dijo el grande y luego el otro chiquito, 

¿verdad? ¿Y pa’ que le pinta aquí azul?  
Martin: Porque. 
René: Pa’ que se vea el agua… 

(Fieldnote, 7/29/2016) 
 
In this event, René, his brother and mother are sitting at the dinning table. They are 

looking at René’s tablet. Both René and his brother are trying to convince their mother, la 

Sra. Gonzáles to bake a cake like the one showing on the video. The video was 

explaining the step-by-step process of baking in English. René’s mother did not 

understand everything the video was saying, so she used Spanish to ask both René and 

his brother questions that required them to translate the explanation or to interpret the 
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information from the video. This was her expectation of their language and literacy 

practices during inspections; in other words, this was what was sanctioned while she 

conducted inspections on English. She does not ask yes/no questions, they are, for 

example, ¿De qué lo va hacer ahora?/ What is she making it of now?, ¿Qué le echó?/ what 

did she put in it?, and ¿Y por qué si lo va hacer azul, por qué le salió café?/If she is trying 

to make it blue, why did it come out Brown? To answer these questions, René and his 

brother listened carefully to the content of the video, which was in English only, and had 

to understand the content to be able to address the questions asked by their mother. In 

addition, they had to know how to respond or explain it in Spanish as well. Their 

translanguaging showcased their ability not just to listen and understand English, but also 

how they ingeniously drew on their linguistic repertoire to answer the questions just 

using Spanish. While normally René and Martin interact by code-switching or English, 

René was demonstrating his English language abilities to his mother by orchestrating 

himself as a parallel monolingual (Bartlett, 2007; Heller, 1999) that can understand and 

use his languages separately. At the same time, by showcasing his English only abilities, 

he was positioning himself as someone who respects and honors the sacrificios of his 

parents because he was indeed learning the language as expected. In the goal of their 

children becoming bilingual, transfronterizo parents hold them to standard language 

expectations for both English and Spanish; thus, a two monolingual in one approach for 

their inspections. In having to face these boundaries, René has learned to recognize what 

is sanctioned and not sanctioned to get through these inspections and surveillance—

literacies of surveillance.   
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Similarly, Sra. García listened to Irma in conversations with her classmates when 

she would pick her up at school, and based on her inspections, she believed Irma was 

doing well in English. “Nunca la había oído hablar en inglés, pero una vez que fui por 

ella a la escuela, una amiguita le dijo algo en inglés y yo vi que ella le contesto y dije ah 

sí sabe/ I had never heard her talk in English, but one time I went to pick her up at school 

and a friend of her told her something in English and I saw that she responded and I 

said, yeah she knows.” explained Sra. García (Interview 1). Since Irma was very effective 

at just using Spanish at home, Sra. García had limited opportunities to inspect her English 

language skills, but through conversations Irma carried with her peers, she was able to 

inspect her English. She also mentioned, “También cuando está jugando yo le pregunto 

como si no le entiendo a algo y ella me explica a mí, y ya yo me doy cuenta/Also when 

she is playing and I ask her if I do not understand something she will explain it to me, 

and then I find out” (Irma’s Parents, Interview 1).  Next, is a fieldnote from a moment in 

which Irma was being linguistically surveilled by Sra. García. Just like René, she 

agentively self-authored her identity as someone that can separate languages and used 

each one proficiently—a parallel monolingual.  

 
Irma was playing with Jaime the Xbox game when I arrived. They were 
standing in front of the TV each pretending to be climbing by moving 
their hands and feet up and down. As the sensor of the game detects their 
body movement, their character on the screen mirrors their movement. 
They are both talking as they are getting through the game.  
 

Irma: Ah! (3 sec). Jump, jump, jump! 
Jaime: Jump, Jump! 
Irma: Oh, oh, oh hice un super jump. 
Jaime: Oh, alguien me lo puede pasar.  
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Irma: hazte pa’ lla…Oh-oh, ¡otra vez me toco esta parte! Ay, ay, y, 
y, Super jump! Super Jump! Super Jump! Ha ha! 

 
Sra. García is with Alma sitting at the dining table watching and listening 
to them play and talk. They are both eating a sliced apple with Tajín and 
lemon.  
Irma and Jaime select to play bowling now. They are taking turns in 
pretending to throw the bowling ball. Irma goes up first. She gets a spare.  
 

Game: Spare! 
Irma: Oh! Me falta una! 
Sra. García: ¿Qué significa eso Irma?  
Irma: Es cuando tumbas todas menos una. 
Sra. García: ¿Y por eso te da otra oportunidad?  
Irma: Si.  

(Fieldnote, 6/3/2016) 
 
Irma and Jaime were very involved in playing the video game. The video game 

they were playing included games such as climbing, tennis, bowling, baseball and more. 

Since the video game was originally in English, all the language related to each game was 

presented in English. As Irma and Jaime were playing, they were talking to each other by 

engaging in code-switching between Spanish and English. They authentically moved 

from English to Spanish in their conversation without any limitations (Zentella, 1997; 

Heller, 1999; Martínez, 2010). In this interaction, they used the same words that were 

being mentioned in the game such as “super jump”. As they moved into the bowling 

game, words like “spare” and “strike” were mentioned based on how Irma was playing. 

At that moment, Sra. García asked Irma to translate the meaning of the English words. 

Reading the inspection and linguistic surveillance, Irma automatically decided to use only 

Spanish to explain to Sra. García that spare meant, “Es cuando tumbas todas menos 

una/Is when you drop all of them except for one”. Sra. García asked a follow-up question 
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to which Irma also accurately answered in Spanish only. Essentially, Irma used her 

translanguaging to know and understand the meaning of an English word and then used 

her Spanish linguistic features to translate that meaning into Spanish for her mother. 

Irma’s translanguaging changed from being focused on her interaction with her brother 

and the video game where she was code-switching to demonstrating her parallel 

monolingual identity by using only Spanish with her mother. Although it may seem like a 

normal habit to ask children what things mean, Sra. García mentioned those were the 

instances that proved Irma’s legitimacy; hence, these moments were her inspections. 

Irma’s translanguaging abilities, not only proves to her mother that she knows English 

and that can efficiently use languages separately, but also that she is taking advantage of 

the opportunities afforded by her parents’ sacrificios. Irma’s ability to read the context of 

surveillance, allows her to improvise in spaces controlled by the inspector that holds the 

more powerful role and cross the border of respeto (Lugo, 2008; Holland, et al., 1999).  

In Omar’s case, Sra. Ortega (i.e., Omar’s mother) mentioned that she was aware 

that he struggled with English, “Para que le voy a decir que no, si el sí ha batallado un 

poquito para aprender el inglés…yo lo miro como que regular/ Why would I tell you no, if 

he has struggled a little to learn English…I see him as regular” (Omar’s Parent, 

Interview 1). Overtime, she had seen Omar have a hard time learning English. Although 

she does not understand English herself she strategically uses digital texts to monitor and 

surveil Omar’s English language learning. In the past, these inspections of English have 

resulted in Mrs. Ortega getting Omar a tutor in Miguel Alemán to help him with his 

homework and to have him practice more English.  
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Sra. Ortega: No’ más para expresarlo no sabe muy bien porque nosotros vemos 

películas en inglés. 

   [Just in expressing it, he does not know very well because we watch movies in 

English.] 

IN:  Um-huh. 

Sra. Ortega: ‘Pa eso mismo se lo pongo, pero yo le pongo letritas y ya yo le 

entiendo y así él lo oye también en inglés.  

   [For that same reason I put them, but I put the letters (movie captions) and there, 

I understand it that way he will hear English too.] 

IN:  Um-huh. 

Sra. Ortega: Y a veces le digo Omar dime.  

   [And sometimes I tell him, tell me Omar.] 

IN:  Si. 

   [Yes.] 

Sra. Ortega: Y como que allí se cuatropea un poquito. 

   [And like in that, he gets a little confused.] 

IN:  Um-huh.  

Sra. Ortega: De que él lo está viendo y lo está agarrando… a mí me gustaría que 

me dijera bien porque yo ya lo estoy leyendo en español lo que dice. 

   [But he is watching and getting it…I would like for him to tell me right because 

I am reading it in Spanish and I know what it says.] 

Sra. Ortega: So::, ¿como le hace?  
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   [So, how do you do it?] 

Sra. Ortega: y-  

   [and-]                         

IN:  ¿Usted pone las letritas en español? 

   [You put the letters (captions) in Spanish?] 

Sra. Ortega: Si. 

   [Yes.] 

IN:  ¿Y la voz en inglés? 

   [And the audio in English?] 

Sra. Ortega: Y la voz en inglés. 

   [And the audio in English.] 

Although Omar did not experienced these inspections of English in front of me, Sra. 

Ortega explained clearly how she conducted her inspections which included playing 

Omar’s movies in English for audio, but then she would add the captions on the screen in 

Spanish. Sra. Ortega explained that by using this digital tool in this way, she could ask 

him to explain in Spanish what he was listening to in English, and she was able to 

determine whether he was doing well or not by reading the captions herself. Based on 

these inspections, Sra. Ortega was not convinced that Omar was proficient in English, as 

she would want him to, but there was acknowledgement of his learning. She explains that 

“a mi me gustaría que me dijera bien/ I would like for him to tell me right”, in other 

words, she wanted accuracy and precision in his translation from English to Spanish. 

Although Omar knew he was being surveilled and he enacted the particular linguistic 
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practices expected of him, his ability to translate from English to Spanish raised concerns 

in his mother of his English language proficiency. However, it is important to note, that 

while he may have not demonstrated a certain expectation of proficiency, he did show 

that he was learning, and this has been enough evidence for their parents to continue to 

make economic sacrificios so that he can attend U.S. schools and continue to learn 

English; thus, Omar was still getting through his mother’s inspections. 

 These inspections of standard forms of Spanish and English that Irma, Omar and 

René experienced at home were a common practice. This was the tool that transfronterizo 

parents used to ensure that their transfronterizo children are developing as “bilinguals” 

from a “two monolinguals in one” (Grosjean, 1989, p. 3) conceptualization of 

bilingualism, but more importantly, to know that their sacrificios were being honored and 

respected. Because of the exposure to these boundaries and inspections, Irma, Omar and 

René have developed their ability to recognize the surveillance and what are the 

sanctioned language and literacy practices around parents; in other words, they use their 

literacies of surveillance to make decisions on how and when to author their identity in 

particular ways and prove to their parents the value of their efforts. Evidence of their 

border thinking is in strategic use of their translanguaging as tool to efficiently separate 

their linguistic features to Spanish and English to get through the inspections and 

legitimize their parallel monolingual identity in spaces where they interact with parents. 

Furthermore, these language and literacy practices have afforded them the opportunity to 

cross the metaphorical border that parents are protecting to support and ensure their 

cultural, academic, and economic future.  
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UNSURVEILLED DIGITAL ACCESS AND SPACES FOR BILINGUALISM & BILITERACY 

In this section I discuss the language and literacy practices that Irma, Omar and 

René engaged in when they were not being monitored or surveilled by parents. So rather 

than reading the context of surveillance, they were reading a context of no surveillance, 

no inspectors, and no borders to cross. The practices and tools involved in these 

unsurveilled spaces allowed for them to not only authentically orchestrate a bilingual 

identity but also a biliterate identity. I say authentic because their language and literacy 

practices were not limited or mediated by inspectors or surveillance tools, rather they 

were initiated and enacted by their own decisions. In this sense, I consider bilingualism to 

refer to the ability to speak more than one language. For biliteracy I draw on Hornberger 

(1990) who defines it as “two or more languages in and around writing” (p.213). These 

moments occurred when they were using digital technologies by themselves, with 

siblings or cousins.  

The work of New Literacy Studies (New London Group, 1996) has expanded 

views of literacy (i.e., reading and writing) to consider multiple contexts and texts. Under 

this perspective, digital technologies have been recognized as texts that involve and 

influence reading and writing in new ways. Over the time I observed Irma, Omar and 

René in their homes, it became evident that digital technologies were an everyday text or 

tool they used. Some of the visible texts that they used were: tablets, smart phones, 

computers, video game systems and television. Through the use of these texts Irma, Omar 

and René had access to English and Spanish separately and, at times, simultaneously. 

They were not only digitally literate, but they were also digitally biliterate. Digital 
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literacy is defined as the ability to understand and use the information from digital texts. 

Al-Salmi (2013) argues that digital texts create spaces for the development of biliteracy. 

By drawing on a social practice view of literacy and multimodality, she describes digital 

biliteracy as being able to “expand their literacy repertoires through the use of digital 

texts and multiple languages, becoming, as a consequence, digitally biliterate” (Al-Salmi 

& Smith, 2015, p. 195). I argue that when Irma, Omar and René are in control of the 

digital text their translanguaging is borderless and they perform a bilingual and biliterate 

identity. 

While observing René, there were many digital tools or texts (Lankshear & 

Knobel, 2003; Flewitt, Messer, & Kucirkova, 2014) that he engaged with alone or with 

his younger brother Martin. Kucirkova, Messer, Sheehy, and Flewitt (2013) note that the 

conceptualization of digital tools includes a range from older to newer technologies. 

Some of the most common digital tools that René used were: his tablet, his mother’s 

smart phone, and television. In his tablet, him and his brother would watch YouTube 

Videos of movie trailers, baking cakes, how to play Minecraft and other games. They 

would watch these videos in English or Spanish. Because René lived in Roma, he had 

access to Cartoon Network and Nickelodeon in English. However, when he would travel 

across the border to Los Guerra, he had access to cartoons in Spanish such as El Chavo 

del Ocho and Dragon Ball, or shows like iCarly and Drake and Josh. The smart phone 

was a significant text more readily accessible and available to René. He used it to text 

back and forth with his cousin in Los Guerra through the WhatsApp, to look up videos or 
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play games. The following is a fieldnote of an observation of René when we were in Los 

Guerra and he was waiting for his cousins to arrive at his grandparent’s house.  

 
…René was sitting on the third step of the staircase watching and 
listening to his mother having a conversation with his grandmother about 
how she made the ensalada de repollo. He finally stood up and walked 
towards his mother’s purse.  
 

René: ‘Ma voy a usar tu teléfono.  
 
Sra. Gonzáles looked at him and continued the conversation with her 
mother.  
René walked towards the living room area. I followed him.  
He sat down on a couch and I sat on a chair that was close to the couch to 
get a partial visual of what he was doing.  
 
He had already unlocked the smart phone and opened the YouTube 
application. He typed the phrase “movie Pets” and videos came up.  
 

René: ¡Martin! 
Martin: ¿Qué? (responding from the kitchen) 
René: ¡Ven! Mira te voy a enseñar algo.  

 
Martin came by and sat on the same couch as René next to him. They 
were both looking at the Smart phone. 
 

Martin: ¿Qué?  
René: Mira. 

 
René played a movie trailer from The secret life of Pets. The movie trailer 
was in English.  
 

René: Dile a ‘Ma que nos lleve a verla. 
Martin: Ay ¿por qué yo? Dile tu.  
René: Ándale, dile, please. 
Martin: Siempre yo.  
René: Ándale y yo le digo que nos lleve a que tía a comprar algo... 

Mira te lo pongo en español para que se lo enseñes, yo voy 
contigo.  

Martin: (eye rolling gesture) ‘Ta bueno. 
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René looks up the movie trailer in Spanish on YouTube by adding the 
word Spanish after the movie title he had initially typed in during his first 
search. He clicked on the first link and both listen to it. René paused the 
trailer half way and handed the smart phone to Martin. 
 

René: Ten. 
 
Martin grabbed the phone and they both walk towards the kitchen. 
(Fieldnote, 7/31/2016) 

 
René used the smart phone as a digital text in this event. He used his writing skills 

in English to type the phrase “movie Pets” and access the video that he wanted to see. He 

started by watching the trailer in English. Because of his funds of knowledge (Moll, 

Amanti, Neff, & González, 1992; González, Moll & Amanti, 2005) with digital texts, he 

knew he could also access the information in Spanish, to meet his mother’s linguistic 

expectations. So instead of letting Martin show it to her in English, he decided it would 

be better to show her the trailer in Spanish. So René efficiently typed the word “Spanish” 

after the phrase “movie Pets” to access the same trailer in Spanish. Because he was 

bilingual, biliterate and digitally literate, René had the ability to strategically use the 

digital texts to move across languages and achieve his goal of convincing his mother to 

take them to the movies. He also strategically chose to code-switch in this interaction to 

convince his younger brother who was also bilingual. In engaging in these language and 

literacy practices, René demonstrated his border thinking by translanguaging a bilingual 

and biliterate identity when not being surveilled by his mother and monitoring the 

language when proposing ideas to his mother. 

 At home, Omar also used digital texts such as: television, tablet, Play Station 

video game system and the smart phone. Because he lived in México, the television 
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shows that he consistently watched were in Spanish such as Bob Esponja and 

Transformers. Along with the television shows experience, there were also common toy 

commercials or local news that he would watch all in Spanish. He would also use the 

Play Station when his younger cousin would come over to play, these video games were 

in English. He used the smart phone whenever he wanted to look at his mother’s 

Facebook account or to call/text someone he knew which required mostly literacy skills 

in Spanish. But more commonly, he would use the tablet to play online games. He used 

this digital text in a more distinct way than the others. The following is a section of my 

fieldnotes from an observation in Omar’s home and Figure 7.2 is a picture of this event. 

At that time, Omar was in his parents’ room laying down playing with his tablet.  

 
…Omar decides to open another application. He selects the options 
necessary to start. The game has a long introduction that situates the 
setting and the mission the character must complete.  
 
Audio from video game:  
“We need to gather some supplies, I’ve highlighted the drop off spot 
right in front of you. Bring the supplies back to spot. You have two 
supplies to start. Let’s get going” 
 
Omar exits out of the application and reopens it to start again. He clicks 
on the settings and adds captions in Spanish and he restarts the game. 
The audio is still in English: “We need to gather some supplies, I’ve 
highlighted the drop off spot right in front of you. Bring the supplies 
back to spot. You have two supplies to start. Let’s get going” 
 
But now captions are present as well and they are in Spanish: “Tenemos 
que reunir algunos materiales. He destacado el punto de entrega en 
verde, justo en frente de ti. Ahora tráelo de vuelta al punto de entrega. 
Usted tiene dos… ”. He begins to play following the instructions of the 
mission… 
(Fieldnote, 7/29/2016). 
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Figure 7.2 – Omar playing online game. 
 

 
 

 
 In this example above, the digital text that Omar is engaging with is the tablet’s 

online game. In addition, Spanish and English are simultaneously present throughout this 

literacy event. Omar is playing a game in which the audio narrating the mission of his 

character and the instructions is in English. However, Omar intentionally changed the 

settings of the online game to include captions or the writing in Spanish. Although he was 

not reading the words aloud, it became clear that he made a choice as the reader to also 

include the words in Spanish. Jewitt and Kress (2003) argue that readers make meaning 

through various modalities such as linguistic, visual, aural, etc. Omar, as a bilingual and 

biliterate, is using aural for English and visual for Spanish simultaneously; consequently, 

supporting his bilingualism and biliteracy through the use of digital texts. This, however, 

happened only when he played by himself in his tablet. He drew from his full linguistic 

repertoire without any limitations (Bartlett, 2007) when he played by himself and when 

he was not being surveilled by his parents. 
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 Similarly, Irma also performed a bilingual identity when interacting with digital 

tools. The digital tools or texts that Irma often used throughout the data were: tablet, 

television, smart phone, Xbox, and computer. With the use of these digital texts, she was 

also able to access Spanish and English separately and simultaneously. Irma used the 

tablet to watch videos of cartoons both in English and Spanish, commercial items she 

wanted to buy mostly in English, science videos in Spanish, and to play online video 

games in English. She used the smart phone to also watch videos of cartoons in English 

and Spanish, to play music she liked in English and Spanish, and to text in Spanish with 

her cousins from Monterrey. She used the Xbox to play games in English with her 

siblings. She and her siblings used the computer in their room to watch cartoons mostly 

in Spanish. Finally, the television, while they had one television in their home in the 

living room area, it was never used to watch local networks or channels. The times that I 

observed Irma, I noticed that the television was either off or connected to the Xbox, or to 

the cell phone through which they played YouTube videos that they watched. In the visit 

to Monterrey, Irma, her siblings and cousins spent a lot of their time in the one bedroom 

that had air conditioning and the television. In the time they spent there, they watched 

YouTube videos. They moved across cartoons in Spanish, shows in Spanish, and videos 

that played music in English but in which they added the captions of the translation in 

Spanish. Below is the fieldnote of this event and Figure 7.3 there is a picture of the screen 

with one example.  
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Irma, Alma, Karina (cousin) and Renata (cousin) were all in the bedroom 
upstairs when I joined them. The door is closed to keep the air 
conditioning in the room since the rest of the house does not have any 
A/C. I sat on a rocking chair they had in the corner of the room where I 
could see Karina resting on the bed. She is the oldest of the group. Renata 
and Irma who are about the same age on the floor standing looking up at 
the television, that is on a tall chest. And Alma, who is also on the bed 
but jumping around.  
The song of That Power by Justin Beiber ended.  
 

Irma: A ver yo le pongo, sigo yo de escoger. 
 
Renata gave the remote control to Irma. Irma began changing the screens 
on the computer and started scrolling through popular music videos of 
Reggaeton in Spanish. Then she moved to the search bar and typed “Roar 
just dance”.   
 

Renata: ¿Otra ves esa de Katy Perry? 
Irma: Sí, esa me gusta, ya me la se.  
Renata: Okay. 

 
Irma pressed play. Alma went to the floor to stand next to Irma. The 
music started to play in English, and as the captions of the song lyrics 
were coming out on the YouTube video so did the Spanish captions. I 
could hear Karina trying to keep up with the song in Spanish, Irma, 
Renata and Alma singing in English while dancing. After the song ended 
Irma approaches me.  
 

Irma: Siempre bailamos y cantamos cuando estoy aquí. 
IN:  ¿Si? ¿Y siempre le ponen las letras en español? 
Irma: Sí, porque es YouTube en español para que ellas le entiendan.  
IN:  ¿Y tú las lees también o no? 
Irma: Um, si, si no estoy bailando.  

(Fieldnote, 6/11/16) 
 

During this moment, Irma explained that every time they are together they liked 

to sing and dance together; so, they always looked up the same videos to sing and dance. 

Based on her ability to easily find the video she was looking for and typing the right 

information on the television, Irma demonstrated her digital literacy and her ability to 
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navigate YouTube by drawing on her own biliteracy—or digital biliteracy (Al-Salmi, 

2013). Even though she was in a space where everyone spoke Spanish, around her 

cousins, she still used both English and Spanish. In her short interaction with me, she also 

explained about her awareness of the Spanish translation provided by the captions, and 

the ways in which she used it which is not all the time, but only when she is not busy 

dancing.  

Figure 7.3 – YouTube video of Xbox game. 
 

 
 
 

Figure 7.3 illustrates the video that Irma and her cousins used on the weekends to 

dance. This clip was a music video from the song Roar by Katy Perry. As part of the 

actual Xbox game “Just Dance”, the lyrics of the song appeared on the screen, which 

were those in the white text on the left; this particular text was in English.  However, 

since they were using YouTube in Spanish the caption on Figure 7.3 that was in yellow, 

was the Spanish translation of the song. This digital biliteracy was a common practice for 
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Irma and her cousins. Under these experiences Irma was exposed to the English and 

Spanish language and literacy.  

When not being surveilled, as demonstrated in the descriptions of the literacy 

events at home, Irma, Omar and René were able to use their full linguistic repertoires in 

ways that were limited or constrained. However, recognizing these unsurveilled spaces 

occurred because of their own knowledge of reading the context of surveillance and 

dealing with borders. Moreover, these spaces created authentic opportunities for 

languaging. Through the use of digital texts they accessed and they engaged in 

translanguaging practices that reflected their own identity as bi(multi)linguals and 

biliterate.  

CONCLUSION 

The borderlands, as depicted by Anzaldúa (1987), is a place where people 

experience “linguistic terrorism” (p.80). While naturally, this is a place where non-

dominant forms of languages have developed to meet the needs of the border 

communities, unnaturally this is a place where territorial languages continue to be 

reinforced to silence these same communities. To México, “somos los del español 

deficiente” and to the U.S. “hablas inglés con un ‘accent’” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 76-81). 

Any hint of non-standard forms such as Tex-Mex, Chicano Spanish, slang English, code-

switching, etc., and you are positioned as a “cultural traitor”, you are “neither español ni 

inglés” (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 77). Transfronterizos are the embodiment of the borderlands. 

They are the people who live on both sides of the border and are inspected and surveilled 
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against standard forms on each side.  To be legitimized on each side of the border, 

transfronterizos must perform “legitimate” language and literacy practices.   

To afford them opportunities on each side of the border, they make sacrificios that 

show the importance and the investment they have on their children’s future. These 

sacrificios and el valor a la familia define the border of respeto. To show respeto, Irma, 

Omar and René must learn English and Spanish, as separate languages. In a sense, 

parents demonstrate that they understand their transfronterizo children are confronted 

with life in two very different worlds, U.S. and México. In order for their children to 

navigate the social and institutional borders across these two nation-states, they 

understand standard forms of language(s) will legitimize their children’s identity on both 

sides of the border. They are not just preparing their children to build a life or a future in 

the U.S., but they are also preparing them to continue to sustain connections and 

relationships, or potentially even a life in México. Therefore, for parents the role of 

speaking standard forms of Spanish and English is important and they translate this 

message to their children through their own surveillance; they evaluate their children’s 

bilingualism through a parallel monolingual perspective. 

 In their home, Irma, Omar and René continue to use literacies of surveillance to 

get through the parents’ inspections and to cross the border of respeto. They identify 

parents as having the more powerful role and delineating the linguistic practices 

sanctioned and not sanctioned at home. In this case, Irma, Omar and René recognized 

that standard forms of Spanish and English are the sanctioned practices while code-

switching is perceived as a deficit. To get through the inspections and surveillance 
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conducted by parents, they strategically shape their identity at home as a parallel 

monolingual that can effectively separate and use standard languages. On the other hand, 

when they are not being surveilled, they are able to authentically perform a borderless 

bilingual and biliterate identity through the use of digital texts and tools.  

 To be “legitimized” at home for a transfronterizo it means being able to navigate 

the linguistic surveillance and border of respeto set by parents, and, being able to 

agentively use translanguaging to perform their identity. These were the “interpretive and 

hybrid nature of the social practices” that transfronterizos engage in “as part of their daily 

struggles for survival” (Orellana & Reynolds, 2008, p. 63). Transfronterizo children 

understand that their code-switching, Tex-Mex, Spanglish and other linguistic varieties 

are not the norm across many spaces, especially at home.  Therefore, being able to 

recognize the surveillance becomes an important tool for their own legitimization across 

borders and inspectors such as those experienced at home.   

Ultimately, it is also important to emphasize that by policing and performing 

bilingualism under a parallel monolingual perspective, transfronterizo families are 

reproducing dominant language ideologies and colonizing perspectives that have 

historically been used to oppress minority languages or linguistic varieties that are part of 

transfronterizo children’s identities. To challenge dominant language ideologies, families, 

children, and community leaders such as educators and school administrators, need to 

start recognizing and protecting other linguistic varieties that are developed and used by 

border communities. The hegemony of national languages can be countered by the 

embodiment of “love” for the “impurity of languages that have been banned from 



 268 

education and epistemology since the very inception of early colonization and modern 

rationality” (Mignolo, 2000, p. 274). Only with the acceptance, acknowledgement, and 

love for the subaltern languaging or bilanguaging, can communities along the U.S.-

México border begin to deterritorialize and decolonize language practices. 
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CHAPTER 8: CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS and FUTURE 

DIRECTIONS 

“Neither eagle nor serpent, but both. And like the ocean, neither animal respects 

borders” –Gloria Anzaldúa 

 

For this final chapter, I provide an overview of my findings as presented in 

chapters five, six and seven. Then, I move to the discussion of what literacies of 

surveillance mean and what it suggests for transfronterizo children’s experiences, and its 

theoretical contributions. In the third section, I explain the implications of the findings at 

various structural levels within education practice and policy. To achieve this, I offer 

recommendations for classroom teachers, school and school district administrators, 

teacher educators and policy makers that can help improve the experiences and address 

the needs of transfronterizo students. In the last section, I discuss what the next steps are 

for future directions in research that can support transfronterizo and other transnational 

students, families and communities. 

REVIEWING FINDINGS 

Literacies of Surveillance: Transfronterizo Children Translanguaging Identity 

Across Borders, Inspectors and Surveillance is a documentation of the everyday language 

and literacy practices of three transfronterizo children, Omar, René, and Irma 

experiencing life on both sides of the U.S.-México border. My dissertation was a multiple 

case study that examined how the three children read and responded to the context of 
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surveillance that they experienced and to understand how these experiences influenced 

their own language and literacy practices and ultimately their bi(multi)lingual and 

biliteracy development. The research questions addressed were: (1) how are 

transfronterizo children making sense of the context of surveillance and (2) how is this 

sense making reflected in their everyday language and literacy practice. I address these 

questions by examining their everyday practices across contexts. 

In chapter 5, I outlined the language and literacy practices that transfronterizo 

children enacted when crossing the physical international border that connects the U.S. to 

México. As Irma, Omar and René crossed the physical U.S.-México border it became 

evident that they knew how to read the surveillance in the context of the border. Meaning 

they recognize the borders, inspectors and the sanctioned and unsanctioned language and 

literacy practices—these were their literacies of surveillance. I introduced the term 

literacies of surveillance to mean the ways in which transfronterizo children read the 

context of surveillance and self-authored their identities through the use of specific 

language and literacy practices that allow them to write themselves through the 

surveillance, inspectors and borders. Particularly, they enacted what was sanctioned of 

their identities to legitimize themselves in front of the inspectors, and they ingeniously 

concealed aspects of their identity that were not sanctioned. In dealing with two nation-

states with distinct policies and inspections, literacies of surveillance were and continue 

to be necessary for border-crossings experiences.  

In chapter 6 and 7, I continue to expand on the argument that transfronterizos 

have developed literacies of surveillance that allowed them to successfully move across 
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physical and figurative borders (Anzaldúa, 1987; Lugo, 2008), border inspectors (Lugo, 

2008), and the surveillance over what is sanctioned and unsanctioned. For chapter 6, I 

moved this concept into the context of school and for chapter 7, into the context of their 

home.  In chapter 6, I outlined the language and literacy practices that transfronterizo 

children enacted when crossing the metaphorical academic border they experienced in the 

context of the school. Particularly in school, Irma, Omar and René recognized the teacher 

as the inspector of their academic practices and identity. They also recognized the 

sanctioned practices as school-based literacy and monolingual English-only language 

practices to get across the academic border. With the use of their literacies of 

surveillance, they were able to identify the moments of surveillance and moments when 

they were not being academically surveilled. Under the surveillance of the teacher, they 

ingeniously used their translanguaging (García & Wei, 2013) to enact what was expected 

and sanctioned to legitimize their academic identity; in other words, they used their 

border thinking (Mignolo, 2000; Anzaldúa, 1987) to cross the academic border. 

However, when they recognized that the surveillance was removed from the context, their 

translanguaging was reflective of their bilingual and biliterate identity. They drew from 

their full linguistic repertoires and engaged in unsanctioned literacy practices without 

limitations and constraints.   

In chapter 7, I outlined the language and literacy practices that transfronterizo 

children enacted when crossing the metaphorical border of respeto that they experienced 

in the context of the home. To cross the border of respeto, Irma, Omar and René needed 

to demonstrate that they respected their parents’ sacrificios and values by speaking 
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Spanish and English separately and in standard forms. In this setting, they made sense of 

parents as being the inspectors and the border as more flexible because they were allowed 

to use both Spanish and English. However, this meant that code-switching (Gumperz, 

1972) was not associated with standard language use, and was not sanctioned—they were 

a falta de respeto. With the use of their literacies of surveillance, they were able to 

identify the moments of surveillance and moments when they were not being 

linguistically surveilled. They used their border thinking (Mignolo, 2000; Anzaldúa, 

1987) to self-author (Holland, et., 1998) their identity in legitimate ways. In other words, 

in the presence of parents surveilling their linguistic practices, Irma, Omar and René 

performed a parallel monolingual identity (Heller, 1999) that effectively used languages 

separately and in standard forms; needless to say, their translanguaging included the use 

of language features associated with standard forms of language. When they were not 

being surveilled, they engaged in digital biliteracy, which was reflective of their bilingual 

and biliterate identity. Through the use of digital texts and tools, Irma, Omar and René 

would access Spanish and English language and literacy both separately and 

simultaneously allowing them to continue to sustain and develop their bilingualism and 

biliteracy.  

CONCLUSION 

The impact of the physical and figurative borders and inspections influence the 

way in which transfronterizo children author themselves across spaces to meet academic, 

cultural, and familial demands. The findings reveal that transfronterizo children deal with 

national, academic, and cultural/linguistic surveillance on a daily basis that affords them 
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literacies of surveillance. I define literacies of surveillance as the knowledge that comes 

from being subjected to borders, inspections, and forms of social control. Within that 

context, transfronterizo children read the surveillance and made decisions on how to self-

author an acceptable identity through the strategic embodiment of sanctioned language 

and literacy practices in order to successfully get through immediate surveillance, 

inspectors and borders. Bartlett (2007) states that, “Doing literacy is not merely mastering 

a code, but largely about developing command of literacy [and language] practices that 

recognized as “legitimate”; that is situationally defined and arbitrarily sanctioned form of 

reading or writing with (real or implied) legitimate audiences” (p. 54). In this sense, Irma, 

Omar and René ingeniously “legitimized” their identity when being marginalized by 

borders and inspectors and perform their identity differently when not being surveilled. 

In addition, Irma, Omar and René used translanguaging as a tool that was 

informed and shaped by the temporary surveilled conditions and expectations. In reading 

the surveilled context they shaped their translanguaging to reflect linguistic features 

associated with standard forms of language that were efficiently separated into language 

systems; in other words, they performed an English-monolingual academic identity at 

school and a Spanish-English parallel monolingual identity around parents. Despite the 

common surveillance across contexts and people, they also recognized unsurveilled 

moments within the border crossing experience, at school and home where they 

demonstrated their bilingual and biliterate identity with a translanguaging that was 

borderless; thus, in those spaces there were no limitations or constraints on their 

practices.  
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Findings to this research suggest that transfronterizo children, on both sides of the 

border, are able to ingeniously navigate boundaries and expectations across spaces and 

people through the use of their language and literacy practices. They do not passively 

accept roles, practices, social, institutional and cultural norms, or assimilate to ideologies, 

but they use this knowledge to temporarily or while necessary mark themselves as 

belonging and literate. They are efficient and effective readers and writers of the world(s) 

that they encounter and in which they participate (Freire & Macedo, 1987). Their reading 

of the world allows them to understand their fluid and dynamic bilingual and biliteracy 

identity is not accepted everywhere, and so they engage in a multiplicity of identities. 

Their translanguaging was their tool for performing “legitimate identities” as sanctioned 

by others and across transnational experiences. Drawing on García and Wei (2013) 

theorization, transfronterizos used translanguaging as a “linguistic repertoire from which 

they select features strategically to communicate effectively” (p.22). They made sense of 

bilingual and monolingual spaces, and produce linguistic moves that allow them to write 

themselves across each space. In other words, transfronterizos like Irma, Omar and René, 

“mobilized what they have access to within the constraints of the discursive spaces in 

which they operate” (Heller 2007, p. 651). Moreover, they demonstrated agency in the 

world(s) they participated.   

Theoretically, Lugo (2008) explained that in the borderlands, and I would argue in 

the political climate we are in today beyond the physical international borderlands, a 

culture of surveillance has been imposed to not only on transfronterizos, but also people 

of immigrant backgrounds everywhere. Lugo (2008) explained that with every border 
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there is an inspection station with an inspector that surveils what is sanction and not 

sanctioned. I add that with the marginalization produced by borders and the inspectors 

protecting the borders, there is knowledge of reading, recognizing, and understanding the 

culture of borders and surveillance; these are the literacies of surveillance of the border 

crosser.  

Literacies of surveillance is border thinking (Anzaldúa, 1987 & Mignolo, 2000). 

It is the knowledge of the subaltern that derives from understanding their less powerful 

social position, and recognizing that those in power impose the context of borders, 

inspections and surveillance. Literacies of surveillance is a border-crosser’s tool for 

agency in spaces such as the borderlands where the marginalized is subjected to control. 

In recognizing the borders, inspectors and surveillance, theoretically border-crossers if 

possessing literacies of surveillance can agentively decide how to navigate the space and 

how to position their own identity within that space—border thinking (Mignolo, 2000). 

Beyond the physical border, literacies of surveillance is a way of knowing. It is a way of 

reading and understanding the world (Freire & Macedo, 1987).  

Literacies of surveillance is a generative theme (Freire, 1970) that can be used to 

engage in critical literacies. According to Mulcahy (2008), 

“Critical literacy distinguishes itself from other kinds of literacy in the 

way it addresses issues of power, social injustice and transformative 

action…Critical literacy is a mindset; it is a way of viewing and 

interacting with the world…[and] it works towards praxis. Praxis as 
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defined by Freire (1970) combines reflection and action in order to 

transform society. In this way critical literacy is transformative” (p. 16).  

Literacies of Surveillance has the potential to be the springboard for critical literacy. It 

can support the critical examinations that are necessary to disrupt the hegemonic 

structures that continue to position families, communities and children as deficient or 

deviant from the norm. It has the potential to motivate transformation. Particularly in 

schools, I remember as a bilingual teacher within transitional bilingual education model, I 

taught my students how to recognize when there was surveillance in the context and what 

to do. This was an act of my own literacies of surveillance and border thinking; however, 

I recognize that this did not involve efforts to change systems and ideologies of 

oppression. This was enough to help my students navigate the context. We need students 

to develop the critical literacies that can disrupt and end this culture of surveillance under 

the colonial and imperialist gaze. If I could go back, I would engage my students in 

critical discussions of why we have developed this knowledge and these practices, and 

move to a conversation of making changes—addressing cultural and linguistic equity in 

social, cultural, and institutional spaces. In this way, children can also engage as agents of 

change against normative ideologies that continue to legitimize the languages and 

identities of the dominant group.  

IMPLICATIONS  

To this end, understanding that transfronterizo children have developed literacies 

of surveillance as a result of the systemic, institutional, cultural and social borders, 
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inspectors, inspections and surveillance measures that they experience on their everyday 

lives has implication for classroom teachers, teacher educators and policy makers.  

It is no secret that many students that attend schools on the U.S. borderlands are 

transfronterizos that live or reside in México, but it is a taboo topic that goes unspoken as 

if it didn't exist. Accepting and valuing this aspect of children and families' lives would 

benefit school districts and teachers. For school and community leaders, I recommend 

developing a more inclusive transfronterizo/transnational community that can open the 

doors to parents not only residing in the U.S. but those in México. I recommend creating 

opportunities for transfronterizo families or parents to share their own opinions and 

concerns without being afraid of sharing their realities (i.e., their experiences in México).  

This is important because educators would know exactly what these children are 

confronting in their everyday lives outside of the school and make prepare to bridge this 

or include this in their experiences in school. For example, the violence that is 

experienced on the Mexican borderlands affects the lives of transfronterizo students and 

families living in México. These realities are important because they can impact the 

safety of students, and their emotional, mental and physical state. In order for students to 

learn, they need to feel safe. Even school districts can support transfronterizo families 

and students if they considered the realities of this community. For example, parents in 

this study shared the difficult economic sacrificios they make to enroll their children in 

U.S. schools and in taking their children across they international border on a daily basis. 

However, they cannot express these concerns to the school or district administrators 

because they do not want their children to run the risk of not being accepted at the school. 
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This did not mean that school and district administrators were not aware that 

transfronterizos living in México attended their school. In fact, one district administrator 

mentioned to me this, “The children that cross the border everyday are the ones that never 

miss, they have the best attendance” (Fieldnote, 3/9/2016). Not only did they know 

transfronterizos attended their schools, but they knew that the district benefitted from 

their attendance. Attendance, as we know, is important because it is linked to federal 

funding for schools and school districts. Clearly, transfronterizo children are an asset. In 

creating more flexible enrollment and attendance policies that support transfronterizo 

families’ individual economic and living situations, schools and the transfronterizo 

community can establish a strong and positive relationship that can support current 

transfronterizo families and can encourage more transfronterizo families to take their 

children to do this as well.  

This study has documented not only important language and literacy practices for 

transfronterizo children beyond the traditional view of language and literacy, but also 

some aspects of the knowledge that comes from their transfronterizo/transnational 

experience that has been ignored. For example, their ability to understand and navigate 

international policies, the metric system, Mexican currency, popular culture, values and 

expectations is knowledge that goes unrecognized and untapped by educators. Their 

Mexican identity and knowledge is silenced in a school that follows a whitestream 

(Urrieta, 2005) and subtractive (Valenzuela, 1999) curriculum. For teachers on the 

borderlands, it is imperative that they implement a culturally sustaining pedagogy in 



 279 

order to improve and support the education of transfronterizos students. Paris (2012) 

explains, 

“Culturally sustaining requires that our pedagogies be more than 

responsive of or relevant to the cultural experiences or practices of young 

people—it requires that they support young people in sustaining the 

cultural and linguistic competence of their communities while 

simultaneously offering access to dominant cultural competence. 

Culturally sustaining pedagogy, then has as its explicit goal supporting 

multilingualism and multiculturalism in practice and perspective for 

students and teachers. That is, culturally sustaining pedagogy seeks to 

perpetuate and foster—to sustain—linguistic, literate, and cultural 

pluralism as part of the democratic project of schooling” (p.95). 

Culturally sustaining pedagogy offers the opportunity for teachers to embrace the 

language, literacy and cultural practices of all students including transfronterizos who 

experience transnationalism almost on a daily basis. In doing so, it would help 

transfronterizo students to access and take advantage of their expansive repertoires. In 

terms of language and literacy, this can be done by creating spaces for transfronterizo and 

other bi(multi)lingual children to use their translanguaging in fluid and dynamic ways for 

learning (García, 2009; García & Wei, 2013) and to pedagogically adopt translanguaging 

as tool that can make use of students full linguistic potential to leverage academic 

learning (Martínez, 2010; Orellana & Reynolds, 2008; Palmer & Martínez, 2016; Ryan & 

Gort, 2016). Palmer, Martínez, Mateus, and Henderson (2014) have suggested learning 
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from the pedagogical practices of teachers raised in bilingual communities who use and 

integrate languages naturally. Gort and Sembiante (2015) have suggested being 

purposeful with language choices and in protecting the space for minority languages.  

Martínez (2010) and Sayer (2013) discuss code-switching as a pedagogical tool for 

bilinguals and multilinguals in the classroom. These studies offer ways of approaching 

translanguaging for teaching and learning that have been found useful for meeting the 

educational needs of culturally and linguistically diverse student population.  

Mrs. Teresa Mercado explained that the school district is not providing teachers 

with any tools that support the development of students’ bilingualism and biliteracy—this 

is a problem. For local school districts and the education department of the state of Texas, 

it is urgent that teachers serving transfronterizo students receive professional 

development and the support necessary to implement culturally sustaining pedagogies 

that promote, bilingualism, biliteracy, and biculturalism. Particularly this community has 

a wealth of binational linguistic, literate and cultural resources available to develop a 

strong bilingual, biliterate and bicultural school community, I recommend using this 

resources in order to improve transfronterizo/transnational communities and relations that 

can advance the future of the U.S.-México borderlands socially, culturally, economically 

and politically.  

Teacher education also plays an important role in supporting preservice-and-

inservice teachers’ understanding of teaching and learning for a diverse student 

population. It is particularly important for teacher educators to prepare pre-service 

teachers to promote and use culturally sustaining pedagogies (Paris, 2012) that recognize 
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and tap into the linguistic, literate and cultural resources that children from diverse 

backgrounds bring into the classroom. Kindel, Leah, and Arce-Boardman (2018) explain 

that translanguaging, culturally authentic literature and the exploration of students’ 

stories are practices associated with a culturally sustaining pedagogy. For language and 

literacy, translanguaging practices can leverage academic learning and promote linguistic 

equity in the classroom. Culturally authentic literature can bring into the classroom and 

validate students’ backgrounds and experiences; and, exploring students’ stories can also 

create a space that develops and promotes students’ voices. Musanti and Rodriguez 

(2017) argue that teacher educators also need to implement and model pedagogical 

practices such as translanguaging. For example, Musanti and Rodriguez (2017) suggest 

for teacher educators to design writing assignments to open ended in regards to language 

choice, engaging in meta-linguistic analysis and reflection of the use of hybrid 

languaging.  Canagarajah’s (2011) work also suggests the use of codemeshing for 

students’ academic writing. In a sense, by doing implementing these, future teachers can 

start not only familiarizing themselves with these pedagogical practices but can also 

understand how these practices benefit teaching and learning experiences.  

Along the same lines, teacher educators should also support pre-service teachers 

in the understanding that they can resist and challenge language policies and ideologies 

(Martínez-Roldán & Malavé, 2004) that permeate bilingual and/or ESL program models; 

ultimately, becoming decision-makers or “language arbiters” (Johnson, 2013). This 

means, helping pre-service teachers’ understanding of: (1) the various program models 

that bi(multi)lingual experience, (2) the limitations and boundaries within each model, 
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and (3) ways to create spaces that can be used for bi(multi)linguals to do flexible and 

dynamic languaging. In doing so, teacher educators will be preparing teachers to become 

comfortable with challenging language policies and practices that limit students’ full 

academic potential and be able to foster bi(multi)lingualism and biliteracy within 

academic settings.  

 For policy makers, it is important to recognize that, once again, language policies 

and program models have an impact in not only the language and literacy practices of 

students but also on their overall academic identities. For this reason, it is important to 

move towards creating policies that do not restrict or limit language and literacy 

knowledge and practices but that move towards bi(multi)lingualism and biliteracy as the 

academic expectation and norm. This means removing English-only focused policies and 

assessments, and elevating the academic status of minority languages within curriculum, 

instruction and assessment by integrating the expectation that minority languages should 

be used in all academic domains. In doing so, K-12 administrators, curriculum specialists, 

and teachers will reduce the surveillance on English only language and literacy and be 

able to (re)imagine education that academically capitalizes on students’ full linguistic 

repertoires.  

 For international and national policy makers, in the U.S. and México, it is 

important to rethink their binational-bilateral relations to support the education on the 

borderlands and its communities. Programs like FOBESII have been created to “promote 

higher education and research”  (US Embassy & Consulates in México, 2017) 

particularly in support of science, engineering, technology and mathematics. This 
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program will potentially fund the transnational educational experiences of 100,000 

Mexican higher education students into the U.S. and 50,000 U.S. higher education 

students into México, particularly for “traditionally underserved demographic groups” 

(US Embassy & Consulates in México, 2017). I recommend for policy leaders in support 

of these binational programs to include transfronterizo students that travel across the 

border to get an education. As I mentioned before, transfronterizo students have been not 

only “underserved” but also ignored in education and research. Moreover, transfronterizo 

students are already in the U.S. educational system, and many experience economic 

difficulties to sustain these border-crossing experiences. This program can support and 

improve the experiences of transfronterizo families and children. I recommend for this 

program to offer opportunities not only for higher education, but also for those that plan 

or already attending K-12, U.S. schools such the transfronterizo student population in 

order to provide them with the resources and tools to graduate high school and continue 

into higher education. Programs like FOBESII have the potential to address and 

contribute more directly to the overall economic growth, educational, and political 

conditions of the borderlands and its communities if they invest in the K-12 and beyond 

educational experiences of transfronterizo students.   

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

 In the search for a more socially just society, it is important for the researchers in 

the field of education to continue to direct research towards finding ways that can 

promote equity for all students, families and communities within and outside of 

educational settings. It is important to continue to illuminate on the experiences and 
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realities of students, families, extended family members, and communities with 

transfronterizo, transnational and/or immigrant backgrounds; we cannot afford for their 

realities to continue to be silenced or invisible. Although some research has been done 

with youth and families from border and transnational communities has been done (De la 

Piedra & Guerra, 2012; De la Piedra & Araujo, 2012; Mein & Esquinca, 2014; Esquinca, 

Araujo & De la Piedra, 2014; Skerret, 2015), we need to continue to do research that 

shares to the field of education about the meaningful ways they engage in language, 

literacy and other areas or domains of everyday life. This is important in order to inform 

what it means to be culturally authentic, sustaining, and relevant in the education of 

transnational and transfronterizos.  

Another area of research that can be furthered would be border thinking. Border 

thinking (Mignolo, 2000) is the knowledge of the subaltern that allows for agency and 

ingenuity as explained in this study. This knowledge can expand the ways in which 

teachers perceive, understand and teach students. More specifically, research needs to be 

centered on how teachers serving communities along the U.S.-México border can 

recognize and learn from students’ border thinking to build upon for critical literacies and 

transformative action (Cervantes-Soon & Carrillo, 2016). This is significant to begin to 

address issues of power and social justice specifically on the borderlands. As I have noted 

before, the borderlands both in México and the U.S. side of the border are under an 

increasing amount of surveillance, violence, and oppression that has become internalized 

and normalized to border communities. This reality cannot be addressed unless the 

leaders, communities, families and the children engage in critical dialogue (Freire, 1983) 
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that questions, disrupts and challenges the current social, cultural, economic and political 

situation on the border. Freire (1983) describes dialogue as “the encounter in which 

united reflection and action of the dialoguers are addressed to the world in which is to be 

transformed and humanized” (p.88) and as “radically necessary to every authentic 

revolution” (p. 128). In order to change and transform, there must be a dialogue that 

critically examines the present conditions and concerns of the community and that reveals 

the necessary steps for action.  

Lastly, another aspect of research that needs to be examined is biliteracy for 

transfronterizo, transnational and students from immigrant backgrounds. There is a 

conceptualization of biliteracy as “any and all instances in which communication occurs 

in two or more languages in or around writing” (Hornberger, 1990, p.213). This 

conceptualization continues to frame language in standard forms and as separate systems. 

Biliteracy for our transnational and transfronterizo communities needs to be 

conceptualized differently. As noted in this study, literacy is everywhere, and is what 

people do across spaces and time (Heath, 1982). For students and communities with 

transnational experiences, biliteracy involves having multiple perspectives, 

understandings of reading and writing across various figured worlds (i.e., nation-states, 

communities, institutions, etc.). Biliteracy, in this sense, is the understanding and 

embodiment of the language and literacy practices that are involved or valuable in certain 

spaces. Biliteracy is the understanding that language and literacy is transnational (Skerret, 

2012, 2014), that it is embedded in binational-bilateral power relations, but more 

importantly that is a tool for identity construction and agency (Holland, et. al., 1998) in 
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multiple spaces. Skerret (2012) makes the argument about letting transnational kids teach 

their teachers and peers about their own language practices and about their own language 

knowledge that can provide a better understanding of their biliteracy than what we know 

today. More research needs to focus on showing what children are able to do, what they 

know, and why, and how we as educators, researchers and policy makers can learn from 

it to improve and expand our practices and policies. 
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Appendix A 

 
Example of Interview Questions 

 
Title of Book: I love Saturdays y domingos by Alma Flor Ada 
 

• Why do you think the author calls Sundays  “domingos”? 
• What can do you know about the character so far? 
• Why do you think the character uses grandma and grandpa and then she uses 

abuelito y abuelita? 
• Do you think any of these experiences are similar to yours? Which ones and why? 
• In connection to book’s events, where do you see family? 
• How do you get to your family? 
• Since you are bilingual like the character, would you say you use your 

language(s) with everyone in your family? 
• Can you tell me of a time where you mixed languages like the character in the 

story?  
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Appendix B 

Example of Fieldnote 

Fieldnote: 2/06/2017 

Context: Mrs. Moreno’s Class (3rd Grade) Room #24 

Description 

I arrived to campus at 7:30am. I walked through the hallways to find room #24. There are 
students already walking around and finding their way to the classroom with their 
parents. I arrived at Mrs. Moreno’s classroom door. It is still close. There are three 
students sitting on the hallway bench across from her classroom door. They look at me. I 
smile at them. They don’t say anything or ask. They are still wearing their backpack and 
the female student looks sleepy still. 
  
I wait standing next to the classroom door.  
 
After 5 minutes, Mr. Salinas (Cafeteria supervisor) comes into the hallway rolling in two 
ice chests with the students’ breakfast.  
 
Mr. Salinas: Buenos días 
IN: Buenos días 
Mr. Salinas starts unlocking a classroom door at the end of the hallway, some students 
walk in behind him.  
 
Mrs. Moreno walks into the hallway. She is holding her younger son’s hand and her older 
son is walking on the other side next to her.  
Mrs. Moreno: Good morning Mrs.  
IN: Good morning, Mrs. Moreno 
Mrs. Moreno: these kids, they were crazy this morning 
IN: (smile) 
 
Mrs. Moreno quickly unlocks the classroom door. The three students that were sitting on 
the bench immediately get up to follow her in.  
As we walk in Mrs. Moreno began asking me questions about what I would be doing. I 
reminded her that I would be observing Irma. I would be taking fieldnotes of my 
observations. 
  
Mrs. Moreno: Okay, well she sits on that side of the classroom (pointing to far right). 
IN: okay, perfect. Do you mind if I move a chair so I can get a little closer to her?  
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Mrs. Moreno: you can get those chairs in the back no one uses those.  
IN: okay, thank you. 
 
I started moving the chair to be about 4 feet way from Irma. Students are still coming in. 
As they come in most of them put their things on their desk, place their backpacks on 
their assigned wall hooks and then they grab their breakfast. Everyone is really quiet 
except for Mrs. Moreno’s son, Alex (pseudonym). (I find it weird that her son is in the 
class, I wonder why he wasn’t assigned to another teacher?). Alex goes up to another 
student who looks tired and has his head down. He starts talking to him about his 
minecraft game.  
 
Mrs. Moreno: Alex are you going to eat breakfast?  
Alex: no 
 
Mrs. Moreno walks out to the hallway. From where I am sitting I can see two other 
classroom teachers are standing in the hallway as well and I can hear them start a 
conversation.  
 
Irma comes in. She walks towards the wall hooks and places her pink shopkins themed 
backpack. She walks towards her desk and sees me. She smiles at me. Then she sits in her 
desk.  
 
Irma: Hi! My mom told me you were going to be here today.  
IN: Yes, I’m excited to see how you are doing, and your new class. How do you like third 
grade?  
Irma: I like it.  
IN: that’s nice. Is it easier or harder than 2nd?  
Irma: It’s a lot harder, but not for me.  
IN: Good! I’m glad to hear that is going well. ¿Cómo están tus papás? 
Irma: bien, ya mi hermanita viene aquí también. 
IN: Si tu mamá me platico, ¿cómo esta? ¿Le gusta la escuela o no? 
Irma: si, yo pienso que si.  
 
Another student approaches Irma’s desk.  
 
Claudia: Hi Irma 
Irma: Hi, I’m so tired, I want to go home 
Claudia: yeah,  
 
I recognize at least 5 students in the classroom from the previous year. Some of them 
start approaching me to tell me hi.  
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A male student sits in the desk next to Irma. He immediately puts his head down and 

closes his eyes.  

Irma: He always goes to sleep. I don’t know why (laughs) 

IN: (Laugh) maybe he is still tired. 
Irma: yeah 
 
Irma pulls out a chapter book from her desk from the Diary of a Wimpy Kid series. She 
reads and stops to look through the illustrations and laughs.  
 
Irma: (laughs) look (pointing at illustration) 
 
The illustration was showing the character had slipped and fallen with water spill on 
floor.  
 
IN: (smile)  
 
The morning announcements begin. Irma immediately places her bookmark inside the 
book and places it in her desk.  
Students begin to stand up to do the pledge of allegiance.  
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Appendix C 

Example of Analytic Memo 
 
 
Date: 4/27/2016 
 
Some of the things I think I need to consider across all the spaces the children are in:: 
Look at the different contexts and then the language and literacy practices. 
What are the conditions to their choices? 
Conceptualizing language and literacy within their own choices. 
 
Just in the days I’ve been observing, I can tell the power relationship between the 
students and the teacher. I can see how the teacher is using her role to position her self as 
an authority. The students have not experienced a student centered activity or assignment. 
---However, they do choose to code-switch certain moments. I need to start centering on 
those moments…I need to  
 
Some of things I’ve noticed… 
English only work and English only instruction 
Worksheets, textbooks, assessment packets 
 
How are they using these tools? How do these tools change or mediate certain practices?  
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Appendix D 

 
Example of Pictures  

 
Irma: 

         
 

    
 
Omar:  
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René: 
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