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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative study explored multimodal biliteracy found in the Arizona-Sonora 

borderland, a region thriving with linguistic and cultural diversity despite having an English-only 

policy. According to Reyes (2012) biliteracy is to think, speak, read, and write in two or more 

languages, and there are various modes for reading and writing in the 21st century (Reyes, 

Acosta, Fierro, Fu, & Zapien, 2017). This dissertation focused on Spanish and English 

bilinguals. First, I present a literature review (Appendix A) informed by a sociocultural 

framework (Vygotsky, 1978) for understanding biliteracy as a social practice and valuing 

language as a resource (Ruiz, 1987). Funds of knowledge (González, Moll, Amanti, 2005; Moll, 

González, Amanti, & Neff, 1994) is an important component in framing this qualitative study 

and applying methods informing an inclusive pedagogy for bilinguals. Subsequently, I go over 

the photographs and multimodal composition presented in two case studies of Spanish and 

English bilinguals. The first case study (Appendix B) documents biliteracy in the household and 

local community of bilinguals through photography. It contributes to previous research by Reyes, 

DaSilva Iddings, and Feller (2016) and the two themes from their analysis: 1) Expanding 

definitions of language and literacy and 2) Deepening the understanding of funds of knowledge. 

The second case study (Appendix C) examines how bilinguals critically and creatively expressed 

their Spanish and English in a multimodal composition. Thinking critically about literacy meant 

reflecting on their everyday reading and writing practices as bilinguals, while being creative 

meant thinking about the various modes of reading and writing in two languages. This moves 

literacy beyond a monolingual and monomodal practice into one that cultivates diversity for 

equity in education for bilinguals. I seek an empowering pedagogy for bilinguals by valuing and 



 9 

making space for linguistic and cultural diversity in the classroom. Biliteracy is a valuable 

contribution to class and the learning process of students with more than one language. The 

primary purpose of this dissertation, like funds of knowledge, was to develop critical innovations 

in teaching (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, 1992) biliteracy for the 21st century. Findings 

from the photographs, multimodal compositions, written reflections, and retrospective interviews 

demonstrate how Spanish and English biliteracy is practiced in various modes (e.g. music, 

dancing, singing, traditional family recipes, and religious/spiritual altars) in the Arizona-Sonora 

borderland.  

Keywords: biliteracy, bilingualism, multimodal, funds of knowledge, pedagogy, Arizona, 

borderland, Spanish 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 10 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 Being the daughter of Mexican immigrants, I understand what it’s like to speak Spanish 

at home and English at school. As a child, crossing the U.S.-Mexico border was common. I spent 

many summers with extended family and often visited abuela (grandmother) during the 

weekends.  

Spanish is my first language, passed on from my parents and maintained by strong ties to 

familia (family) in Mexico. In Southern California, growing up bilingual is common. I was 

surrounded by many others with a similar experience, children of immigrants (Suárez-Orozco & 

Suárez-Orozco, 2001) who were also Spanish and English bilinguals.   

I share this because the research inquiries for this qualitative dissertation stem from my 

own experiences as a bilingual. A bilingual is defined as someone who uses two or more 

languages in their everyday lives (Grosjean, 2010). The emphasis is placed on the regular use of 

language rather than on fluency since language is domain specific, used “for different purposes, 

in different situations, with different people” (p. 20). However, there are bilinguals who don’t 

keep their language separate.  

Until I am free to write bilingually and to switch codes without having always to 
translate, while I still have to speak English or Spanish when I would rather speak 
Spanglish, and as long as I have to accommodate the English speakers rather than having 
them accommodate me, my tongue will be illegitimate (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 39-40) 
 
In Borderlands: La Frontera, Gloria Anzaldúa (1978) writes, “I am my language” (p. 39). 

I interpret this as a meaningful way in which Anzaldúa lived her bilingualism. Word for word, 

she was intentional about the way she used language. Her writing demonstrates careful attention 

to the mixing of Spanish and English. Keeping alive both of her languages, she writes, “for a 

language to remain alive it must be used” (p.39). Spanish and English are commonly used 
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languages in the Arizona-Sonora borderland, as the bilinguals in this dissertation present 

(Appendix B; Appendix C).  

Norma González (2006) who was inspired by Gloria Anzaldúa states, “language is at the 

heart, literally and metaphorically, of who we are, how we present ourselves, and how others see 

us” (p. xix). Like her, I use “language as a window to peer into the complexities of life in the 

borderland” (p. xvi). The borderland is a real and imagined place, a metaphor describing the 

condition of living in between the spaces of language and culture (Anzaldúa, 1987; Delgado-

Bernal, 2001).  

While teaching in Arizona, I sometimes heard students speak in Spanish, sharing with 

one another about their plans for visiting family, shopping, or eating across the border in Sonora, 

Mexico. As a researcher, I became interested in how bilinguals learned, maintained, and 

practiced their Spanish and English bilingualism. This dissertation, as a result, is rooted in the 

words and knowledge of nine bilingual college students attending a major university in the 

Arizona-Sonora borderland. The participants vary in birthplace between the USA, Mexico, and 

Chile. All bilingual in Spanish and English. It is my purpose here to use their bilingual lens from 

which to critically examine how bilinguals think, speak, read, and write in two languages.  

Public education has a history for restricting the learning opportunities of students whose 

first language is not English (Combs & Nicholas, 2012; De La Trinidad, 2015; García & Baker, 

1995; Jiménez, 2000; Jiménez & Smith, 2008; Lillie, Markos, & Arias, 2012; Valdés, 2001; 

Yosso, 2005). However, in a world that is multilingual with increasingly diverse classrooms 

(Soto Huerta & Pérez, 2014), I argue that providing biliteracy opportunities is part of creating an 

inclusive curriculum in which all students excel (Ochoa & Cadiero-Kaplan, 2004). Focusing on 

the knowledge and skills of those who are bilingual means moving on from deficit orientations 
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into more inclusive practices in the classroom (Prieto & Villenas, 2012). Equity in education is 

about ensuring all students excel academically because diversity is a strength that enriches 

learning (Delgado-Bernal, & Villalpando, 2002; Yosso, 2010).  

Delgado-Bernal (2001) states, “power and politics are at the center of all teaching and 

learning” (p. 624). Education is political and so is the act of teaching (Solorzano, Delgado-

Bernal, 2001; Urrieta, & Villenas, 2013). That is particularly important to take into account when 

teaching marginalized students who’ve historically struggled to receive an equitable education, 

like bilinguals. From this perspective, educators have an opportunity in bringing students closer 

to thinking critically and being aware of present injustices. Which Delgado-Bernal (2001) 

explains as, “consciousness is both born out of oppression and is a conscious struggle against it” 

(p. 626). As a bilingual, I had a vision for teaching and learning that fostered biliteracy similar to 

Anzaldúa (1987) who challenged the hegemony of English-only norms and kept alive her 

bilingualism through the mixing and blending of her two languages in writing. Motivated in 

making use of students’ biliteracy, I encouraged the use of Spanish and English in my classroom, 

as a university instructor. I actively invited funds of knowledge (González, Moll, & Amanti, 

2005) into the classroom and valued bilingualism as a resource (Ruiz, 1984).  

In the following section I go over the theoretical framework for understanding the 

dynamic, social process of reading and writing. Afterwards, I present a brief literature review on 

funds of knowledge, which acknowledges the language and literacy resources found in the home 

and community of bilinguals in the Arizona-Sonora borderland. The primary purpose of this 

dissertation, like funds of knowledge, is to develop critical innovations in teaching (Moll, 

Amanti, Neff, & González, 1992) biliteracy for the 21st century.  

Theoretical Framework 
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This dissertation uses a sociocultural framework. Studying the mind in society, Lev 

Vygotsky (1978) focused on higher mental “processes in motion and in change” (p. 6-7). 

Learning how to speak, read and write are dynamic higher mental processes occurring in the 

social context. A sociocultural framework presents the process of learning as social. From this 

perspective language is a semiotic tool.  

Lev Vygotsky’s (1978) framework helps identify biliteracy as a resource for pedagogical 

action (Moll, 2014) and equity in education. Taking the sociocultural context into account, I 

provide critical understandings of biliteracy and how it’s intertwined with sociopolitics in the 

Arizona-Sonora borderland (e.g. English-only). Outside the context of school there are a variety 

of biliteracy practices (Hull and Schultz, 2001). Just as social relations vary so do the ways 

individuals communicate through reading and writing. Using this framework for understanding 

biliteracy as a dynamic social practice, I highlight how bilinguals engage and assert themselves 

through reading and writing in two languages.  

This leads to acknowledging the plurality of literacies varying across linguistic and 

cultural communities (Delgado-Gaitan, 2012; de los Ríos, López, & Morrell, 2015, Espinoza-

Harold, 2007; Haneda, 2006; Heath, 1983; Murillo, 2012; Street, 1984); therefore, broader 

perspectives of reading and writing are much needed (Reyes, 2012; Reyes, DaSilva Iddings, 

Feller, 2016). This is particularly important in a nation that is increasingly more diverse, based 

on a globalized society with rapidly changing demography (Morrell, 2017). The classroom, I 

argue, is in need of innovative pedagogies and a curriculum which reaches out to all students, 

including those who are bilingual.  

Biliteracy honors diversity. This makes biliteracy concerned with equity in education. 

Reimagining an equitable education for all students is important in a multicultural society. 
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Educators must “envision new literacy practices that reflect our new reality” (p. 457). Including, 

moving beyond English-only policies. There are a myriad of ways biliteracy is practiced outside 

the classroom in households and communities (Faulstich Orellana, Reynolds, Dorner, & Meza, 

2003; Reesse & Goldenberg, 2008; Reyes & Azuara, 2008). Outside the classroom, linguistically 

and culturally diverse students are powerful agents of change as they practice their everyday 

biliteracy at home (Reyes, Alexandra, & Azuara, 2007). Morrell (2017) stresses a literacy 

education “beyond decoding and composing traditional print texts in an ahistorical, apolitical 

context” (p. 460). The linguistic diversity of students must be taken into account for a more 

comprehensive literacy education. Including, taking into account the sociocultural context of the 

Arizona-Sonora borderland with its rich history and politics (Appendix B). 

I use a sociocultural approach, viewing Spanish and English biliteracy as an everyday 

practice. From this perspective, bilinguals engage in various literacy practices as a part of many 

social contexts, which informs others of who they are as readers and writers. Looking into the 

biliteracy practices of those who are bilingual thus provides insight into broader understandings 

of reading and writing. From a sociocultural perspective, reading and writing in two languages is 

an asset and a resource. Bilinguals are experts at navigating diverse social contexts that vary 

between languages and cultures. That is why their funds of knowledge, as I present in the next 

section, must be acknowledged and embraced so as to move toward generating more inclusive 

practices in the classroom that take into account the many possibilities for biliteracy.  

There are multiple reading and writing practices outside formal schooling. As a result, it 

is crucial to expand current understandings of literacy, especially as it applies to bilinguals. In 

recent discussions about reading and writing, a controversial issue has been defining literacy. On 

the one hand, reading and writing take place inside the classroom. From this perspective, 
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bringing school-based literacy into the home -- like books -- is important for academic 

achievement. On the other hand, however, reading and writing goes beyond those conventional 

literacy practices found in formal education. This second perspective, is a part of the New 

Literacy Studies, which views literacy as a part of everyday life much like a quotidian practice; 

therefore, reading and writing are literacy practices. David Barton, one of this view’s main 

proponents, states that, “literacy impinges on people...whether or not they regularly read books 

or do much writing. Literacy is embedded in these activities of ordinary life.” (1994 p. 4). That is 

to say, there are multiple reading and writing practices outside formal schooling that go beyond 

books. As a result, it is is crucial to expand current understandings of literacy, especially as it 

applies to linguistically and culturally diverse communities. 

It is easy to understand why books are a highly valuable form of literacy. This wonderful 

and portable form of literacy has the potential to bridge learning contexts such as the home and 

school for all students. In the case of bilinguals from wage-earning families and communities, 

however, books are not always accessible. Applying a deficit perspective would view a home 

with only a few books as lacking literacy. Emphasizing books as essential or the only route to 

academic success fails to take into account the plurality of literacy existing in the everyday 

learning contexts of bilinguals. In her research with Puerto Rican families in New York, for 

example, Ana Celia Zentella (2005) questions the false determinacy that if parents do not own 

books children will not learn to read and write. Reyes and Azuara (2008) similarly look into 

Mexican immigrant families studying the plurality of their everyday literacy practices like 

writing letters, religious text, and general notes. All of those are multiliteracies that contribute to 

the dynamic process of using two or more languages to communicate. Multiliteracies are 
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developed from the experiences and practices that grant students with the opportunity to develop 

and maintain their first language in addition to English. 

Bilinguals navigate multiple literacies. From this additive perspective, future educators 

gain the pedagogical tools to apply a multiliteracies approach. In this way, educators attain the 

skills to deliberately support, encourage, and create learning opportunities for their students to 

explore the multiliteracies already found in their local communities. Teachers, as a result, are 

encouraged to view multiliteracies in more than one language as a resource instead of a problem 

(Ruiz, 1984) and build upon those practices with effective educational strategies.  

 Teacher preparation programs serve as important avenues in providing linguistically and 

culturally diverse students with a meaningful education by expanding educators’ understanding 

of literacy. Reyes, Iddings, and Feller (2015) express a pressing concern in preparing pre-service 

teachers to work with a diverse student population. Through experiences in diverse settings that 

focused on observing children’s early language and literacy practices across their home, school, 

and community context, Reyes et al. (2015) optimized opportunities for pre-service teachers to 

shift their existing deficits about linguistically and culturally diverse students. Designing such 

experiences in teacher preparation programs encourages pre-service teachers to grow beyond 

their current understandings of bilinguals by critically reflecting on their literacy practices and 

beliefs. Through their research, Reyes et. al. (2015) found that these experiences are beneficial 

for pre-service teachers in becoming effective educators and learning how to engage students in 

meaningful literacy activities across their many learning contexts. Reyes et al. (2015), as a result, 

demonstrate the importance in supporting pre-service teachers to learn more about linguistically 

and culturally diverse communities through their multiliteracies. 
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Emboldening connections between home, school, and community encourages educators 

to deconstruct conceivable biases stemming from valuing specific literacy practices over others. 

With an aim to broaden the current notion of literacy, the study from Reyes, Acosta, Fierro, Fu, 

and Zapien (2016) demonstrates how engaging pre-service teachers within the local community 

serves as a pedagogical tool to transform the education of bilinguals. The community-based early 

childhood teacher preparation program guided pre-service teachers in a community literacy walk 

to visually document and critically reflect on the literacy practices of linguistically and culturally 

diverse communities living in the Arizona-Sonora borderland. Encouraging active participation, 

the project inquired pre-service teachers to document the environmental print and community 

resources. The community literacy walk scaffold pre-service teachers to actively challenge their 

assumptions and deficit orientations about the ‘lack’ of literacy found within a low-income and 

mostly Latina/o community. Their reflections after assignment indicate a transformation in their 

pedagogical strategies, becoming competent educators who value the multiliteracies existing 

within the local communities of bilinguals.  

Providing pre-service teachers with guided learning opportunities in linguistically and 

culturally diverse communities is crucial for future educators. Although English-only educational 

policies restrict learning opportunities within formal education, the local community context 

provides pre-service teachers with opportunities to transform their own experience as educators. 

Fostering the sociocultural competence of future educators provides them with experiences to 

apply instructional strategies that promote equity for the academic achievement of students 

reading and writing in a language other than English.  

A New Literacy Studies acknowledges the plurality of literacy. From this perspective, 

Brian Street (2007) defines literacy as a communicative practice conveying meaning with social 
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and cultural processes that vary within contexts. As a result, there are many ways of reading and 

writing. Connery (2011) explained how distinct communities promote favored literacy tools of 

communication that shape our thinking and how we experience our lives. The literacy tools 

therefore define who we are and assert us as literate individuals. In this case, literacy becomes a 

practice associated with symbols that shape our thinking and support our identity. Unfortunately, 

despite a transnational society which requires students and teachers to skillfully navigate 

multiple literacies, English-only education policies restrict this learning.  

Nancy Hornberger (1989) proposes a holistic understanding on the dynamic process of 

communicating in or around writing in two languages or more. She views the sociopolitical, 

economic, and cultural environment as fundamental factors for understanding biliteracy. English-

only educational policies, as a result, must be acknowledged in restricting literacy for specific 

communities. Approaching literacy through a critical lens, therefore, brings into account how 

access or denial to specific tools of communication results in diverse and differentiated 

conditions, in other words, inequality. Further looking into the complexity of literacy as a 

dynamic and interactive process that is restricted by English-only education policies points out 

how literacy is not a neutral or an autonomous skill (Street, 1995). Instead, values and attitudes 

are associated with literacy that take on social meanings and assert our identity through its 

practice.  

English-only educational policies exemplify how the context impacts the process of 

learning to read and write, especially in two languages. English-only education policies like 

Proposition 203 view ELLs with limitations rather than with strength or potential. Often 

encouraging teachers to place the English language within a position of legitimization that 

disregards the multiliteracies practiced by their students (Garcia & Kleifgen, 2010; Reyes, 2012).  
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Although English-only educational policies must be acknowledged as restricting 

biliteracy, Hornberger (1989) points out that literacy is not finite, static, or discrete. Therefore, 

providing pre-service teachers with experiences in local communities offers contingency to 

captivate the plurality of literacy practices found in the everyday context of linguistically and 

culturally diverse communities. Field experiences help pre-service teachers become familiar with 

the contexts in which they teach. Alongside the local community, a community-based approach 

can lead pre-service teachers toward a broader understandings of literacy to potentially change 

“the social, political, and cultural dimensions of what it means to be fully literate” (Serafini 

2014, p. 47).  

Literature Review 

Funds of knowledge embraces linguistic and cultural diversity in the Arizona-Sonora 

borderland. Understanding the sociopolitics of this region is imperative for valuing the 

historically accumulated and culturally developed knowledge and skills found in bilingual 

households and communities (Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992; Moll et al., 1992). Funds of 

knowledge challenges deficit orientations about bilinguals, considering them not passive in their 

learning process, but active participants with knowledge and skills (Dworin, 2006). 

For the past two decades, funds of knowledge has provided insights into the linguistic 

and cultural resources found in the Arizona-Sonora borderland. Concerned with the everyday 

experiences of households and communities, it challenged deficit orientations about the 

knowledge and skills of people in this region. Bringing issues of equity to the forefront of 

education, funds of knowledge has made valuable contributions in the field of education.  

 Ethnographic methodologies applied in the funds of knowledge research surpass the 

boundaries of the classroom and school context. Applying a combination of “observations, open-
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ended interviewing, strategies, life histories, and case studies” (Moll et al., 1992, p. 132) teachers 

are encouraged to visit the household and community of students. From this approach, students 

are seen as more than just learners inside the classroom. They are valued for who they are 

including their own knowledge and skills. Their Spanish, for example, is not frowned upon. 

Instead, it is equally valued to English. From a funds of knowledge perspective, students are 

creators of knowledge, intellectual contributors to the classroom. At the same time, teachers 

become advocates who promote the academic success of all their students, including students 

with languages other than English.  

For the purposes of this dissertation, funds of knowledge was imperative for me as an 

educator and researcher. It gave me a strong foundation from which to recognize and actively use 

my own language and culture in the classroom. I knew that my bilingualism was a resource not 

just in my personal life, but as an educator. Based on my experiences, I wanted to deconstruct 

deficit orientations and shed a light into the complexity of literacy in two languages. I had insight 

into the tools and strategies for navigating an academic system which often excludes the use of 

two or more languages through English-only policies. 

I asked myself, what happens when I invite students to share or express their biliteracy? 

What if I encourage students to write in Spanish and English? I wanted to provide bilinguals with 

empowering opportunities, which meant having opportunities to use their language in the 

classroom through reading and writing.   

In the next section I go over the three manuscripts of the dissertation, which includes a 

literature review and two case studies. This dissertation explores biliteracy in the Arizona-Sonora 

borderland, exploring the pedagogical possibilities for reading and writing in the 21st-century. I 
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argue that through innovative forms of pedagogy, the voices of bilinguals can be amplified and 

empowered. 

Research Questions 

 The primary purpose of this dissertation is to explore innovations in teaching for 

biliteracy in the classroom (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, 1992).   

Manuscript One 

● Based on a sociocultural framework, what is literacy? 

● How is literacy a social practice? 

● What literacies are found in bilingual households and communities on the Arizona-

Sonora borderland? 

Manuscript Two 

● What biliteracy is documented in the households and communities of bilinguals living in 

Arizona, an English-only state?  

● In what ways do bilinguals expand their understanding of literacy and deepen their 

understanding of funds of knowledge?  

● How does photography used for documenting bilingual households and communities 

support a pedagogy inclusive of biliteracy? 

Manuscript Three 

● How does a multimodal composition allow bilinguals to critically and creatively express 

their biliteracy?  

● What biliteracy modes (e.g. music, dancing, or singing) in Spanish and English do 

bilinguals integrate in their multimodal composition?  

Methods 
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 Research is a means of taking action toward an equitable society, inclusive of diversity. 

As a researcher, I value the knowledge and skills found in the home and local community 

context of Spanish and English bilinguals. I also take into account the sociopolitical context of 

English-only policies in order to highlight the importance of linguistic and cultural diversity. A 

critical sociocultural approach with broader understandings of reading and writing in two or 

more languages views biliteracy a a social practice and a way of living and existing in a diverse 

society.  

The present dissertation is composed of a literature review and two qualitative research 

studies. The qualitative research approach of funds of knowledge uses a combination of 

“ethnographic observations, open-ended interviewing strategies, life histories, and case studies 

that, when combined analytically, can portray accurately the complex functions of households 

within their socio-cultural contexts” (Moll, et al., 1994, p. 131). The qualitative methods applied 

in this dissertation were nevertheless meant to shed a light into biliteracy. Like in all qualitative 

studies, the purpose is to gain insight into the dynamics being studied (Dyson & Genishi, 2005). 

In this case, how bilinguals, think, speak, read, and write in Spanish and English.  

 As an instructor of undergraduates for several years, this was the first semester I taught 

the course from which I gathered data for the purposes of this dissertation. The course focused 

on teaching reading and writing in bilingual and dual-language settings. By enrolling in the 

course, the undergraduates demonstrate an interest in bilingual education. I am one of the few 

educators who is bilingual; therefore, courses offered on bilingualism are limited despite the 

strong need for more bilingual education in the state of Arizona. Most of the time, the 

undergraduates enrolled in the course were bilingual in Spanish and English. Some of students 

enrolled in the course expressed aspirations in becoming educators. They are typically in their 
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third or last year and have already declared education as a major. Being an educator who is a 

Spanish and English bilingual, I felt a sense of responsibility in providing students with the 

opportunity to critically reflect on their own bilingualism as future educators. To create a safe 

space for bilinguals so they find their own voice and become advocates for their future students 

whose first language is not English. Being bilingual is much more than speaking two languages, 

it is a lived experience. I share my experiences as a bilingual with my students as a way to open 

up discussion and invite them to share their own experiences with me and one another.  

 The course emphasized the importance of bilingualism. Acknowledging how common it 

is to be bilingual in the world, the course provided the theoretical and pedagogical underpinnings 

of first and second literacy development – reading and writing. Working from a social justice 

framework, the course focused on theory and practice for developing literacy beyond a set of 

skills. Linguistic and cultural diversity, as a result, are important components for teaching and 

learning literacy, specially in bilingual and dual language settings. The course addressed 

biliteracy development, reading and writing in two or more languages. Throughout the semester, 

students had an opportunity to explore the meaning of being bilingual. As a result, they also got 

to explore and share about their own process in becoming and maintaining their bilingualism. 

Many of them share their experiences in learning Spanish at home and English at school. 

Becoming critical of their bilingualism means reflecting on their own process in learning how to 

read and write in Spanish and English and becoming increasingly aware of the sociopolitical 

context such as English-only policies.  

 Being the instructor of the course and growing up bilingual provided me with insight into 

how I analyzed and interpreted the data. First of all, it was important for me as an educator to 

create opportunities for bilinguals to use their Spanish and English in the classroom. To make 
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connections between their bilingualism outside and inside the classroom by applying a funds of 

knowledge framework and stressing linguistic and cultural diversity as a resource. I valued and 

encouraged students to speak in Spanish during discussion in the classroom and write in that 

language as well. This was mostly created through course discussions and the projects I report 

for the two qualitative studies. I go over each manuscript and its methods in the following 

sections.    

Method for Manuscript 1 

 The intent of this literature review was to focus on biliteracy found in the Arizona-Sonora 

borderland. It provides a summary of research on reading and writing in Spanish and English.  

Despite Arizona having an English-only policy, linguistic and cultural diversity thrive. In 

the first manuscript, I present research supporting how the Arizona-Sonora borderland is a region 

where households and communities are constantly making use of both Spanish and English. 

There are many ways in which reading and writing in two languages is practiced in households 

and communities, which are valuable learning contexts outside of school. A funds of knowledge 

approach deems the knowledge and skills found in households and communities as valuable, 

including biliteracy. The knowledge and skills found outside of school have potential for being 

bridged into the classroom and creating a meaningful education, one that is inclusive of more 

than the English language.  

In order to understand the importance of valuing reading and writing in two or more 

languages, I present a sociocultural understanding of literacy. From this perspective, literacy is 

more than a set of individual skills, a social practice and a part of everyday life. To live with two 

languages means having access to literacy in both Spanish and English. This must be taken into 

account when teaching bilinguals. Rather than dismissing or ignoring their language, 
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opportunities for biliteracy development must be explored and encouraged both inside and 

outside the classroom.  

Method for Manuscript 2 

 Five bilinguals participated in the first case study. The students were purposefully invited 

to participate after being enrolled in a course in which they documented biliteracy found in their 

household and community through photography. A written reflection about their experience 

documenting was also submitted. I was the instructor of record of the course at a major 

university in Arizona. After the course was completed and grades were submitted, eight students 

were invited to participate in a retrospective interview. There was a total of twelve students 

enrolled in the course, however, I only invited those students who were Spanish and English 

bilinguals.  

The participants were individually interviewed and asked about their life history as 

bilinguals (Appendix D). Like Seidman (2006), “I interview because I am interested in other 

people’s stories” (p. 7). Asking questions is only part of the process, “we learn from hearing and 

studying what the participants say” (p. 119). In this case, I am interested in Spanish and English 

biliteracy as practiced in the Arizona-Sonora borderland. In the interview, first I ask the 

languages in which the participant speaks, reads, and writes. Second, if he or she identifies as 

bilingual. The third question focused on the participant’s experience documenting literacy in 

their households and community through photography. Each interview lasted between one to two 

hours. The interview was conducted with openness to both Spanish and English. Although the 

three questions were written in English (Appendix D), the participants varied in the language 

they responded, often code-switching between Spanish and English. It is possible that the 

participants felt comfortable knowing that I, as the interviewer, am also bilingual. If the 
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participant responded in Spanish this led me, as the interviewer, know I was able to continue the 

interview in Spanish or English. This granted me access in further prompting questions in either 

language as the participant shared his or her responses. All interviews were audio recorded and 

transcribed for analysis.  

Qualitative data analysis focused on the two themes from Reyes, DaSilva Iddings, and 

Feller (2016) expanding on the two themes: 1) Expanding definitions of language and literacy 

and 2) Deepening the understanding of funds of knowledge. Analytical memos and open coding 

were used for analysis of the data (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). 

Method for Manuscript 3 

 Four bilinguals participated in this study. Methodologies for manuscript two and three are 

similar. The students were purposefully invited to participate after being enrolled in a course in 

which they created a multimodal composition. A written reflection about their experience 

creating the multimodal project was also submitted. I was the instructor of record of the course at 

a major university in Arizona. After the course was completed and grades were submitted, six 

students were invited to participate in a retrospective interview. There was a total of six students 

enrolled in the course, all bilingual in Spanish and English.  

The participants were individually interviewed and asked about their life history as 

bilinguals (Appendix E). After asking the languages in which the participant speaks, reads, and 

writes, I asked if he or she identified as bilingual. The last question focused on the participant’s 

experience creating the multimodal composition. Each interview lasted between forty to ninety 

minutes. Like in the first case study, the interview was conducted with openness to both Spanish 

and English. Although the three interview questions were written in English, the participants 

varied in the language they responded, often code-switching between Spanish or English. It is 
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possible that the participants felt comfortable knowing that I, as the interviewer, am also 

bilingual. This granted me access in continuing the interview in either Spanish or English as the 

participant shared his or her responses. All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed for 

analysis.  

Qualitative data analysis focused on each case study and their multimodal composition. 

Analytical memos and open coding were used for analysis of the data (Marshall & Rossman, 

2011). For the data analysis I created a profile of each participant. According to Seidman (2006) 

“the narrative form of a profile allows the interviewer to transform this learning into telling a 

story” (2006, p. 120). I further explain this qualitative process in the methods section of 

Appendix C.  

Outline of Articles and Prospective Journals   

This dissertation format includes the following five components: an introduction, a 

literature review, two data based manuscripts, and a conclusion section. The dissertation 

documents Spanish and English biliteracy in the Arizona-Sonora borderland through 

photography and a multimodal project.  

Summary of Manuscript One 

 The literature review (Appendix A) looks further into Spanish and English bilinguals, 

focusing on households and local communities in the Arizona-Sonora borderland. Living in this 

region means having enriching opportunities for reading and writing in two languages. Biliteracy 

is about thinking, speaking, reading, and writing in two or more languages (Reyes, 2012). I 

specifically look into the biliteracy of Spanish and English bilinguals.  

 The purpose of this literature review (Appendix A) was to explore a sociocultural 

(Vygotsky, 1978) approach on literacy. Reading and writing are social practices situated in 
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context. In this case, the Arizona-Sonora borderland. Using a funds of knowledge approach, I 

present research countering deficit perspectives on the literacy found in bilingual households and 

communities. Like funds of knowledge, this research highlights Spanish and English bilinguals 

in the Arizona-Sonora borderland. In this literature review I go over the concept of biliteracy 

from Reyes (2012). Her research has looked into the multimodalities of biliteracy as practiced in 

households and communities in the Arizona-Sonora borderland (Reyes & Azuara, 2008). 

Summary of Manuscript Two 

Highlighting the sociopolitical context of Arizona, an English-only state, the first case 

study (Appendix B) explored how five bilinguals documented biliteracy in their household and 

local community through photographs.  

The purpose of this study (Appendix B) was to explore biliteracy found in the household 

and community of bilinguals living in the Arizona-Sonora borderland. Arizona is an English-

only state, despite this, five bilinguals documented the Spanish and English biliteracy found in 

their household and local community through photographs. Their documentation demonstrates 

how linguistic and cultural diversity thrives despite English-only policies. Applying a funds of 

knowledge approach for an innovative pedagogy (Moll, González, Neff, & Amanti, 1992), this 

case study seeks to find new possibilities for integrating biliteracy in the classroom. It 

contributes to research from Reyes, Iddings, and Feller (2016) expanding on the two themes and 

domains from their analysis: 1) Expanding definitions of language and literacy and 2) Deepening 

the understanding of funds of knowledge.  

Summary of Manuscript Three  

The second case study (Appendix C) centers on four bilinguals and their multimodal 

project. The bilinguals critically and creatively explored the many modes of Spanish and English 
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biliteracy through a multimodal composition. To critically explore biliteracy meant further 

looking into their everyday literacy practices in Spanish and English. While being creative meant 

thinking about the various modes of their Spanish and English biliteracy.  

 The purpose of the second case study (Appendix C) was to explore innovative 

pedagogical possibilities for biliteracy. I use a funds of knowledge approach, valuing linguistic 

and cultural diversity in the everyday contexts of students. Research that further looks into 

bilingual households and communities acknowledges the need for cultivating new approaches 

and understanding reading and writing in the 21st century (Reyes, Acosta, Fierro, Fu, Zapien, 

2017). This moves literacy beyond a monolingual and monomodal practice into one that 

cultivates diversity for equity in education. The multimodal project is analyzed alongside a 

written reflection and a retrospective interview. I seek an empowering pedagogy for bilinguals 

by valuing and making space for their linguistic and cultural diversity in the classroom through 

multimodal composition. Bilingualism is a valuable contribution to class and the learning 

process of students with more than one language.  

 CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, this dissertation explored Spanish and English biliteracy situated in the 

Arizona-Sonora borderland. I highlight this region for its binational affiliation, which creates 

opportunities for thinking, speaking, reading, and writing in two or more languages (Reyes, 

2012). I take on a sociocultural approach for understanding biliteracy as an everyday social 

practice (Vygotsky, 1978). Focused on the Arizona-Sonora borderland, integrating a funds of 

knowledge framework values the historically accumulated knowledge and skills found in this 

region such as, linguistic and cultural diversity (Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 2005; González, et. 

al., 2005; Moll et. al., 1992).  
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I highlight the sociopolitical context of Arizona and it’s English-only policy (Proposition 

203) to emphasize the importance of creating spaces for learning that are inclusive for all, 

including bilinguals (Balderrama, 2001; Cammarota & Aguilera, 2012; Hunnicutt & Castro, 

2005). English-only policies don’t align with the changing demographics of a globalized society, 

especially in the Arizona-Sonora borderland (Macedo & Bartolomé, 2014; Pac, 2012). Ghiso 

(2016) considers researching literacy across contexts for a literacy curriculum that is more 

attuned with the transnational experiences of students, including the lived experiences of 

bilinguals. This includes taking into account their globalized experiences of crossing national 

borders. Many of the participants have crossed and continue crossing the Arizona-Sonora border. 

From this perspective, the Arizona-Sonora border becomes a site of scholarly inquiry and a site 

for biliteracy research (Tellez, 2017). The everyday lives of bilinguals living near the border 

includes using biliteracy for sustaining relationships across national borders (Appendix B; 

Appendix C).  

Generating empowering and meaningful learning experiences for marginalized students 

in the Arizona-Sonora border is part of the purpose of funds of knowledge research, which for 

the past two decades has concentrated on this region of the Arizona-Sonora borderland. Based on 

previous research, we know that innovative pedagogies can create a meaningful education. 

Innovative pedagogies, in this dissertation, includes integrating photography and a multimodal 

composition. Literacy must take into account reading and writing in two languages or more. 

Also, acknowledge the full range of meaning-making modes (Reyes, Acosta, Fierro, Fu & 

Zapien, 2017).   

There are various modes that can be integrated in the 21st century classroom. I support 

research for “new visions of education that foster [student] voices, community, commitments, 
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and social activism” (Cammarota, 2016, p. 3). I emphasize photography and multimodal 

composition as part of a “critical inquiry that involves young people observing, documenting, 

and challenging injustices in their own lives” (p. 3). Moving beyond static and narrow views of 

literacy includes taking into account students’ mobility across national borders (Brochin 

Ceballos, 2012). Crossing national borders is rooted in the process of globalization, which has a 

profound impact on local practices and identities (de la Piedra, 2010; 2013; 2017; Gee, 2000; 

Hornberger, 2007; Martinez, 2010; Miller, 2017). Bilinguals in this dissertation document how 

linguistic and cultural diversity thrives in their everyday lives. Documenting biliteracy through 

photographs or multimodal composition, bilinguals visually captured the historically 

accumulated knowledge and skills found in their households and local community. 

In the first qualitative study (Appendix B), there were two themes of analysis. First, 

expanding understandings of biliteracy in which bilinguals identified and documented their 

broader understandings of biliteracy through photography. The documentation demonstrates how 

bilinguals’ understanding of biliteracy was expanded through photography. Broader 

understandings of biliteracy therefore were generated by documenting their own households and 

communities. Having a broader understanding of biliteracy focused on making meaning out of 

the various Spanish and English biliteracy found in their household and community. This 

includes taking into account the various modes of biliteracy, as documented by the bilingual 

participants (e.g. poetry, visual art, murals, traditional family recipes, and religious/spiritual 

altars). The second theme of analysis focused on demonstrating a deep understanding of funds of 

knowledge that goes beyond general misconceptions of interests, and provide concrete examples. 

Bilinguals stressed the importance of certain funds of knowledge components when discussing 

biliteracy or the documentation process (e.g. connecting home and school contexts, respect, 
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confianza (trust), building relationships, and valuing student’s voice in the classroom). The 

bilinguals provided concrete examples about their own biliteracy funds of knowledge, 

knowledge and skills passed down from their parents (e.g. handwritten letters, storytelling, 

hope/faith, and traditional family recipes). Through the documentation process of photography, 

bilinguals demonstrate that Spanish and English biliteracy is practiced in various modes. 

Documenting biliteracy in their household and community broadened their understanding of 

reading and writing in two languages and deepened their understanding of funds of knowledge.  

In the second qualitative study (Appendix C) bilinguals critically and creatively 

expressed their biliteracy in a multimodal composition. To critically explore biliteracy meant 

further looking into their everyday biliteracy in Spanish and English. While being creative meant 

thinking about the various modes of Spanish and English biliteracy. In their multimodal 

compositions the bilinguals integrated various modes of Spanish and English biliteracy (e.g. 

music, dancing, and singing). One bilingual wrote and composed a Spanish and English bilingual 

song with an acoustic guitar. In a different multimodal composition, a bilingual dances to the 

song “Hasta la Raiz” (To the Root) by iconic Mexican singer Natalia LaFourcade, which 

reminds her of the importance in remaining close to her heritage. In other cases, bilinguals 

switched back and forth between Spanish and English, demonstrating the fluidity of their 

bilingualism as they shared their difficult experiences in learning English as a second language. 

Multimodalities gave bilinguals an opportunity to express how they think, speak, read, and write 

in Spanish and English. In their multimodal compositions, bilinguals demonstrate how they 

engage in various reading and writing practices in many modes and in two languages. Altogether 

demonstrating that bilingualism is an everyday practice in the Arizona-Sonora borderland despite 

English-only policies.  
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Demonstrated through the documentation of nine bilinguals, Spanish and English thrives 

in the Arizona-Sonora borderland. Spanish and English are simultaneously spoken, read, and 

written despite English-only policies. Each qualitative study differs in how biliteracy was 

documented, either through photography or a multimodal composition. However, the findings of 

both qualitative studies demonstrate how in documenting Spanish and English biliteracy, the 

participants become active agents in their own learning and reclaim their identity as bilingual. In 

the first qualitative study, the documentation through photographs demonstrates how biliteracy in 

Spanish and English is an everyday practice for bilinguals. The process of documenting their 

household and community led them to recognize and value their own funds of knowledge, the 

knowledge and skills to read and write in their first language, Spanish. The second qualitative 

study also documented biliteracy in the everyday lives of bilinguals, encouraging them to think 

critically and creatively about their Spanish and English biliteracy. The participants in the second 

qualitative study indeed demonstrated how they think, speak, read, and write (Reyes, 2012) in 

two languages through various modes like music, dancing, and singing. Together the qualitative 

studies demonstrate how the household and community of bilinguals are filled with valuable 

knowledge and skills. This shows how out-of-school contexts present a multitude of 

opportunities for engaging with biliteracy in Spanish and English. There is potential for 

exploring the pedagogical possibilities that further tap into the funds of knowledge of bilinguals 

because language is a resource (Ruiz, 1984). In the following section I go over the limitations of 

this dissertation and address new pedagogical possibilities through funds of identity (Esteban-

Guitart & Moll, 2014).  

Limitations 
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Like all studies, this qualitative study is no different from having its own limitations. 

There are definitely limitations to be addressed. For example, I was the instructor of record in 

which the participants were enrolled. Although all bilinguals in each course where invited, it was 

probably those students who had a positive experience in the course that were willing to accept 

and be a part of an interview and share their photographs and multimodal compositions.  

As a case study, this dissertation has limitations about generalizations, but it nevertheless 

provides insight into the experiences of bilinguals situated in the Arizona-Sonora borderland and 

their everyday biliteracy in Spanish and English. More studies are needed focused on 

bilingualism and biliteracy. The Arizona-Sonora borderland is a region with many possibilities 

for furthering such research.  

Future Research 

In the case of future research, I continue wondering about the possibilities of creating 

spaces for learning how to read and write in two or more languages (Llopart & Esteban-Guitart, 

2005). Ghiso (2016) reminds us that schools themselves are already transnational spaces; 

however, as educators, we haven’t found a way for being inclusive of linguistic diversity in the 

classroom despite increased globalization and demographic changes. English-only still prevails 

in states like Arizona.  

This, however, further encourages my interest in exploring the intersectionalities of 

language, culture, and identity. As an educator, I am interested in exploring the lived experiences 

of bilinguals and affirming their identity in the classroom. Esteban-Guitart and Moll (2014) have 

furthered funds of knowledge research with a new concept, funds of identity referring to the 

“historically accumulated, culturally developed, and socially distributed resources that are 

essential for a person’s self-definition, self-expression, and self-understanding” (2014a, p. 32). 
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From this perspective, experience of self is empirical and focused on what a person does, and 

what they say about what they do (Gonzalez, 2005). Funds of identity are resources used to make 

meaning and ways people use to describe themselves “grounded on the process of everyday life 

and daily activities” (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014a, p. 36)  

Funds of identity incorporates methodologies for exploring identity from a Vygotskian 

(1978) perspective, emphasizing the subjective experiences created between the individual and 

the world as inseparable. Therefore, lived experience, as a unit of analysis, is dynamic, fluid, and 

complex (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014a). A Vygotskian perspective views identity as a social 

product, embedded in “historical cultural factors such as social institutions, artifacts, and cultural 

beliefs” a tool which is used to describe oneself (Esteban-Guitart & Moll, 2014a, p. 35). 

Referring to the “qualitative, ethnographic and multi-autobiographical methods that focus on the 

process of everyday life, in the form of daily activities” (2014b, p. 73). As Esteban-Guitart and 

Moll (2014) point out, a “new emphasis on identity is needed to find ways to analyze and 

articulate the micro (lived experiences and stories) and the macro (political-social-economic 

circumstances)” (2014, p. 73, original italics). For example, bilinguals in the Arizona-Sonora 

desert are situated in a sociopolitical context with English-only policies; regardless, they 

maintained their language and culture. Both the micro and the macro must be taken into account 

for understanding the complexity of bilingualism and how it impacts reading and writing in two 

languages.  
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APPENDIX A: “BILITERACY IN BILINGUAL HOUSEHOLDS AND COMMUNITIES” 

 
Literacy is a social practice and a tool that mediates learning in the sociocultural context 

(Vygotsky, 1978). Societies across the world vary in the ways they use literacy. Studies 

conducted by Scribner and Cole (1981), Brian Street (1984), and Shirley Brice Heath (1983) 

have documented particular societies in detail, taking note of how people read and write in their 

everyday lives. Understanding literacy as an everyday social practice provides insight in 

knowing more about particular social contexts and the various ways in which societies apply 

their knowledge and skills for reading and writing.  

In the first manuscript of this dissertation I present the importance of linguistic diversity. 

Affirming diversity brings forth the importance of a broader understanding of literacy. Education 

is about equity and providing enriching learning opportunities for all students, therefore, I stress 

the importance of looking into literacy outside the context of school, focusing instead on the 

household and community. This is particularly important for understanding the practice of 

thinking, speaking, reading and writing in two languages (Reyes, 2012). The practice of reading 

and writing in two languages is approached as a resource so as to counter deficit orientations 

about bilinguals. I particularly highlight research in bilingual households and communities in the 

Arizona-Sonora borderland.  

Linguistic Diversity and Literacy 

Richard Ruiz (1984; 2017) presented the orientation of language-as-a-resource. Further 

expanding on this, he explains how “language is the power to define, to decide that nature of 

[one’s] lived experience” (p. 201). To deny someone's language signifies denying their voice and 

restricting them from being heard. By not honoring linguistic and cultural diversity we silence 

and deny others the freedom to be and express themselves. If we support the academic 
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excellence of all students, including those who are bilingual, literacy research must further 

investigate new possibilities for reading and writing in more than one language. Despite a 

linguistically and culturally diverse society, the classroom is too often “focusing rather on a 

narrow range of monolingual, monocultural text-based literacies.” (Taylor, Bernhard, Gard, 

Cummins, 2008, p. 274).  

In a society with increasing linguistic and cultural diversity, expanding understandings of 

reading and writing are important. There is a need to identify a broader perspective of literacy. 

Literacy practices “emerge through transnational forms of community, mobility, communication 

and cultural expression that articulate multiple global contexts” (Taylor et al., 2008, p. 271). 

People are constantly communicating with one another through various means. Given that 

literacy is a part of people’s everyday experience, for those that are bilingual in the Arizona-

Sonora borderland, it means having everyday experiences with more than one language and 

culture across nations. Paying closer attention to the reading and writing practices of bilinguals 

provides opportunities for supporting and expanding the many ways of reading and writing that 

already exist.  

Taking into account linguistic and cultural diversity in the Arizona-Sonora borderland 

means acknowledging how transnational relationships impact literacy. Although technology has 

enabled people to participate in transnational practices, for bilinguals in the Arizona-Sonora 

borderland, proximity has encouraged the simultaneous participation of linguistic and cultural 

diversity in the region. Maria de la Piedra (2010) found that “literacy practices [developed] to 

maintain close relationships with family members who stayed in Mexico” (p. 578) thus assisting 

in the practice and maintenance of both Spanish and English. Being part of a transnational 

community means having opportunities for reading and writing in two languages. For those 
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living in the border it means having opportunities to possibly cross over and participate in 

additional social activities like visiting extended relatives, attending church, or going grocery 

shopping. The opportunity to practice literacy in more than one language are many in the 

Arizona-Sonora borderland. In the next section I present literacy as a social practice. This 

perspective is particularly important for understanding the practice of thinking, speaking, reading 

and writing in two languages.  

Literacy as a Social Practice 

Since literacy is a social practice and not a set of individual skills, from this perspective, 

literacy is associated with the everyday practices of being and existing in the world. This 

approach embraces the multiplicity of literacies “associated with complex pluralistic societies” 

(Taylor et al., 2008, p. 274). It includes embracing linguistic and cultural differences and valuing 

them as part of “the increasingly complex range of multimodal practice required to comprehend, 

manage, create and communicate knowledge in our technology sophisticated, multilingual, 

culturally diverse globalized societies” (p. 274). In other words, literacy is now more than ever 

socially constructed and influenced by these transnational practices which contribute to the rich 

complexity of reading and writing. Approaching literacy as a social practice provides insight into 

what literacy signifies in the everyday lives of people. In literacy research, this approach means 

having the opportunity to broaden literacy as it applies to bilingual households and communities.  

David Barton (1994) further explains, people participate in different literacies, “there is 

not one way of reading and writing, there is not one set of practices” (p. 38) meaning that a neat 

list doesn’t exist. There is potential, however, in identifying and further understanding the ways 

specific communities engage in reading and writing. Literacy is used for representing the world 

to others and to ourselves, it has a history just like “our individual life histories contain many 
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literacy events” (p. 35). Understanding literacy in this way acknowledges its complexity and role 

in the everyday lives of people, including outside formal learning settings. This is about 

providing insight into “how literacy fits into individual lives [and] how people experience 

literacy” (p. 42). Through their literacy practices, people assert their identity and demonstrate 

themselves as readers and writers. Engaging in specific literacies with intention provides 

meaning to people and their life.  

As a social practice, there are many literacies varying upon contexts embedded in 

ideologies and social institutions (Street, 1984). Conceptions of literacy, as a result, are not 

neutral. Most commonly literacy is associated with school where certain literacy practices are 

valued over others. School is also thought to be the only place where learning to read and write is 

taught and learned. However, these are limited perspectives on reading and writing that are 

associated with the domain of school. Literacy is part of an everyday practice that exists outside 

this realm as well. School provides its own definitions of literacy and these common 

understandings of reading and writing are part of the pedagogization of literacy (Street, 1984), 

where practices found inside the classroom become normalized and expected outside the context 

of school. Not one institution or practice can define literacy on its own because there are a 

multitude of literacies associated with different domains of life.  

Reading and writing  are a not set of skills, but “a whole approach to the use of one’s own 

language and control over one’s own life” (Street, 1984, p. 15). Literacy is a social practice, a 

way of living and existing in the world. Further expanding on a more inclusive approach to 

literacy, David Barton points out that it “impinges on people in their daily lives, whether or not 

they regularly read books or do much writing. Literacy is embedded in these activities of 

ordinary life” (1984, p. 4) and practiced beyond the context of school.  Although defining 
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literacy always seems to be attached to formal education, this perspective dismisses the literacy 

practices that occur outside of school but are, nevertheless, imperative in the daily lives of people 

and sometimes even occur in more than one language. The literacies practiced in these other 

domains of life, outside of school, are just as important. That is why there is a need to re-

examine literacy and a new direction for theory and research that takes into account broader and 

more critical understandings of reading in writing. In the next section I present funds of 

knowledge and highlight literacy research in the Arizona-Sonora border.   

Biliteracy in the Arizona-Sonora borderland   

 Funds of knowledge (Moll, Gonzalez, & Amanti, 1992) acknowledges bilingual 

households and communities as possessing valuable knowledge and skills worthy of connecting 

to the classroom. This means that households and communities are reservoirs with a wealth of 

knowledge and skills. Research that further investigates literacy in bilingual households and 

communities from a funds of knowledge perspective has found an array of literacies. Most 

commonly literacy found within the household and community is often “not considered valid 

knowledge by teachers” therefore rendered invisible. Reyes (2006) nevertheless demonstrates 

how “children growing up in different bilingual households and communities tend to have access 

to a variety of texts and literacy practices in several contexts” (p. 273). If a child grows-up in a 

bilingual household or community, it means having access to literacy in more than one language.  

Bilingual Households 

However, literacy also varies not just across language but in modality as well. This is 

further investigated by Reyes & Azuara (2008) who documented parents scaffolding their young 

children through various literacy practices into the dynamic practice of reading and writing in 

two languages. Parents and their children together practiced “writing and reading general notes, 
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cards, letters, and religious texts. [In addition] most of the literacy events in these children's 

homes involved the use of the native language (i.e., Spanish) to interpret English printed 

material” (2008, p. 392). Thus demonstrating that literacy exists within the home and often in 

languages other than English. Valuing the literacy practices found within the home of bilingual 

families is a significant contribution to understanding biliteracy. 

The following studies go beyond the classroom and into the household and community of 

bilingual families. Inside they found writing materials like paper, crayons, notebooks, coloring, 

books, markers, and pencils prevalent throughout the homes (Reyes, Alexandra, Azuara, 2007, p. 

468). The materials are utilized for “writing notes, cards and letters, telephone numbers, reading 

receipts to check store transactions, reading party invitations, brochures from the doctor’s office, 

and reading, signing, and returning school letters and materials to the teacher. Most of these 

activities involved the use of the native language at the oral and written level, but English often 

played a predominant role in print material” (Reyes et al., 2007, p. 468). Both languages, 

Spanish and English, are used in the home and practiced in various ways.  

In addition, children often witness their parents engage in their own literacy events like 

“reading magazines, using calendars as reminders, reading medicine labels, writing notes, and 

buying from catalogues” (Reyes et al., 2007, p. 468). Parent’s possess a variety knowledge and 

practices in “traditional healing and medicinal herbs, farming practices, construction, household 

repairs, fundraising and advocacy for extended family and community members, and gardening” 

(Reyes et al., 2007, p. 471). The literacies practiced and learned within the household are 

valuable and provide a sense of identity that is nurtured and cultivated through familial 

relationships. 

Bilingual Communities 
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The home is yet one of many places for biliteracy. Approaching bilingual communities as 

an asset, Reyes and Azuara (2008) looked into the “signs and announcements [that] are typically 

printed in both Spanish and English (e.g. at the supermarket, local library, tax offices, clothing 

store)” (p. 377). They demonstrate the importance of taking into account the literacy found 

within the community as a means to better understand the dynamic process of becoming 

bilingual. Given that bilingual print in English and Spanish is found throughout the community, 

signifies that bilinguals are presented with several opportunities to learn and maintain both 

languages. In her study Maria de la Piedra (2010) found “Spanish and bilingual signs are all over 

the community. On the porch of a trailer home [she] found a small cart with signs advertising 

products like paletas de crema (ice cream) and raspas (snow cones). Catering to the local 

community, businesses advertise their products bilingually: “Lettering: diseños para su troca 

(Signs for your truck), “Tamales y Champurrado to go” (p. 577). Looking into these other 

domains, both the household and community are “clearly reservoirs of funds of knowledge and 

literacy practices” (de la Piedra, 2010, p. 579).  

Acknowledging that “literacy is fundamentally related to cultural identity, and shaped by 

ethnicity, primary language, and social class” (DaSilva Iddings, 2009, p. 309) then “we educators 

can no longer neglect to attend to the wealth of resources that these families bring to our schools-

-we must, instead, get to know what the resources are and how we can best utilize them” (2009, 

p. 310). This starts with embracing all literacies, including those that are valuable in student’s 

everyday lives outside the classroom. Taking a pluralistic perspective into account, DaSilva 

Iddings (2009) points out additional opportunities in which the student is “a whole person who is 

actively involved in multiple spheres of knowledge and relationships” (p. 305). Expanding the 

possibilities for  “literacy as a tool for inquiry and thinking, and to reflect on [student’s] learning 
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with new topics, activities, and questions” (2009, p. 305). If we adopt broader understandings of 

literacy to embrace linguistic and cultural diversity it means there are many other possibilities for 

reading and writing.  

Reading and Writing in an English-only State 

Literacy is constructed in the sociocultural context in which it develops with “specific 

social conditions and in relation to specific political and economic structures” (Street, 1984, p. 

29). There are policies in place that impact reading and writing practices. Mandating the English 

language in public education though English-only policies exist in Arizona. Bilingual 

communities, however, exist within this English-only state. Arizona is a border state with 

Sonora, Mexico. As a result, there is no denying the prevalence of the Mexican community and 

the prevalence of the Spanish language. Regardless of English-only policies, the home and 

community provide opportunities for Spanish to be just as prevalent, which leads to the 

maintenance of the language alongside English. That is why, “literacy must be studied in its 

social, cultural, historical, economic, and political contexts” (Hull & Schultz, 2001, p. 586) so as 

to take all of that into account and see its impact on the reading and writing practices of 

bilinguals. This means taking into account the vast array of literacies found in everyday life 

including those that take place in more than one language. 

Reading and writing must be further understood in bilingual communities. Becoming 

bilingual is a dynamic process. Reyes (2012) points out that multiple factors and experiences go 

into developing the competencies to think, speak, read, and write in two languages, including the 

relationships and support received from others as provided by the sociocultural context. The 

persistent effort, and the emotional and intellectual support received from others promotes deep 
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interpersonal connections that facilitate this process and contributes toward additional 

opportunities to practice such competencies (Reyes, 2012).  

To better understand this complex process, Hornberger (1989) offers the continua of 

biliteracy, a holistic and multidimensional approach on how these competencies constantly 

change as a result of the sociocultural context. From this perspective, reading and writing is 

mediated by the social interactions in which it develops -- the day-to-day experiences -- and as a 

result, change throughout a person’s life span (Reyes, 2012). In public education, there tends to 

be a focus on developing one language. This puts a focus on English and the emphasis on 

developing one language instead of two. From this perspective, having a language other than 

English is a detriment to developing the skills needed to succeed in the classroom. However, 

valuing biliteracy is about extending and supporting these repertoires both in and out of the 

classroom given that these are a part of student’s everyday lives. Biliteracy is a tool and a 

resource not just for academic success but to excel in life as well. There is a need to understand 

this “within a critical framework that accounts for the language ideologies, asymmetrical power 

relations, and sociopolitical factors that either enable or hinder the development of biliteracy” 

(Reyes, 2012, p. 310). When biliteracy is not supported in the classroom the home and 

community become the source for cultivating the practices associated with language 

maintenance.  

There is a process in “how children practice, develop, and live biliteracy within their 

families and communities” (Reyes, 2012, p. 321) but few ethnographic and qualitative accounts 

investigate reading and writing practices in the particular lives and contexts of bilinguals outside 

of school. Those few studies provide invaluable insight into the “multifaceted ways in which 

literacy connects with learning, doing, and becoming outside school” (Hull & Schultz, 2001, p. 
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590). For children, the process of reading and writing emerges through daily routines and 

interactions with adults, that results in a variety of opportunities to learn (Davis, Gonzalez, 

Pollard-Durodola, Saenz, Soares, Resendez, Zhu & Zu, 2016, p. 1153). It is crucial to continue 

with this research and investigate biliteracy as it is practiced in the household and community of 

bilinguals to further support and expand on them. 

Reading and Writing Beyond Books 

Focusing on the Spanish-speaking children of immigrants, Reese & Goldenberg (2008) 

examined the opportunities various communities offered to develop literacy in both English and 

Spanish. They point out a complexity where more than often “these children experience literacy 

at home in a language other than the one that ultimately they must master in order to succeed in 

school and beyond” (Reese & Goldenberg, 2008, 112). That is true given the limited 

opportunities to learn and support two languages in school, as a result of English-only policies in 

public education. Aware of this lack of support, bilingual communities have “turned inward for 

support, thereby strengthening those very institutions--the church, the family, and 

neighborhoods--which would allow for long-term language maintenance” (Ruiz, 1984).  

In their findings, Reese & Goldberg (2008) found that “Communities with greater 

concentrations of Latino residents are less likely to have printed materials for sale, libraries, and 

bookstores (2008, p. 125). This is further supported by Davis et al. (2016) in which Latino 

families reported owning 10 or fewer books; however, they also point out that “lack of resources 

was not as much an obstacle to engaging in shared reading with their children -- a strength in 

these families” (p. 1167) who found ways to navigate through this by visiting the public library. 

At times it was the school who mediated the lack of resources found in the community by 

lending out books to parents and their children (Reese, Thompson, & Goldenberg, 2008). In 
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addition, literacies found within these communities are most commonly printed in the Spanish 

language. On the one hand, these findings point to a need in providing literacy resources in 

Latino communities; however, they also point to the many other resources and strengths found. 

Reese & Goldenberg (2008) state that, “community literacy practices can fulfill a variety of 

purposes including reinforcement of ethnic pride and identity, participation in religious services 

and observations, or navigation of demands by government agencies” (p. 113). There are 

important literacies found outside the domain of school. The surrounding environment has an 

impact on reading and writing.  

Most literacy research tends to focus on print-related practices like books (Schick & 

Melzi, 2016). Focusing on the literacy practices of low-income Latino homes, Schick and Melzi 

(2016) point to how much of this research tends to also be comparative in nature while “often 

using measures designed for use with non-Latino families” (p. 177). Comparative studies restrict 

better understandings of how literacy is practiced across communities without further exploring 

the significance and meaning of such practices in the lives of people. This further stigmatizes the 

literacies found within the home and community of bilinguals by strictly focusing on what is 

perceived to be lacking rather than acknowledging and valuing other ways of reading and 

writing. An understanding of literacy that strictly values print-related literacies such as books, for 

example, will tend to dismiss how practices like “pointing out letter and words on food labels 

and signs, discussing recipes with children, and encouraging the children to ‘write’ their name or 

other words, thus highlighting the importance of non-book-related environmental print” (p. 192).  

There are many ways of reading and writing that go beyond the conventional literacies found 

inside the classroom. The practices that occur in the home indeed support language and literacy 

development as well. Having a clear understanding of literacy practices “is a necessary first step 
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before these practices can be meaningfully explored in relation to those prevalent in other 

groups” (p. 174). Each literacy is meant to be understood within its context so as to not 

perpetuate deficit perspectives. There’s a need to examine the household and community 

contexts, making note of the ways bilinguals engage in reading and writing across contexts.  

Conclusion 

Bilingual households and communities are reservoirs of knowledge. As demonstrated by 

the research who have looked outside the classroom and into the home and community, there are 

many ways in which they go about engaging in literacy everyday. Understanding biliteracy 

found within the homes and community of bilinguals has the potential to explore pedagogical 

possibilities for exploring these practices and developing competent readers and writers who 

demonstrate ownership of their text because they understand its meaning and significance. 

Creating those opportunities as educators is crucial so that we provide all students with a 

meaningful education.  

Ruiz (1984) points out the possibilities in empowering future generations of readers and 

writers by reminding us that “empowerment comes when schools are inclusionary, when their 

pedagogy encourages critical, independent thinking, and when they aim to find and build on a 

child’s strengths rather than identify weaknesses” (1984, p. 263). This is about creating a 

pedagogy that leads to self-empowerment so that students find value and continue to honor the 

knowledge and skills found in their household and local community. I want all students to 

continue learning within and outside of the classroom so that they become lifelong learners. 
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APPENDIX B: “BILITERACY IN ARIZONA: AN ENGLISH-ONLY STATE” 
 

In Arizona, linguistic and cultural diversity is a part of everyday life. An English-only 

policy, however, dismisses that reality and the everyday experiences of bilinguals. Further taking 

into account the sociopolitical context in Arizona, linguistic and cultural diversity is restricted 

through policies that permit racial profiling (SB-1070) and the ban of Mexican American ethnic 

studies (HB-2281) (Cabrera, 2012; Cabrera & Holliday, 2017; Cammarota, 2014a; 2014b; 2016). 

Situating reading and writing in the sociopolitical context of Arizona, this case study focuses on 

the biliteracy documented in bilingual homes and local communities through photography.  

The case study centers on five bilinguals who documented biliteracy found in their 

everyday contexts. Documenting biliteracy through photographs, they visually captured the 

historically accumulated knowledge and skills found in their bilingual households and local 

community (Coles-Ritchie, Monson, & Moses, 2015). Highlighting the sociopolitical context, I 

point out Arizona’s English-only policy and how it creates an oppressive context for learning 

(Cammarota & Aguilera, 2012). In doing so I highlight how the bilinguals in this case study 

engaged as agents of their own learning. Their photographs alongside their written reflection, 

and retrospective interview illuminate how pedagogy can challenge and transform oppressive 

contexts of schooling (Cammarota, 2011; 2016).  

In the following section I present the English-only context in Arizona. Afterwards, I 

present funds of knowledge (Moll, González, Neff, & Amanti, 1992). This case study contributes 

to research from Reyes, DaSilva Iddings, and Feller (2016) expanding on the two themes from 

their analysis: 1) Expanding definitions of language and literacy and 2) Deepening the 

understanding of funds of knowledge. I differentiate this study by focusing on Spanish and 
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English bilinguals in the Arizona-Sonora borderland and emphasize the English-only policy of 

Arizona.  

First, I demonstrate how bilinguals expand their understanding of biliteracy by 

documenting their households and communities through photographs (Smith & Murillo, 2013). 

Secondly, I demonstrate how documenting biliteracy in their households and communities led to 

a deeper understanding of funds of knowledge and their competencies in reading and writing in 

two languages. Third, I highlight photography for documenting bilingual contexts and supporting 

an inclusive pedagogy for bilinguals and their reading and writing in two languages. For 

purposes of this study, I ask the following research questions:  

● What biliteracy is documented in the households and communities of bilinguals living in 

Arizona, an English-only state?  

● In what ways do bilinguals expand their understanding of biliteracy and deepen their 

understanding of funds of knowledge?  

● How does photography used for documenting bilingual households and communities 

support a pedagogy inclusive of biliteracy? 

English-only: Against Linguistic and Cultural Diversity 

The English language has a long history in the United States of America (USA) but it has 

never been the only language. Further looking into this Wiley and Wright (2005) point out that 

English may presently be the dominant language of this nation, but language and cultural 

diversity in the USA is a part of life. The prevalent history of monolingualism “has often been a 

source of hindered linguistic access to educational, social, economic, and political benefits” 

(2005, p. 144). Monolingualism hinders cultivating new ways of living and existing in the 
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Arizona-Sonora borderland. Focusing only on the English language dismisses the strong 

presence of linguistic and cultural diversity found in this region.  

Unfortunately, the state of Arizona has a long history in failing to provide an equitable 

education (Wright, 2005). Starting with the court case of Flores v. Arizona, a class action lawsuit 

filed on behalf of English Language Learners (ELLs) and their parents. The lawsuit claimed that 

the state was failing to adequately fund programs and a result was in violation of federal law by 

the Equal Education Opportunities Act (EEOA) of 1974 (Lillie, 2016). In 2000 the federal 

district judge involved in Flores v. Arizona indeed found evidence to support that inadequate 

funding created programs not supporting academic excellence (Mackinney & Rios-Aguilar, 

2012). With too many students, not enough classrooms, lack of qualified teachers, not enough 

teacher assistants and insufficient materials, these are some of the factors impacting the 

education of bilingual students in Arizona (2012). The state has yet to fully comply with 

adequately funding the education of students whose first language is not English (Wright, 2005). 

That is no surprise given that, “Arizona ranks 49th out of the 50 states in the amount spent per 

student” as noted by Mackinney and Rios-Aguilar (2005, p. 354). Providing an equitable 

education for all students is needed if we are to move forward with a society that supports the 

academic excellence of all students, including those who are linguistic and cultural diverse.  

Proposition 203: English for the Children 

English-only language policies in public education complicate matters even more in 

providing an equitable education for students with more than one language. Ron Unz initiated 

and financially supported the English-only proposition first in California through his 

organization of English for the Children (Menken, 2013). Without any background in language 

acquisition theories or education but strong political ambitions, Unz carried on with his initiative 



 51 

to Arizona (Wayne, 2005). His English-only propositions mandated students to learn the English 

language in one year or less despite evidence from research demonstrating that it takes 

approximately four to seven years to learn academic English (Freeman & Freeman, 2006; 

Newcomer & Puzio, 2016).  

In November 2000 the English for the Children proposition passed and was approved by 

63% of voters in Arizona (Wayne, 2005). This is one of the most stringent English-only policies 

compared to other states for the following reasons. Proposition 203 specifies and mandates that 

all content be in the English language. In the classroom learning occurs only in English. Later in 

2006, House Bill (HB) 2064 mandated a Structured English Immersion model (SEI) to be 

implemented (Fredricks & Warriner (2016). In 2008 the Arizona English Language Learners 

Task Force adopted a highly prescriptive and decontextualized method of instruction. The four-

hour English language development (ELD) block is a specific SEI model that solely focuses on 

the English language for teaching and learning (Fredricks & Warriner, 2016; Mackinney & Rios-

Aguilar, 2012; Newcomer & Puzio, 2016). This impacts the education of students whose first 

language is not English by restricting their learning to four-hours of language learning, taking 

away from a meaningful learning experience.   

On top of these policies that scrutinize languages other than English, most schools in 

Arizona create a triple segregation that is based on class, ethnicity, and language (Mackinney & 

Rios-Aguilar, 2012). This means that in Arizona students are not only segregated based on 

language and culture, but they are also more than likely to live in poverty and attend under-

resourced schools. Altogether this creates difficult circumstances for bilingual-bicultural students 

to learn and excel academically. A restrictive language policy such as Proposition 203 leads 

toward negative social and educational outcomes such as language loss or dropping out of school 
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(Newcomer & Puzio, 2016). There are “large gaps in achievement between ELs and English 

speakers in those states with English-only instructional policies” (Mackinney & Rios-Aguilar, 

2012p. 352). Although Proposition 203 in Arizona permits waivers to parents who wish to take 

their children out of the four-hour ELD block, school officials may reject the waiver without 

explanation (Newcomer & Puzio, 2016). Learning and academic excellence is diminished when 

the linguistic and cultural diversity existing outside the classroom is dismissed.  

In the Arizona-Sonora borderland, reading and writing is an everyday practice that occurs 

in more than language. When languages other than English are not accepted, learned or 

supported at school, linguistically and culturally diverse homes and communities are dismissed. 

Taking a different perspective that values biliteracy, means that homes with more than one 

language can be seen as a resource and a place that fosters the use of two languages. The home 

and local community are “a resource of enormous importance for educational change and 

improvement” (Moll et. al, 1992, p. 21). Learning from bilingual homes and communities 

provides insight into literacy in two languages.  

In the next section, I introduce funds of knowledge. Taking this approach in research 

values biliteracy for broader understandings of reading and writing that support the academic 

excellence of bilinguals. Linking home, school, and community means providing access to 

“challenge, destabilize, and, ultimately, expand the literacy practices that are typically valued in 

school and in the everyday world” (Moje, Ciechanowski, Kramer, Ellis, Carrillo, & Collazo, 

2004, p.44). This actively engages a more critical understanding of reading and writing. Bringing 

into perspective how the sociopolitical context impacts biliteracy, a funds of knowledge 

approach brings the Arizona-Sonora border into perspective.  

Funds of Knowledge in the Arizona-Sonora Borderland 
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In this section, I introduce how the dynamic social and political processes of the Arizona-

Sonora border impact bilinguals. Vélez-Ibáñez and Greenberg (1992) coined the term funds of 

knowledge. The theoretical framework proposed that in order to cope and adapt to the dynamic 

processes of the border, household members over time acquire a wide range of complex 

knowledge, including language and literacy. Over the years it is cultivated and passed down the 

generations. The accumulations of this knowledge and skills forms the funds of knowledge 

generated by household members and extended networks. Living in the Arizona-Sonora border is 

part of adapting to the dynamic processes of the region and having literacy in Spanish and 

English.  

Becoming a bilingual is a result of dynamic processes often changing in the Arizona-

Sonora border. Various “historical forces like industrialization and their accompanying 

immigration policies” (1992, p. 314) have contributed to the rise of two languages and cultures. 

Households seeking better opportunities have been driven by industrialization to find jobs 

despite imposed regulations restricting their mobility across nations. Arizona-Sonora households 

on both sides continually adapt to new border and immigration policies, constantly they “cope 

with changing economic and political fortunes” (p. 315) leading to transformations.  

Further expanding on the theoretical framework funds of knowledge as it applies to 

teaching and learning, for the past two decades, González, Moll, and Amanti (2005) have looked 

into bilingual households in Arizona. Their qualitative approach to households and local 

communities developed innovations in teaching, capitalizing on the found knowledge and skills 

(Moll, et. .al 1992). Through a range of ethnographic methods including open-ended 

interviewing, life histories, and case studies, Moll et. al. (1992) identify bilingual households as 

reservoirs of knowledge and skills. The funds of knowledge passed down over the generations is 
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“essential in households’ functioning, development, and well-being” (Moll et. al. 1992, p. 139). 

Previous generations pass down a repertoire of information rooted in the everyday experiences 

including language and literacy. The home and local community become acknowledged as 

contexts for learning how to read and write in two languages. For many in Arizona, learning to 

read and write in Spanish and English is a part of everyday life. Taking a funds of knowledge 

approach, there are ample language and literacy resources found in the home and local 

community of bilinguals. 

A more recent publication expanding theory of funds of knowledge in education from 

DaSilva Iddings (2017) takes a critical-ecological approach on literacy. The critical-ecological 

approach investigates the “dynamic and mutual influences between learners and surrounding 

contexts” (p. 3). From this perspective, learning is part of the social context. Learning, therefore, 

takes place in out-of-school contexts such as the household and community.  

A critical-ecological approach is rooted in praxis, defined as the “dialectic unity of 

consciousness and actions in the world” (p. 4). Bilinguals living in the Arizona-Sonora border 

are social agents, creating new possibilities for linguistic and cultural diversity. Their bilingual 

practices such as speaking, reading, and writing in Spanish and English relates to equity and the 

importance of diversity. Emphasizing praxis, DaSilva and Reyes, (2017) describe it as “equity, 

inclusion, learning and developing literacy” (p. 35). Bilingual homes and communities in this 

way are acknowledged as intellectual resources. In the next section I look more closely into the 

literacy found in the home and community of bilinguals. 

Literacy in the Household and Local Community of Bilinguals 

The abundance of resources found in bilingual households and community often go 

ignored. Taking into account out-of-school contexts emphasizes the “dynamic relations of 
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learners and the world” as DaSilva and Reyes (2017) point out. They emphasize the dynamic 

ways individuals relate and learn together. Learning how to read and write in two languages from 

this perspective considers the “physical, social, and symbolic context” (p. 35). Meaningful action 

and interaction in bilingual contexts questions the status quo of monolingualism by taking into 

account broader understandings of literacy.  

In their four-year study DaSilva and Reyes (2017) address broader understandings of 

literacy, it was designed to apply a funds of knowledge approach that was inclusive of immigrant 

families in Arizona. Their commitment to the knowledge produced in these contexts led to 

several action-oriented projects (e.g., family and community welcome centers, literacy cafecitos, 

and community literacy canastas) illuminating the funds of knowledge of bilingual children and 

families despite a strict sociopolitical context in Arizona. As their research demonstrates, 

building relationships with bilingual households and communities is a lived and embodied 

praxis. Challenging the status quo, their research emphasizes shifting from a deficit orientation 

toward an asset-based orientation that values linguistic and cultural diversity.  

 Reyes, DaSilva Iddings, and Feller (2016) counter deficit perspectives of linguistically 

and culturally diverse homes. Grounded on funds of knowledge, they look into the “literacy 

practices that often go unnoticed” (p. 14). Looking into the bilingual homes and communities, 

their findings deepens understandings of funds of knowledge as more than hobbies or interests. 

Their research validates and affirms how “Latino and Spanish-speaking songwriters and telling 

oral stories” (p. 25-26) in languages other than English are a part of literacy. In many households 

reading and writing in Spanish and English is a common practice expressed through various 

literacies.  
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Earlier studies from Reyes and Azuara (2008) have also documented literacy in two 

languages. Bilingual communities have “signs and announcements that are typically printed in 

both Spanish and English” (p. 377). Their research demonstrates how reading and writing in two 

languages is a dynamic process and supported by various social interactions. Participating in 

community events such as “carne asada barbeques, rodeo weekend, bilingual library time, and 

religious practices” (p. 377) are opportunities for learning literacy. Altogether, Reyes and Azuara 

(2008) and recent research from Reyes, DaSilva Iddings, and Feller (2016) document broader 

possibilities for reading and writing in bilingual contexts.  

A more recent study conducted by Reyes, Acosta, Fierro, Fu, and Zapien (2017) 

documents “everything from street signs to product labels, bumper stickers to murals” (p. 85). 

Looking into the many resources supporting literacy development in both Spanish and English 

for emergent bilinguals. Their research focuses on young children, but nevertheless broaden 

definitions of literacy. In viewing bilingual communities rich with literacy they document the 

multiple ways of meaning making in two languages. Reyes et. al. (2017) find that literacy exists 

in various domains and modes. The documentation captured through photographs visually 

represents biliteracy in various modalities and in different domains. In the methodology section I 

provide more detail about photography for documenting biliteracy. 

For longer than two decades, Arizona has been the place for funds of knowledge theory 

and research. Arizona is known as a place of struggle for social justice and equity, fighting 

against racial profiling (SB-1070) and the ban of Mexican American ethnic studies in public 

education (HB-2281). Despite this, funds of knowledge demonstrates how bilingual homes and 

communities are contexts for learning. Acknowledging the various contexts of bilinguals 

strengthens connections between home, school, and community. This provides a meaningful 
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education for students whose first language is not English. Despite English-only policies 

linguistic and cultural diversity thrives in the homes and neighborhoods of bilinguals in the 

Arizona-Sonora border. A broader understanding of literacy therefore applies to bilingual 

contexts where both of their Spanish and English languages are acknowledged. 

Methodology 

In this case study, I focus on the biliteracy found in households and communities of the 

Arizona-Sonora borderland. As previously mentioned, school has potential in becoming an 

empowering site for bilinguals, if their language and culture is accepted and cultivated. 

Documenting biliteracy in bilingual households and communities through photography, I explore 

a similar analysis from Reyes, DaSilva Iddings, and Feller (2016) for broadening literacy and 

deepening funds of knowledge.  

Photographs taken by the bilinguals visually documents their understanding of reading 

and writing in two languages. I apply this as a “critical inquiry that involves young people 

observing, documenting, and challenging injustices in their own lives” (Cammarota, 2016, p. 3). 

In documenting their own households and communities, “new visions of education that foster 

[bilingual student] voices, community, commitments, and social activism” (p. 3) are generated. 

Through photography, bilinguals challenge the hegemony of English-only policies and a 

monolingual and monocultural curriculum. Documenting biliteracy through photographs from 

the perspective of bilinguals presents how they think, speak, read, and write in Spanish and 

English outside the context of school.  

Participants  

 In total there was five bilingual participants. Table 1 provides general information about 

the participants, including their first and second language. All of the participants have Mexican 



 58 

origins, they are children of immigrants, and their first language is Spanish. Anci 

(Mexican/Salvadorian) and Cualli (Mexican/German) have mixed ancestry. All participants were 

born and raised in different regions of the Southwest with various experiences crossing the 

Arizona-Sonora border. The five bilinguals were purposefully selected from an undergraduate 

course at a major university in Arizona in which I was the instructor of record.  

Table 1. Participants 

Name Bilingual (L1/L2) Birthplace 

Cualli Spanish/English Tucson,AZ 

Anci Spanish/English Yuma,AZ 

Momoztli Spanish/English Tucson,AZ 

Izel Spanish/English Los Angeles,CA 

Huitzilli Spanish/English Brownsville, TX 

 

Data Collection & Analysis  

Data was collected and analyzed from photographs, a written reflection, and a semi-

structured retrospective interview. The data was collected via the participants who were in 

charge of documenting biliteracy in their everyday contexts, as part of a course assignment. After 

the semester ended and grades were submitted, Spanish and English bilinguals from the course 

were invited to participate in the study.  

In a semi-structured interview (Appendix D), I asked about their bilingualism. Interested 

in how they attained both Spanish and English, I was particularly interested in their bilingual life 

history. Consisting of three questions, the life history interview (Seidman, 2006) first asked 

participants to identify the languages in which they speak, read, and write. Then I asked if they 

identified as bilingual. The last question consisted of the participant sharing about his or her 
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learning experience in retrospect of documenting biliteracy in their households and communities 

through photography.  

This case study follows the analysis from Reyes et. al. (2017), valuing new encounters 

and experiences with reading and writing in two languages. It supports broadening the meaning 

of literacy in bilingual contexts through coursework and pedagogical processes that facilitate 

praxis (DaSilva Iddings, 2017). As this case study will demonstrate in the findings section, 

documentation and reflection lead toward critical understandings of reading and writing from the 

perspective of bilinguals. The two domains from Reyes, DaSilva Iddings, & Feller (2016) are 

particularly highlighted in the analysis: 1) Expanding definitions of language and literacy and 2) 

Deepening the understanding of funds of knowledge. For the purpose of this case study, data was 

analyzed to specifically understand how bilinguals expand their understanding of biliteracy, and 

how documenting biliteracy in their own household and community deepens their understanding 

of funds of knowledge.  

Researcher Positionality 

As the researcher, I identify as bilingual. I am the proud daughter of Mexican 

immigrants, therefore, my first language is Spanish. As an educator focusing on bilingualism and 

biliteracy development, I embrace and take a strong stance in valuing both Spanish and English. 

Bringing this into perspective, I point out how bilinguals in this case study simultaneously 

change between the Spanish and English language. The findings section therefore includes both 

Spanish and English. I include translations when needed. 

Findings  

 In this case study, bilinguals document biliteracy found in their household and 

community. Their language and literacy development in two languages are linked to living in the 
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Arizona-Sonora border as bilingual. In that region it is not uncommon to notice the prevalence of 

reading and writing practices in both Spanish and English. After presenting the case studies, in 

the next section, I present the two themes analyzed: 1) expanding definitions of language and 

literacy and 2) deepening the understanding of funds of knowledge.  

Case Studies  

Each participant had his or her own unique relationship with the Arizona-Sonora border. 

In this section, I briefly introduce the bilingual participants and situate the study in the Arizona-

Sonora borderland from their perspective.   

Anci emphasizes “the city’s proximity to the Mexican border and Native [American] 

cultures such as the Yaqui Pascua [which] gives Tucson a rich and diverse cultures that 

contributes to literacy.” She takes on a sociocultural perspective, presenting what it means to live 

in the Arizona-Sonora borderland with diverse people across borders. This is an important fact 

for Anci to address given that she grew up in Yuma, Arizona. A bordertown rich with 

agriculture, closely tied to her funds of knowledge because her grandfather was a campesino 

(field laborer) who marched alongside Cesar Chavez, fighting for his rights and dignified 

treatment at work.  

In Izel’s case, the border has impacted the way she thinks of home, divided between 

Mexico and the USA. Every summer and sometimes during the holidays, Izel visits her mother 

and gathers with her siblings in Sonora, Mexico. This is the case for Cualli, as well, whose 

grandmother and extended relatives live in Agua Prieta, a bordertown in the state of Sonora, 

Mexico. Although Momoztli’s family originates from Oaxaca, a state in Southern Mexico, 

Momoztli has visited the Indigenous hometown of her parents, but did not learn the dialect. 
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Huitzilli, on the other hand, frequently visits her family in the Texas-Tamaulipas border where 

she was born, but has now made the state of Arizona her home. 

Expanding Definitions of Language and Literacy  

According to Reyes, DaSilva Iddings, and Feller (2016), expanding definitions of 

language and literacy means being able to go beyond conceptual understandings of reading and 

writing. The photographs in this study document biliteracy found within the everyday contexts of 

bilinguals in Spanish and English. I demonstrate how bilinguals expand their understanding of 

biliteracy beyond conceptual understandings and providing examples from their everyday 

contexts.  

Bilinguals, in this case study, document how linguistic and cultural diversity thrives in 

their everyday lives and how their households and communities are filled with a variety of 

literacy in more than one language, despite living in an English-only state.  

Huitzilli captures the importance of her language and literacy stating,  
 
yo pienso que el idioma y literacy se mejoran cada día y más aún cuando lo está 
poniendo en práctica. [I think that language and literacy improve everyday and even 
more when one puts them into practice]”  
 
Here Huitzilli is making a connection between language and literacy as going hand in 

hand, improved upon using them everyday. Following along, Izel states, “estas prácticas 

cotidianas influyen mi desarrollo del lenguaje y alfabetización de muchas maneras. [these 

everyday practices influence my language and literacy in many ways].” Both Huitzilli and Izel 

demonstrate an understanding of literacy as associated with language and practiced in their 

everyday contexts.  

Izel particularly acknowledges how literacy has contributed to her sense of identity and 

who she is as a literate person:  
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Antes de tomar este curso mi concepto acerca de ser una persona literaria se 
basada en el conocimiento de poder leer en libros de texto y escribir...Ahora 
para mi ser una persona literaria, es la manera en las que las personas damos 
significado a las cosas, acciones y experiencias. Ser una persona literaria no 
solamente se basa en los libros sino también en la música, poesía, arte visual, 
murales, rutinas diarias [Before taking this course, my concept about being a 
literate person was based on the understanding of being able to read textbooks 
and write...Now, for me, a literate person is about the way people give meaning 
to things, actions, and experiences. To be a literate person is not only based on 
books but on music, poetry, and visual art, murals, and everyday experiences.] 
 
Expanding her understanding of biliteracy, Izel embraces a new approach by 

acknowledging various modes of reading and writing. Biliteracy in various modes (e.g. music, 

poetry, visual art, and murals) gives meaning to the complexity of reading and writing with two 

languages. She demonstrates a broader understanding of biliteracy, emphasizing the importance 

of generating meaning to her everyday experiences, including actions and experiences. For Izel, 

biliteracy goes beyond a basic understandings of reading and writing and traditional practices 

valued in school (e.g. books). Continuing on she says “I learned that literacy now for me is not 

reading or writing but the way we learn, the way we gather information, to survive here in the 

world.” This is a powerful statement in which Izel connects her new understanding of reading 

and writing with the importance of creating meaning, gathering information, and survival. This 

asserts biliteracy as more than a set of skills, crucial for everyday living and existing in the 

Arizona-Sonora borderland.  

In the case of Anci, she often calls her mom, an elementary school teacher for English 

language learners. Although both live in Arizona they are too many miles away from one 

another, inhibiting Anci from developing her mom’s sazón (zest) for cooking. For Anci, “the 

experience made me realize the fact that literacy is not limited to reading and writing, rather, that 

it includes listening and observing and relying on memory.” Not all knowledge, in this case, 
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traditional family recipes, are written on paper but transmitted through other modes. Speaking 

and making use of one’s Spanish language is a part of biliteracy.  

In this case, Anci refers to the traditional family recipes passed down from her mother 

over the phone, sometimes through text messages and verified through images taken of the 

prepared meal. As Anci points out “this is an oral tradition since my mother learned the same 

way.” The exchange of traditional family recipes across generations has been facilitated by the 

smartphone. Calling “my mother and over the phone she would guide me through the steps in 

order to successfully prepare a delicious Mexican or Salvadorian dish.” Anci takes images of the 

pupusas in the comal (flat griddle) and sends them to her mom via the smartphone to ensure they 

are perfectly cooked. She says, “Visual information is as important as reading, A successful cook 

relies on visual information to determine if the food is ready.” Literacy for Anci incorporates 

visuals and this applies to her knowledge and skills in cooking. Through her smartphone she is 

easily able to take an image and send it to her mom as the final judge before the meal is served.  
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Image 1. Momoztli’s Home Altar  

 

Momoztli states “Reading the world is very important because there are far more things 

we can learn from making observations and interpreting our surroundings than just reading from 

a book.” The photographs from her documentation includes a year-round altar part of her family 

tradition (Image 1). The altar sits “in the entrance of our house, the altar includes various images 

and statues of saints such as San Judas [Saint Jude], Los Tres Reyes Magos [the three kings], La 

Virgen de Guadalupe [Virgin Mary], and many others.” Each religious saint has it own 

significance and can be displayed to seek their guidance and support. Having an altar is common 
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among Mexican origin homes and has multiple implications that are associated with religious or 

spiritual practices, but as Momoztli points out,  

you don’t have to be religious in order to understand what the altar represents and its 
purpose. To my family the altar represents faith and hope because that is what both my 
parents were taught growing up, the altar is a cultural and religious representation of my 
family’s background and beliefs 
 
Funds of knowledge research has presented that in learning about the everyday language 

and literacy outside the classroom, educators learn from their students and finds new ways of 

supporting their academic excellence. I propose that if educators understand their students 

biliteracy outside the classroom, they can provide the tools for expanding their knowledge and 

skills in reading and writing. This relates to the second theme analyzed, in the following section.  

 Deepening the Understanding of Funds of Knowledge  

 By expanding understandings of biliteracy, new connections between different contexts 

are built and bridged which facilitates learning and deepens understandings of funds of 

knowledge. According to Reyes, DaSilva Iddings, and Feller (2016), a deep understanding of 

funds of knowledge goes beyond conceptual understandings. Demonstrating a deep 

understanding of funds of knowledge means being able to provide concrete examples that go 

beyond “misinterpreting general interests” (p. 22).  

In the following quote Cualli demonstrates the importance of bridging various learning 

contexts, 

A lot of schools operate with the idea that these two worlds [home and school] are 
separate and should stay that way. We must break this wall, and understand that 
the world [outside the classroom] provides children with boundless ways of 
literacies 
 

Just as funds of knowledge proposes, if educators value the learning contexts outside of 

school such as households and local communities, the possibilities for expanding the curriculum 
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are endless. Learning occurs outside the classroom especially for bilinguals whose language is 

restricted by English-only policies in Arizona, but who nevertheless use Spanish in their 

everyday lives. Supporting the knowledge and skills found in bilingual households and 

communities, Izel says, 

los maestros tienen una gran oportunidad de expandir su currículo de una manera 
que beneficia a todos los estudiantes independiente de lugar donde 
vengan...nosotros los futuros maestros podemos hacer cambios en los cuales los 
ELL (English language learners) pueden reflejar sus experiencias, creencias de 
sus familias y sus comunidades para que ellos participen en actividades 
significadas en sus múltiples contextos. Y claro que podamos aprender de ellos 
(los estudiantes). Yo como futura maestra tratare de trabajar con pasión 
ayudando y valorando mis estudiantes, familias y comunidades. [teachers have a 
grand opportunity for expanding their curriculum in a way that benefits all 
students regardless of where they are from...we, as future teachers can make 
changes in which ELL (English language learners) can reflect on their 
experiences, and family and community knowledge in multiple contexts. Of 
course we can learn from them (the students). As a future educator, I will try to 
work with passion helping and valuing my students, their families and 
communities.] 

 
Creating connections between various learning contexts for the purpose of generating 

new teaching practices and curriculum is a part of funds of knowledge, as Izel points out in the 

previous quote. Further explaining the importance of such connections, Izel mentions “family 

and community knowledge” which refers to the historically accumulated knowledge and skills 

found in households and communities. Therefore, she stresses the importance of valuing, 

connecting, and learning from students and families. Learning about everyday language and 

literacy outside the classroom is about learning from students and finding new ways of 

supporting their academic excellence. Educators who understand their students holistically can 

provide them with the tools for expanding their reading and writing competencies.  
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Izel shares other ways in which she would like to create these connections, “as a teacher I 

want them (my students) to be a part of the curriculum” that is why making those necessary 

modifications is so important. So that,  

el hogar, la comunidad, y la escuela son lugares que son vistos también como recursos 
educativos y como maestros debemos tomar ventaja de ellos [the home and the 
community are educational resources and as teachers we must make use of  them] 
 
Huitzilli reminds us how important it is for her to “communicate effectively con sus 

alumnos, padres, y administracion [with students, parents, and administration.” She emphasizes 

the importance of “respect each student by giving them the space to speak up, find their voice.” 

For Huitzilli, literacy is about “building relationships and gathering from the students 

background.” She explains why it is important in the classroom for “students to make meaning 

and attain knowledge that is more relevant and consequently memorable.” Huitzilli is striving for 

a meaningful and empowering education that makes space for students. Funds of knowledge 

focused on building confianza (trust), which relates to the various concepts Huitzilli speaks of 

such as, respect and helping students find their voice.  

 For Momoztli documenting biliteracy in her household “allowed me the opportunity to 

analyze and talk about the things that are around my house that keep me connected to my 

heritage and make up who I am.” She continues, “I hope one day my students leave my 

classroom taking with them the tool of reading the world” because “literacies are all around us 

not just in a classroom.” Momoztli demonstrates a deep understanding of funds of knowledge, 

connecting the documentation process to her own knowledge and skills. Biliteracy helps 

Momoztli stay connected to who she is as a bilingual with more than one language and culture. 

 Documenting their household and local community granted bilinguals the opportunity to 

see their own biliteracy as valuable. They demonstrate thinking beyond the monolingual and 
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monomodal literacy found in the classroom. Cualli reinforces this with the following statement, 

“see with your own eyes that we are surrounded by literacies on a regular basis.” Through 

photographs, we see how bilinguals make sense of biliteracy, an opportunity hardly ever 

presented to them because of English-only policies.  

Cualli continues emphasizing the importance reading and writing for his future students 

by stating “that the world around them is their book. That their education means something 

because they mean something.” He speaks to the general ability of meaning making from 

everyday experiences and finding value in their everyday reading and writing practices. 

Bilinguals are not just consumers, they are creators of knowledge. They demonstrate engagement 

in a multitude of Spanish and English literacy practices. As Izel shares,  

yo creia que tenia una falta de conocimiento de libros...pero mi papa me escribía cartas 
y mi mama me contaba historias que hacían de mi una persona tan literaria como los 
demás. [I thought I had a lack of knowledge about books...but my dad would write me 
letters and my mom would tell me stories that made me just as literate as others] 
 
She shares about the literacy passed down from her parents. The reading and writing 

practices that Izel encountered in the classroom were different from what her parents taught her 

at home, such as, handwritten letters or storytelling in Spanish. As she recalls her process of 

learning how to read and write in two languages, Izel differentiates between the various reading 

and writing practices found at home and school. She demonstrates a deep understanding of funds 

of knowledge, acknowledging how her parents passed along valuable knowledge and skills for 

her to become bilingual and literate in Spanish and English. 

Momoztli nicely summarizes the importance of looking into the diversity of reading and 

writing in two languages. 

I think as educators the best thing we can teach our students is to learn from  
one another’s experiences and stories because that is how we can grow as a  
community and learn about our differences in order to accept our diversity 
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The documentation, written reflections, and retrospective interviews of the bilinguals in 

this case study demonstrate an expanding understanding of biliteracy that also deepened their 

understanding of funds of knowledge. For the second theme analyzed, the bilinguals emphasize 

building strong connections between various learning contexts for a meaningful education that 

connects to home, community, and school. Building connections across learning contexts is 

meant to reinforce relationships between students and teachers, as the bilinguals in this case 

study point out and relates to the purpose of funds of knowledge. Biliteracy documented through 

photography demonstrates how bilinguals make sense of the knowledge and skills they have 

learned in their own households. Momoztli and Izel particularly share examples demonstrating a 

deep understanding of funds of knowledge that applies to either to their cultural heritage or 

childhood experiences learning to read and write. Huitzilli also brings forth the importance of 

respect and listening to students so they find their voice, which I associate with funds of 

knowledge concept of building confianza (trust). 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This study documented biliteracy found in the households and local community of 

bilinguals through photography. The key to structuring instruction that is meaningful for 

bilinguals starts by embracing their linguistic and cultural diversity in the classroom. Against a 

deficit model that ignores linguistic and cultural diversity, I apply a funds of knowledge 

approach and view bilingualism as a resource. Recent research with a funds of knowledge 

approach supports the importance of expanding current understandings of reading and writing in 

two languages. Starting with the cultivation and valuing of relationships between different 

learning contexts and amongst teachers and students. Valuing students and families for who they 

are outside the classroom is a means of providing an equitable education. Tapping into the funds 
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of knowledge of bilingual households and communities opens the possibilities for additional 

contributions and connections between home, school, and the local community. 

In the first theme of analysis, the bilinguals identified broader understandings of 

biliteracy. Huitzilli and Izel start by noticing how language and literacy are part of everyday life, 

found throughout their various learning contexts outside of school. This is especially true for 

students in Arizona, which has an English-only policy, but nevertheless use Spanish and English 

as part of their everyday life. Izel applies her broader understanding of biliteracy, presenting 

specific modes from her process in learning how to read and write in Spanish and English. This 

leads her in defining reading and writing as going beyond conventional practices valued in 

school, such as textbooks. Her new understanding of biliteracy includes various modes and the 

importance of making meaning (e.g. poetry, visual art, murals). To her this means learning and 

gathering information for surviving the world. Anci brings into perspective how digital 

technologies like smartphones have maintained her biliteracy in Spanish and English. Using a 

smartphone allows her to listen, text message, or take images of traditional family recipes from 

El Salvador. Similarly, Momoztli demonstrates her broader understanding of biliteracy by 

photographing the altar in her home, a representation of faith and hope for her family, as she 

describes. Biliteracy, in this case, is about generating meaning from the everyday practices found 

in bilingual households and communities. This includes taking into account the various modes of 

biliteracy, as documented by bilinguals (e.g. poetry, visual art, murals, traditional family recipes, 

religious/spiritual altars).  

In the second theme of analysis, the bilinguals demonstrate a deep understanding of funds 

of knowledge that goes beyond general misconceptions of interests and provide concrete 

examples. Cualli and Huitzilli provide a deep understanding of funds of knowledge by stressing 
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the importance of certain components (e.g. connecting home and school contexts, respect, 

confianza (trust), building relationships, student’s voice). For example, Cualli finds value in 

connecting home, community, and school. While Huitzilli, on the other hand, mentions the 

importance of building trust and helping students find their voice. Momoztli and Izel both 

provide specific examples from the knowledge and skills passed down from her parents (e.g. 

handwritten letters, storytelling, religion/spirituality) demonstrating a deep understanding of this 

concept. Momoztli mentions her funds of knowledge as keeping close to her cultural heritage. 

This applies to Anci as well who in the previous theme of analysis presents traditional family 

recipe as an example of her funds of knowledge.  

Their photographs alongside their written reflection, and retrospective interview 

illuminate how pedagogy can challenge and transform oppressive contexts of schooling 

(Cammarota, 2016). School has potential in becoming an empowering site for bilinguals, if their 

language and culture is accepted and cultivated in the curriculum. Like Cammarota (2016), I 

support research for “new visions of education that foster [student] voices, community, 

commitments, and social activism” (p. 3). Therefore, I challenge the hegemony of English-only 

policies, which creates a monolingual and monocultural curriculum. I emphasize photography as 

a “critical inquiry that involves young people observing, documenting, and challenging injustices 

in their own lives” (p. 3). Bilinguals, in this case study, document how linguistic and cultural 

diversity thrives in their everyday lives and how their households and communities are filled 

with a variety of literacy in more than one language despite living in an English-only state.  

I contribute to the themes of analysis from Reyes, DaSilva Iddings, and Feller (2016) by 

focusing on bilinguals. In this way, I expand on their approach for broadening understandings of 

biliteracy and deepening understanding of funds of knowledge. Documenting biliteracy through 
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photographs, bilinguals visually captured the historically accumulated knowledge and skills 

found in their households and local community. Findings from this study demonstrate how 

broadening understandings of biliteracy means further looking into the various modes of reading 

and writing in two languages. As documented in their photographs, bilinguals practice Spanish 

and English in various modes, which are not only associated with text or books. Instead, 

bilinguals learn from their various learning contexts outside of school, acquiring the knowledge 

and skills meant for surviving in the Arizona-Sonora borderland, a state with English-only 

policies. Bilingualism keeps them surviving, alive, and close to the funds of knowledge passed 

down from their parents and relatives who taught them and continue teaching them the Spanish 

language. From this, I imagine bilinguals will continue crossing back and forth the Arizona-

Sonora borderland because it is a part of who they are, as people with more than one language 

and culture. Linguistic diversity thrives in the Arizona-Sonora borderland.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 73 

APPENDIX C: “A BILINGUAL MULTIMODAL COMPOSITION: EXPLORING, 
MUSIC, SINGING, AND DANCING IN THE ARIZONA-SONORA BORDERLAND” 
 

Living in a transnational society means that linguistic and cultural diversity is a part of 

everyday life, especially near the Arizona-Sonora border. A place where people live with two 

languages and cultures that belong to different nations. In states like Arizona, individuals must 

constantly navigate between the United States and Mexico (Soto Huerta & Perez, 2014). In spite 

of differences in the language officially spoken in either country there is fluidity, by speakers 

navigating two nations with their language and culture; simultaneously, speaking Spanish and 

English or identifying as Mexican and American. For some, like the participants in this study, 

living in Arizona often means traveling back and forth to Sonora, Mexico. As a result, linguistic 

and cultural diversity is a part of living in globalized society, which is particularly evident in the 

Arizona-Sonora borderland.  

As de la Piedra and Guerra (2012) point out “frequent movements of bodies, experiences, 

language practices, and texts makes the border a prime space to observe the fluidity of 

languages, literacy practices, and knowledge across borders” (p. 628). The Arizona-Sonora 

border is a place of importance for research on biliteracy. It has potential for informing the 

educational practices better serving students who are linguistically and culturally diverse. In the 

case of literacy -- reading and writing -- Spanish and English are part of an everyday practice. 

Despite the strong presence of diversity, the Arizona-Sonora border is nevertheless a place of 

sociopolitical tension (Cammarota, 2016). 

In the state of Arizona there are English-only policies (Proposition 203), permittance of 

racial profiling (SB-1070), and prohibition of Mexican American studies (HB-2281). Some of 

these laws have recently been revoked and deemed unconstitutional but were nevertheless 

written into policy, supported by politicians and voted by citizens. The sociopolitical context has 
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and continues to impact the lives of people. In border states like Arizona, immigration laws more 

than often break apart families and the dreams of undocumented students hoping for an 

education. Nevertheless, despite such policies, diversity is a part of life. Those with more than 

one language and culture are resilient in holding on to who they are as bilingual. Despite the 

sociopolitical context, they embrace their linguistic and cultural diversity, their funds of 

knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez 1992). 

Funds of knowledge capitalizes on the knowledge and skills found in the household and 

community, including language and culture. Their qualitative research approach which involves 

understanding the border region and the history between Mexico and the United States found a 

vastness of resources. Connecting households and community to the classroom creates a 

meaningful education by making the most out of the linguistic and cultural resources found 

outside of school. From a funds of knowledge approach, the student is seen as a whole person, 

already possessing historically accumulated knowledge and skills learned from actively 

participating in a broad range of activities at home (Moll et al. 1992). Linguistic and cultural 

diversity are resources inside the classroom. Connecting the home and classroom has potential 

for generating an innovative curriculum and new pedagogical possibilities.   

This is particularly important in the 21st century as new understandings of literacy take 

into account diversity and multimodalities (Hornberger, 2007). As funds of knowledge 

emphasizes, classroom practices must connect with the lived experiences and prior knowledge of 

students. At the same time, a sociocultural perspective on literacy is not just knowing how to 

read and write, but knowing how to use and apply various literacies.  

Applying a funds of knowledge approach, I explored ways to incorporate Spanish and 

English biliteracy, as a means of challenging deficit orientations about the knowledge and skills 
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of bilinguals. As funds of knowledge emphasizes, the language and culture of students are 

powerful resources for academic learning (Schartz, 2015). Through funds of knowledge, students 

are empowered and new understandings about teaching and learning are generated without 

denying their personal histories. Instead, students are sources of knowledge cultivating the 

classroom pedagogy through their intellectual contributions.  

Like Campano (2007), I invited bilingual students in my class to “generate literacy 

practices from their own experiences” (p. 7). The everyday experiences of bilinguals generate 

biliteracy in the classroom by connecting the home and school as contexts for learning. In this 

case study, I invited students to create a multimodal composition integrating their Spanish and 

English. The purpose of a multimodal composition was to look into how bilinguals think, speak, 

read, and write in two languages. The research questions I ask are the following:  

● In what ways does a multimodal composition provide opportunities for students to 

creatively and critically express their bilingualism?  

● What biliteracy modes (e.g. music, dancing, or singing) in Spanish and English do 

bilinguals integrate in their multimodal composition?  

Funds of Knowledge 

 Vélez-Ibáñez and Greenberg (1992) coined the term funds of knowledge as a means for 

improving the quality of education for ethnic minorities. Their research focused on the working-

class US-Mexican population in Arizona, with a strong belief that all students deserve an 

equitable education. Providing a critical perspective on education and challenging deficit 

orientations, the term refers to the diverse resources found in households generated through 

social and labor histories (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005). There are no inadequacies, 

perceived constraints, or a lack of knowledge or skills when applying funds of knowledge (Hogg, 
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2011). From this perspective, language and culture, are considered assets in the classroom 

because learning outside the classroom is valuable.   

Funds of knowledge values the diverse practices and knowledge derived from the 

historical and present day everyday experiences. This includes taking into account the historical 

processes between Mexico and the United States, which are the dynamic economic and political 

transformations impacting the everyday lives of people in Arizona (Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 

1992). Learning is impacted by the sociopolitical context, making it not a neutral process. 

Connecting households and schools therefore changes the curriculum, it values the everyday 

experiences and practices “formed and transformed” outside the classroom (González, et al., 

2005, p. 1). Being inclusive of household and community practices creates a meaningful and 

equitable education for students. That is especially true when underrepresented students are 

invited to share the richness of their lived experiences. For educators, getting to know students 

means being able to integrate their students’ funds of knowledge and assume the role of the 

learner.  

Through ethnographic methods like “observation, interviews, life-history narratives, and 

reflection on field notes” (González et al., 2005, p. 6) teachers collaborated with researchers and 

learned about the lives of students outside the classroom. They learned to take a non-evaluative 

and non-judgemental stance as ethnographers, instead emphasizing the establishment of a deeper 

connection conducted through extended dialogue, observation, and paying attention to detail. 

The focal point is on practice. As an ethnographer the focus is on understanding how others 

makes sense of their lives (González et al., 2005). Respectfully asking questions and carefully 

listening to answers is a part of the process. The intent of learning “more about others is a 

powerful method for establishing validation of community-based knowledge” (González et al., p. 



 77 

10). Teachers validate the experiences of students in their households as knowledge. Once again, 

focusing on practice and what households actually do. This way, they improve their practice as 

inclusive educators determined on the academic excellence of all their students, including 

bilinguals. Funds of knowledge encourages teachers to focus on strengths, expanding the 

possibilities for teaching and learning.    

Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez, (1992) expanded on funds of knowledge. Viewing 

funds of knowledge as providing innovations in teaching through collaborations between 

teachers and students. Teachers become researchers, learning about their students through the 

process of connecting home and the classroom so as to scaffold from what students already 

know, the familiar. Connecting households and classrooms are strategic connections for 

capitalizing on funds of knowledge -- “the historically accumulated and culturally developed 

bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning and well-being” 

(1992, p. 133). Learning occurs at home, the social and labor history of working-class families 

demonstrates the bodies of knowledge they possess. Individuals take an active role in their 

learning, motivated by their own interests and questions. They participate in a range of activities 

mediated by their social relationships, including reading and writing. Applying a funds of 

knowledge approach links theory and practice, empowering students so they see themselves as 

agents of their own learning process.   

Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg (1992) point out the valuable literacy resources found in US-

Mexican households, including literacy in the Spanish language. González, Moll, and Amanti 

(2005) similarly point out how the Spanish language was a resource in households and 

throughout the research process. Expanding the understanding of literacy from monolingual 

perspectives is one way of creating assignments that integrate the language and culture of 
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bilingual students. Innovative curriculum and instructional approaches are generated with the 

expanded understanding of literacy, which is no longer simply focused on phonetics or decoding. 

Funds of knowledge views literacy as “semiotic, meaning-making resources” (Schwartz, 2015, p. 

596). Literacy is about symbols mediating our interactions with the world and providing 

meaning. In the next section I go over research focused on the multimodal biliteracy found in the 

Arizona-Sonora borderland. 

Biliteracy in the Arizona-Sonora Borderland 

 A sociocultural perspective situates literacy in the social context, proposing that literacy 

is more than a system of symbols for reading and writing (Barton, 1994). Various ethnographic 

studies have documented the plurality of literacies existing in particular societies across the 

world (Street, 1984). As a result, there are many ways of reading and writing, varying from 

context to context. Literacy is a social practice best understood within the broader sociocultural 

context (Scribner & Cole, 1981). Research focusing on Mexican Americans in the Arizona-

Sonora borderland has provided insights into the literacy practices occurring in more than one 

language. Literacy in Spanish and English is a social practice and part of everyday life.  

Theoretical advances have reconceptualized the meaning of literacy and bridged the 

discontinuities between home and school literacy practices, embracing a plurality of literacies in 

two more languages (Hull & Schultz, 2001). Case studies by Reyes and Azuara (2008) have 

looked into the complex interrelationships between a multitude of factors for biliteracy. Their 

research sheds light into the various literacies found in bilingual contexts such as the home and 

neighborhood.  

Literacy research has been expanded as a result of looking into bilingual households. 

Reyes (2012) stresses the importance of biliteracy, reading and writing in two or more languages. 
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Her research focuses on Spanish-English speaking young children in the U.S Southwest and 

stresses the importance of engaging bilinguals and expanding their repertoire of practices for 

academic success. Her research challenges deficit and subtractive perspectives about the literacy 

practices found in Mexican immigrant homes.  

Instead, Reyes (2006) proposes an additive perspective for the dynamic process of 

“thinking, listening, speaking, reading, and writing in two languages” (p. 269). Expressing the 

need for understanding language and literacy development in two languages, Reyes, Alexandra, 

and Azuara (2014) found a variety of home literacy practices and language use throughout the 

daily lived experiences of Mexican families with young children. They found that most activities 

involved the Spanish language, which scaffolded and supported language and literacy 

development in English. Therefore expressing the importance of bilingual opportunities for the 

development of “new transcultural literacies and identities” (p. 472). Bilingualism is a resource 

and a tool for biliteracy, it helps them thrive in their various learning contexts. Further exploring 

literacy in bilingual contexts such as the Arizona-Sonora border provides details for supporting 

bilingual students in the classroom.  

Multimodalities 

The 21st century is a multilingual and multicultural society driven by technology. 

Students nowadays are more than likely to be familiar with multimodalities but such knowledge 

and skills remains underutilized in schools (Schwartz, 2015). As I present in this section, 

multimodalities provides opportunity for bilinguals to critically and creatively explore literacy 

using various modes in the classroom. Multimodalities grant students with opportunities to think 

critically about literacy while also being inclusive of all languages and cultures (Matias & 

Grosland, 2016). It allows students to actively participate in their learning experience, 
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connecting households and classrooms by creatively sharing their language and culture (de los 

Ríos, 2017). 

Multimodalities has led to empowering ways of using and applying literacy in the 

classroom. Extending learning opportunities, Rowe and Miller (2016) have explored 

instructional conditions supporting young bilingual children with digital cameras and iPads. 

Digital tools in the classroom brings new opportunities for learning and teaching. Making it 

possible for students and families to contribute their funds of knowledge in the classroom, 

including their language and culture as resources through multiple modes of representation. 

Multimodalities makes funds of knowledge visible.  

Pacheco and Smith (2015) encourage the rich possibilities and pedagogical implications 

of 21st-century literacies by using multilingual and multimodal meaning-making resources. 

Finding there are multiple modes of expression dynamically interacting with one another, 

“including but not limited to text, sound, images, color, and animation--to convey meaning to 

audiences” (p. 293), they find it vital for educators to understand multimodalities. This leads to 

critical perspectives about literacy as a communicative tool for creative expression, sharing and 

connecting with others. Pacheco and Smith (2015) acknowledge how modes are shaped by the 

sociocultural context and the layering of modes leads a richer, multidimensional expression. 

Their study discovers the various ways bilingual students use their language and culture as 

resources in the compositional process of a multimodal composition.    

More recently, Smith, Pacheco, and Rossato de Almeida (2017) explore how multilingual 

students intentionally use their linguistic repertoires while composing a multimodalities in the 

classroom. Linking literacy practices from home and school fosters “student engagement, 

identity expression, and agency” (p. 8). Multimodalities opens avenues for bridging home and 
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school literacy practices. Their purposeful sample is an in-depth analysis in composing a 

multimodal composition with more than one language. The multimodal composition scaffolded 

students to be creative in how they integrated their language. As Smith, Pacheco, and Rossato de 

Almeida (2017) point out “we seek to understand how bilingual students strategically draw on 

multiple languages, images, music, voice recordings, animations, and other design features to 

make meaning” (p. 9). There are various components that must be taken into account when 

composing with multimodalities. Overall, multimodalities allows for the integration of multiple 

languages in ways that are creative and empowering. This challenges monolingualism by valuing 

linguistic and cultural diversity as powerful tools in the classroom.  

As Stewart (2014) mentions, “literacy pedagogy must not continue to impose a narrow 

monolingual, monocultural, monoliterate, and monomodal” (p. 365) perspective on reading and 

writing, especially for bilinguals. It is imperative for educators to begin exploring with 

multimodalities and recognize language and culture as resources. Bilingual students have a lot to 

offer. Multimodalities offers opportunities for linguistically and culturally diverse students to 

receive an equitable and meaningful education by integrating their Spanish and English 

biliteracy. 

Methods 

 The qualitative research approach informing this case study is funds of knowledge, which 

focuses on bilinguals in the Arizona-Sonora borderland. The qualitative methodologies used in 

funds of knowledge are a combination of “ethnographic observations, open-ended interviewing 

strategies, life histories, and case studies that, when combined analytically, can portray 

accurately the complex functions of households within their socio-cultural contexts” (Moll, 

Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1994, p. 131). However, in this case study, I use a multimodal 
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composition, written reflection, and a retrospective semi-structured interview. The multimodal 

project provides insight into biliteracy in the sociocultural context of the Arizona-Sonora 

borderland. I strategically connect the household and classroom through a multimodal 

composition, which provided an opportunity for exploring Spanish and English biliteracy.  

Participants 

In a semi-structured interview, each participant shared her life history (Seidman, 2006) as 

a bilingual living in the Arizona-Sonora border. Three of the participants are daughters to 

Mexican parents from the state of Sonora -- Citlamina, Meztli, and Itotia. Citlamina and Meztli 

were also born in Sonora, Mexico. Itotia was born in Chile after her parents migrated there from 

Mexico, however, they eventually moved back to Mexico and then to the United States. As a 

result, the first language of Citlamina, Meztli, and Itotia is Spanish. Cuicatli, on the other hand, 

was born and raised in Arizona. She learned Spanish in public school and identifies closely with 

the Mexican American culture despite her Chinese heritage. 

Table 2. Participants 

Name Bilingualism  Biculturalism Birthplace 

Cuicatli English/Spanish Chinese American  Arizona, USA 

Citlamina Spanish/English Mexican American Sonora, Mexico  

Itotia Spanish/English Mexican, American, 

Chilean 

Santiago, Chile 

Meztli Spanish/English Mexican American Sonora, Mexico 
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Multimodal Composition 

 The multimodal composition was a cumulative project. It was designed to provide the 

bilingual participants with an opportunity to think more critically and creatively about literacy. 

Thinking critically about literacy meant reflecting on their everyday reading and writing 

practices as bilinguals, while being creative meant thinking about the various modes of reading 

and writing in two languages. In this case, literacy meant going beyond conventional or 

traditional literacy practices by exploring the various modes of biliteracy (Reyes & Azuara, 

2008; Reyes, Acosta, Fierro, Fu, Zapien, 2017). Multimodalities takes into account modes like 

music, dancing, and singing. Multimodalities affords opportunities to be creative and incorporate 

everyday literacies in two languages. Integrating the multimodal project into the curriculum of 

the course, therefore, afforded opportunities for exploring the multimodalities of biliteracy.    

 The participants selected the technologies they already knew and were familiar with like 

using their smartphones for video or photography. The multimodal composition made room for 

the knowledge and skills that typically go unacknowledged in the classroom beyond traditional 

literacies that are monolingual and monomodal. This case study focuses on multimodalities from 

the perspective and experiences of Spanish and English bilinguals in the Arizona-Sonora 

borderland.  

Data Collection and Analysis  

This case study takes place at a major university in Arizona. I see multimodalities as a 

tool that creates opportunities for biliteracy. Therefore, I purposefully selected the course in 

which I was the instructor of record and assigned students a multimodal composition integrating 

their Spanish and English biliteracy. After the course was completed and grades were submitted, 
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all students in the course were invited to participate. Out of the six students enrolled, four 

participated in the restrospective interview.   

Each participant was part of a retrospective interview (Appendix E) reflecting on their 

experiences creating the multimodal composition. Interviews lasted approximately forty to 

ninety minutes. The interview was semi-structured and consisted of two parts. The first part 

asked about participants’ life history (Seidman, 2006) as bilingual, while the second part focused 

on the multimodal composition. I asked about the process in making the multimodal composition 

and what the project meant to the participant. Each interview was audio recorded and 

transcribed. The multimodal composition, written reflection, and restrospective interview were 

included in the analysis. 

Instead of a thematic analysis, I present each case study as a profile. Seidman (2006) 

applies this methodology as an effective way of presenting data, which situates the participant in 

context and conveys a sense of process and time. I present the profile of each participant, 

situating them within the Arizona-Sonora borderland context and as bilinguals learning Spanish 

and English. Through their profile, the complexity bilingualism and biliteracy become alive.  

Findings 

 The multimodal composition granted an opportunity to critically and creatively engage 

with the multimodalities of biliteracy. Each of the participants created their own multimodal 

composition, including their Spanish and English biliteracy. Each participant had her own way of 

critically and creatively engaging with the multimodalities of biliteracy. Their multimodal 

composition therefore provides further insight into the many ways of thinking, speaking, reading 

and writing in Spanish and English (Reyes, 2012). In the next section, I present a profile of each 

participant and an analysis of their multimodal composition.  
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Each profile presents the language in which the participants speaks, reads, and writes. 

Where the individual was born is of importance and how it relates to their personal history as 

bilinguals within the Arizona-Sonora borderland. I point out their ethnic identity, as it situates 

the bilingual participant in how they think about themselves as individuals with more than one 

language and culture. Taking all of that information into account is crucial when analyzing their 

multimodal composition, which I argue is a reflection of who they are and how they think, speak, 

read, and write in two or more languages (Reyes, 2012).  

Cuicatli 

 Cuicatli was born in Tucson, Arizona. Her first language is English, learning Spanish as a 

second language in the university. A semester turned into an academic year, while studying 

abroad in Chile. Despite knowing more than one language, and studying abroad in a Spanish 

speaking country, Cuicatli is hesitant in identifying as bilingual. At work, for example, she feels 

limited for not being able to fully express herself in Spanish. As a result, she says, “I wouldn’t go 

so far as to consider myself bilingual.” Cuicatli works as a bike mechanic and if a Spanish 

speaking customer needs her assistance, she only points to the tools they need without saying a 

word. This provides an interesting insight into how Cuicatli communicates in Spanish at work. 

Her second language is Spanish. Although she has a Chinese heritage, it wasn’t passed along to 

her, as I explain in the following paragraph.  

 Born and raised in the Arizona-Sonora borderland, Cuicatli describes her experience as 

“being in a space that is Mexican American but never really belonging to that culture.” She lives 

with her aging Chinese grandmother. Although Cuicatli has explored what it means to be 

Chinese, she asks, “does it mean I have to go and learn Chinese? What are the steps I take to feel 

a part of that culture? I eat the food, that’s been an aspect of my life.” Her grandmother has 
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alzheimer’s and did not to pass along the Chinese language or culture to Cuicatli’s mother who 

has acculturated and prefers not identifying as Chinese. Cuicatli, however, has taken matters into 

her own hands by traveling, exploring the world, and making use of her Spanish and English 

bilingualism. Her most recent trip to Mexico City made her realize how fluent she is in the 

Spanish language. While in Mexico City, she was able to understand and express humor, which 

is an important personal accomplishment for Cuicatli. 

 For her multimodal composition, Cuicatli wrote a Spanish and English bilingual song and 

played her acoustic guitar. She created a music video “for all the amazing women that we had in 

the class.” The multimodal project starts with photographs of her friends in Chile. As it 

progresses the photographs transition to her friends in the USA. When I interviewed Cuicatli to 

share more about her process in creating the multimodal composition, she said, that class had 

been “intimate” and she had built enough “trust” to be vulnerable. She was courageous and 

vulnerable in letting her classmates hear her sing in Spanish and play her acoustic guitar.  

What motivated Cuicatli in writing a song in Spanish? The drastic changes occurring in 

the sociopolitical context were a “cathartic experience” for Cuicatli, after she returned home 

from studying abroad in Chile. The multimodal project therefore was a way to demonstrate how 

“there’s just so much negativity and hatred” yet “I am surrounded by these positive sources of 

energy.” Cuicatli’s international friends are important, present throughout her video, she ensures 

they are well represented. She was even thoughtful enough to divide the first half of the video to 

her friends from Chile, while the second half is devoted to her friends in the USA.  

In order to create a sense of connection between teachers and students, Cuicatli suggests 

incorporating a multimodal composition in the classroom. Although Cuicatli doesn’t use 

technology often, she says: 



 87 

it does have its place in recording and videotaping for self-expression. I think it really 
challenged me as someone who doesn’t use technology to really find a way to express 
myself in a way that I wouldn’t normally do 
 

Citlamina 

Citlamina was born in Sonora, Mexico. Her parents immigrated to Tucson, Arizona when 

she was a young child. School hardly provided  any resources for her as a student whose first 

language is not English. From her recollection, none of her teacher’s ever spoke Spanish. In her 

words, “learning English was not easy.” School was memorable for that reason because she had 

difficulty learning and adapting to a new language. Nevertheless, she expresses that “if you want 

to learn, you will learn.” This demonstrates her determination and perseverance for being 

academically successful. 

Citlamina’s home in Sonora isn’t too far from her home in Tucson. She visits her 

grandmother almost every weekend. Her parents stock the convenient store they own and 

manage in a small town in Sonora, while Citlamina helps at the register. Crossing the Arizona-

Sonora border is common knowledge for Citlamina. Interestingly, she identifies more with being 

Mexican despite having lived in the USA most of her life. She recalls often demanding her 

parents to move back to Mexico, but it never happened. As a bilingual and daughter of 

immigrants, she describes asking herself difficult questions: 

Un día me dije, ¿que estoy haciendo aquí? ¿por qué no me regreso a donde yo era feliz? 
Después de eso me volví acordar de todos los esfuerzos que mis papas hicieron para 
traernos a mí y al resto de mi familia a estados unidos. Mi papa tuvo que ahorrar por 
años para poder tener el suficiente dinero para que nos pudiera traer con él a estados 
unidos y legalmente y finalmente estar todos juntos. [One day I asked myself, what am I 
doing here? Why don’t I return to where I am happy? After that, I remembered my 
parents fortitude in bringing me and the rest of my family to the United States. My dad 
had to save in order to have enough money so he can bring us with him to the United 
States legally and finally be together] 
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Citlamina describes a day of just having enough! On that day, she asked about her 

happiness and family. She feels that in Mexico she is happier, but reminds herself of the 

struggles and sacrifices her family endured to be in the USA. Despite years of separation they are 

now together. Reminding herself of what motivates her,  

decidí quedarme en la universidad para ser el orgullo de mis papas. Ellos fueron quienes 
tomaron la decisión de que hoy en día yo siga en la universidad. Si en aquel entonces me 
hubieran apoyado con mi decisión de no querer estar aquí, probablemente no estuviera a 
días de tener un título universitario. Estaré infinitamente agradecida con mis papás por 
siempre ser mi apoyo y no dejarme ir (a México). Este logro que estoy a punto de obtener 
es para ellos también. [I decided to stay at the university so that my parents can be proud 
of me. They are the ones who made a decision for me to continue in the university. If 
they had supported my decision of not wanting to be here, I would probably not be a few 
days away from receiving my bachelors degree. I will be forever grateful with my parents 
for always being my support and not letting me leave (to Mexico). This accomplishment I 
about to obtain is for them] 
 
In the quote above, Citlamina acknowledges how the struggles and sacrifices of her 

parents permitted her to pursue higher education. Although she struggled in school because of 

English, she is graduating from college. In her multimodal composition, she dedicates her 

bachelor’s degree and academic accomplishments to her parents.  

Reflecting back on her difficult experiences learning inspires Citlamina to be an educator 

who specifically works with students whose first language is not English. She says, “I will share 

my experience with my future students, there might be some that don’t care but there might also 

be students that learn from my experience.” That seemed to be the theme of her multimodal 

composition. She wants to be the teacher she never had,  

Quiero ser esa maestra que yo no tuve cuando más necesitaba el apoyo de alguien 
cuando estaba aprendiendo Inglés como segundo idioma. [I want to be that teacher I 
never had when I needed support while learning English as a second language 
 

Itotia  
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Itotia was born in Chile to Mexican parents. Her first language is Spanish. Her parents 

returned to Mexico after living in Chile for a few a years and then moved to Phoenix, Arizona. In 

middle school Itotia struggled with the English language, however, immigrating to the USA 

made it easier for her because she was now able to apply her language skills in broader social 

contexts.  

The multimodal composition of Itotia shows her dancing with her partner. Recently she 

has “discovered that dibujando, pintando y bailando [drawing, painting, and dancing] help” it 

“helps my heart heal” she explains. As the multimodal composition continues, Itotia and her 

partner dance in front of a large window covered by a blue curtain. The light from behind the 

curtain is bright, while the room is dark. This creates a silhouette of Itotia and her partner, 

dramatizing the effects of her dress flowing as she dances. In the background Hasta La Raiz (To 

the Root) plays, a song in Spanish by Natalia LaFourcade, a Mexican singer and songwriter. The 

music and lyrics emphasize the ending message expressed by Itotia at the end of the video: 

La meta [the goal] is to remember who you are. De dónde vienes [Where you are from]. 
And more importantly where you want to go. It takes time. It takes strength. And it also 
takes dedication. Porque a pesar de lo malo, hay muchas cosas buenas [Because, after 
all, the bad thing, there are many good things]. Things that are worthy of us and things 
we are worthy of. 
 
For Itotia the multimodal composition was about overcoming many transitions in her life. 

Moving from Chile to Mexico and then to the USA had a strong impact on her, distancing her 

away from people she cared. Explaining this further, she says, “every time you move is like you 

are leaving everything behind.” Dealing with this for the past three to four years with little 

emotional support caused Itotia to go into a deep depression and consider suicide. As a result, her 

multimodal composition sends the message of “don’t give up and keep moving forward.” She 

purposefully selected the song by Natalia LaFourcade, which “meant so much” to her because 
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“it’s about knowing where you come from in order to know where you are going.” In the future, 

she “would love for [her] students to do videos.” She considers how multimodal compositions 

can help students share their lived experiences. 

Meztli 

 Meztli was born in Sonora, Mexico. As an infant she crossed the Sonora border into 

Arizona with her mother. She is fluent in Spanish and English. From a young age, her parents 

stressed that “you can’t be Mexican and not speak Spanish.” Meztli had to follow her parents 

strict rules about language. At home or in front of Spanish speaking relatives like her 

grandmother, Meztli had to speak in Spanish. For reasons of respect, she couldn’t speak English, 

if a Spanish speaker was in the room. Meztli explains, 

your identity can get lost. You go to Mexico and you are not Mexican enough  
and you come to America and you’re not American enough but I think that you  
really have to know where you stand and really have that connection with  
yourself and your inner person because if not, you can struggle with identity  
issues. I know I struggled with identity issues a lot. As I got older, I think I got  
to understand. You know I am comfortable and I love that I am Mexican and I  
love that I speak Spanish. I shouldn’t be embarrassed, no one should.  

 
Meztli is a teaching assistant at a school predominantly serving Mexican Americans with 

an increasing number of immigrant students from Central America. She feels proud in being able 

to connect with her students’ language and culture (Image 2). She explains that “growing up 

Latina did not always make it easy for me to connect or have teachers that understood my 

situation.” For this reason she would like to encourage her students “to not be afraid of writing, 

reading, or speaking Spanish.”  

For her multimodal composition Meztli wanted, 

to project to others how comfortable I am with being bilingual and how being  
bilingual vale por dos [worth two] and how important it is to keep your home language 
no matter what language it is...I feel that we are scared sometimes to use our own 
language our native language. We’re so scared because it’s a stigma, it’s embarrassing, or 
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no because you're going to be looked at wrong. I just want people to know it’s okay to be 
bilingual. We shouldn’t be embarrassed and no one should hold us back. 
 
From a young age, Meztli experienced bullying at school for speaking in Spanish. At the 

same time, she struggled learning English. In her multimodal composition she expresses, “as I’ve 

gotten older I realized how amazing it is to hablar dos idiomas. Creciendo me daba mucha pena 

o verguenza [to speak two languages. Growing up I was embarrassed and ashamed]. I was 

bullied. I was embarrassed to speak two languages. I was embarrassed to speak Spanish.” To this 

day Meztli struggles communicating in English “but I don’t care anymore. I’m proud of my 

accent, it’s okay” she says.  

Image 2. Soy Bilingue Y Que!? I am Bilingual and What!? From Meztli’s Multimodal 

Composition 

  

Discussion and Conclusion 
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Funds of knowledge research has looked into language and literacy development of 

bilinguals in this region for the past two decades, informing the teaching practices of educators. 

There are several benefits in doing so, including taking a holistic approach of students as learners 

and valuing their knowledge and skills found outside the context of school. All for the purpose of 

providing bilinguals with an equitable and meaningful education, which historically has devalued 

their language and culture.  

 This case study explored the multimodal Spanish and English biliteracy of bilinguals in 

the Arizona-Sonora borderland. I highlight this region, presenting the importance of the border 

as a site for research on biliteracy despite English-only policies. I propose there is a need for 

more research in this region because English-only policies don’t align with the changing 

demographics of a globalized society, especially in this region. The Arizona-Sonora borderland 

has a history between nations which allows for linguistic and cultural diversity to thrive, as 

bilinguals in this study demonstrate.  

In their own words and through different modes, bilinguals in this study critically and 

creatively expressed their biliteracy. Multimodalities captured their linguistic and cultural 

experiences as bilingual. Starting with Cuicatli who writes music, plays her acoustic guitar, and 

sings in Spanish. To Itotia who draws, paints, and dances to the music of iconic Mexican singer 

and songwriter Natalia LaFourcade. The title of the song, Hasta La Raiz (To the Root) speaks to 

Itotia’s experience, reminding her of the importance in remaining close to her heritage. As for 

Citlamina, she mixes Spanish and English to share her experience constantly crossing the 

Arizona-Sonora border. She shares learning English as a second language, having little support 

with no teachers who speak Spanish. Her difficult experiences at school caused Citlamina to ask 

important questions and wonder whether she should return to Mexico. Nevertheless, she 
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triumphs and graduates from college, dedicating her accomplishments to her immigrant parents 

for their efforts in providing her with an education. She is presently a Spanish teacher. Meztli, on 

the other hand, mixes and blends her Spanish and English as she shares her experience becoming 

bilingual. It was a difficult journey for Meztli to overcome her shame and embarrassment for 

having an accent. In the past, she associated speaking Spanish, her first language, with having a 

stigma. Now, she is proud of her accent and bilingualism. She is happy to be a resource for her 

bilingual students.  

In this study, multimodalities gave bilinguals an opportunity to be agents of their own 

learning. The multimodalities project gave them an opportunity to express how they think, speak, 

read, and write in Spanish and English. Through various modes they expressed who they are as 

bilinguals living in the Arizona-Sonora borderland. As bilinguals they engage in various reading 

and writing practices like drawing, painting, music, singing, and dancing. Integrating a 

multimodal composition in the classroom has potential for integrating linguistic and cultural 

diversity and providing an equitable education for students with more than one language and 

culture. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 94 

APPENDIX D: “INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR BILINGUAL STUDENTS A” 
 

1. What language(s) do you speak, read, and write? 
2. Do you consider yourself bilingual?  
3. Share your experience documenting/photographing biliteracy in your household or 

community  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 95 

APPENDIX E: “INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR BILINGUAL STUDENTS B” 
 

1. What language do you speak, read, and write? Do you consider yourself bilingual? 
2. Share more about your experience creating the multimodal composition?  
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