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Introduction: The Pursuit and Practice of Traditional and
Electronic Literacies on the U.S.-Mexico Borderlands
John Scenters-Zapico

In the following pages, Generaciones shares traditional and electronic literacy practices
as revealed by participants from Mexico and the U.S. From these stories,
Generaciones debunks the myth that the border is illiterate by challenging mainstream
views of literacy and offers a range of alternative practices. Second, Generaciones
looks at how these bilingual participants practice electronic literacies in two nations, two
school systems, and varying economic scales. Third, Generaciones explores where
participants were able to practice literacies (the gateways); who may have helped them
(sponsors); and how they practiced traditional and electronic literacies. Fourth,
Generaciones offers readers firsthand alternative views that challenge stereotypes
about the border and Latino/as, and reveals how they have practiced traditional and
electronic literacies since 1920. Throughout I challenge stereotypical definitions of
literacy and literacy learning and extant methods for literacy studies. Fifth, although
these border literacies are unique and although my method arises from the cultural
conditions driving literacy acquisition and practices, Generaciones develops a
methodology whose explanatory power makes it a model for literacy studies in other
cultural niches. Generaciones explores and discusses literacy practices from 1920 to
1985 on the U.S.-Mexico border, specifically El Paso, Texas, and Juárez, Chihuahua.
These literacy practices are further complicated by participants who move back and
forth across the border1 while speaking English, Spanish, and Spanglish.2 While

1

As the participants in Generaciones move across all sorts of borders, not just the physical, legal ones, I
have chosen to rhetorically place all video interviews off of traditional borders and margins, mixing the
videos into normal textual margins and into traditionally off-limit border markers. My goal is to show that
occupying such spaces at the same time effectively serves to bring together multiple ideas and elements.
2
Ilan Stavans’ Spanglish is a great examination of the role Spanglish occupies in the U.S. He says,
“Spanglish is often described as the trap, la trampa, Hispanics fall into on the road to assimilation—el
obstàculo en el camino” (3). Spanglish has also been called “casteyanqui, inglañol, argot sajòn, español
bastardo, Papiamento gringo, and calò pachuco” (4). Throughout the book Stavans develops his own
definition of Spanglish: “The verbal encounter between Anglo and Hispano civilizations” (5). Also see
Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera, especially Chapter 5, “How to Tame a Wild Tongue.” Also
see Guillermo Gómez-Peña’s Dangerous Border Crossers: The Artist Talks Back and The New World
Border: Prophesies, Poems & Loqueras for the End of the Century for poetic-visual-narrative celebrations
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Latino/a border literacies are unique, they are relevant to the entire border and Latino/a
population in the U.S.
Literacy has long been correlated to economic success. In 2003 the National Center for
Education Statistics (NCES) released a report highlighting the results of its recent
survey of adult English literacy. This report noted that the average scores of those not
finishing high school were in the “Below Basic” category, while 41 percent of adults with
a graduate school education scored “Proficient.” The study further indicated that the
“high school push outs”3 who scored “Below Basic” earned $432 per week, and those
who scored “Proficient” averaged $975 per week. The difference of $543 dollars per
week—or a whopping $26,064 per year—stresses that literacy equals economics4
(Schneider).
The logic, however, that literacy is the only reason some earn more than others has
long been held suspect by many literacy scholars. An abundance of ways to talk about,
complain about, and finally characterize literacies exists in several fields. In Stuckey’s
The Violence of Literacy she positions herself precisely in the experience I found myself
in with this project: literacy is not a unified “thing”; it is of course unified for those who
want to flaunt statistics of ostensible literacy. Stuckey sees violence done to those who
do not possess traditionally accepted literacy. Similarly, Bourdieu views literacy as
“symbolic violence” between the dominant and the dominated classes. A dominant
class, he argues, uses real and symbolic capital to carry out symbolic violence, or
advantage, which helps to maintain its dominance (Bourdieu and Passeron 5). Thus,
people who do not dominate traditional literacy measures are forced into lower
economic positions in the societal pecking order of money-power.
Brandt teases out the economic reasoning as it is viewed from a moral imperative:
Literacy as a cultural mandate is now taught and learned in terms of school
success and economic viability. Its justifications reside in its value as a mental
and scribal asset—a production asset upon which a healthy economy and
American world dominance increasingly rely. Today, illiteracy marks you as a
moral outcast not because you have resisted conformity to social mores but
of Latino/a language and culture. Much of Gómez-Peña’s work is performed live and encourages
audience interaction and interruption.
3
A term now used to indicate that many students are not dropouts from our school systems, but are
literally pushed out for social, educational, and cultural reasons (Wolff).
4
“Measuring literacy is a complicated task. One challenge is that we are testing adults, and you don't find
them gathered in classrooms. Another challenge is that there are different types of literacy to measure.
Yet another challenge is determining what it means to be literate. The report I am releasing today
addresses these challenges and gives us solid data on the state of adult literacy in America” (Schneider
1).
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because you are a drag on economic productivity—unable to pull your weight as
a learner and an earner. (“Drafting” 488)
Being labeled literate or illiterate has very real consequences. Lankshear and Knobel
note that words like “literacy” and “illiteracy” tend to have sociological connotations as
opposed to “reading,” which is viewed as psychological: “For example, ‘illiteracy’ and
‘illiterate’ usually carried social class or social group connotations. Being illiterate
tended to be associated with being poor, being of marginal status and so on” (New
Literacies 8). Their observations, if we rely on the NCES literacy and poverty statistics,
are quite accurate regarding the ways illiteracy works in our nation.
In the El Paso Times, the primary newspaper read in the U.S.-Mexico border city of El
Paso, Texas, head librarian Carol Brey-Casiano recently exclaimed:
Literacy pays!
The message sent by the NCES and reiterated by the El Paso Public Library is
that we must continue to focus attention on this national dilemma and work
together to fix it. (7B)
The argument goes that if literacy is low, salaries are low. “Fix” literacy and salaries will
go up, right? Line up to learn, and then earn! Dilemma solved. However, Brandt
further indicates that
Politically speaking, the moral imperative was linked closely to hierarchies of
class and race. People who were excluded from literacy were those subjected to
second-class citizenship, people whose standing in so-called moral or civic
society was not protected or nourished as a matter of law or custom. (“Drafting”
489)
Do El Pasoans follow Brey-Cassiano’s lead and “fix” their literacy for a better standard
of living, or do they accept second-class citizenship status? That is, are we really
literate and just plain overlooked? Because the NCES supplies national data, I
wondered exactly where and how other literacy researchers from outside our area
would situate this multilingual, multi-literate, and multicultural border city. This data
seemed significant because such claims inevitably affect how others perceive of a
location, and how those of us who live here think of our place and ourselves.
I now set out to explore two local issues: El Paso’s literacy rates and average salaries.
Of course I knew that literacy would depend on the definitions of literacy that were used,
but I also realized it is important to know how officials apply their standards to
populations and areas they “objectively” know nothing about. The yearly Whitewater
literacy study of the most and least literate cities in the U.S. receives a lot of attention:
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(Miller)
These are certainly questionable factors. Does a place like Boston, with its greater
number of printing and distribution centers, receive a superior rank as a result? Does
New York, with its extensive distribution of the Times, get better scores because of the
same variables? While both Boston and New York have high printing rates, most of
those materials are shipped elsewhere. I fell quickly into the Whitewater literacy study’s
anticipated disagreement camp (they would not consider me an ally) when I saw where
El Paso stood out of 79 cities:
Education: 75 out of 79 cities

Scenters-Zapico
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Periodical Pubs: 69 out of 79 cities
Newspapers: 73 out of 79 cities
Libraries: 74 out of 79 cities
Based on these low literacy rates, I assumed we would be poor. In 2004 El Pasoans
earned $15,630 yearly (this number is adjusted for inflation), while the national average
was $24,020. Families below the poverty level in El Paso were at 24.0%, while
nationally this figure was 10.1%. Other data about El Paso’s poverty reveal that:
In 2004, 29 percent of people were in poverty. Forty-one percent of related
children under 18 were below the poverty level, compared with 18 percent of
people 65 years old and over. Twenty-five percent of all families and 40 percent
of families with a female householder and no husband present had incomes
below the poverty level. (“El Paso City, Texas”)
It has been proven: El Paso has low literacy and high poverty rates. This does not bode
well for a border community like El Paso. The previously discussed Whitewater literacy
study supports Victor Villanueva’s argument about bootstrap mentality toward Latino/as:
“People of color don’t do better because they don’t try harder, that most are content to
feed off the State” (“Rhetoric of Racism” 651; see also his Bootstraps). The sad truth is
that literacy studies that fail to acknowledge the multilingual and cultural dynamics of the
U.S. place many populations into the position Villanueva describes.
However, ecological factors relevant to literacies of the Spanish, English, and Spanglish
types complicate the local literacy data. El
Paso’s historical and present-day sister-city,
Juárez, Mexico, is right across the river and
connects us with six multilane vehicle and
pedestrian bridges. To get from downtown El
Paso to downtown Juárez only takes about
five minutes of walking. Unfortunately,
outside researchers do not know or consider
our intertwined, intercultural history, nor do
they realize the number of people who cross
the bridges every day. Stand on one of the
bridges and you see that El Pasoans coming
from Juárez buy many things like magazines,
newspapers, and books; similarly, Juárenses
(people from Juárez) do the same in El Paso. It is an international admixture reflecting
the love of Mexico and the U.S. A participant from Chapter 2 of Generaciones, Angelica
Scenters-Zapico
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M., describes this seamlessness: “Basically El Paso was more a continuation of Juárez.
It was the same thing.” (Activate video above for Angelica M.’s expanded commentary).
These two cities are united by over five hundred years of history, of interchange, of
marriage, on immigration both ways, by business and industry, and of course a river
with two names: the Rio Grande/Río Bravo. Nevertheless, because of the current
Narcotraficante wars, which have claimed over a thousand lives on this border alone,
and the tightened security after 9-11, the movement across the border has significantly
decreased.
El Paso’s cultural ecology, then, must include Juárez, where the literacy index is high.
The “Población de 15 años y más y porcentaje de alfabetismo por municipio, 2000, en
Juárez era 97.3.” The statistic indicated a sample of 764,633, which is significantly
lower than Juárez’s stated population of 3,052,907. Another source noted that the
number of illiterates in Juárez was 39,472. This figure closely matches the 97.3%
Juárez literacy statistic cited in a recent El Paso Times article, which included data from
the 2005 American Community Survey and the Mexican National Institute of Statistics,
Geography and Computing (INEGI). Nevertheless, if we stand on any of our bridges
and observe the connectedness, we must situate Juàrez’s literacy statistic into
Whitewater’s calculation. The literacy data would have to change. What would not
change is the salary scale in El Paso or in Juárez, as this is based more on race, on the
U.S.’s moral imperative, and on beliefs in the bootstrap mentality (“Tabulados Básicos”).
With that 97.3% literacy statistic in mind, if we took a stroll across a bridge into Juárez,
we would discover twenty-five libraries5 and three newspapers: “Respecto a los
periodicos de Ciudad Juárez existentes son El Diario de Juárez, El Mexicanole y El
Norte de Juárez, de los cuales tiene acceso a cada una de ellas virtualmente”
(Cervantes; emphasis added). All of this “literacy” data does not include Internet access
to materials from the U.S. or Mexico, which is additionally abundant and calls into doubt
statistics about any area. Data from across the river highlights the shortsightedness of
literacy researchers like Whitewater who fail to consider location complexity and Internet
resources.6

5 The data on libraries in Chihuahua State and patrons who use them adds to the puzzle of literacy on
the border. Chihuahua state indicates the following data on libraries for 2003:
Place
Year Number of Libraries
Number of
Volumes
Chihuahua
2003
367
5,967
6 High-speed cables run under and over the Rio Grande. Some areas are wireless.
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At the end of the day, when looking at what we might term ecological data, we discover
the complexity of this international ecological system: the “hard” data shares numbers
with us, questionable ones, but no understanding of where, how, and why participants
learned to become traditionally and electronically literate. The array of contrasting
numbers and figures sent me on an emotional mission, but it all made me understand
that my motive in Generaciones was simple: I was tired of reading all the data saying
nothing to me about who lives and learns here, and how they actually practice
traditional and electronic literacies. I realized an important way to understand how
participants practiced traditional and electronic literacies was to hear their stories
firsthand, in their own words. While Brandt looked at how people pursued traditional
literacy in the Midwest (Literacy in American Lives 9), my examination focuses on the
stories of how and where the participants practice both traditional and electronic
literacies on the U.S.-Mexico border.
The ensuing chapters bring to light the rich historical data that emerges from the
accounts of everyday people living through social and political events. This information
will help us better situate and understand the multilingual cultural ecologies that have
shaped literacy experiences. Similar studies of literacy through social and cultural
ecological lenses that guide this study and the information gathered have been
conducted by Ronald Diebert (1997), Marilyn Cooper (1998), and Daniel White (1998).
Following Diebert, who sees the “existing stock of social forces and ideas” (31) as
significant to understanding literate pursuits and practices, this idea seems even more
important on the border because it is different from mainstream America.
The same ecological factors and forces must include the advent of any new
technologies and the literacies they necessitate. Bertram C. Bruce and Maureen P.
Hogan (1998) outline an ecological model of electronic literacy that suggests most
aspects of our lives are part of an ecological system, one interpenetrated by machines,
humans, and our natural world. Consequently, literacy practices, including the
technologies of literacy, “can only be understood in relation to larger systems of
practice” (272; also see Cooper, “The Ecology of Writing”). The systems Bruce, Hogan,
and Cooper advocate are further elaborated by Selfe and Hawisher. They see digital
literacies as linked with economic factors, businesses and workplaces, sociocultural
variables, and the myriad levels these influences need to become operative at the
individual, family, local community, and national levels (Literate Lives 7; also see
Hawisher, Selfe, Guo, and Liu, “Globalization and Agency”).7 Drawing on the social,
cultural, and technological factors these researchers set forth in their studies, in this
book I follow forty-three participants of literacy born from 1920-1985 and share their

7

For similar accounts on the reciprocal dynamics among human and sociocultural-historical interactive
dynamics, see Anthony Giddens (1979), Michel DeCerteau (1984), and Ernesto Laclau and Chantal
Mouffe (1985).
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stories of learning and developing traditional and electronic literacies through and
around the U.S.-Mexico border.
Generaciones
The chapters of this study are arranged in a way that highlights the generaciones, a
term I will use in Spanish throughout the book, in which the participants were born.8
Some of the meanings of generaciones are varied; thus, here I briefly sketch how I am
bilingually and biculturally using the concept to designate varying ranges of years and
interconnections. The first chapter includes participants born between 1920 and 1950.
This range fits the traditional thirty-year definition of generación offered in the Oxford
English Dictionary (OED):
The whole body of individuals born about the same period; also, the time covered by
the lives of these. In reckoning historically by “generations”, the word is taken to
mean the interval of time between the birth of the parents and that of their children,
usually computed at thirty years, or three generations to a century.
The definition leaves open the notion of generational overlap, making the grouping
situation-based, not a rigid, historical thirty-year time span per each century. Another
definition, again from the OED, tells us that generación can designate “a member of the
first (or second, etc.) generation of a family, spec. of descendants of immigrant parents,
esp. in the United States; also, designating a naturalized immigrant (or a child, etc., of a
naturalized immigrant).” This second view captures the complexity I ran into in limiting
the chapters by thirty-year generaciones. A generación essentially could be any age or
age group, united by the fact that they are naturalized immigrants. Each chapter’s
participants are united to each other in that they are a first, second, or third generación
descendant.
I next considered how the Real Academia Española characterized generaciones. The
concept comes even closer to Generaciones’ flexible application of the term generación:
“Conjunto de personas que por haber nacido en fechas próximas y recibido educación
e influjos culturales y sociales semejantes, se comportan de manera afín o comparable
en algunos sentidos.” Here we discover the close sociocultural and educational bonds
of a generación, not imposed by age or family connections, but instead united by a
8

In the process of surveying and interviewing participants, including those from my classes, I never asked
their status of country of citizenship or immigration status. Seeking this information could pose unwanted
legal and ethical issues. However, I believe most participants have naturalized family in both the U.S.
and in Mexico, making naturalization a viable prospect for most of the participants in the research. For
reference, each chapter does include a chart highlighting each participant’s place of birth, any migrations
they may have made, and their current place of residence.
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nexus of time of birth, education, and social and cultural experiences (“Real Academia
Española”). The implication becomes clear: Generación is based in both Anglo and
Latin cultures, not so much on mathematical divisions of centuries, but more on relative
social, historical, and cultural commonalities and connectedness.
I emphasize these diverse views of generaciones because they spotlight participants’
lives according to the social, historical, economical, educational, and technological
influences they have lived in. At the same time such groupings highlight the transgenerational and cultural connectivity among them. To determine the length and
population of a generación became an attempt to apply these definitions in a way that
was congruent with some of the meanings and with the population here. I also believe
the groupings helped unite the social and cultural experiences of the participants in
ways that were revealing of their lives and the timeliness of their ability to practice
traditional and electronic literacies. For example, the first chapter covers participants
born between 1920-1950 because this generación included the special experiences of a
mother and daughter both born in this time frame. An amazing revelation from this
chapter is how gender discrimination kept the mother from advancing in school, but she
later made sure her daughter had the opportunities that she did not have. The daughter
picked up several electronic literacies because of her job as a teacher. Similarly,
because of the Vietnam War, Alberto Gonzalez was drafted; to avoid combat, he
learned to work with computers. Chapters 2-4 cover nine years each; the participants in
these chapters experience the introduction of technology and the demand to learn to
use technologies in varying ways. The status of the economy and their age were
important influences on how they were able to practice developing literacies. Chapter 5
is the last participant chapter and covers five years, 1981-1985; these individuals were
born in the halcyon days of affordable desktop computers, when Apples blazed into
home, work, and school settings.9 This generación is intensely immersed in electronic
literacies and is connected by its growth through the throes of significant pedagogical
and social change. During the span of these five years, this generación experienced
changes similar to those of the previous sixty-five years, yet they underwent significant
changes that were incomprehensible during an earlier time. In 1986 on the border a
9

Some truly significant events began in 1981 and climaxed in 1985: In 1981 Adam Osborne completed
the first portable computer; it weighed 24 pounds and cost $1,795. Remarkably, the software on it was
worth close to $1,500 (“Computer History Museum: Exhibits Timeline”). While the Macintosh was
released in 1984, it did not sell well until 1985: “The Apple Macintosh debuts in 1984. It features a simple,
graphical interface, uses the 8-MHz, 32-bit Motorola 68000 CPU, and has a built-in 9-inch B/W screen,
but only seventy-four days after the introduction of the ‘Macintosh’, 50,000 units had been sold, not that
strong a show . Apple refused to license the OS or the hardware, the 128k memory was not enough and
a single floppy was difficult to use.” (Bellis, emphasis added). Two other important events occurred in
1985: Microsoft Windows 1.0 ships in November 1985, and “the ‘Macintosh’ computer line received a big
sales boost with the introduction of the LaserWriter printer and Aldus PageMaker; home desktop
publishing was now possible” (Bellis).

Scenters-Zapico

9

Generaciones’ Narratives

gap emerged among educational pedagogies, haves, have maybes, and have nots.10
These five chapters are within the parameters of generación, united by proximity of birth
year; status as a first, second, third generación immigrant; and, more importantly, by the
cultural and educational experiences they share.
Cultural and Ecological Considerations
The narratives in Generaciones draw equally from the “others”; that is, they look as
much at the generaciones of Mexico as of the U.S. These generaciones are further
interwoven by the personal stories of Latino/as11 who live in the El Paso-Juárez
borderlands, a multinational, multilingual area of over three million people. In El Paso
[A]mong people at least five years old living in El Paso city in 2004, 77 percent spoke a
language other than English at home. Of those speaking a language other than English
at home, 97 percent spoke Spanish and 3 percent spoke some other language; 37
percent reported that they did not speak English “very well.” (“El Paso City, Texas”)
No bilingual data like this exists from Mexican sources, but my estimate from living and
teaching in border communities in Arizona and Texas for the last eighteen years is that
about 15% of Juárez speaks and writes well in English, and about 30% speaks survival
business English.
As a multilingual, multicultural border crosser I often find myself confused when
considering exactly who the “others” are as they are presented on national news: We
10

In another study underway I am researching and interviewing generaciones born between 1986-2001,
and it is this group of individuals who show that from 1986 onward, education, especially of the electronic
type, changed the face of the generaciones before them.
11
On the surveys I conducted, interviewees used the category “Mexican” if they were born or lived in
Mexico. If they were from El Paso, a few respondents used “Mexican-American.” The majority used
“Hispanic.” I use “Latino/a.” Arcelo Suárez-Orozco and Mariela Páez in Latinos: Remaking America
(2002) argue that they prefer the term “Latino/a” because it is “generous” and “the term Latino is a new
and ambiguous invention” (3) that captures all sorts of people and cultures. My own reasoning (and I’ve
had many discussions about this, which means there is no one answer or fixed agreement) for using
Latino/a is because the term is not ambiguous. Latino/a has a root that stands out, Latin. The Spanish
language comes primarily from Latin, mixed with Arab, Greek, and other languages as well. Of course,
we all know we are speaking of peoples who speak some form of Spanish, or perhaps none, but whose
parents or upbringing in some way made them feel Latino/a. This could be in their preferred music,
dress, food, etc. In this way Latino/a allows for racial and ethnic variety in the broadest ways. Speaking
from a U.S. perspective, the term also embraces other speakers and cultures with a Latin root, such as
Portuguese, French, and Italian. The U.S. Census Bureau uses Hispanic: “1/ Hispanic refers to people
whose origin are Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central or South American, or other Hispanic/Latino,
regardless of race.” Gloria Anzaldúa, though she wavers, seems to favor “Chicano/a” in Borderlands/La
Frontera in the chapter titled “La Conciencia de la Mestiza.” Susan Romano (“Tlaltelolco: The
Grammatical-Rhetorical Indios of Colonial Mexico”) points out that “latino” in the New World meant
“trilingual proficiency in Latin, Spanish, and at least one vernacular, such as Nahuatl, and which later
would qualify the educated Tlaltelolco indio for co-authorship of bi- and tringual catechetical texts” (262).
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are divided by passports and border guards for sure. As such, the stories I share in the
pages you are about to immerse yourself in come in Englishes, Spanishes, and
Spanglishes. When necessary I translate and interpret, something I and chapter coauthors Fernie Alañiz and Terry Quezada (Chapter 3) and Luciá Durá (Chapter 4) have
been doing most our lives. I have kept the participants’ language of choice in the body
of Generaciones in their written or videotaped format and placed all translations, from
Spanish to English, in pop-ups where they occur in text and in embedded pop-ups
where they occur in the case of video. It is my aim to keep the nuances of manyvoicedness and bilingualism, including my own, throughout the book.
Additionally, on this large urban border, some of us cross easily, some with difficulty,
and sadly, some never make it. People like me legally cross in various ways. We pay
twenty-five cents to enter Mexico and thirty cents to re-enter the U.S., and we carry an
identification card, such as a driver’s license, to show residency. If we look “white
enough” and/or have unnoticeable accents, generally we do not need to show any
verification of residency or citizenship. Or we may be asked, “Citizenship,” and we reply
“U.S.” This usually suffices.12 Another method for those who cross several times a day
is with electronic “Fast Lane” permits on vehicles. This requires paying about $150,
submitting official documents, and being interviewed by border authorities.13 These
Fast Lane permits allow people who cross the border frequently and quickly to take the
kids to school, to get to meetings at the multinational maquilas, located both here and in
Juárez, and to enter Mexico for many other reasons.
Still others go through more complicated border crossing ordeals. Some are poor but
“fortunate,” and successfully wade or swim
across the Rio Grande/Río Bravo (newspaper
article on left). Yet others, sadly, never make it
across (newspaper article next page).
In these pages you will read stories about how
participants cross physical, psychological,
social, digital, and educational borders in order
to practice literacies. By listening to the
stories of these generaciones, their quickly
disappearing experiences are documented.

12

In November 2005 my friend, Victor Villanueva, was visiting, and we went to Juárez, crossing by foot
on the Santa Fe Street Bridge. On our way back, we both noticed we were being watched by the border
guards more than others. I was not carded. Victor was.
13
See “Secure Electronic Network for Travelers Rapid Inspection” for more detailed requirements.
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Approaching Traditional, Electronic, and Bilingual Literacies
Two useful concepts for considering traditional and electronic literacies situated in their
sociohistorical and geographic place is with Lankshear’s and Knobel’s overarching
model in which they draw
out two powerful
approaches to studying
literacy. First, Generaciones
is enriched by the
paradigmatic because it
stresses “a specific
sociocultural approach to
understanding and
researching literacy,” and
second, by emphasizing the
paradigmatic, psychological
views are not employed
(Lankshear and Knobel 16).
Generaciones looks at
individuals who, over the last eight decades, have sought and practiced literacies in
unique ways, such as with their bilingualism and biculturalism. While Generaciones
does not stress psychology, it does consider the positive and negative effects
participants have indicated that others have caused to them.
Once immersed in the social, historical, and economical aspects of a place, the
ontological approach helps to cast light on how individuals in specific, localized
economies create, evolve, and practice literacies in times of rapid technological change.
In Lankshear’s and Knobel’s words, “ontological”
refers to the idea that changes have occurred in the character and
substance of literacies associated with changes in technology,
institutions, media, the economy, and the rapid movement toward
global scale in manufacture, finance, communications and so on.
Many of these new and changing social practices involve new and
changing ways of producing, distributing, exchanging and receiving
texts by electronic means. These have generated new multimodal
forms of texts that can arrive via digital code—what Richard Lanham
(1994) calls “the rich signal”—as sound, text, images, video, animations
and any combination of these. (16)
The authors describe these “rich signal” categories of literacy as “post-typographic”
forms of textual practice. Generaciones paradigmatically and ontologically explores and
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characterizes how participants of literacy—on both sides of the U.S.-Mexico border and
in their own stories—have become traditionally and electronically literate in specific
places and times.
Because of the location of this study—on the U.S.-Mexico borderlands with the largest
multilingual, urban city in the United States on the U.S. side—it is essential that this
research ontologically consider multiple literacies and dynamic and evolving cultures.
Further shedding light on the ontological is Gee’s concept of “powerful literacies,” an
individual’s ability to control secondary languages and to use the right language in the
right ways at the right times within discourse communities. The first three powerful
literacies in El Paso and Juàrez are Spanish, English, and Spanglish. Spanglish is a
combination of Englishes and Spanishes, a hybrid that exists in different forms on the
varying stretches of the U.S.-Mexico border, primarily on the U.S. side where more firstthrough fourth- generación participants reside and are exposed to both languages in
myriad ways.14 As a result, they learn and use select vocabulary and expressions that
combine both languages. Moving languages into their social and cultural context, Gee,
Hull, and Lankshear stress that we must think of literacy as integrated into social,
institutional, and cultural interactions. A fourth necessary discussion is an ontological
consideration of electronic literacies. I lead with Selfe and Hawisher’s description of
what electronic literacy means:
By technological literacy, or literacies, we mean the practices involved in reading,
writing, and exchanging information in online environments, as well as the values
associated with such practices—
cultural, social, political, and
educational. For us, the term differs
from computer literacy in that it focuses
primarily on the word literacy—thus, on
communication skills and values rather
than on the skills required to use a
computer. To distinguish technological
literacy from computer literacy, literacy
scholars have also used the related
terms electronic literacy (Selfe &
Hawisher, 2002; Sullivan &
Dautermann, 1996); digital literacy
(Tyner); and the literacies of technology (Hawisher & Selfe). We use the last
term, literacies of technology, as an all encompassing phrase to connect social
practices, people, technology, values, and literate activity, which, in turn, are
14

In the PhD program in Rhetoric and Composition at UTEP, I have argued that Spanglish should be one
of the languages our students can use for their “foreign” language requirement.
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embedded in a larger cultural ecology. . . . In all cases, the focus is on literacy
practices and values inonline environments rather than on the skills required to
use computers themselves (Literate Lives). (Activate video above for Selfe and
Hawisher’s expanded commentary electronic literacies).
This is a rich and powerful discussion that reveals the underlying social, political, and
economic value of technological literacy
Another issue further complicates conversations about literacy and needs discussion.
This specific section of the U.S.-Mexico border, as discussed earlier, is considered to
have one of the lowest literacy rates in the nation. In part, these measurements are
based on variables that do not consider more complex and situated notions of literacy
(Lankshear and Knobel; Gee). This border is unique—as the chapters showcase—in
that many individuals arrive here literate in Spanish or grow up in homes where Spanish
was spoken and read. As a result, they are considered illiterate in English, but this
determination is based on measures that do not test their real-world English, Spanish or
Spanglish literacies. For example, the Whitewater literacy study considers English
variables only from El Paso, but not the number of libraries, bookstores, and
newspapers in Juàrez, or the number of Spanish reading materials that cross the border
daily. In the chapters we also find that many participants have a variety of alternative
reading materials around the home, most notably the Bible, magazines, and comics,
and that they or a family member regularly read these. Even if these reading materials
were used for mainstream literacy statistics, because most are passed down from family
member to family member (like the Bible) or among friends (magazines and comics),
they would not be counted because they are passed along and not purchased new or
with yearly subscriptions.
Border Crossing Patterns
Lankshear and Knobel’s paradigmatic model stresses the sociohistorical literacy
practices in specific locales by concrete individuals. Three significant participant
movement patterns emerged from this study and merit some elaboration. These three
patterns shape the participants I selected as representative for each of the chapter’s
generaciones.
1. Seventeen Border Crossers from Mexico to the U.S. Born between 1920 and
1985, these participants were born in Mexico and have come to the U.S. under
varying family, education, and economic factors. Contrary to public opinion and
misunderstanding, it should be noted that none of these individuals came to the
U.S. as a migrant worker. In 2000, the documented immigrant population from
Chihuahua to the U.S. was 49,722. Moreover, “Casi la mitad de los migrantes
Scenters-Zapico
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indocumentados en Estados Unidos entró al país con documentos temporales
válidos, pero permanecieron más tiempo de lo que se les autorizó, revelo ayer
un análisis del organismo investigación Pew Hispanic Center” (“Periodismo Sin
Fronteras”).
2. Fourteen Border Crossers from the U.S. to Mexico15 This was an
unanticipated pattern. After about twenty-five surveys and several interviews, I
noticed in one survey that a U.S.-born participant had stated that as soon as he
was born, his family moved to Juárez. As I prepared for our follow-up interview I
went through other surveys and discovered this was not an anomaly. A common
U.S. stereotype is that Mexicans want to come to the U.S., but what I discovered
over multiple generaciones is that there is a trend in the opposite direction for
multiple reasons, some of which I discuss in upcoming chapters. Most of these
participants now reside in El Paso; many of their relatives do not. In 2000 the
number of residents in Mexico from other countries was 492,617, and in
Chihuahua State this number was 44,436. No data was specific to Juàrez, but I
would place two-thirds of the 44,000 in Juàrez (“Censo General de Población y
Vivienda”).
3. Twelve El Paso Born and Raised. This section reflects first, second, third, and
fourth generación Latino/as who were born and raised in El Paso. All trace their
ancestry to Mexico.
These three patterns document movements back and forth to Mexico and the U.S. The
Smithsonian recently shared compelling stories of movement to the U.S. during the
Bracero Program of 1942-1964 in which two million Mexican nationals worked in the
U.S. (Chávez, “Smithsonian Staff”). Many of these braceros came through Juárez-El
Paso. Ironically, the study also makes the border appear one-directional. Overlooked is
the back-and-forth movement and permanency by Latino/as that the Generaciones’
Chart of Participants of Literacy and Their Movements highlights.
Because of the fluency of these movements, long-term participant experiences like
those Brandt observed in Literacy in America Lives do not exist. Instead, bicultural
education, socialization, and languages intermix in surprising, rapidly changing ways.
Background Research and Methodology
This project employs ethnographic, narrative, quantitative, and qualitative approaches
15

Chávez, “Under Plan.” This speaks to the new law proposed, which would affect future generaciones
of citizens like those whose lives are discussed in the pages of this book.
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as methodological guides in discovering what Gergen calls self-narrative: “The
individual’s account of the relationship among self-relevant events across time. In
developing a self-narrative the individual attempts to establish coherent connections
among life events. . . .” (187). In this same vein Ricoeur suggests a dynamic interaction
takes place among participants’ lived lives and the stories that they might tell about
them (32), and like Reynolds and Taylor I view the stories and data that I have gathered
as discursive resources. At the same time I realized that my participants were involved
also in a dialogic narrative at some points, and a polyphonous one at others:
Generaciones relies on languages and cultures, on individual and group reflections, on
interviewers’ interactions, and on quantitative data drawn from the entire pool of
participants, which is discussed in the conclusion. Finally, I attempted to best capture
the narratives of how participants become literate on the U.S.-Mexico border. I adapted
my methods from Brandt’s Literacy in American Lives, Selfe and Hawisher’s Literate
Lives in the Information Age, and Cooper’s “The Ecology of Writing,” which all follow an
“oral-history and life-history research” approach by intertwining autobiographical,
ethnographic, and ecological responses. At times I interject with my voice and my
experiences to remind readers that, for better or for worse, I am selecting and
negotiating the many experiences in these stories and that I am a part of the whole.
Moreover, in the conclusion I focus on the quantitative responses to twenty-six
questions about gateways and sponsorship from the survey participants. My motive in
employing quantitative data in the conclusion is to highlight the overarching literacy
experiences here.
I must confess early on that I always have been interested in and moved by people’s
stories. As a scholar, however, I did not have the wherewithal to methodologically
exercise this secret passion. With Brandt’s approach I saw hints of what I believe is
personalized research. It was Selfe and Hawisher’s approach in Literate Lives that
made evident what I needed to do. During my participation in their electronic literacy
survey leading to Literate Lives, Cindy Selfe asked me to share some of her surveys
with students here in the Southwest. It was rewarding to discover the types of
information their survey solicited and how it did so. In effect I saw the power of such
surveying, and I saw how it could be better adapted for this area. I returned to Brandt’s
work and culled from it various potential models for this unique multilingual and
multicultural border. Some of the changes I made were to focus more questions on
extended family involvement, as this was crucial here; to allow individuals to write in
Spanish, Spanglish, and English; and to include an array of quantitative questions that
would be useful in revealing data otherwise not described in the stories my participants
shared.
Why quantifiable questions on the survey? Unlike these other researchers I also added
and included results from twenty-six quantifiable questions from my survey for several
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reasons. First, I wanted to ease the survey process by providing both open-ended and
multiple-response questions. Second, I felt valuable information from situated
participants’ experiences could be gathered and quantified in an easy-to-read and
accessible format. Twenty-six questions examining and discussing the sponsorship of
participants and the gateways where they were sponsored are addressed in the
concluding chapter; the data of thousands of responses from all participants are useful
for educators from a variety of disciplines to better understand how sponsors, including
educators themselves, teach electronic literacies. Similarly, these data help us
understand the ways that myriad gateways are created and accessed and thereby
serve instrumental roles to help students learn and practice such literacies. Combined
with the individual stories from Chapters 1-5, the quantifiable data in the conclusion may
serve a role for instituting effective local change in schools, community locales such as
libraries, and universities. The conclusion and its participant data are intended to serve
as a polyphonus coda that both complements and is necessary to these border stories
of acquiring and practicing literacies.
From the initial design of this study I knew that sole authorship would not be mine, and
thus I encouraged everyone whose experiences are shared here to be a fellow writer.
To maintain chapter continuity, I drafted all chapters and then encouraged co-authors
Fernie Alañiz, Luciá Durá, and Terry Quezada to revise the drafted narratives of the
chapters in which they are author-participants. Because of these additional narrative
voices in these chapters, readers should notice additional voices, primarily in the
sections when they narrate their own experiences. Once these author-participants
revised, I revised the entire book based on the blind reviewers’ suggestions.
The approach for gathering participants was determined by the age of the individuals in
each generational category I created. I discussed earlier the three migration patterns
that became evident after collecting about twenty-five surveys. At that point I decided to
focus the remainder of my search for participants of literacy based on these micropatterns in the five generaciones making up this work. Like Cooper’s experience, the
web that is this border cultural ecology became increasingly complex, yet further
defined the more I entered and explored it.
The principal experiential differences between other projects looking at literacy
experiences and Generaciones are:
1. Close family support is present in most participants’ narratives in
Generaciones,
2. Participants in Generaciones rely on gateways for practicing electronic
literacies,
3. Participants also regularly move across international boundaries,
Scenters-Zapico
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4. Participants expressed a reluctance to move away from the El Paso-Juàrez
area, not so much because of place, but because of strong family, language, and
cultural ties,
5. A variety of bilingual and bicultural contextualized learning experiences
undocumented to date are expressed in Generaciones, and 6. Generaciones
showcases alternative literacy practices that shape the way learners actually
learn outside of school.
I collected 67 surveys16 from participants born between 1920-1985; from these
participants, I selected forty-three based on their responses and border crossing
experiences. Three agreed to be co-authors in their respective chapters. Except in the
case of the co-authors and the videotaped interviewees, who chose to allow me to use
their full or partial real names through an additional consent form (Appendix A Video
Consent Form), all participants’ names are pseudonyms. The survey (Appendix B
Survey Attachment) and survey consent (Appendix C Survey Consent) forms are
included below. The last additional component throughout is follow-up video interviews
with participants. For this, participants agreed to be videotaped during our interview
and signed a consent form authorizing my use of the interview. I met with eleven
participants for approximately one hour each and asked follow-up questions based on
their survey responses. I edited the videos to share expanded points participants had
discussed in their respective chapter. I conducted the video interviews in English or
Spanish based on the participants’ preferences. When the interview was in Spanish, I
include an English translation next to the video. Appendix D is the Generaciones’ Video
Interview Library; here readers will find all video clips arranged in order of appearance
and by chapter.
Another feature I added to the survey and interview format was to introduce the
Electronic Literacy Survey as classroom subject matter in two of my classes focused on
literacy. Of the forty-three participants included in Generaciones, several were my
students at some point, so I was able to interview them throughout the class; at the first
mention of a participant-student, I footnote this for readers’ reference. Additionally, I
created two major assignments—Cultural Ecology, and Technology
Gateways/Sponsors of Literacy—for these courses. I designed these assignments with
the goal of allowing participants the opportunity to voice what were significant
international, national, state, and local events in their lifetimes, as well as specific
literacy events17 in their lives. The assignments helped students begin exploring their
cultural ecologies and significant memories; it also helped them discover moments that
16

An additional twelve were not used because they were incomplete.
Selfe and Hawisher looked at “how literacy is related in complex ways to existing cultural milieu;
educational practices and values; social information like race, class, and gender; political and economic
trends; family practices and experiences; and materials conditions—among many factors” ( 5).
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had an impact in some way in their lives. Students could respond to these assignments
with visuals as well as sound and other media as appropriate.18 The assignments
strengthen Generaciones in that participants’ multimodal voices and narratives capture
a wide array of literate practices they found important in their lifetimes.
Terminology in Generaciones 19
Readers will partially recognize the following terms from other researchers’ literacy
studies; however, here I note how I have refined these terms to help them serve as
tools to shed light on behaviors, experiences, and processes I encountered in this
research. These new hybrid terminologies allow readers to reconceptualize their own
roles in the literacy landscapes they function and teach in daily, realizing that they play
many of these roles positively, negatively, but never neutrally.
1. Participants of Literacy:20 Throughout this research I refer to those I
interviewed and surveyed as “participants of literacy” or simply participants.
Other terms such as interviewees, people, individuals, etc., do not seem to fit
because they evoke other disciplines’ research aims. The term “participants of
literacy” evokes not only participation in this research but also suggests they are
participants in the life processes and goals of advancing traditional and electronic
literacies. The concept helps us to understand the symbiotic relationship
sponsors of literacy (the second term below) can activate with participants of
literacy by guiding them to full throttle literacy learning or by obviating
participants’ personal motivation, confidence, or even hardheadedness.
All participants discussed in this book indicated on their surveys that they were of
Latin, Hispanic, Mexican, or Mexican-American ancestry. Many participants
were born in this area. Some came from Mexico but, often because of family
connections, they have settled in El Paso, Juàrez, or both. El Paso’s population
of 459,157 is classified as a majority of Hispanics or Latinos (of any race),
placing this demographic at 79.4% (“El Paso City, Texas: Population and
Housing Narrative Profile”). By comparison, in 1930 Juárez’s population was
18

See Britzman, who, like me, found herself in a “contradictory point of no return” in attempting to graft
her interviewees’ narratives and her own interpretations of them. Like Britzman, Brandt, Selfe and
Hawisher, I found myself quoting long blocks of my interviewees’ lived experiences, and of course having
to go back to summarize and paraphrase ideas (Also see Chiseri-Strater). This was a painful process for
me. Their words captured the essence and soul of moments in their lives; mine are academic discourse,
though I am trying to change this. Alas, it seems many of us go through this process (see Lather;
Reinharz).
19
Per blind reviewers’ recommendations I footnote if a term is a hybrid or new term I developed.
20
Author’s term.
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491,792 and by 2000 it had jumped to 3,052,907 (“Censos de Población y
Vivienda”).
It is participants of literacy that this book represents: Their stories—their
successes, failures, and even their times trapped in limbo—exemplify the
dynamics of real-life challenges to acquire today’s literacies. Selfe and Hawisher
focus on the concept of effective electronic literacy, defining it as “a level of
literacy that enables one to effect change in her own life and society” (82).
Brandt similarly discusses “literacy opportunity,” or “people’s relationships to
social and economic structures that condition chances for learning and
development” (Literacy in American Lives 7). These are both powerful concepts
in helping researchers see factors influencing change in literacy learning, yet
they both shadow the human subject-as-actor in making change. Participants of
literacy often exhibit their own will to succeed as individual actors, and this is why
I feel the need to introduce this term as a new concept to better observe and
understand their actions. In the end our actions and responses can also
determine our lives. By paying attention to the actions and reactions of the lives
described in this book, others can begin to see themselves overcoming obstacles
and attaining literacy through personal will, drive, or plain hardheadedness. This
is not to deny the role that sponsors of literacy or opportunities play, for better or
worse, in shaping literacies. With this conceptual tool at work, parents, teachers,
and employers can become more sensitive to the real effects they have on those
around them, and how they can play an even more positive, influential role in
learners’ lives.
2. Sponsors of Literacy:21 Those who allow and restrict access to electronic
literacies are people. Here I draw from Brandt’s characterization of histories of
literacy sponsorship:
What we will see is how the histories of literacy sponsorship become
abstracted into the practices of family and school life, no longer attached,
perhaps, to the original ideological or economic campaigns that gave rise to
them but still sending powerful messages not only about literacy but also
about family, self, and world (Literacy in American Lives 149).
I discovered that sponsors of literacy are concrete individuals in participants’
lives; they allow and disallow participation in physical, financial, and
psychological ways. A. Physical:22 This can be a teacher, parent, or employer
who lets others into new or existing gateways. This may be as diverse as a
21
22

Not author’s term, but the noted nuances are.
Author’s term/nuance.
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building, a classroom, or a home computer workstation. B. Financial:23 This
factor includes what a family can afford or what it deems as a worthy investment;
what an employer deems necessary in the workplace for the employee or
workplace to be competitive; and what information technology managers or other
school administrators choose as purchases for their students, teachers, and
employees. A subcategory is Technology Economic literacies primarily for
economic reasons. Alicia Rodriguez’s daughter (Chapter 1) served as a
Technology Economic Motivator so that her mother could find a better job. Her
daughter pushed her to attend a business college, where she would have her
first contact with computers in 2005 at fifty-six years old. The daughter’s motive
for encouraging her mother was economic: “I was encouraged by my daughter to
get a better job.” Alicia responded to her daughter’s encouragement and
successfully learned new electronic literacies. C. Psychological: 24 We discover
how one person, one word, one instant can effect a lifelong positive or negative
change on a learner. In this specific instance, I depart from Lankshear’s and
Knoebel’s paradigmatic model that stresses avoidance of including the
psychological. D. Direct and Indirect Sponsors of Literacy:25 Individuals often
serve as direct and indirect sponsors of traditional and electronic literacy for their
children, grandchildren, parents, friends, or others. On the one hand, an older
family member who taught a younger family member to read and write served as
a direct traditional literacy sponsor.
On the other hand, the same older family member was unable to directly sponsor
electronic literacy. They were able, nevertheless, to indirectly sponsor electronic
literacy either spiritually or financially. The direct sponsorship Elena Suarez
(Chapter 1) had in the classroom on the students was negligible.26 Her indirect
sponsorship, however, of the students was unseen and unobserved; she served,
I am certain, a key role in electronic literacy access for many of the students by
allowing them time in the computer lab. In this way she was an indirect sponsor,
allowing access and time when it might not otherwise have been possible, yet
she was not responsible for lab hours, openings, maintenance, selection of
equipment, training, etc. This type of indirect sponsor is often characterized
negatively by students who see them as useless, unhelpful, and knowing less
than the students do about electronic literacies. E. Traditional Literacy Sponsor:27
A traditional literacy sponsor, usually a family member, teaches a participant how
23

Author’s term/nuance.
Author’s term/nuance.
25
Author’s term/nuance.
26
“In a climate of shortage, schools value almost any computer skills in teachers. In practice, this means
that low-level operational or technical skills and knowledge predominate” (Bigum 250).
27
Author’s term/nuance.
24
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to read and write by any means possible, including alternative means, as in the
following two examples. In Chapter 1, Alicia Rodriguez told of her parents’ trips
to Juárez by car, where they would teach her to read the signs and materials in
Spanish. Similarly, in Chapter 4, Erika Mercado recalls how, early in her
schooling (kindergarten or first grade), when she was learning how to read, her
grandfather was very involved: “He went as far as placing note cards all around
the house so that wherever I went I had
something to read. He was also very
patient in helping make out all the
different words and in explaining new
words and their meanings as I came
across them.” (Activate video for Erika
Mercado’s expanded commentary).
Elisa Alvarado’s experience in Chapter
5 was more extreme: Her mother made
her begin reading the Juárez
newspaper after she came home with a
poor reading report from school. A
Traditional Literacy Sponsor, then, is an
individual who in some way helps a
participant, generally younger and related, learn to read and write. Oftentimes,
these are grandparents.
3. Micro-Tear Zones:28 These MTZs move outside of what we associate with an
external sponsor’s actions and become more internalized for participants. These
micro-tear zones often surfaced in participants’ reflections, and range from how a
participant in a specific context shows patience in explaining to a new user how
to use a piece of technology to someone telling a learner, “good job, bad job” or
“you’re hopeless.” Teachers cause micro-tear zones in a variety of ways, such
as negative comments about a student’s capabilities and future learning abilities
conveyed in a student-teacher conference, red ink on papers, or through digital
voice commentary on a project. Parents also cause micro-tears by criticizing
(e.g., “you’re too lazy”), and showing sexist views toward women’s and men’s
roles in society. For example, in Chapter 1, Victoria Montoya was discouraged
from continuing her education, despite being a better student than her male
siblings. Employers can cause micro-tears with their requirements for
certifications, degrees, and literacy levels. The ways sponsors frustrate others
and cause long-lasting psychological effects became clear to me from follow-up
interviews and from students’ class projects on sponsors; causing micro-tears is
a conscious and unconscious practice teachers need to be made aware of in
28
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their training and is worthy of additional study.
4. Technology Gateways:29 Selfe and Hawisher define technology gateways as
offering sites and occasions for acquiring digital literacies that vary across
people’s experiences and the times and circumstances in which they grow up.
These technology gateways constitute the places and situations in which people
typically gain access to computers for the purpose of practicing digital literacy,
often schools, homes, communities, and workplaces (26). I have come to think
of technology gateways as only physical places, though people are closely
intertwined within these (See the term “sponsors” above). In this regard I stress
that technology gateways can be buildings such as our homes or offices where
different types of technologies are available; similarly, I stress awareness that
such technology gateways house technologies like software, video games,
servers, or digital cameras. Technology gateways are intertwined with people,
but people who serve to allow and restrict access to technology gateways are
sponsors (see 2 A-C and 3).
5. Public Electronic Gateways:30 These are “open” technology areas such as
schools, libraries, or other community centers with resources such as computers,
software, and Internet access. These are often the types of sites that offer
spaces and opportunities for learning new electronic literacies, yet as Romano
indicates, “literacy education within institutional settings is not easily unpacked in
terms of its social agenda” (276). Her point can be exponentially factored in
when we look at how participants of literacy who navigate the borderlands in
multiple languages, schools, and economies have used and been used by such
public electronic gateways.
6. Cubbyhole Gateway:31 These are the nook and cranny jobs requiring
ostensibly little need for electronic literacies but at the same time participants find
themselves in a place with technology they may end up using because it is there.
Cubbyhole gateways represent mainstream jobs in the U.S., such as Laura
Schuster’s work in Chapter 2 in the 1980s, first in a chain store’s electronics
department, and later as an apartment manager: “Working in the electronics
department was always fun. When new items arrived not only did we have to
assemble them but also learn how to use them. [K]nowing how things worked
enabled us to sell more products. This included the Sony Walkman, cameras,
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calculators and video game systems.” These early electronic experiences
created confidence in Laura, and she noted that
in 1990 I was working in the apartment industry. The computers we had
were only used for accounts payable. There were no other programs on
them so they weren’t very interesting to me. In 1992, I worked for a
different company that had a computer that belonged to the Credit Bureau
of El Paso. All we did was type in the name and social security of a
person. We were then able to print a credit report of perspective residents.
In 1993, the computers in the apartment industry now had a software
called RentRoll. We could now post payments on the computer, generate
maintenance requests and a myriad of financial reports. If there were any
other programs on the computer we didn’t know about them. By 1997,
there was software for the apartment forms—applications, leases,
addendums PLUS we were able to print them off of our computer—NO
MORE TYPEWRITERS!!!!
Cubbyhole jobs like Shuster’s are everywhere in the workforce, and include
positions such as a chain store clerk who uses a computerized cash register, a
stocker who uses a handheld inventory computer, a delivery person who uses a
handheld tracking computer, a car wash operator who uses a keypad to set the
wash to fit the car, etc. These often are dead-end, low paying jobs, but they also
alert many participants of literacy to the fact that they can learn to work with
technology and in the webs of new, evolving literacies.
7. Micro-Literacy Zones:32 Similar to Brandt’s notion of “literacy learning,” which
refers “to specific occasions when people take on new understandings or
capacities—not confined to school or formal study” (“Literacy Learning” 6), I
suggest that micro-literacy zones make up the more prominent and visible
technology gateways. Micro-literacy zones are the hidden cracks and crevices
that participants often find themselves in as they perform the idiosyncratic acts of
learning and practicing literacy. While generally in the home, these range from
sitting in a quiet closet to read, using a computer tucked into a personal and
private space at home, sitting alone with a laptop computer at a Starbucks, or,
like Cristina Gonzalez in Chapter 3, visiting a relative and exploring a desktop full
of traditional writing paraphernalia. These are not the official places or prominent
settings where literacies are formally taught and practiced: We might call these
traditional places the castles and palaces that we normally associate with
success, successful schools, and successful businesses. Micro-literacy zones
offer the larger institutionalized technology gateways stability and innovation; as
32
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well, they serve to undermine them. Micro-literacy zones are specialized places
that have helped me to see and understand how and where many people jerryrig invisible places of growth and learning that affect their internal and external
lives over their lifetimes.
8. Alternate literacy practices:33 Comics, newspapers, and the Bible are materials
extensively read by participants throughout this research. It is important to note
that these types of items are frequently shared and passed around, or, as in the
case of the Bible, handed down from one generación to the next.
Co-Authors’ Experiences
The notion of asking for participant co-authorship is not new and is most notable in
Caroline Brettell’s work (see also Selfe and Hawisher). There are three co-authors in
Generaciones and below they each narrate their experiences working on this project
with me.
Luciá Durá: In the field of rhetoric and composition studies the notions of authorship
have been complicated by epistemological shifts and tendencies. Beyond theoretical
issues, anyone who has participated in or studied collaborative writing knows that
writing with others is also a practical challenge. Yet as professionals for whom writing is
a daily and necessary task, we work to survive and to flourish in the midst of inner
writing conflicts. From my perspective the experience of collaborating as a writer with
John, Terry, and Fernie in Generaciones has embodied the complexity of authorship
and collaboration as much as it has embodied the precepts and aspects of literacy
presented in this book. From the initial research stages John has invited a polyphony of
voices from the El Paso-Juárez border region to join him in an effort to expand notions
of literacy as it is practiced here and as it is perceived by those who dare to judge it. In
accepting to co-write one of the chapters in this book I have dared to make an attempt
at representing my generación by selecting from our experiences what I deem the most
significant encounters with different literacies.
At the beginning of this process John sent me the introduction and initial chapters for
review. From the lowly post of a graduate student, I read them and returned them with
questions and feedback which we would review together over coffee on weekend
mornings. When he got to Chapter 4, my chapter, and handed me the file my role
changed abruptly from reviewer to writer. I asked if I should place my narrative at the
beginning or towards the end—interject it with other narratives perhaps? John offered
little direction other than keeping with the pace of the previous chapters and adding to
33
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his sketch of my generación. As a graduate student I was honored to have such a
valuable opportunity and creative license, although I often questioned boundaries in my
writing and arrangement of Chapter 4. Always in control but never controlling, John
would read my drafts, review them and offer feedback and suggestions over coffee. The
most difficult decisions I faced throughout the writing process were issues of authorship
at the participant level: whose experiences to include and at what length. I approached
these issues via a practical route that entailed including as much information as
possible in the earliest drafts and with the aid of time, editing content out after each
reading.
Co-authoring is not easy, but perhaps because of nature of this project—as it focuses
on literacy practices—it has been quite manageable and an important learning
experience. In presenting us with the opportunity to engage in the Generaciones
project, John became an active and aware sponsor of literacy. He determined the level
of literacy Fernie, Terry, and I would have access to as graduate student co-authors in
the research, interpretation, and writing of Generaciones. The combination of innovation
and receptivity in our collaboration has brought forth lessons on multiple levels. As a
student I have learned about the process of researching and writing for publication
within academe, and as a teacher I have been exposed to positive methods for
collaboration beyond the peer-to-peer models. Overall, Generaciones is an example of
collaborative writing that works.
Fernie Alañiz: Literacy and technology was a subject I studied my junior year at the
University of Texas at El Paso. It was also where I met John Scenters-Zapico, who not
only taught the course but who eventually became a major sponsor of literacy and
technology in my life. Sometime during the beginning of the semester, the class was
optioned by John to help out with his research for his book, Generaciones, with a
questionnaire to help us chronicle our personal experiences of growing up on the
border, our families, our educational pursuits, as well as our exposure to literacy and
technology. I not only filled in the spaces provided with personal accounts to assist Dr.
Scenters-Zapico with his book, but it turns out that doing so also provided me with the
future opportunity to assist in the creation of a chapter as a co-author, showcasing an
integral gateway provided by John to the development of my literacy with technology.
As with all great memoirs, it’s best to start at the very beginning, which is where I first
met Dr. Scenters-Zapico and started my journey down a path towards technological
enlightenment. I say enlightenment in order not to defer from the whole reason why I’m
involved with this project in the first place. John radically changed my perspective of
what it is to be an active participant in this world’s ever-evolving stance with technology,
and the advent of robots, lasers, atomic power, space exploration, and personal
computers, with their shift from science fiction to science fact!
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Amidst the scope of our class assignments, Dr. Scenters-Zapico challenged his
students to use technology as a major source for research (Internet) as well as a
method to produce and present our finished products. Relative to the course’s subject
matter, I took full advantage of the classroom PCs, but, moreover, took my work home
with me, where I was by now fully integrated within a Mac technological gateway. There
I was able to formulate and produce my presentations in a way I found to be more
suited to where I was technologically at the time, with the hopes of stimulating the class
with something other than a PowerPoint presentation. I used the Safari web browser for
conducting my research and iMovie, iDVD and iTunes to produce my DVD
presentations—not without their glitches, mind you! With overuse, my DVD burner
became fried, rendering it inoperable. But where there’s a will, there’s a way, and that
meant using an alternate route with which to present my project directly from my Mac
PowerBook laptop. I was able to acquire a projector from the LACIT computer lab,
connect the projector via a FireWire interface to my laptop, and project my DVD
presentation onto a large screen that was provided in class. Within one lone semester I
began to add more categorical experiences with technology to my résumé, thanks to Dr.
Scenters-Zapico and Mac.
I have since become more proficient with Macs, utilizing my new iMac desktop, and my
continued educational endeavors have enabled me to learn more about the software
available to produce and enhance my artwork with such programs as Adobe Photoshop
and Illustrator. Along the way, I left to study two semesters at the University of Texas at
San Antonio, returning to the University of Texas at El Paso in 2006. During the spring
semester of 2007, I reconnected with Dr. Scenters-Zapico when we spoke of my
possible role as a chapter co-author. Because this was my first attempt at such a
challenge, I accepted hesitantly at first, but soon found myself immersed with reading
and revising what had been compiled thus far. I was taken with the project and
ultimately became protective with the content of my chapter. I was extremely impressed
with John’s passion, and he inspired me yet again to further write additions to the
existing information as well as the formulation of this summary that you are currently
reading.
As a result of my personal experiences with Dr. Scenters-Zapico, his class and the coauthorship, I’ve taken with me a broader perspective of the world both inside and
outside of the “tortilla curtain” region known as home. This borderland experience has
helped me to understand my abilities as an active citizen of a “techno-tropolis” and its
literacy, bringing me closer to achieving and setting new personal goals, adapting to the
ever-changing climate of computer upgrades, and believing that knowledge can come
from many sources, both old and new. Coming from an era where what was once
viewed as fiction has now come to fruition, I can’t help but wonder what the future has in
store. We strive to learn, and we learn to aim high, always keeping in mind where we
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came from, and to what extent the role our past experiences play in our current
development. I hang on to my life history, coalesced with a plethora of burgeoning
technological advancements transporting me to the present where I continue to keep up
with all the latest adaptations. Much like the music industry’s attempt to regurgitate The
Beatles’ sound, computer companies are quickly adapting to trends started by the likes
of Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak. Although there’s really nothing like the original, I’ve
learned to appreciate renditions thereof. From The Beatles to The Verve, Bauhaus to
Nine Inch Nails, Apple to Windows, and film cameras to digital ones, adaptation is the
road we travel down as consumers and creators. As long as we’re able to read the liner
notes and the manuals, there seems to be no limit to the expanse within our minds.
Ever changing and always adapting, I look forward to more future metamorphoses,
always keeping an open mind!
Terry Quezada: Collaboration is the buzzword in professional and business writing
textbooks and in the workplace, and it certainly applies to Generaciones. As a coauthor and doctoral student, collaboration was inherent in the work with my fellow coauthors. But a more subtle and pervasive collaboration was also at play. The data
collected to tell the stories of the different generaciones we explore were personal and
specific to our participants. They too were collaborators in this work; they agreed to
have their stories told and our raw materials were their captured voices. By design,
their stories described world, national, and regional events that were significant to our
participants. For my generación, the events ranged from tidbits of Americana—blue
M&Ms being launched and Superbowl scores—to international and national events such
as the breakup of AT&T and the peso devaluation in Mexico and its impact on our
borderland.
When originally researching my own timeline and preparing my cultural ecology and
technology gateways, I realized how these tidbits, these events, are the very places and
spaces that built my access to technology. Not all were historic, and those that were
historic were not always significant to me. Therefore, when selecting from the
abundance of details from our participants, I remembered my own research and
attempted to pick the most colorful details, whether or not they were historic, to highlight
the events or places that contributed to their own paths.
For me, the key was to select the details and weave these diverse threads into a
tapestry that told the story of the individual and of the generación. How to move the
story forward, how to pick the individual threads, how to keep the voices of the
participants and the collaborators alive—this was my greatest challenge. The final
product, I believe, has woven together the most colorful and the sturdiest threads to
enhance the overall tapestry. I hope participants’ ostensible silent collaboration is still
visible in the final product, and I hope my more active collaboration with them is less
visible.
Scenters-Zapico
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John Scenters-Zapico: The first part of this research—seeking participants, reading all
the surveys, and conducting follow-up interviews with some respondents—was an
overwhelming and time-consuming task. Writing and rewriting Generaciones has been
rewarding and a reminder that life and revisions are tough work, needing careful, loving
attention. The stories I heard and read kept me amazed and astounded, and I knew I
had to follow through on this massive project, because the stories needed to be heard
and shared. The next step was culling informative, useful, and consistent information
from the surveys, interviews, and student-participant projects in order to begin
integrating all of this into chapters, putting it in a coherent framework, revising (always
one more time), and coaxing my three student collaborators. When I thought I was
done, I received wonderful feedback from the blind reviewers and revisions ensued. The
last step to this book was preparing it for the Computers and Composition Digital Press.
The conversion process was relatively smooth, but arranging to meet my participants,
who graciously agreed to a video interview, took some schedule juggling. Finally,
editing and blending the videos into Generaciones was a test of all my literacies,
traditional and electronic. As a direct sponsor to my student co-authors, I began to feel
like “the teacher” they needed to avoid. I consistently set deadlines, but these were not
always met. I wondered if I was too pushy, too unrealistic. My realization as a direct
sponsor and collaborator with my co-authors is that they are probably intimidated by the
scope of a project like Generaciones and feel insecure about their voice in it. Fernie
Alañiz, who became a chapter co-author later in the process, injected energy and
enthusiasm into his work, as well as an unparalleled professionalism. Luciá Durá has
been involved from beginning to end. Throughout the book I have blended an ethics in
my method, trying to hold true to my participants’ voices while juggling academic prose
and structural demands, and I worked to create several ethoi for myself throughout by
jumping in with “I” commentary and a few personal examples. While this may seem
rough to some readers, my goal was simply to remind them that among all the voices in
Generaciones, “I,” “John,” “Juán,” “Xuán,” “Tracy,” “Trace,” “Ace,” “Scenters-Zapico,”
“Scenters,” and “Zapico,” am pulling up the curtains here and there to highlight some
scenes and occlude others.
Organization and Structure of the Chapters
Readers should find that the chapters are consistently presented and structured. Each
chapter focuses on experiences that came to light from the participants’ stories. In this
regard, each chapter both follows and builds upon the prior ones. While perusing the
chapters, readers should not expect dramatic changes in participant experiences. I
bring out the nuanced changes from one generación to the next, but I make no attempt
or claim to alter the lived experiences and stories my participants shared with me. The
book is not intended to cull scintillating stories; it is an ethnographic exploration of their
experiences in learning and practicing literacies.
Scenters-Zapico
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For all participants I include some personal details about their lives in order to
personalize the narrative and to share with readers a hint of the cultural ecology from
which they came and presently live in. In many cases I include their description of
home or school to help readers who may have had similar experiences identify with
them; similarly, these details may allow individuals from different parts of the world to
vicariously see themselves, perhaps for an instant, as a particular participant. I
maintain my participants’ voices in the languages of their choice, blending an
abundance of their primary quotes throughout this story of Generaciones. Each
chapter’s content is the result of surveys with the participants from the chapter, some
follow-up video interviews, and contact with former students from a class I taught.
These factors make the methodology rich with information and detail. In all cases, I
leave the writers’ original written text as they wrote it. While one reviewer wanted me to
correct their “mistakes” (and even corrected some himself, putting “sic”), I purposely
refrained from doing so on ethical, methodological, and ethnographic grounds.
Generaciones is composed of an introduction, five chapters of participants who bring to
life the term generaciones, a conclusion, and fifty-three edited interview video clips of
interviewees expanding on ideas from each chapter, as well as the opening clip of the
bridge and pedestrians crossing the Rio Grande, which serves as the cover for
Generaciones. Chapter 1, “Generación 1920-1950: Alternative Literacy Practices, Old
and New Forms of Sponsorship, The Emergence of Gender Bias, and Bilingual and
Bicultural Hardships,” begins with traditional and electronic literacy stories by Latino/a
participants between fifty-six and eighty-six years old (10% of El Paso’s population)
from both sides of the U.S. and Mexico borderlands. This chapter lays out the
methodology for the remaining chapters by introducing quotes on literacy from the
participants and occasionally a quote from a scholar whose voice is an attempt to
engage in dialogue with the participants of literacy. Generaciones is about people
voicing their practices and experiences, and because they are so enlightening I felt they
had to be fore grounded in each chapter in this fashion. Second, each chapter
introduces cultural ecological events that the individuals deemed important, covering
international, national, and local events. Many of the events pertain to Mexico and are
seen through the people of this region’s eyes, events that most Americans are not
aware of since they did not impact them. For example, a significant economic
nightmare for many Mexicans, especially among the middle class, was the devaluation
of the peso on December 20, 1994.34 The event caused many families, such as Luciá
Durá’s (Chapter 4), to lose most of their possessions. Most of this ecosystem
34
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information was gathered from the participants who were in one of my literacy classes.
Third, when the border crossing patterns are introduced in each chapter—Mexico to
U.S., U.S. to Mexico, and El Paso born and raised—I include a chart of participants’
names,35 birthplaces, where they lived, and where they presently reside. This will help
readers, especially those not from the region, to understand the internal and external
complexity of participants’ movements. The changes in location, the stories, and the
literacy practices allow readers to begin to see patterns outside of what I am able to
share in the text of this project. Fourth, each chapter includes between eight and
eleven participants’ experiences, representing the stories of each movement. We begin
to see how these participants, despite their oftentimes culturally conflicting experiences,
learned to be traditionally literate in Spanish, English, and Spanglish, and how they
practiced their budding electronic literacy practices. Their stories showcase a time
when technology was not as omniscient as it is today. Adding significance is the
mother-daughter story of Victoria Montoya, born and raised in El Paso, and her
daughter, Marcia McNamee, connected by their cultural, social, and educational
experiences. While intelligent, Victoria was not encouraged to study after high school
and thus followed a traditional role; because of this we see her daughter become a first
generación college graduate, teacher, and highly literate technology user.
Chapter 2, “Generación 1951-1960: Cubbyhole Gateways, Micro-Tear Zones, and SelfSponsorship,” highlights a generación of peace and economic growth that yet
experienced the threats of nuclear annihilation and the Vietnam War. We begin to hear
more accounts of participants’ or family members’ needs for a computer and training to
use it. These participants saw the technology boom of the 1980s when they were
already in their 20s and 30s, while in the workplace and with children of their own.
Some in this generación were “fortunate” to have workplace sponsors that taught and
supported electronic literacies. The result was that workers here and throughout the
U.S. were trained because of economic competition, not because of disinterested
support for technological literacies. In turn, this generación was moved by economic
reasons to learn new literacies of technology. Because of this interest, their children
often ended up providing significant direct sponsorship for them. Moreover, these
participants’ contact with electronic literacies had an encouraging indirect sponsor effect
on their children or grandchildren.
The onset of technology and its effects culturally reverberate strongly from the early
1960s–1970s to the present, chronicled here through the words of eight participants
from Chapter 3, “Generación 1961-1970: Searching for Gateways, Self-Sponsoring,
Experiencing Economic Motivators, and the Expanding Role of Cubbyhole Gateways.”
exchange reserves, which had been drawn on repeatedly to fend off downward pressure on the Mexican
currency (Rose).
35
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With the various sponsors and gateways provided and transcribed here through family
accounts, work experiences, as well as personal activities at home and at school, this
chapter brings outsiders in to the world of both American-born and Mexican-born
individuals participating actively in this “techno-tropolis” from early childhood all the way
to adulthood. Deeply rooted in tradition, this Generation X from the border evolved with
the ever-changing technological climate; the changing of the guard from vinyl records to
music television seemed like a natural progression, bringing closer concepts once
thought of as pure science fiction.
Chapter 4, “Generación 1971-1980: Micro-Tear Zone Psychology, Home Micro-Literacy
Zones, Transport Sponsors, and School Gateways,” depicts the experiences of a
generación whose participants of literacy possess motivation, perseverance, and
resilience. Participants of this generación have set and are working to reach their
educational, career, and personal goals, and they have forged their own roads to reach
them. With support from sponsors of literacy and the availability of and encouragement
towards technology gateways, they have etched their success in the border landscape.
Although there seems to be correlation between family and economic support and
success in various literacies, the participants of this chapter show that in the face of a
variety of hardships, the desire to build on and surpass the expectations of previous
generaciones creates a seemingly inexhaustible motivation. This motivation is
sometimes driven by a wide array of sponsor/gateway/personal combinations that have
shaped the lives of the participants represented.
Chapter 5, “Generación 1981-1985: Indirect and Direct Electronic Literacy Sponsorship,
Cross-Border Gateways, and the Emergence of Technology Addictions,” reveals that
this youngest generación, who were 20-24 years old at the time of participation, were all
actively pursuing a degree beyond high school, and were for the most part exposed to
technology in school. An important element that crossed countries, cultures, and
languages was the sudden explosion of “affordable” home computers in the
marketplace. These participants represent an exceptional window of those born smack
in the middle of massive private and public electronic gateway settlements, the
explosion of affordable desktop computers; thus, this chapter looks closely at how they
became literate and practiced electronic literacies at school and home. Ostensibly, the
explosion of technology accessibility and practice also created a new addiction to it.
The conclusion, “Panorama, Puentes, Baches,” is less a conclusion and more a
consideration of the entire research project, drawing on survey data from all participants
whose experiences are reflected in Generaciones, as well as all the participants who
responded to the survey but were not included in the stories, making it an all-inclusive
panorama. It is a bridge because I introduce quantifiable data on participants’ sponsors
and gateways, what I see as bridges in all their complexity. It is a pothole, bache, in the
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road because, despite socially imperfect conditions, these participants keep their drive
alive with what they can, often succeeding by sharing or using hand-me-downs.
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Generación 1920-1950: Alternative Literacy Practices, Old
and New Forms of Sponsorship, The Emergence of Gender
Bias, and Bilingual and Bicultural Hardships
John Scenters-Zapico

(One of several handwritten notes that participant Ernesto Payan, Durango,
Mexico, attached to his survey with a paperclip.)
When we read, write, teach, and learn with historical consciousness, we save
from extinction the often inchoate yearnings of voices in change. (Brandt,
“Literacy Learning” 46)
When I started researching Generaciones, finding participants in the 1920-1950
generación became a significant challenge. This chapter covers more years in a
generación than the others—thirty to be exact—but it is still within the scope of a
generación as defined in the Oxford English Dictionary and by the Real Academia
Española. My original intent was to keep the generaciones and thus the chapters equal
in years, but I quickly found that generaciones are much more than years: They are
interconnections among family, culture, education, and societal commonplaces.
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This generación allows us to peek into the window of a time when technology was not
as advanced as today; from our glimpse we can see how education and attitudes have
evolved over sixty-five years. I knew these participants, between fifty-six and eighty-six
years old, would be the oldest group I could hope to persuade to participate because
only 10% of El Paso’s population is above sixty-five years old (“Population”). A unique
story in this chapter is that of Victoria Montoya, born in 1922, and her daughter, Marcia
McNamee, born in 1946; here they share their experiences as mother and daughter,
separated by twenty-four years and united by their social, cultural, and historical
experiences. In them we see a first generación college graduate who became a
teacher and who uses technology because of her profession and her husband’s
business. In this first generación I could not overlook the wealth of connections Mrs.
Montoya and her daughter shared.
In Mexico, during several participants’ youth, important social events were taking place.
In 1938, two years before one of the participants in this chapter, Señora Suarez, was
born, many of Mexico’s companies became nationalized:
Estando en la presidencia el general Làzaro Càrdenas decretò la expropiaciòn
de las empresas petroleras y constituyò la Compañìa Exportadora del Petròleo
Nacional. Los Ferrocarriles Nacionales son entregados al Sindicato del
Ferrocarrilero (un año despuès de la nacionalizaciòn). (“El Mèxico
Contemporàneo”)
The same year she was born Leon Trotsky was murdered in Mexico, and in 1942
Mexico declared war on Japan and Germany, showing its unity with the U.S. (“Timeline:
Mexico”).
In the U.S., three years after Señora Suarez was born, successful movements intended
to protect the rights of the large influx of immigrants to the U.S. were taking place. In
1941 the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) protested against
Southern Pacific Railroad’s discrimination when it refused to provide skilled
apprenticeships to Mexican Americans, and in 1942 the Bracero Program began,
allowing Mexican nationals to temporarily work in the United States, mostly in the
agricultural industry (see Chávez, “Smithsonian Staff”).
On the literary front, in 1945 Josephina Niggli published Mexican Village, ten stories
where she explores her identity as part Mexican and part Anglo. That same year saw
Mexican American veterans return from WWII and use their G.I. benefits for college
education and for purchasing homes. In 1947 Harry S. Truman became the first
president to visit Mexico City, where he laid a wreath for the Niños Heroes of the U.S.Mexican War. That same year, Gonzalo Mendez’s lawsuit against several California
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school districts caused the Federal District Court to rule that segregation in schools was
unconstitutional. This set a judicial precedent for the Brown vs. Board of Education
case, repealing the concept of “separate but equal.” In 1948, World War II veterans
organized the American G.I. Forum in Texas to struggle against discrimination of
Mexican Americans, and the film Salt of the Earth, welcomed as an accurate portrayal
of Mexican Americans’ struggles, was released. In 1964, maquiladoras sprang up all
along the U.S.-Mexico border. These factories, while still controversial, are responsible
for continued industrial growth in Mexico and outsourcing of U.S. jobs.1 Also in 1964,
the U.S. saw the Bracero Program repealed, thus allowing Mexican American labor
leaders to begin unionizing farm workers.
Within the sociohistorical context of all these changes, this chapter focuses on five
emergent literacy ideas: 1. Alternative Traditional Literacies: These literacies are
traditional in that they involve the acts of reading and writing, yet they are alternative in
that they are situated and not associated with mainstream literacy practices. Some of
the types of alternative traditional literacies that participants revealed to me were the
reading of comics, magazines, and the Bible; one family even made it a practice to take
their daughter to Juárez, Mexico, to read street signs; 2. Direct and Indirect
Sponsorship: We begin to see how each of these sponsorship roles is significant to the
development of electronic literacies and, more often than not, they are not mutually
complementary. A direct sponsor is a teacher figure who actually teaches a participant
a new electronic literacy, while an indirect sponsor helps make new literacy learning
possible through such acts as purchasing a new computer or serving as a computer lab
monitor; 3. Gender Bias: We experience how two women participants had their
educational lives affected by their fathers’ belief that women do not go on for advanced
study because further education is reserved for men; 4. Bilingualism and Biculturalism:
Experiences of cultural, familial, and social challenges of learning to be bilingual and

1

This massive border industry was created in 1964 and dominates the industrial makeup of the 2,000‐mile
border between the United States and Mexico. “Essentially, it was established by the Border Industrialization
Program (B.I.P.) as a replacement for the then‐ending Bracero Program.
The advent of the maquiladora industry transformed the border regions into expeditiously developing
industrial zones, particularly appealing to American firms that utilized massive labor forces to manufacture goods.
Under the provisions of the U.S.‐Mexican Twin Plan Agreement, raw materials can be temporarily imported into
Mexico duty free under the promise of future exportation.
Products are assembled and/or manufactured utilizing inexpensive Mexican labor and the finished products
are exported back to the United States where duty is paid only on the Mexican value added.
A ‘twin plant’ may be located anywhere in the United States, with its sister plant built anywhere in Mexico. Most
plants in Mexico are located in U.S.‐Mexico border towns, to take advantage of the proximity to American markets,
suppliers and certain border trade incentives.”
(“Maquiladoras: The Twin Plant Assembly Program”)
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bicultural on a border that both accepts and negates these qualities begin to surface
with these participants.

Migrations from Mexico to U.S.
Name

Birth

Place of Birth

Migration 1

Elena Suarez

1940

Juárez, MX

Ernesto Payan
Ana Rincon

1944
1949

Santa Barbara, Chihuahua,
MX
Durango, Durango, MX
Rancho la Albarrada, MX

Current
Residence
El Paso, TX

El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

The first three participants were all born in different parts of Mexico but eventually
ended up in El Paso, Texas. Because of their ages in this generación and the poor
economic backgrounds they came from, the stories of Elena Suarez, Ernesto Payan,
and Ana Rincon highlight unique stories of struggle and change. In this chapter, I
present their stories of traditional literacies as they learned them in Mexico and the
challenges and conflicts they faced in learning English, studying, and working in El
Paso.
Señora Elena Suarez was born on November 9, 1940, in Santa Barbara, Chihuahua,
about 1,130 miles from the border towns of Juárez and El Paso. She was raised,
however, in Juárez and El Paso. While growing up, her family had little money, as she
was raised in a single-parent household by her mother. Their small one-bedroom home
had no electricity; they washed clothes by hand and used kerosene lamps for light. She
recalled how, as a child, her grandmother taught her to crochet, an activity she excelled
at. Her whole family came together for church on Sundays and she became involved in
church groups, where one activity she fondly recalled was “gathering egg shells from
neighbors, painting them, and filling them with confetti. Then on Sundays, we would sell
the ‘cascarones’ at the weekly kermes.”2 For many poorer families, socialization and
sharing becomes a large part of their lives, and the sharing continues in the distribution
of reading materials which plays a vital means to alternative literacy practices for
families, cultures, and even countries whose residents cannot afford to run out and buy
the latest reading materials.
Growing up on the lower end of the economic ladder in Mexico in the 1940s, Elena did
not have access to some of the gateways that other middle-class Mexicans had in
education and language learning discussed in later chapters. She learned to read and
2

A fair or charity fundraiser, in this case at her church.
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write in Spanish in elementary school in Juárez and when she went to elementary
school in El Paso she began studying English, but she told me she learned a lot of
English from movies, TV, comics and newspapers. The Whitewater literacy data
shortsightedly does not consider hand-me-down (and around from friend-to-friend and
neighbor-to-neighbor) reading materials like comics or newspapers. However, during
interviews, mentions of these types of alternative literacy practices cropped up
repeatedly. In reality, such practices act as informal networks for sharing limited
resources. While Lankshear and Knobel’s paradigmatic model stresses that we need to
acknowledge informal literacies like these, their ontological model stresses technology:
“Many of these new and changing social practices involve new and changing ways of
producing, distributing, exchanging and receiving texts by electronic means” (16). Yet
similar ontological practices are evident even in settings less technological than they
suggest.
Elena’s recollections of some of her family’s experiences in the unclearly demarcated
zone that is the borderlands began with the story of her great-grandfather who wanted
to live in the U.S. and moved his family to Miami, Arizona, in 1917-18.3 He remained
there only a few years because “his daughters wanted to return to Mexico to find
husbands.” He obliged and moved the family back to Mexico to fulfill his daughters’
wishes. Nevertheless, Elena noted that “he wanted to return to the U.S. He attempted
three times but never made it.” Similar to many of the participants’ responses
throughout Generaciones, her great-grandfather desired the economic opportunities the
U.S. had to offer but the cost of separating from his family was too high a price to pay.
Here was a man who was committed to his three daughters, all of whom wanted to
marry traditionally in Mexico and remain there. The implication for the three daughters
was that they wanted to forgo the “promises” of better economic mobility in exchange
for retaining their culture, language, and heritage. Commuting back and forth between
Mexico and the U.S. is common for Latino/as if they live nearby. If not, many end up
living out their lives outside of “their” culture and often longing for it. In Elena Suarez’s
family, her great-grandfather acquiesced to his daughters’ wishes: he moved back
across the Río Bravo to Mexico in order to maintain his family’s togetherness. For him,
family outweighed any possibility of a better economic future.
Elena’s mother “learned to read and write in Spanish, when she was in school in
Mexico.” However, interestingly and as a reflection of the unseen dynamics on the
border, her mother “knew how to read and write some English from reading cookbooks.
3

In 1916, General John J. Pershing led 10,000 American soldiers into Mexican territory in retaliation for a raid on
Columbus, New Mexico by General Francisco "Pancho" Villa. After eleven months, Pershing was forced to return to
the U.S. without ever catching sight of Villa. U.S.‐Mexican relations suffer because of the action (“Interactive
Timeline”).
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She worked in restaurants and in the kitchens for schools, churches, and a nursing
home” (emphasis added). This is another situated alternative literacy practice that would
typically be unmeasured, yet it is not immeasurable. Where would her mother have
fallen in a national measure of literacy in the U.S.? She would have been able to
“function” in two languages and cultures, but not in any culturally based statistical way.
Where would her cookbooks as reading materials and her applied ability to read and
make new dishes stand? In the U.S. she would be labeled illiterate in English, just
another statistic. In contrast, if a U.S.-born citizen whose first language was English
learned as much Spanish as Elena’s mother knew English, he/she would be considered
competent enough for many high-paying jobs requiring Spanish.
Elena’s own educational memories began in elementary school in Juárez, where she
recalled that classes were separated by gender. Like most students in Mexico and the
U.S., she studied math, social studies, and geography, but her favorite pastime was
reading about Native Americans. Two noteworthy events she recalled from her
elementary days stand in stark contrast to each other, yet they are repeated throughout
Generaciones by other participants. The first is her reflection on the effects of a major
world war: in this case the end of WWII and the omniscient fear it evoked in many facets
of her life. The second is her reflection on language: She recalled that her mother
wanted her to be fluent in English. While I can only surmise here, I see a thread of
traditional literacy activity which began with her grandparents and continued with her
mother, who learned work-specific English skills to gain employment and to practice her
hobby, cooking. In these practices Elena observed and experienced the economic
benefits of being a fluent English speaker as well as the stigma of not being bilingual on
a bilingual border.
An important yet unrecognized form of indirect electronic literacy sponsorship emerged
during my discussions with Elena, who was not exposed to technology until the early
1990s. At fifty she volunteered to work in the computer lab of a nearby elementary
school: “I supervised the children as they worked on educational programs on Apple
computers.” Many parents and grandparents similarly become significant indirect
sponsors by purchasing a computer for someone in their family, or, like Elena, creating
literacy opportunities for others in gateways outside of their homes. Importantly,
however, indirect sponsors do not teach and often do not even use technology. With
traditional reading and writing literacies, parents and grandparents more often than not
were involved in some fashion in teaching, yet with technology this often is not possible.
With the advent of affordable technology placed in numerous schools, countless
teachers served as indirect sponsors as well. Students in these schools had access to
computers, but the teachers, for the most part, were unable to offer any significant
training or support.
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In the computer lab where Elena worked we see several dynamics unfolding. First,
while we do not know the level of electronic literacies that the supervising teacher had,
we do know that Elena had no exposure whatsoever. The impact Elena had on the
students as a direct electronic literacy sponsor in the lab had to be zero: she was not
directly involved in teaching students how to use the technologies. Her indirect
sponsorship effect on the students, however, is a possible gray zone of a gateway and
sponsor symbiotic relationship. She served, I am certain, a key role in providing
physical access for many of the students by allowing them time in the computer lab.
Without her volunteering, the lab-as-gateway might not have been open to those
students at that time.
At about the same time that she worked in the computer lab, another transitional
dynamic emerged. Elena’s “husband brought home his office computer when he got a
newer one for his business. He brought it home so that he could do his company
invoices at home.” With the computer now in their home, it became a gateway, not for
Elena, but for her daughter, who “was in college so she used it for schoolwork.” While
her home became a private gateway through her husband’s indirect sponsorship (he
brought and installed the computer at home and made it available to anyone in the
family), Elena felt neither the personal need nor interest to use the computer for
anything in her life. She viewed the technology as a continuation of her husband’s
work, and useful for her daughter’s schoolwork. Like most in Suarez’s generación,
computers represented work, and they had nothing to do with leisure or hobby activities
as many of us think of them today. Thus, while technology was available for her at
home and she had two potential direct sponsors, she, like the next participant, did not
deem this technology as necessary in her life.
Born in 1944 in Durango, Mexico, Señor Ernesto Payan also grew up here. He now
lives in El Paso, Texas, as his family viewed coming to the U.S. as a solution to the
poverty they experienced in Durango. Of all the interviewees, he and Ana Rincon
(discussed next) considered themselves mestizos.4 Señor Payan indicated he grew up
“in a little town. Simple. Made of adobe.” From other participants I came to discover
that such adobe homes were made by some member of the immediate family and
usually lacked electricity, heating and water, making computer ownership impossible.
His activities while growing up consisted of going to school in the morning and helping
in the fields to cultivate corn and other crops in the afternoon. Because he was so busy
with school and farm work, he had little leisure time.

4

Participants are asked some questions about their religion, race, and color. They fill this in with their own
selection and choice of description. Mestizo is a mixture of Mexican or Spaniard with Mexican Indian.
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Ernesto learned to read and write in Spanish at eight in school, where he studied
Spanish, science, history and math, liking math the best. The way he learned to read
and write was “with silable5 method and relating letters with things”; that is, when a
teacher would show a letter, the students had to come up with a word that started with
that letter. He also went on to describe his secondary school in Juárez, recalling “era
grande, de ladrillo, color rojo” and studied “español, matematicas, sciencias naturales y
socials.” His parents stressed that it was a “good thing to go to school.” Alternative
literacy played a key role for him, as he often saw his parents reading the newspaper,
magazines, and the Bible, and just as importantly, they in turn would read these
materials to him.
Events that influenced him center on national occurrences that affected this border
region. As a teenager he wanted to be like Adolfo López Mateos,6 whom he calls “a
charismatic president,” charismatic because he was able to move the Mexican people
and create trust in an otherwise corrupt system, and President López Mateos
“negociaba el territorio de ‘El Chamizal’” with President Lyndon B. Johnson. The
Chamizal Treaty, which was settled in 1964, is a result of the Rio Grande/Río Bravo’s
shifting banks over the course of about one hundred years, changing the international
boundary between the U.S. and Mexico, specifically between El Paso and Juárez. A
deal was finally reached between the U.S. and Mexico in which two parks were built on
both sides of the river.7 The other unforgettable event for him was “la Guerra de
Vietnam.”
In 2000, at age fifty-six, he took a fifteen-day course at the Univérsidad de Juárez and
was able to use a computer for the first time in his life. However, like Señora Suarez,
he did not see how a computer would fit into his life, seeing it as a tool for work only, not
something he could readily integrate into his life. When his class ended, he stopped
using computers. In my video interview with him, he explained that since he was

5

“Silable” is syllable.
Author’s note: Mexican president.
7
“The Chamizal dispute between Mexico and the United States was a boundary conflict over about 600 acres at El
Paso, Texas, between the bed of the Rio Grande as surveyed in 1852 and the present channel of the river. About
100 acres of the tract fell within the business district of the city. The dispute was based on the interpretation of the
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848 and the Treaty of 1884. These agreements specified that the boundary should
be down the middle of the river along the deepest channel, regardless of any alterations in the banks or channels.
The Treaty of 1884 also provided that the alterations had to result from such gradual natural causes as the erosion
of alluvium and not from the cutting off of land by floods or sudden changes in the river’s course. This provision
followed the long‐established doctrine of international law that when changes in the course of a boundary river
are caused by a deposit of alluvium, the boundary changes with the river, but when changes are due to avulsion,
the old channel remains the boundary” (“Chamizal Dispute”).
6
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supervising employees who used computers he felt he should at least know something
about them.
Señora Ana Rincon was born five years after Ernesto Payan in 1949 in Rancho la
Albarrada, Mexico. Like Señor Payan she too said she is mestiza. Growing up, her
family had little money and, like many others, lived in a small adobe house with one
room and a kitchen. Despite the cramped housing, Ana recalled many wonderful
outdoor childhood memories, such as swimming in a river, climbing trees, playing La
Lotería (a game similar to Bingo using pictures instead of numbers), and reading
stories.
When she reflected on her first school (three classrooms surrounded by corn fields),
she realized it was “segregated by economics,” for poor children, but not separated by
race. Her characterization is as an adult looking back, yet as an adult she recognizes
that there are many levels of educational systems. The economic divide in Mexico, as
in the U.S., has affected our educational systems for far too long. Her words,
“segregated by economics,” could be applied to most educational inequalities plaguing
these two nations.
The other aspect of school that she recalled was one familiar to many students on both
sides of the border at this time, what I call stick pedagogy. If students did not listen in
class while reading, she told me, “They hit us with a stick.” Today this may sound like
tough punishment, but several participants from Generaciones also mentioned stick
pedagogy. Today this is largely illegal, yet the practice continues in varying ways in
educational systems on both sides of the border.
At eight years old, though she was not in school at the time, Ana vividly recalled wanting
to learn to read stories, yet her family sent mixed messages about education. Her
parents often told her that being able to read and write “was a form of intelligence.”
However, they also told her “school was worthless. We shouldn’t go to school.” This is
reflected by the fact that neither her grandparents nor her mother knew how to read or
write. Only her father, she said, knew how to read and write a little. As such, her
parents never read in the house or to her. Because her parents practiced little
traditional literacy, they did not support Ana’s literacy learning, as she did not have
access to books at home or elsewhere. Alternatively, she eventually learned to read
with comics.
Ana’s first exposure to computers was through pictures of mammoth supercomputers in
magazines she read in secondary school; however, she never saw a real computer at
that time. It was years later that, as a mother herself, she gained access to a computer.
Today, her adult daughter has two computers, one for her business and one at home,
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which Ana has access to and occasionally uses for personal use and for school. In this
sense Ana’s daughter serves as an indirect sponsor. Her daughter’s home is an
important refined and localized notion of a gateway: It is a micro-literacy zone where
Ana can travel relatively unimpeded and use the computer for whatever she wishes.
Ana has had to move physically and psychologically since her upbringing in Rancho la
Albarrada, Mexico, where her father often told the family, “que no habia que salir de
nuestra tierra porque en la ciudad habia gente mala. Decia, ‘Aqui la perdi y aqui la
tengo que encontrar.’” In turn he discouraged migration to the U.S. because it was a
dangerous place, where many men died trying to make a better life for themselves.
Migrations from the U.S. to Mexico
Name

Birth

Place of Birth

Migration 1

Migration 2

Gilberto
Fontan
Alberto
Gonzalez

1938

Silver City, NM

Juárez, MX

Phoenix, AZ

1944

El Paso, TX

Juárez, MX

White Sands,
NM

Current
Residence
Phoenix, AZ
White Sands, NM

These two participants were born in the U.S., one in El Paso, Texas, and the other
about two hours away in Silver City, New Mexico. Their initial commonality is that they
spent most of their young lives in Juárez, Mexico. Señor Alberto Gonzalez, who comes
from what he sees as a privileged family, owns his own computer business, while Señor
Gilberto Fontan has never used a computer. Their life experiences serve as a contrast
in both wealth and how personal choices according to world events can affect one’s life.
Señor Alberto Gonzalez8 was born in 1944 in El Paso, yet he grew up in Juárez, where
his “family owned stores and property in Juárez, [and] we lived in a family compound.”
The home he described in Juárez “was on Lerdo Street in the family compound. There
were three houses (ours, my grandmother’s and my aunt’s) and one of our stores on the
corner.” In the compound he enjoyed such amenities as a tennis court, a basketball
court, gardens, a playground, and a billiard and table tennis room.
His affluent family made sure that he and his siblings had a solid bilingual and bicultural
education. As a child Alberto studied in El Paso, but his parents hired tutors to make
sure he and his siblings could read and write in Spanish. He indicated that he and his
brother did all their schooling in El Paso, including college at the University of Texas at
8

Author’s note: I twice interviewed in person Señor Alberto Gonzalez after reading about his moving back to El
Paso in an article in the El Paso Times.
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El Paso, while his sisters attended school in Juárez until they started high school in El
Paso, and then graduated from UTEP. He said that “[I]n my family we were expected to
get an education; out of eight children, seven of us got a college degree with three of us
having master’s [degrees].” In addition to the children’s college degrees, Alberto’s
parents also understood the importance and value of bringing their children up bilingual
and bilcultural.
His parents’ literacy practices were a mixture of mainstream and alternative activities.
His father, who moved as a teenager from Cuauhtémoc, Chihuahua, Mexico, to Juárez,
started the family’s businesses exporting to the U.S. His father needed to be fluent in
English and Spanish to succeed in the business. Alberto often observed his parents
reading newspapers like the El Paso Herald Post (English) and El Fronterizo (Spanish),
magazines such as Time and Life, and the Bible. He also observed them regularly
composing letters and shopping lists related to the family business.
Alberto first came into contact with computers and electronic literacy in 1966 when he
was drafted to the Vietnam War. The U.S. Army served as a direct sponsor for him in
many ways. His training was both by accident and by plan. Because the training to
learn computer code and use computers would take time, it would keep him away from
the battlefield, and, once trained, it would keep him off the front lines. At that time,
technology was not a passion: he viewed it as a lifesaver. After the military Alberto
worked as a military computer consultant at White Sands, New Mexico, and he recently
retired from this position. He moved to El Paso in 2006 and opened his own computer
store, Data Doctors.
He has access to technology at home and, obviously, in the workplace. For his
business and personal use he occasionally creates new media designs, graphic art
designs, and PowerPoint slides, but his business is primarily in computer diagnosis,
repairs, and sales. In my two interviews with him at his store, he showed me his
extensive digitized picture collection of his family in various slide shows and PowerPoint
creations.
Señor Gilberto Fontan was born in Silver City, New Mexico, in 1938; he grew up in
Juárez and now lives in Phoenix, Arizona. Gilberto described his family as having little
money when he was growing up and his home as “small, old […] it was in the city.”
Gilberto only attended school up until the elementary level in Juárez, where he studied
math, history, spelling, reading, and grammar. He learned and studied Spanish in
school in Juárez, and informally learned spoken English from his father and friends from
El Paso.
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Growing up, Señor Fontan recalled that his family loved Mexico and that “there didn’t
seem to be any problems at that time. . . . [They] were very good years for Mexico due
to the best presidents Mexico has ever had.” His family could not afford to send him to
school in the U.S. Even today, he felt that, because of his age and for economic
reasons, he has no experience with electronic literacies. At present he does not have
access to computers and has never used one. Interestingly, while Gilberto indicated he
does not see computers playing a role in his future, he felt that they are important for his
brothers, sisters, and his friends.
The contrast between Alberto’s and Gilberto’s access to and use of technology is akin
to one individual standing on one side of the Rio Grande divide and another on the
other. One crosses with ease and accesses everything available on each side; the
other finds it difficult to impossible to even get across. While we might assume Alberto
would have more exposure because of his education and affluent upbringing, and he
most likely would have, it was only through historical circumstances that immersed him
in learning to work with and use technology during the Vietnam War. And it was from
what he perceived as a life-and-death opportunity that technology and electronic
literacies became his job and his passion. Besides fixing and saving clients’ information
from damaged computers, he showed me his incredible catalogue of digital images,
many from old pictures he had scanned taken while was growing up between El Paso
and Juárez. Gilberto, on the other hand, was only able to complete school in Mexico
until the second grade. He has worked hard his entire life, and he does not view
electronic literacies as becoming an important part of it any time soon.
Similar to Gilberto and Alberto, the following section examining El Paso born-and-raised
participants illuminates how education created significant differences in the ways
Victoria Montoya, Marcia McNamee, and Alicia Rodriguez perceived and learned
electronic literacies.
El Paso Born and Raised
Name
Victoria Montoya
Alicia Rodriguez
Marcia McNamee

Birth
1922
1949
1946

Place of Birth
El Paso, TX
Tornillo, TX
El Paso, TX

Migration 1
El Paso, TX

Current Residence
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Victoria Montoya and Alicia Rodriguez are the children of Mexican immigrants and by
implication another nuance of Generaciones: americanas de primera generación. In
turn, Marcia McNamee, Mrs. Montoya’s oldest daughter, is second generación. When
several of the participants were in their late twenties, the U.S. was mired in several
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conflicts. The Vietnam War had escalated, and the U.S. had severed relations with
Cuba in 1961; that same year, the Bay of Pigs fiasco had embarrassed the U.S.,9 and
the U.S. and Russia faced one of the most intense military standoffs in history as it
involved the placement of nuclear weapons in Cuba aimed at the U.S. Racial tensions
due to inequality were growing, and in 1961 the Freedom Riders traveled through the
South protesting segregation. Martin Luther King gave his now-famous “I Have a
Dream” speech in 1963 in Washington, D.C.
Señora Victoria Montoya, the oldest participant of literacy in Generaciones, was born in
1922 in El Paso and grew up in El Paso. Her daughter, Marcia McNamee, was born
twenty-four years later (1946) in El Paso; she grew up and currently lives here as well.
We share in a special historical moment in this section by sharing in the dialogue
between two first generación participants, one highlighting a first- and secondgeneración mother-daughter intergenerational experience.
Señora Montoya was raised in an economically comfortable home in “the lower valley10
of El Paso and it was made out of adobe blocks, made by my Uncle Jerry.” Being
bilingual was important to her family when she was growing up, and she explained
firsthand the push and pull, the need to speak Spanish and English, if for nothing else
than to be a part of her entire family. Victoria had to learn Spanish because her
“grandfather wouldn’t speak to me in my first language, English.”11 Her mother learned
English from her cousins who lived in San Angelo, Texas, while her father learned at St.
Edward’s Academy in San Antonio, Texas.
Because of the physical distances from other family members she often saw her
parents practicing traditional literacy skills by writing and reading letters to and from
relatives. This is another traditional literacy, though not used in any national measure,
which has quickly slipped off the radar of common practice. It has been replaced by
email, cell phones, and, most recently, text messaging. Another grand irony of literacy
studies like Whitewater’s is that El Paso was recently (November 2008) ranked number
one in text messaging; a lot of people are reading and writing and yet they are off many
literacy radars! (Daniels) Her grandparents would read the Juárez newspaper on a
9 “Bay of Pigs Invasion, 1961, an unsuccessful invasion of Cuba by Cuban exiles, supported by the U.S. government.
On Apr. 17, 1961, an armed force of about 1,500 Cuban exiles landed in the Bahía de Cochinos (Bay of Pigs) on the
south coast of Cuba. Trained since May 1960 in Guatemala by members of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)
with the approval of the Eisenhower administration, and supplied with arms by the U.S. government, the rebels
intended to foment an insurrection in Cuba and overthrow the Communist regime of Fidel Castro. The Cuban army
easily defeated the rebels and by Apr. 20, most were either killed or captured” (“Bay of Pigs Invasion”).
10
Locally this is considered the poor part of the valley, while the Upper Valley is considered the wealthy area, with
gated communities.
11
This influence is important. Her two daughters, Marcia and Mary, speak little Spanish.
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daily basis, while one of her uncles, intent on learning English, asked that Victoria only
speak English with him, so he could pick up as much as possible. An important
reflecting point to stop and consider here is the push and pull Victoria experienced. Her
grandfather would only speak and write Spanish, while one of her uncles, though a
Spanish speaker, insisted on English. The result is a practical bilingualism born from
the border.
Reading was common around Victoria’s home and reading materials were always lying
about. In addition to seeing her mother reading romance novels, she observed
newspapers such as the El Paso Times, and the El Paso Herald12 and magazines such
as Newsweek and Time in the household. Through these reading sources, during and
after her high school years, she read and lived through the U.S. involvement in World
War II from 1939 to 1945.
When it came to schooling, Señora Montoya had many fond memories, yet many world
events were unfolding while she attended school. While she attended Burleson
Grammar School in El Paso, Herbert Hoover was inaugurated as the 31st president in
1929. At the same time the New York Stock Exchange crashed, setting the stage for
the Great Depression. By the time she was nine years old and in fourth grade in 1931,
“The Star-Spangled Banner” was adopted as the United States’ national anthem.13 The
students who attended Burleson were “mostly Mexicans.” Since she sees herself as
American, she felt most of the children attending the school were first generación.
Once again “stick pedagogy” appears and she mentioned that while the class practiced
reading, “teachers used rulers to keep us in line and reading.” One teacher in particular
“pulled my hair because of talking” during reading time. Nonetheless, she excelled as a
student and her teachers recognized her talent by entering her in a reading competition
in the sixth grade.
Victoria kept a diary at this time with the names of the boys she liked. Diaries are
another example of alternative literacy practices, but because of their use outside of
mainstream education, they are often viewed as a valuable space for developing
multiple literacies. Even though journals are commonly used in schools, they are
another example of literacies that are not typically measured. Interestingly, journals and
especially diaries provoke a dialogic: they are a specific writer’s responses to the
experiences in her life; often, someone without the writer’s permission wants to read
them, or, in the case of school journals, peers are supposed to read them. In Victoria’s
case, “my sister wanted to read what I wrote.”
12
13

Now defunct.
Seventy‐five years later in 2006, a Spanish version created some controversy (Montgomery).
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Victoria, like others in this generación, also experienced gender discrimination by her
father. Despite the fact that her parents stressed “that it was important to receive higher
grades,” and she worked hard to earn good grades, her “father didn’t allow me to go to
college because I was a girl. Ended up going to the International Business College.”14
The women on the border—and I suspect in others parts of the country at this time—
were more often than not limited to what they could hope to aspire to in life. The
women’s place was in the home, and if the family had the finances for an advanced
education, men were chosen.
While growing up Victoria said she had “never come into contact with one [computer].
My family does what is needed. [...] I’ve never used computers. Electric typewriters
are what I used to use. There weren’t any that I knew of when I was growing up. Just
electric typewriters.” Her experience makes sense when placed into the time frame she
worked, before the advent of computers as we know them. She does, however, know
about computers and the role they play for other generaciones.
Her son-in-law became an indirect sponsor for her granddaughter, and in a positive
spiral her granddaughter became an indirect sponsor for her. “My son-in-law,” she told
me, “bought a new one a year ago for my granddaughter’s school work.” By creating a
private gateway in their home for his daughter and serving as an indirect sponsor, her
son-in-law inadvertently created another space for Victoria to practice electronic
literacies.
An indirect sponsorship she described took place when she discovered she had
anemia. To help her understand the disease better, her granddaughter did research
about anemia. While her granddaughter searched for information on the affliction,
Victoria sat with her, watched her conduct searches, read information online, and had
her print out relevant information. This is the first instance in this study where a younger
family member used technology to assist an older family member with a search for
information, effectively serving as an indirect sponsor. From this experience Victoria
saw that younger students benefit most from technology; at the same time, she felt
“illiterates are disadvantaged.” Her view highlights her understanding that literacy of any
type is based on economic factors, not on merely creating a false dichotomy of haves
and have-nots. Her experience with her granddaughter made her doubly aware that
having and knowing how to use evolving electronic literacies creates an even greater
disadvantage for those on the lower end of the economic scale.

14

A post‐high school technical school in El Paso.
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Señora Alicia Rodriguez was born in 1949 about forty miles outside El Paso in Tornillo,
Texas, but grew up in El Paso’s Segundo Barrio. Her family is typical of Segundo Barrio
in that her parents are first generación Mexican immigrants. Like many on the border,
this family worked hard to the best of their abilities to assimilate both bilingually and
biculturally. In Mexico, Señora Rodriguez’s parents went to school: her mother until first
grade and her father, third. In order to become U.S. citizens her parents studied just
enough English to pass the required citizenry tests; her mother “understands English,
but cannot speak or write it.” Her father, however, “can read, write, and speak
correctly.” This may be due to the gender factor at the time. Men had to get out and
make a living for the family, while women stayed home. These early influences, though
minor, appear to have impacted how Alicia would approach her own learning and views
toward bilingualism.
Another alternative literacy practice surfaced with Alicia’s family. While Alicia’s parents’
first language was Spanish, Alicia learned to read and write in English in first grade.
However, at eight her parents wanted to make sure she learned some Spanish and
about the Mexican culture. To achieve this they regularly took her to Juárez to visit.
While there, they ensured she read any sign they could see, such as street and store
signs in Spanish (also see participant Erika Mercado, Chapter 4, for a similar
pedagogical experience). We see this transitional bilingual and bicultural family wanting
to guarantee that their daughter did not lose her language or culture. These trips
therefore became language-specific and culturally rich. By school standards and
literacy rankings this is an awkward pedagogy, but by situated, practical standards it is a
localized and effective one.
Despite her parents’ different stresses on bilingualism and biculturalism, the prevalent
gender issue of this time surfaces. Again, the male figure is responsible for exercising
this practice. Her father’s gendered view of advanced education hampered Alicia. An
especially bad memory for her was when he wanted her to drop out of high school and
go to work, but she refused. After her regular school day, her father would not allow her
to participate in activities outside of the home; instead, she had to help her mother with
chores and go out to the fields to pick cotton.
Beginning in elementary school and up until high school, Alicia kept a diary to keep
track of her joys, frustrations, and life experiences. Her diary served as her
longstanding alternative literacy practice, one that helped her to work through many
issues growing up. Today, as a mother, Alicia’s own daughter served as an indirect
sponsor, specifically an economic motivator who urged her mother to find a better job.
A technology economic motivator is an individual who encourages a friend or family
member to become electronically literate for primarily economic reasons. In this regard
there is little to no consideration of the intellectual and communicative possibilities of an
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electronic literacy. She pushed her to attend a business college, where Alicia would
have her first contact with computers. The motive was purely economic: “I was
encouraged by my daughter to get a better job.”
Now, looking to the future, Señora Rodriguez realizes that electronic literacies “will play
a great role in my grandchildren’s future,” and “I think computers are the key to a better
world.” The importance of her awareness and practice of new electronic literacies is
immeasurable. As we navigate into each new chapter and generación, we discover that
Alicia Rodriguez and all of us on the border understand the economic realities of being
literate, traditionally and electronically. Just as importantly, how we come to practice
these literacies is essential to understanding the roles that others play in our growth and
advancement.
The last participant of literacy in this chapter is Señora Marcia McNamee, Victoria
Montoya’s daughter (discussed earlier), born in 1946 and raised in El Paso, who still
resides here. Unlike her mother, who experienced the frustration of gender bias that
kept her from college, Señora McNamee was fortunate: Her mother insisted that her
daughters go to college. As she noted, “Education was stressed throughout my life,
through my parents and grandparents. When I graduated from high school there was
never any doubt that college was in my future.” Holding a BS in education and a MS in
reading, Señora McNamee was a dedicated teacher for thirty years, now retired, and
she also worked for Holt, Rinhart, and Winston as an editor for its Math Series Model
texts.
Marcia told me her family was financially comfortable as she was growing up: “We lived
in what I thought was a nice home, went to private, Catholic school. My mother stayed
home most of my early years.” She described her home while growing up as “a onestory adobe structure, owned by my grandfather. It had a portico on two sides which
provided an excellent play area, plus a grassed yard with raised planters which were
always filled with flowers.” Marcia has many fond memories from her childhood. One
telling story reveals that, early on, she desired to be a teacher:
One Christmas I asked for a playhouse and I remember drawing the dimensions
on the ground so my mom could see what I wanted. She just smiled. I did receive
the playhouse but not quite to the grandeur that I had drawn. I played countless
hours in the playhouse which also doubled as a schoolhouse anytime I could
persuade a playmate, usually my younger cousin, to be the student (as I was
ALWAYS the teacher) . . . In my pretend schoolhouse I would make up
worksheets so my students could practice.
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Like many in the border area of her generación, whose families work hard to assimilate
into the American culture, she was guided away from becoming bilingual in Spanish.
However, once again it is often the grandparents who serve a role as bilingual and
bicultural facilitators. This complexity is reflected in her story, where we see the
assimilation and prejudice her mother experienced in the U.S. and her grandparents’
desire for her to learn Spanish to understand the family’s culture:
My first and foremost language is English. My mother thought she spoke English
with an accent and didn’t want us to have this problem. Consequently, my
Spanish skills at an early age were
very poor. When we went to my
grandparents’ home, my
grandfather would encourage
Spanish and he would
have us recite a poem in Spanish.
(Activate video to right for Marcia’s
expanded commentary).
The struggle to fit in to American culture is
now an evident theme in Generaciones.
In most instances, parents occlude
Spanish and, consequently, Mexican
culture from their children. Fortunately,
for some children another family member, usually a grandparent, notices and attempts
to teach them in any way possible.
Marcia was encouraged to write in school and enjoyed creative writing in her life as well:
I kept a diary for about a year. In high school my beau at the time was in the
Naval Academy so I would write constantly. One time I sent him a letter entirely
written with cut out letters from magazines glued on a roll of toilet paper.
Marcia shared a story that is a part of her family’s history. It is a story made up of
letters her grandfather wrote during WWI to his to-be wife. Two letters came to mind:
1. A letter that Marcia’s grandfather wrote to her grandmother when he
was overseas, professing his love for her and his country.
2. A letter from Marcia’s grandfather to each of his grandchildren asking them to
love one another and to keep in contact with family.
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Marcia considered both of these letters important to her personally. The letters are truly
inspirational documents for the McNamee family. Importantly they stress that the family
remain together, and as I had the privilege to meet with even their extended families I
can attest that the letters have had a significant impact as oral and written documents
that keep them together despite life’s challenges. Letter writing, which came up earlier
in the chapter, appears to serve as an important link among family. As mentioned
earlier, I see much of this traditional literacy practice as becoming lost to communication
by phone, email, blogs, or live webcasts to their loved ones. In the McNamee family the
letters have become part of their family’s history, one that inspires them to remain close
to family. (Activate video to right for Marcia’s comments on the letters; a copy of one
letter is embedded). With newer electronic
media, I wonder how many families are
keeping electronic archives of their
developing family histories and stories.
Unlike hard copies, some digital
technologies often become inaccessible
because of changes in operating systems,
software, and archival storage; for
example, changes from floppy disks to
micro disks, from Zip disks to CDs and
flash drives illustrate how technologies
have shifted in past years.
As we might expect from many participants
of this generación, computers were not a part of their early lives as they went through
the school system. Marcia is no exception. As an adult, however, she learned about
computers in her first gateway as a fourth grade teacher in the 1980s, learning to use
and teach with computers at inservice
teaching seminars sponsored by the El Paso
Independent School District. The school
district served as an important work-related
direct sponsor and gateway for her so she
could effectively learn and in turn teach her
students important electronic literacies.
(Activate video for Marcia’s expanded
comments on teaching). Moreover, this is the
first example of an individual, specifically a
teacher, who took what she had been directly
sponsored with and used this to directly
sponsor her own students. The impact on
her students over the years had to be powerful. Unlike many teachers at the time,
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Marcia was lucky; she was exposed to and trained to teach with computers at school.
For teaching, she applied what she learned and used computers to help students create
original stories, to design personal stationery, and to prepare oral presentation slides
using PowerPoint.
Her use of technology at school transferred to her use of technology at home for work
and hobbies. Unlike most of the earlier participants in this chapter who saw computer
use at home as mere work, Marcia’s view represents an evolution. The actual ways
Marcia has come to use and practice electronic literacies is varied, extensive, and
represents an insightful transition to the
following chapters of younger participants.
(Activate video for Marcia’s use of
technology today). Marcia daily reads
and writes emails and letters, using email
to “communicate with family members,
friends, order books, [and] help [my]
husband with work.” Here we discover a
synthesis of uses: personal and social
motivations for mail; personal and
professional motivations for ordering
books online; and purely work motivations
to help her husband. As we saw earlier,
Marcia’s daughter helped her
grandmother research anemia on the Web and Marcia also uses it for “doing research
on the web.” With Señora McNamee we discover the vital role that educational
opportunities, sponsors, and gateways play if women are to develop professionally and
personally.
Conclusion
This chapter began the important process of paying attention to the alternative literacy
practices that these participants performed in order to ensure that their offspring
understand the language and culture. Some of these alternative practices ranged from
trips across the border to read street signs, thus enculturating and fortifying bilingualism,
to ensuring that comics, magazines, and other “passed around” reading materials were
always available. While such materials will not show up on literacy measures such as
the Whitewater project, they are significant in two ways. First is the mere fact that
reading materials were available in the household. Second, participants observed other
family members engaged in reading and this served as a model for them.
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Also brought to light were several of the refined and new concepts discussed in the
Introduction. The initial complexity for understanding direct and indirect sponsorship
came up in a variety ways. At this period of technological development we see little
reference to technology learning. We find, however, that direct sponsorship for the
traditional literacy skills of reading and writing were taught by various family members,
primarily parents and grandparents. When technology is mentioned, these same direct
traditional literacy sponsors become, at best, indirect electronic literacy sponsors.
Gender discrimination was a destructive factor during this time period. In the examples
that came to light, some of the women were discriminated against based on gender by
their fathers, who believed that a woman’s place is in the home or performing jobs not
requiring much education. The result is that some of the female participants in the
chapter could not fulfill their dreams to continue their education. They had to settle for
less than their dreams and capabilities. There is a direct link between gender bias like
this and education, and without the encouragement and financial support to continue
with an education, the women ended up frustrated in their jobs and family roles. On a
positive note, Victoria Montoya was able to ensure that her daughters all received
advanced educations, ending the gender discrimination she had experienced.
This chapter began the important process of understanding multiple literacy acquisition
practices of Latino/a participants on this U.S.-Mexico border. First and foremost in this
generación are their culturally conflicting experiences in learning to be bilingual and
bicultural in Spanish and English. The participants’ bilingual and bicultural stories will
be useful for educators on this border, other U.S.-Mexico borders, and for other
educators who work with students who face similar acculturation challenges. As
educators we must remember that the participants in this chapter were children when
they learned to be—or not—bilingual and bicultural, and that it was their parents’
choices that prompted one route or another. However, many external, societal, and
educational drawbacks encouraged parents to respond one way or another. Teachers
need to keep in mind that the children they teach come from rich, diverse backgrounds.
One of the most effective ways for them to keep a connection with their living family
stories and culture is through that family’s first language. As we saw in this chapter and
will see in upcoming ones, some participants never learned the language of their family
and culture, and these individuals typically struggle later in life, feeling they missed out
on knowing where their family came from, and remain silent in their inability to begin a
cultural dialogue, ?Quién eran mis abuelos? ?Dónde vivieron y en qué trabajaron?
One of the worst dilemmas I have seen some students and colleagues experience is
when someone asks them something in Spanish, and despite their Spanish first name
and surname, they do not understand and cannot reply.
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Last, we saw how economic motivators, such as when Alicia Rodriguez attended the
International Business College, served to guide family members who had been
displaced from their jobs to study and learn electronic literacies. The implication is that
even this generación needed friendly public technology gateways and opportunities for
learning, refining, and developing electronic literacies in order to advance in the
workplace and make a better living.
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Generación 1951-1960: Cubbyhole Gateways, Micro-Tear
Zones, and Self-Sponsorship
John Scenters-Zapico

Growing up, the story I remember most about my mother reading and writing is
when she had the English/Spanish 33 1/3 LPs and workbooks. She used these
to learn to understand and speak the English language. Although she still
doesn’t speak the language fluently she is able to understand the English
language and communicate effectively. She must have done her “lessons” while
we were at school because I don’t remember ever seeing her do them. I know of
one time when I put on one of the records to see what it was all about. It seemed
pretty boring; all you heard was a man’s monotone voice. (Laura Schuster1)
A mi papa le gustaba leer novellas y un tiempo yo las leia. El decias que
aprendias distintas formas de decir
cosas. (Activate video for Susana
Corella’s expanded commentary
on her father’s role)
In this chapter nine participants are united
as a “conjunto de personas que por haber
nacido en fechas próximas y recibido
educaciòn e influjos culturales y sociales
semejantes, se comportan de manera
afìn o comparable en algunos sentidos”
(“Real Academia Española”). This
chapter, along with Chapters 3 and 4,
follow generaciones spanning nine years
each. These participants, born between 1951-1960, lived in a time of economic
prosperity in the United States and are old enough to have lived through
1

Student in one of Scenters‐Zapico’s classes.
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the psychology of the Cold War. While this is a generación that experienced peace, it
also lived through the threat of nuclear annihilation and the end of the Vietnam War. In
this chapter I introduce several individuals from the poor side of the divide in both the
U.S. and Mexico, yet because of opportunities and lucky fate (gateways and sponsors)
they have been able to make do with frayed bootstraps.
One world event brought up by several participants was the Iran crisis of 1979-80. This
chapter’s participant, Irma Mohammedi, lived in Iran for fourteen years and was there
during the conflict with the United States. Her remaining memories of this event are that
in October 1979, the exiled Shah of Iran, Mohammad Reza Pahlavi (overthrown by
Ayatollah Khomeini), came to the United States for medical care. In November 1979, a
mob of Iranians seized the U.S. embassy in Tehran and took sixty-six employees
hostage, and in March 1980 then-President Jimmy Carter froze Iran’s assets and
ordered a rescue of the hostages by helicopter. Three of the helicopters crashed and
eight people died. In addition to worldwide conflict and change, technology began to
play an important role in the lives of this chapter’s participants.
In regards to technology, Laura Schuster saw computers “as more in the upper echelon
of society.” Unlike the case studies of Mary,
Paula, and Karen in Literate Lives, who saw
computers as “leading the way in efforts to
teach young people computing” (Selfe and
Hawisher 12), Schuster “considered them part
of a larger more sophisticated business
society. When I was in school, public schools
did not provide technological literacy that
would prepare us for the future, except for
typing classes.” Culturally, a silent undertow of
difference exists between the U.S. and
Mexico. Irma Mohammadi stated that her
parents “thought that Juárez was the best
place to grow up” and she felt the same: “I
loved to live there and I did not want to come to the U.S.” (Activate video for Irma’s
expanded commentary on the seamlessness of the border). At the same time her
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parents were happy that they could send her to a good university in El Paso2 and
fortunately UTEP is right across the Río Bravo. Though she lives in El Paso now,
Irma’s connection to culture, language, family, and friends in Juárez is undeniable.
Chapter participant Laura Maria Dominguez’s experience on the border as a first
generación Latina americana at this time has “typical” effects in the slow distancing from
Mexican culture and language. Her parents
were born and raised in the United States. Although my grandparents on my
mother’s side were born in Mexico, we did not have close family members living
in Mexico. My grandmother and grandfather’s siblings also immigrated to the
United States when my grandparents did. Occasionally, I heard my grandfather
or grandmother talk about some distant relative still in Mexico. My parents,
siblings, and I never traveled into the interior of Mexico. We would only go
across the border to occasionally purchase certain groceries or go to the
Mercado. We ate there once in a while. However, we never discussed Mexico in
depth.
Of note is the back-and-forth flow of generational sponsorship that occurs with family
and with many of the “older” participants. The technological literacies needed in
schools, and that many of these are learned in the home, clearly serves as a warning
for everyone. In Generaciones and other studies looking at traditional literacy we find
that literacy is taught by an older generación to a younger. Today, however, with
electronic literacies that flow moves back and forth: It reaches back with one generación
serving as indirect sponsor by supporting or purchasing technology for a younger one,
and the younger generación then reaching forward and serving as direct sponsor by
teaching technological literacies to the older one.
The participants in this chapter bring to focus three new concepts. First is the idea of the
“cubbyhole gateway”: Many minimum wage jobs, such as cashier at a fast food
restaurant, are characterized in many publications as without value. Generaciones, to
the contrary, has found that this popular view is incorrect. Low-paying jobs often require
that participants learn and use technologies they never imagined they could
competently use before. They are trained by the company they work for, and oftentimes
2

UTEP has an agreement with Juárez residents. They can study at UTEP for in‐state tuition, avoiding either
International or out‐of‐state tuition, which would prohibit most from studying at UTEP. Economically
disadvantaged students from Juárez also are eligible for scholarships.
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once they attain a level of literacy with a particular technology, they have the confidence
to learn new electronic literacies. In this chapter we discover a few participants who
started at the “bottom” of the workplace chain, but advanced because of their growing
confidence. Next is the “micro-tear zone” (MTZ). In the MTZ participants reveal the longterm positive and negative effects that sponsors, especially family and teachers, can
have on their literacy growth. The last concept is “self-sponsorship.” Unlike past
traditional literacies, whereby a family member or teacher helped a learner read and
write, we discover with electronic literacies that learners must overwhelmingly teach
themselves.
Migrations from Mexico to U.S.
Name
Luz Martinez
Angelica M.
Adolfo Lopez
Martha Iglesias

Birth
1955
1959
1954
1955

Place of Birth
Juárez, MX
Juárez, MX
Juárez, MX
Juárez, MX

Migration 1
Bell, CA
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Current Residence
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Luz Martinez, Angelica M., Adolfo Lopez, and Martha Iglesias were all born in Mexico
and came at different stages in their lives to the U.S. In the world around them,
frightening political events were taking place in the U.S., such as John F. Kennedy’s
assassination. For Señora Luz Martinez, the Chicano Civil Rights Movement started
near her neighborhood in Los Angeles, California, and she also recalled the farmers’
boycotts, the César Chávez farm workers, and the Vietnam anti-war demonstrations.
Señora Luz Martinez3 was born in 1955 in Juárez, grew up in Bell, California, and now
lives in El Paso. She came from a large family of ten with very little money. Her home
had three bedrooms, one for boys, one for girls, and one for her parents. The family
was traditional in that the girls cooked, cleaned, and took care of younger siblings.
These traditional practices serve as clear examples of gender bias at the time toward
females gaining a higher education.

3

Student in one of Scenters‐Zapico’s classes.
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Luz’s family practiced alternative literacies, the kind left unmeasured by mainstream
literacy statistics. The family made trips to a local library to read and check out books,
and at home her parents read the Bible and medical-herbal books for health and
healing. For traditional literacy practices, libraries are truly a great equalizing resource
because patrons do not have to purchase their reading materials in order to practice
reading or to keep up with the latest offerings. The Martinez family had available a
variety of reading materials and with such a large family there was always someone
reading and talking about what they had read. Of the selection of readings left around
the house, many were shared; these ranged from Life, Newsweek, and National
Geographic, to an assortment of novels, fairy tales, and music books. In one of her
class projects Luz mentioned that her mother regularly wrote letters to family in Mexico
and to her sons who were in the military. This traditional form of common letter writing
today is becoming more and more uncommon, replaced by other electronic mediums
such as email, texting, and videoconferencing. As I mentioned in Chapter 1, El Paso is
ranked first in texting in the U.S.
Luz attended elementary school in the inner city of Bell, California, and learning English
was a challenge for her in first and second grades, where she was placed in English as
a Second Language classes. When she started school, she recalled that it was mostly
white, eventually becoming integrated with about 50% Latinos/as. At that time she said
she was not inspired as a student and read “only what was required.” Her goal in
elementary school was to grow up to be a secretary, a job requiring reading, writing,
and typing skills. High school was uneventful for her and her goal, once she graduated
from high school, was to become a fashion designer.
Gender biases also existed for this chapter’s participants, and Luz was no exception.
Her parents were traditional in that they believed women should work in the house,
while men should go on for advanced study and then work outside the home. Like
Victoria Montoya in Chapter 1, her parents “only stressed education to males and not
females.” Luz, however, did not heed this advice. A student at UTEP, Luz also works
with the Texas Attorney General as a Locate Specialist, a job she described as finding
where missing individuals are located. The position has served as a cubbyhole
gateway in that it taught her to use computers and gain confidence to learn more
electronic literacies; it also instilled in her the confidence to begin university studies at
UTEP. Learning electronic literacies like the ones she practiced in Scenters-Zapico’s
Scenters-Zapico

60

Generaciones’ Narratives

computers and writing course is difficult for her outside of school settings because of the
financial burden technology raises. Luz indicated she now has access to a computer at
work but cannot use email. She does use the Web, however, for work-related research,
for which her co-workers served as her direct sponsors, teaching her to use the Internet
for job-specific tasks.
A common pattern of an indirect electronic literacy sponsor who then becomes a
recipient from a family member’s direct electronic literacy sponsorship took place in
Luz’s home in 1996 when she bought a computer for her home for her children. With
the new computer, Luz’s son has become a direct electronic literacy sponsor for her by
teaching her to take digital pictures, download them, and manipulate them on the home
computer. In Chapter 1 a common view of computers in the home was that they were
for work, not hobbies or social activities. However, Luz notes that she has moved past
this mind frame because of the influence of her son; now she sees “an increase in
computers in my future and more outside of work,” as the next participant will reveal.
Born in 1959, Señora Angelica M. spent her first years in Juárez but grew up and
presently resides in El Paso, where she is a successful accountant. Growing up “in the
60s we lived in a house in Juárez with three bedrooms, bathroom, kitchen, and patio. . .
. We had very little money. Only my mother had a job.” She recalled a safe and happy
childhood:
During the summer we used to play games in the street with all the kids in the
neighborhood. We played hide and seek with a can. Someone threw the can
and everyone hid and then the person had to try and find us, but the objective
was to get back to the can and count 1-2-3 for me! Before being found. We also
played house and used little dishes. My grandmother used to give us real food.
The almost magical powers of the survey and interview with the participants was
especially rewarding because many recalled long-forgotten experiences, and in
Angelica’s case, whose daughter was in a class of mine, her daughter learned more
about her mother. Examples like this illustrated the indelible connection between
stories, memories, and recollection of literacies. Angelica recalled something she had
completely forgotten: “Around Easter time,” she began,
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my grandparents used to buy us kids little chicks that we kept as pets. When
they grew big enough they were cooked into mole. We even had a pet duck for a
while. His name was Pato Pancho. We used to dig a hole in the backyard and
fill it with water so he could think it was a pond. We also had a dog named
Sarina who played with the little “pollitos.”
Clearly, the experience around Angelica’s home was one of enjoyment and of a family
not as concerned with day-to-day needs.
(Activate video on left for Angelica’s
expanded commentary on growing up).
How would their comfortable home life
encourage bilingualism and literacy
practices? Angelica’s grandmother, who
was a teacher, had an important influence in
her life: “She used to help us with homework,
especially math.” Her grandmother wrote
often, especially letters to friends, and she

regularly saw her mother reading Reader’s
Digest and one of the Juárez newspapers.
Spanish was their first language, but her
“mother learned English at Lydia
Patterson4 as a teenager.” (Activate video
on right for Angelica’s expanded
commentary).
Once in El Paso, Angelica had available
and practiced a variety of literacies. At
Lamar Elementary School, a memorable
fourth grade math teacher served as an early math literacy sponsor. This teacher “used
4

Lydia Patterson Institute in El Paso, a business high school.
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to have flashcard times tables tests and if you got them all she gave you a Hershey bar
in front of the whole class. I won several times.” The family also took advantage of a
nearby public library, about a thirty-minute
walk from home, in order to read and check
out books. It is worth mentioning that
Angelica’s generación was safer than
today’s in that children could still walk and
ride their bikes some distance from home.
(Activate video on left for Angelica’s
expanded commentary).
At this age Angelica’s professional goal was
traditional in that she wanted to be “a
secretary or anything where you could push
buttons like on a typewriter.” During her
senior year in high school, she was able to
partially realize this goal when she
obtained a job with the El Paso Times
newspaper. The other benefit from this job
was that it required her to read and write
more than she normally would have.
(Activate video on right for Angelica’s
expanded commentary).
While we hear in the news today about
pressing border issues, especially illegal
immigration to the U.S., these issues are
not typically viewed similarly on the border.
Considering many families here have
relatives and friends on both sides of the
border, Angelica’s own view of the U.S.-Mexico border was succinct, yet telling: “It’s
normal to come from Mexico and go ‘home’ on weekends,” and that “basically El Paso
was more a continuation of Juárez. It was the same thing.” The other implication in this
view of free-flowing movement is the scope and variety of biculturalism and bilingualism.
However, as the border tightens, many in these two communities now cross the river
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infrequently. This may play a role in reducing the ways that families are able to keep
cultural and language contact between the
two countries. (Activate video on left for
Angelica’s expanded commentary).
The Señora Angelica M. family purchased a
computer for their home in 1988, so that
Señor M. could complete more of his work at
home. As in the prior chapter, we still see
three patterns with early technology
purchases for the home. First, the idea of a
computer for hobby, personal learning, or
games had not entered the mindset as of yet.
Second, the computer was used for work at
home. Third, while employees are working
more at home, they are also required in most
cases to purchase their own technology and
learn much of it on their own. (Activate video
on right for Angelica’s expanded
commentary).
An important public gateway Angelica

attended was El Paso Community College
(EPCC), where in 1995 she learned to design
and publish printed documents and prepare
oral presentation slides (such as
PowerPoint). EPCC was significant for many
participants in this research for two important
reasons. (Activate video on left for Angelica’s
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expanded commentary). First, it created additional, formal opportunities for those like
Angelica who have access to a computer at home or work, yet desire to learn newer
literacies that they may never have imagined, thought possible, or simply ones that will
expand their economic possibilities. Second, for those who do not have access at
home or work, public gateways like EPCC are the only places to learn advanced skills in
an affordable and certified setting, that is, one that can grant a degree or certificate.
Señor Adolfo Lopez was born in 1954 in Juárez and grew up there. He now lives in El
Paso, is unemployed because he is “desabilitado.” Growing up, “Teniamos poco dinero
y solo teniamos para comer bien. En la casa que vivia en Juárez era muy pequena era
tambien muy fea.” Around the house he had several activities: “Yo no podia hacer
tantas cosas en mi casa. Tenia que ayudar a mi mama en lo que hacia en la casa
como lavar trastes, tener las camas y traer lo nesecario para comer.” It is significant to
pay attention to the types of early homes participants describe because, more often
than not, these determine the level and variety of literacy opportunities.
As an alternative literacy practice, Señor Lopez enjoyed reading comics as a child and
his hero growing up was “Memin Pinguin que era de un libro comico.” At the same
time, he told me, “Yo queria ser como mi Papa. Queria ser como el en lo trabajador y
responsible,” and then later in life, “Cuando yo era un adolesente yo queria ser como mi
maestro para ensenar a los demas.” In these three sentences we see Adolfo’s maturity
evolve from a youngster who looked to fantasy for heroes, to a growing respect for the
hard work and responsibility his father displayed toward the family, and finally toward an
educator, whom he admired as someone who helps others learn in life.
Adolfo’s literacy had two important influences: his mother and the El Paso schools. His
mother devoted time to teaching him to read and write in Spanish while in Mexico, and
once they moved to El Paso he attributes his learning to the El Paso public school
system: “Yo aprendi a leer y a escribir porque mi mama me enseno y cuando aprendi
ingles fue poque empese a ir ala escuela en El paso es por eso que se escrir y leer en
ingles.”
His family’s poor economic condition also affected the time his parents could devote to
educating their children. Here we understand a conflictive narrative. On the one hand,
“Mis padres trabajaban y no tenian tiempo para mi,” and worked many hours to ensure
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the family was at least fed and consequently did not have much time to dedicate to the
educational needs of their children. On the other hand, we see Adolfo’s mother serving
as a traditional direct sponsor, who did make the time to help him learn to read Spanish.
Nevertheless, he attributes his learning to read and write in English to his schooling in
El Paso. A parent or older guardian and teacher are two common direct sponsors on the
border.
Despite his parents’ busy schedules, Adolfo often observed both his parents reading
and writing: “Si mi mama le gustaba leer novelas y a mi papa le gustaba leer el
periodico. Si les gustaba escribirles a sus familiars cuando tenian tiempo.” These
practices boded well for Adolfo, unlike many others who did not have such active
traditional literacy practices in the home.
Similar to other Mexico-born participants’ views toward the U.S., his parents’ changed
over time from having the great American Dream to one of disillusion: “Pensaban que
era un pais de oportunidades importaba y cuando creci comprendi que en este pais no
hiba a progresar.” For Adolfo and his family, the land of opportunity became a place
where he knew he would never be able to move ahead. Crossing the water divide that
the Rio Grande creates was doable for them, but the invisible divides have caused
unimaginable damage.
Their poor economic standing limited their education and ability to purchase technology,
and so Adolfo’s experience with and commentary about computers was brief: “No
porque no teniamos dinero.” Adolfo’s life and his family’s experiences in the U.S. have
been difficult. The water divide of the Rio Grande did not prevent him from coming to
this country, and yet the “digital divide” is invisible, not even appearing for them like a
chimera on the desert. The digital divide is a socioeconomic experience: if you are on
the good side of the socioeconomic divide you are more than likely on the good side of
the digital divide, no matter what bank of the Rio Grande divide.
Now living in El Paso, Señora Martha Iglesias was born in 1955 and raised in Juárez.
Unlike Señor Lopez, she described her home while growing up as medium-sized, with
plenty of room, and financially her family was comfortable. Around the house Martha
helped her mother with cleaning, washing, and ironing clothes. The educational
opportunities she experienced stand in stark contrast to Adolfo’s.
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Martha’s family valued writing, reading, and education. Her parents and grandparents
often reminded her that an education was “considered very important in order to
succeed in life” and this concept was reinforced in several ways. Her grandparents
would regularly write letters, and her parents, in turn, “wrote to other family members
and wrote shopping lists.” To help Martha learn to pronounce and read well, her aunts
and uncles would practice alternative literacy pedagogies with her: “Whenever they
saw a sign or something legible, [they would] attempt to read it.”
Middle school was near Martha’s home in downtown Juárez, and Martha had two microtear zone memories. The first was in fifth grade and is a negative example. Her
teacher used a “stick pedagogy, because he would hit our hands with a ruler if we
misbehaved.” The second experience is a positive micro-tear zone with her sixth-grade
teacher, “because I was the teacher’s pet.”
Culturally, her family’s view toward Mexico and the U.S. as she was growing up is a
common one. They looked to the possible wealth the U.S. had to offer, yet for Martha
Mexico was still home. “They [parents] liked living there [Mexico]” because of culture,
language, and family, and looked to the U.S. because of a strong economy. Martha
indicated that, “Growing up my father worked there and considered living there [the
U.S.]. As a teenager we started getting passports and started to move. It would help in
getting a job and living a better life.”
As an adult with her own family today, Martha now has a computer available at home.
In 1998 her husband selected and purchased a computer from a catalog. Through selfsponsorship, Martha learned several electronic literacies, and the same year she
downloaded software from the Internet at home on her own, which she planned on
learning. Furthermore, family members have directly sponsored her electronic literacies.
Her daughter taught her to play computer games that same year.
Martha now works for El Paso Community College (EPCC), which has become a
significant economic motivator and cubbyhole gateway for her advancement with
electronic literacies. From 1997 through 1999 she learned to use email, download
software, conduct research on the Web, and use other software. EPCC offered handson workshops for all of these. In 1998, during another training session at EPCC, she
learned to design and publish printed documents and to prepare oral presentation slides
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in PowerPoint. Her job and the ensuing training opportunities served as great
cubbyhole gateway experiences, giving her the confidence one year later to teach
herself at work to use online dictionaries, thesauruses, language translation software,
and bibliography software. In 1999, to further enhance her abilities to work with visual
images, she learned to take digital photographs and manipulate them on her own at
work. The role that her job at EPCC served in creating an environment for her to
develop electronic literacies and advance her job cannot be understated, from initial
cubbyhole to catalyst. Importantly, while her work served as cubbyhole and direct
sponsor, we must remember that EPCC provided these opportunities so she could
become more productive at work. A price existed for her “opportunities” in the
workplace. Martha is a secretary who has embraced new electronic literacies, yet they
are ones her employer requires her to practice now.
Migrations from the U.S. to Mexico
Name
Susana Corella
Laura Schuster
Irma Mohammadi

Birth
1960
1960
1960

Place of Birth
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Migration 1
Juárez, MX
Juárez, MX
Juárez, MX

Current Residence
Juárez, MX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Susana Corella, Laura Schuster, and Irma Mohammadi were all born in the U.S., yet for
varying reasons and at a young age their families moved to Mexico to live. In terms of
traditional and electronic literacies these three participants are fascinating portraits of
socioeconomic classes and how they play an influential role with forms of literacy
acquisition. Additionally, their bilingualism and biculturalism would most likely not
register on national literacy scales like those touched upon in the Introduction and
Chapter 1. They most likely would not register on any current literacy scale, but in
future scales they might indeed be the yardstick because of their sophisticated bicultural
abilities.
Señora Susana Corella was born in 1960 in El Paso, Texas, grew up, and went to
school in Juárez. Growing up in a household with only her father working, she did not
have many opportunities: “Mi mama no trabajaba, viviamos en casa de renta no
sobraba mucho pero en lo general viviamos bien.” Her home was simple with two
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bedrooms, a bathroom, a living room, and a little patio in the back, where with her three
sisters, “Jugabamos y hasta me ponia una banda en la caneza y en las munecas. Lo
disfrutabamos mucho.”
In elementary school in Juárez she learned to read and write. “Teniamos un cuaderno
donde haciamos el abecedario
mayusculas y minusculas despues
empezamos a formar silabas y teniamos
un libro que se llamaba el Libro Magico
donde habia una pagina que era
tranparente y podiamos copier lo que
estaba abajo.” Unlike her American
counterparts in elementary school, she
was learning to be bilingual. At this
time she was studying ten to twenty
percent of her school lessons in English;
moreover, she had the opportunity to hear
English spoken and to speak it by easily
crossing one of the six bridges uniting the
U.S. and Mexico. In secondary school in Juárez, she recalled having to read some
challenging pieces in class, such as El Quijote, Los Miserables, and La Celestina. A
revealing alternative literacy practice she had was “leer versos, poemas” and “me
gustaba escribir versos desde que estaba en la secundaria y oir radio cantar y
aprenderme la letra de las canciones.” (Activate video above on right for Susana’s
expanded commentary).
Male gender influences continued to shape family practices in this generación. Susana
tells a story of Mexico that is revealing about politics and political affiliation: “Toda mi
vida he vivido en Juárez y mi papa trabajo todo su vida para Petroleos Mexicanos
(PEMEX). No podian pensar mal de Mexico lo que si recuerdo era que a mi papa y
mama lo oia discutir acerca de que a mi papa lo obligabana votar por el PRI y logico mi
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mama tambien.” (Activate video on left for
Susana’s expanded commentary).
American readers may be quick to judge this
election manipulation, but political
affiliation/obligation in the U.S. is often
similar. When I asked how she and her
family felt about the U.S., she shared this
story: “A mi papa le queria un senor no
recuerdo su nombre de migracion arreglarle
los papeles pero el nunca quizo decia que
porque despues mi mama lo iva a mandar.”
This is indicative of some of the machismo in
Mexican society. The point she stressed is
that if they moved to the U.S., her mother
would most likely leave her father. The
implicit statement could be twofold, either
reflecting American “liberal” views, or her
father feared he would lose his absolute
control over his wife and the family.
(Activate video on right for Susana’s
expanded commentary).
Susana’s first contact with computers
occurred as an adult. The demands for her
daughters to keep up with their schoolwork
forced the family to purchase a computer:
“Cuando en la escuela le dejaban tarea a mis hijas tuvimos que comprara una.” At the
time of this purchase, the factory where she worked in El Paso shut its doors and
moved to Juárez. Consequently, she was laid off from work without any skills. It was
during this economically difficult time, through her former employer’s compensation
offer, that she decided to take a computer class at El Paso Community College (EPCC)
to help her learn some electronic literacy skills that would help her obtain a new job. El
Paso Community College (EPCC) is a cubbyhole gateway in that it taught her
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technology and gave her confidence. Her initial motivation was economically motivated
from the local impact that NAFTA had on the border.
While at EPCC she had several teachers who served as direct sponsors, teaching her
to use the Web for accessing information, email for communication, play games, chat,
and digitally manipulate images. Susana went from factory work as a manual laborer to
learning to become electronically literate in several ways. She owes this to her own
drive (via the economic hardship) and to EPCC for creating the program for displaced
workers like her. Her experience in the program at EPCC was excellent, giving her the
confidence to land her present job, in part because of her electronic literacies.
Señora Laura Schuster’s5 parents moved the family to Juárez right after her birth in
1960. After living there for the first three years of her life, the family returned to El Paso
in 1963: “I was young when we moved to the States and this is where my parents
wanted to raise their family.” Her home in El Paso where she grew up was “in town on
the east side. It was a three bedroom house with a large backyard. My mother still
lives there.” Like other participants she believed her family was financially comfortable
and does not recall ever being in need of anything.
Laura’s early memories of literacy practices in the home are alternative in that they
involve reading original texts in Spanish and their translations in English:
[I remember my] mother translating Spanish newspaper stories, magazine
articles, sections of books or encyclopedias to English with help of a dictionary
and her knowledge of words she already knew. My mother saves a lot of stuff so
it is very easy to still run into a book and find old pages of things she has
translated over the years.6
It was in this richly active bilingual literacy setting, with a mother intent on learning to
speak and write English by translating everything she could get her hands on, that
Laura recalled becoming involved in the same process with her mother, who recruited

5

A student in one of Scenters‐Zapico’s classes.
I asked if she could locate any of these that I might include in this chapter, but she was too busy with school,
family, and work.
6
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her to become involved in the process: “I sometimes had to translate mail or newspaper
articles.” This extremely complicated biculturalism and bilingualism would not appear in
any national literacy measure. Such extraordinary and alternative practices, because
they are situated and contextual, most likely are unknown to researchers focused on
mainstream cultural literacy and its measurements. Laura’s experience is unique;
however, her story and many similar others showcase bilingualism. While some of the
literacies in an L1 or L2 are more oral than written, others, like Laura’s, are more
written.
In secondary school she was “not good at it Grammar, [and] writing reports.” At the
same time she continued working with her mom translating a variety of documents. To
help her focus and obtain resources for her schoolwork she would visit the school library
as well as the public library. Even though her parents “could not speak English they
always participated in the PTA7 and other activities.” In this bilingual and bicultural
community most people are able to get by with Spanish as their only language, but
unless they have a business catering only to Spanish speakers or one in Juárez, their
economic potentials are limited.
Laura’s mother’s insistence to learn English through translations stands out for Laura
and this has become a multigenerational practice that even the grandchildren are
learning:
Every book and/or magazine my mother reads is in English. She has not allowed
herself to take the easy way by obtaining information in Spanish to educate
herself on current events. Now it is rare for her to call on someone to translate
something for her. She also takes the time to sit with my children and read
books to them or show them old encyclopedias. My love of reading must have
come from watching my mother do these things. I try to educate myself in
different areas so that I can be somewhat of a well-rounded person. Now my
kids are always asking me what I’m reading or writing and what it means.
Unlike several of the participants in Chapter 1 who received mixed messages from
parents about learning and speaking both English and Spanish, Laura experienced an

7

Parent‐Teacher Association.
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easier balance. Despite her mother’s focus on learning English but speaking only
Spanish, Laura commented that her mother “continues to encourage her grandchildren
to learn to speak Spanish.”
Schuster’s awareness and experience with technology epitomizes my notion of
cubbyhole gateways. She seemingly stumbled into jobs that both allowed and required
her to hone her developing electronic literacy skills as well as created opportunities to
keep learning. Her first experience in a cubbyhole gateway that allowed her to learn
and advance to newer electronic literacies began in the 1980s
at the height of home video game systems. In the early 80s I worked in the
electronics department in a department store. While I didn’t have a video game
system at home, I did have access to the store display models. Atari was the hot
seller at $99.00 and ColecoVision at about $149.00. The more expensivesystem
at the time was Nintendo at $249.00. Some of games available at the time were
Pac-Man, Donkey Kong and Galaxian. Besides the electronic cash registers and
the other electronic items in the store, this was my only access to computer
technology.
Because potential electronic literacy “otherness” was all around her, she was fortunate
to become involved with it and gain the confidence that she could learn and keep
learning such literacies:
Working in the electronics department was always fun. When new items arrived
not only did we have to assemble them but also learn how to use them. By
knowing how things worked enabled us to sell more products. This included the
Sony Walkman, cameras, calculators and video game systems.
The exposures to these electronic literacies—Atari, ColecoVision, Nintendo, and cash
registers—came when she was in her twenties during an early period of electronic
gaming, and as she noted, these were all experiences she could not afford to purchase
on her own. It is important to note that while Laura did not have any schooling beyond
high school at this time, her experience as an electronics salesperson exposed her to a
variety of electronic literacies that have developed significantly since the 1980s. This
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acclimation to technology allowed her to move into her next position, both technically
and psychologically.
Laura’s next job was as an apartment complex manager. Here she was exposed to
other types of electronic literacies. Her former experiences and new electronic literacies
gave her the skills to obtain this position and advance within it. Her new employer
served as her direct sponsor, yet the position allows us another glimpse at something
that a concept like technology gateway does not capture. Many of these positions
require of participants some level of, first and foremost, traditional literacies in order to
learn electronic literacies and perform their jobs. Cubbyhole gateways are reflective of
this class of job and duties they require because they are often hidden and
undervalued, yet they are significant sites where people learn to apply transitional
electronic literacies. Electronic cubbyhole jobs also are a seeming world apart from
manual labor jobs requiring little to no technology skills or the opportunity to learn them.
Cubbyhole gateway jobs create opportunities for workers to show an interest in learning
and handling more and more electronic literacy responsibilities.
Schuster explained her experience at the time:
[B]y this time, I was introduced to computers at work in the apartment industry.
One was not expected to be technologically literate at this time to be hired in the
industry. Since computers were new to apartment complex offices, the only thing
they were used for at the time was for accounts payable.
In 1993, the computers in the apartment industry now had software called Rent
Roll [installed]. We could now post payments on the computer and generate
maintenance requests and a myriad of financial reports. If there were any other
programs on the computer we didn’t know about them.
We still did not have access to the Internet or any other software; these
computers were strictly for business purposes.
Her reflection here indicated that an apartment manager today would need to enter
such a position with many of the skills she picked up and then practiced on the job.
Moreover, from her last statement above and from talking with her, she believes that
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many of the technological literacies also pose a threat to business productivity. She felt
much time is lost by employees who surf the Web and read and write non-work related
emails. Her workplace, additionally, kept her busy, and she self-sponsored other forms
of technology to increase workplace output:
By 1995, we discovered ClipArt but had to learn to use it on our own. This was
done by trial and error . . . and took a long time. We were then expected to make
our flyers advertising the apartment community. By 1997, there was software for
the apartment forms—applications, leases, addendums PLUS we were able to
print them off of our computer—NO MORE TYPEWRITERS!!!!
Nonetheless, her new workplace served as a powerful cubbyhole gateway, allowing her
access to some of the electronic literacies necessary to succeed in an ever-demanding
marketplace without having to attend any specialized studies.
Schuster’s apartment complex cubbyhole gateway was not an ideal training scenario
and stresses the important yet challenging role of electronic literacy self-sponsorship:
“[A]nything I learned about computers and/or software I learned on my own or with help
[from] the MIS8 department that happened to be next to my office (apartment).
Throughout this time, training resources within the company were minimal.” Embedded
within this rich statement are two important concepts. First, she had a direct electronic
literacy sponsor and technology gateway through proximity to the apartment complex’s
MIS department. A direct sponsor is someone who specializes in technology, often not
the one sought or needed, but who nonetheless is “around” to guide, train, or simply
help when needed. In Schuster’s experience this was not a formal locale for employees
to be trained, one offering classes and manuals. Second, she had to self-sponsor.
Self-sponsorship, a significant variable in this research, is when a participant teaches
herself a new electronic literacy. Alarmingly, with the advent of ever-changing
electronic literacies, participants indicated they self-sponsored more often than not. The
conclusion to Generaciones discusses the qualitative results of all survey participants,
where self-sponsorship is a category.
Schuster, in turn, became a direct electronic literacy sponsor for her boss:

8

Management Information Systems.
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At this time I also had to help (teach) my supervisor Cindy9 work her way around
these programs. Sometimes it was opening an attached document, attaching a
document on an email, or managing a form created on Excel. Usually she would
get frustrated and I would have to do it for her.
Despite these workplace evolutions, Schuster also represented many individuals living
outside of electronic literacies in her home, yet even this changed in 1999. Laura
indicated that she had “computers at work, [so] we didn’t feel the need to have one at
home. I’m not even sure we even thought of getting one at all, maybe because we only
related computers with work.” As several of the transitional electronic literacy
participants in the last chapter indicated, associating computers with work is
commonplace,10 as opposed to a pastime, hobby, education, or the ways we loosely
intertwine all these activities today.
Laura ended up receiving a computer for
home in 1999 from her mother-in-law,
who had purchased one for herself and
decided “we needed one, so she had a
Gateway computer shipped to us”:
We didn’t have a computer in our
home until 1999. Me and my
husband worked and had access
to computers at our jobs. We never
felt the need for one at home—
maybe because we only
associated computers with work. My mother-in-law sent us a Gateway computer
that year—she had just gotten one and thought that we should have one too. We
didn’t use it for much except to sometimes navigate the Web and occasional
emails. (Image: Schuster’s Computer Workstation)
9

Pseudonym
In about 1986 I was visiting a friend in Chicago. He worked as an executive for IBM. I recall he had a laptop at
home, a rare sight at that time for me. The whole time of my visit I noticed that he did not use the laptop and that
it was dusty. I asked why. He told me that he put in long days at work, came home and worked even more. This
was why he didn’t use his laptop. He too saw it associated with work.
10
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The role of the indirect electronic literacy sponsor continues to serve an important
function in the way technology is introduced into the home. In Schuster’s case, her
mother-in-law’s purchase of a computer and her realization of the need for her son’s
family to have one in order to learn new electronic literacies are undeniable. Moreover,
in the picture we see a common micro-literacy zone in the home: monitor, hard drive,
speakers, keyboard, printer, cables everywhere, all on a “convenient” cart. The MTZ is,
moreover, telling of private, or semiprivate, places where electronic literacy practitioners
learn and create on their own.
In a brief period of time the technology in her home took off, becoming a vibrant
gateway, though she still felt behind:
Like everyone else, throughout the years I’ve become exposed to the new
technologies from the VCR to DVD players, video cameras and digital cameras.
We now have two computers at home; our sons use the Gateway computer for
their programs such as JumpStart, Disney Art, and The Learning Company. Up
until now, obtaining some of the new technologies wasn’t urgent or needed. I’m
amazed when I do learn of some of the new things that come out but I don’t rush
out and obtain them. However, the flash drive amazes me and I just had to have
one.11
Her preoccupation of always feeling technologically several steps behind is a feeling
many of this generación share. Schuster’s experience of already being an adult while
quick-evolving electronic literacies came into existence is an effect some of the younger
generaciones in later chapters do not seem to feel. Schuster’s need and view of
electronic literacies significantly shifted compared to the ways that technology worked
its way into her earlier life in the workplace: “When I returned to school in fall 2002, I
started using the computer more. I mainly used it for email, school registration, Web
navigation and occasional online purchases. This year I have used a computer for my
digital pictures, and Web conferences in a humanities class.” The shift in how she is
now required to use computers and technology is evident.

11

Shuster had to purchase a flash drive for her class with me in 2005. At first she didn’t want to spend the money
on it, which at that time was about $25.00.
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Señora Irma Mohammadi lived in Juárez until
she was eighteen years old with her parents,
moving to El Paso in 1980 in order to go to
UTEP. While Schuster spent the first three
years of her life in Juárez, too young to attend
school there, Señora Mohammadi did all of her
elementary and secondary schooling in
Juárez. What difference, if any, would this
make in her acquisition of traditional literacies
and literacies of technology? Irma grew up in
an economically comfortable home of white
brick with three bedrooms and a medium-sized
yard. She remembered one family tradition
well, one that rings of hard work yet family
togetherness, capped by relaxation: “We used to clean the whole house on Saturdays.
We change the curtains, linens and wax the floors. In the afternoons we will sit outside
and we will play the guitar and sing.” (Activate video above left for Irma’s expanded
commentary). At home she read magazines such as Time, Newsweek, and Reader’s
Digest as well as the Koran and poetry by Pablo Neruda; she also wrote for schoolwork
and letters to friends. Her parents often stressed that education was, “The key to
success . . . the most important thing in your life.” At home traditional literacy skills were
practiced and encouraged, as she saw her family regularly reading and writing letters.
In elementary school Irma especially
enjoyed composing poems, essays, and
speeches. Her family’s encouragement and
support for reading continued and her
parents frequently bought books for her.
Later in secondary school she continued to
write in a journal about the experiences in her
life. (Activate video to right for Irma’s
expanded commentary).
2000 was a transitional year. Irma first came
into contact with a computer at a friend’s
home, and that same year she started school
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at UTEP, where she had more exposure to technology and demands on her to learn it.
(Activate video to right for Irma’s
expanded commentary). She decided she
needed to buy a computer, which cost
$600.00, for her schoolwork. In the years
since returning to school and buying a
first computer, her learning of electronic
literacies has taken off. She has had
several direct sponsors, who have helped
her in various settings. For email and
multimedia a friend at school took the
time to teach her. Here it is important to

note the public gateway was a university, yet
the direct sponsor was a fellow student.
(Activate video to left for Irma’s expanded
commentary).
The results of the overall survey data for this
research, discussed in the conclusion,
indicate that students learned electronic
literacies first by self-sponsorship, second by
friends, and last by other people working in
the labs. Teachers do not surface in her
commentary, and her experience is validated by the overall quantitative results in the
conclusion to Generaciones. The explosion of self-sponsorship has begun.
At home, one of her children taught her how to download music and software. Unlike
traditional literacy learning, which is typically learned both at school and at home from
parents and older relatives, her direct sponsor was one of her children. Like the
generación from 1920-1950, Irma’s generación finds itself coming into technological
literacy through a younger generación, especially through their children.
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El Paso Born and Raised
Name
Mary Graboski
Laura Maria Dominguez

Birth
1955
1952

Place of Birth
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Migration 1
Georgia

Current Residence
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Mary Graboski and Laura Maria Dominguez were both born in El Paso and live here
today. As a child Mary’s family moved to Georgia for several years, while Laura Maria’s
path kept her in El Paso her entire life. This section explores their paths and
experiences in literacy learning to see what similarities and differences place might
make, if any, in these two participants’ lives.
Señora Mary Graboski was born in 1955 and is the daughter of Mexican immigrants
who moved to El Paso at the time of her birth. Shortly thereafter, her parents moved
the family to Georgia. Her parents’ views on Mexico were negative, focusing primarily
on economics: “Mexico had no opportunities. We moved to U.S. so we kids had better
education, medicine, opportunities. They did not like Mexico.” Mary’s memories
growing up at home were of a family reading the types of commonly passed around
materials I have mentioned, such as newspapers and the Bible. Moreover, when she
was still young, her parents “read Mexican folktales and stories to her.”
In 1995, at age forty, Mary had her first direct contact with computers at a school in El
Paso where she is a teacher: “The school required us to use computers,” and it served
as a gateway that trained her with a direct sponsor. Her close contact with a direct
sponsor who taught her to both use computers and to teach with them opened up her
willingness to explore and embrace literacies of technology in her classroom. It also
opened her interest to use a computer for personal use.
In 2005 Mary bought a $1,000.00 home computer. The Graboski family’s home use of
computers marks an important transition. Though Mary was taught to use computers in
the workplace, the family first used its computer for more social activities, but now uses
it for both social and all sorts of work-related needs. Mary indicated that the family used
the computer “just for fun and learning at first. Now for all things, banking, employment,
email, research.” Once the computer was in the home, Mary’s daughter quickly latched
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onto it for her work and social uses. As importantly, her daughter became an important
direct sponsor, teaching Mary at home how to work with the Web and to design and
print documents.
Señora Laura Maria Dominguez was born in El Paso in 1952 and has lived here
her entire life. She serves as an assistant district director of a corporation in El Paso.
Her family was poor growing up, but extremely hard hit financially for four years: “For a
period of four years, when my mother was very ill and she and my father separated, we
had very little money. Other than those four years, we were comfortable.” However, she
also had to become the adult in the family at a young age:
Being one of the oldest, I had to grow up quickly and take care of mother while
she was in a hospital bed and then in a wheelchair. I also had to care for my
brothers and sisters until my mother got better. This was over a period of four to
five years. My mother was not expected to live, but she gave herself the strength
to survive. They also said she would never walk and she worked and worked on
walking until she did walk.
Despite being born in the U.S. and having parents who speak English, Laura’s first
language is Spanish. This is another bicultural and bilingual pattern educators need to
be aware of. Despite what we may assume, some of our students may not have the
initial English skills we anticipate, even if their parents speak it well:
I learned my alphabet when I was four and learned to read and write when I went
to first grade. There was no kindergarten when I went to school. My father and
mother both worked before I went to school and during the time I was in grade
school. Since maids from Mexico were caring for us while my parents were at
work, I spoke a lot of Spanish and did not speak English, although my parents
did speak English.12 Both were born in the United States. When my brother,
who is one year older than me, and I started school, we did not know how to
speak English. At that time, you were punished if you did not speak English in
school.

12

This type of experience is parodied in the film “Fun with Dick and Jane.”
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Her grandmother worked to help her at this time, and her parents were interested in
how Laura did in school:
My grandmother knew only a little bit of English, but she was the one that taught
me how to write my alphabet when I was three and four. She thought it was
important to learn to read and write. My mother and father thought it was very
important that we attend school and pay attention in class. My father always
knew when it was time for receipt of report cards. He always checked our grades
and took an interest in how we were doing in school.
The challenges on the border of not speaking English in school are perhaps worse than
further away. Laura shared the tragic results of not knowing English in school in El
Paso at that time. It creates another manifestation of a negative micro-tear zone, this
time caused by a peer in class who sabotaged her assignment. The result of a peer’s
negative actions, especially because Laura could not explain herself and ended up as
the one who suffered the consequences, are illustrated in this quote:
I remember I went to the reading circle and when I returned to my desk, the
paper that I had completed and colored was not on my desk. The boy who sat
next to me immediately showed me a paper he had in his hands and told me,
“This is not yours, it is mine. See, everything is colored in black.” I noticed he
had colored over everything in black and that it was my paper. I got it from him
and scratched over one of the characters that was colored over in black and sure
enough, you could see the other colors below it. He grabbed it from me to turn it
in to the teacher, who was picking them up. I bopped him on the head because I
could not explain to the teacher what he had done. I was placed in the corner for
an hour.
The negative experiences caused by her poor English skills continued in school, but
Laura overcame the odds and excelled:
The first six weeks I received an “F” in reading and writing. The following six
weeks I had the highest grade, a “G.” I learned to read and write English in a
hurry and have always liked to read and write. I did not go to college; however,
throughout my years in school, first grade through high school graduation, I was
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an honor student and always received the highest marks in English, reading,
writing, and spelling.
She became an honors student and graduated from high school, yet for economic
reasons she was unable ever to continue her passion for learning at the college level.
The results of first learning Spanish and going to school were negative for her. Later,
she learned only English and forgot Spanish, which came back as a negative
consequence when she later took a formal Spanish class:
I had a Spanish course around fourth or fifth grade and learned to read and write
Spanish. However, my Spanish is not the correct Spanish, but more of the TexMex Spanish that is spoken along the border. This is what is often referred to as
Spanglish.
This micro-tear zone affected her view toward language and learning. Here on the
border speaking Spanglish is okay only if one is among those with similar Spanglish
abilities. These speakers do not speak Spanglish with other Spanish speakers from
Mexico, usually for fear of ridicule. By this time she already believed that “her” Spanish
was inferior to “other” forms of Spanish, and this included her parents’ Spanish as well,
since they were born and raised in the United States, attended school in El Paso, and
learned to read and write English while in school. She told me that, “Although they
spoke Spanish, it was more the ‘border’ Spanish and they did very little writing in
Spanish.” Her shame of her border Spanish was also experienced by her parents and
most likely transmitted to her.
Laura was one of the lucky ones when she was young. Because of overcrowding, she
was transferred to another school, which, according to her recollection, changed her
entire outlook on schooling:
The first teacher I had in first grade had too many students in the class and it was
difficult for her to teach the students, especially those that needed more teaching
in English. As I previously stated, maids from Mexico took care of me while my
parents worked and they spoke Spanish to me, so I spoke very little English
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when I started school. As soon as I was transferred to another teacher and class
three weeks after I started school, I immediately picked up the English language.
The teacher in the class did not speak Spanish, but she was an excellent
instructor and within a few weeks I was speaking English fluently. I also started
receiving very good grades.
Not all students, as educators will recognize and are aware of, are as fortunate as Laura
was. Many students end up falling through the cracks through school missteps, lack of
family support, or low self-esteem. In this instance, Laura’s negative MTZ became a
positive one when her teacher worked with her to overcome it. Educators who work
with foreign and even American-born students need more of this awareness and ability
to work with students who have been in and through such negative micro-tear zones.
Outside of school Laura had several alternative literacy opportunities. The Clardy Fox
Library in El Paso served as a frequent traditional public literacy gateway. Since the
library was close by, eight to ten blocks from her house, she became an active member
and used the library extensively: “I checked out books every week. I also used it as a
source for reports I had to write. I would spend time at the library conducting research
and writing my reports.” Libraries are a sanctuary for traditional literacy growth, yet as a
source for mainstream literacy measures they remain invisible.
Less traditionally, she was active as a reader and writer at home:
I would write short stories and read them to my brothers and sisters. These were
meant to entertain them. I did not keep copies of these. For example, I wrote a
short story about a dog that was playing with his reflection in a pool of water and
another about a chicken who cared for some kittens. I also wrote letters to my
cousins, friends that left El Paso, and a pen pal I used to have.
Because of her love of reading and writing, she “sometimes thought about writing short
stories for children.”
Middle school did not mark much of a shift for Laura, but one shift she recalled was that
“we wrote more stories and many times were required to read these in front of the
class.” The fragile beginning Laura had in the public school system had changed
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tremendously, from the time she entered school as an ESL learner to being a
successful and talented student. Laura loved the school environment:
I many times stayed after school to participate in meetings of the clubs I was in. I
also did the majority of my homework at school. I would go to the library and do
as much of my homework, usually all, while I was still at school. . . . I always
checked out books from the library and when I went to bed, before going to
sleep, I would read these for enjoyment. . . . I then immediately went home and
assisted my mother in caring for my brothers and sisters, as this was during the
time my mother was very ill.
Amazingly she became the president, vice-president, and secretary of the National
Honor Society during her middle school years and recalled speaking at induction
ceremonies in front of members, teachers, and parents.
The reach of gateways on this family is wide and the effect on her brothers and sisters
has been dramatic. Moreover, the synthesis of computers as a tool for work and social
activities appear to have bloomed with her:
My brothers and sisters all use computers at their job sites. All of them also have
a home computer. One of my sisters works from home. Therefore, computers
are very important to all of them. They have children and/or grandchildren that
also use the computer to do their schoolwork. They look up information for
themselves in the Internet and make purchases through the computer.
Likewise, she told me similarly aged cousins are all employed at businesses where they
use computers:
Some have their own businesses and also have computers for running their
businesses. The majority of them have a home computer. Their children also
use the computer to do their schoolwork.
Clearly, in her words the younger generaciones are more and more exposed and
immersed into an array of literacies.
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The following long quote highlights the role that typing had in landing her first job at
sixteen with the Federal Aviation Administration in 1969. It was here she saw air traffic
controllers using computers. In 1970, after graduation, she began work with the
Immigration and Naturalization Services, where her local office received its first
computer. By the mid-1980s more computers flooded the workplace and finally in 1993
she received her own work computer. As she described it, the computer “showed up”
on her desk; she had no training for this computer and had to self-sponsor in order to
use it. A few years later, her work sponsored some workshops to teach employees how
to use some of the now popular software programs:
This was the old type of mainframe computer that was quite big. When I started
working at the FAA Air Traffic Control Tower when I was sixteen, we used
typewriters and did not really work on computers. The air traffic controllers,
however, were already working with computers. After I graduated from high
school in 1970, I started working with the Immigration and Naturalization
Services. We were still using typewriters at that time. I remember it was in the
mid-1980s when we started getting computers at work. However, it was only one
computer per branch. Little by little we started receiving more computers. In
approximately 1993, I received my own computer, which was placed on my desk.
I worked with it and learned to operate it on my own. I would read the manuals
relating to the programs and was soon working with it. About two to three years
later, we were provided with classes in [Microsoft] Excel, PowerPoint, Access,
and Word.
While she did not jump at the prospect of purchasing a computer for her home, she did
in 2002, creating a first gateway that was “mostly used by my daughter for her college
coursework. It is also used by the rest of the family for looking up information through
the Internet, such as flights, items for purchase, sending messages, photos, etc.” The
level of use and literacies is amazing. The family now uses the technology for
everything from digital photo manipulation to reading and composing messages by
email.
Laura Maria described in detail the purchase process for their first home computer. The
purchase highlights another example of a joint technology purchase between two
different generaciones:
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I went with my daughter to purchase it. I knew she needed a computer for her
schoolwork, especially since she was attending college. I felt bad that she had to
go to the library and school all the time to do her schoolwork because she did not
have a computer at home. This was the first computer we had purchased for use
at home.
The computer cost about $2100.00. We got a $250 rebate. This was a
significant investment, but a good and necessary investment. It is used every day
by either my daughter, who is in college, my son or myself. In addition to using it
for personal things, we also sometimes use it for projects related to our
employment. (emphasis added)
Her practice of various electronic literacies is extensive when we consider this
generación, but when we recall her passion for traditional literacies and her excelling in
school, it is no wonder that she had the desire and ability to learn electronic literacies
and succeed. “However,” she indicated, “in the last two or three years we are required
to have the Information Technology people review software and download it if it is
needed for employee use.” While the technology boom embraced just about any
technological initiative, the Internet has slowed this somewhat in the workplace because
of the increased risk of computer viruses and hacking. Obviously her workplace is a
central gateway and sponsor for her evolving literacies, yet we must also recall that the
workplace is serving as an economic motivator; that is, her growth is consistent with
what the company deems is necessary.
Laura went on to reflect on the roles that family members play in younger
generaciones’ electronic literacies:
Parents are aware that computers are very important in their employment and
businesses and that they are also very important for their children in their
schoolwork. Almost all parents have purchased computers for their use and their
children’s use at home, for business and pleasure, to perform work at home, and
for schoolwork.
Laura Maria’s view is significant. Business work, homework, and entertainment are
enmeshed in her vision of technology, unlike many of the earlier participants who
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separated the places and uses of these new literacies. Computers are for work and if
they are in the home, they are for more work. As a parent she recognizes the
importance of creating gateways at home for her children. Two important issues have
cropped up from such indirect sponsorship. First, educators and parents need to realize
that students and children cannot be expected to always self-sponsor or be directly
sponsored by friends. Second, Laura Maria overlooks the role that her own children
have played in the direct sponsorship of literacies she has learned from them.
Traditional literacy sponsorship, where the parents and teachers are in control, has
shifted significantly with electronic literacies.

Conclusion
In light of the immigration issues facing the U.S. at this moment (2009) and Congress’
readiness to vote on new measures and fences, these participants’ stories, work ethics,
and attempts to become educated are the flesh, blood, and spirit left unheard in reports
and docudramas. These participants are the ones who came to the technology boom of
the 1980s as older, experienced workplace employees, with children of their own.
Many in this generación found themselves in workplaces that served as cubbyhole
gateways where they typically started with no electronic literacies, but they importantly
learned and practiced minimal electronic literacies that gave them the skills and
confidence to seek more workplace and school challenges. Many workers throughout
the U.S. from this generación also were trained more in light of an economic motivation
than for technological literacy’s sake.
Another revelation that came from the survey and interviews in this chapter is that many
seemed to agree that buying a computer was financially easy. Two possible reasons to
explain this came from my conversations with participants. The younger generaciones,
whose parents purchased computers for their children, in most cases said that the
purchase did not affect the family budget because the computer companies have easy
payment and loan plans. My assumption is that the younger generaciones who were
not actually paying for the technology did not realize the strain an additional monthly
payment over several years might have. Often, it seems, as I observed with Chapter
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One’s Generación, the individuals at this age buy a computer because they need it in
order to learn new electronic literacy skills for finding or advancing in the job market. At
other times, some, if they can afford a computer and Internet access, use a computer
for keeping in touch with friends and family by email. It has become a replacement for
hard copy letter writing and an alternative for the telephone in many cases.
On the private and personal levels, participants have to self-sponsor electronic
literacies, which is not the case with the traditional literacies of reading and writing.
Historically and socially, this marks a significant shift. While in the past individuals were
directly sponsored by others to read and write, with electronic literacies participants
overwhelmingly self-sponsor. (See conclusion to Generaciones for complete data)
In this chapter we observed several instances of positive and negative MTZs, which are
often subtle and privately held experiences. For teachers, I believe it is important that
we are encouraging awareness of these moments and the power that they have,
fostering positive MTZ experiences through constructive feedback and additional help,
and keeping the negative MTZs to a minimum by not overreacting to students’ current
shortcomings. Employers need to follow the same rule of thumb when so much is at
stake. Last, students need to be aware of how MTZs affect them, so that they can learn
to work through them when they occur, and to be better at instilling positive MTZs
among their peers.
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Generación 1961-1970: Searching for Gateways, SelfSponsoring, Experiencing Economic Motivators, and the
Expanding Role of Cubbyhole Gateways
John Scenters-Zapico, with Fernie Alaniz, and Teresa Quezada

I had fears about the fact of growing up without technology. I had to look for
technology, it didn’t look for me, which isn’t the case for most kids nowadays.
(Cynthia Smith1)
Possibilities and effects of people’s writing or reading are shaped, in part, by the
information technologies to which people have access at any point in time. (Selfe
and Hawisher 9)
The world we have known, the world of our myths and references and shared
assumptions is being changed by a powerful, if often intangible, set of forces.
We are living in the midst of a momentous paradigm shift. (Birkerts 18)
The participants in this chapter were primarily teenagers during the time frame when
electronic devices were beginning to flood the market. With social revolution in the
United States and cultural changes in Mexico as the backdrop, the participants of this
generación recognized the future held even more changes in store for them. They
remember living through the technology explosion and the ever-increasing presence of
technology in every walk of life—either through their own lived experiences, or in the
experiences of those around them, who in some cases became their technology
sponsors. For most participants in this generación, their paths to electronic literacies
had to be self-sponsored or sought out.
Teachers, parents, grandparents, schools, and libraries were not there for participants
in the traditional ways they had been in the past. For a variety of cultural, social,
economic, and academic reasons the paths to electronic literacies were not easily

1

A student in one of Scenters‐Zapico’s classes.
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accessible. This generación remembers typewriters as prevalent and several learned
typing skills rather than the keyboarding now taught at elementary school levels. These
participants sought technology gateways and maximized learning opportunities provided
to them by both direct and indirect sponsors. While for some, their initial contact was
economically motivated or minimized through cubbyhole gateways, and their continuing
and increasing contact with and use of technology indicates they embraced the change.
The cultural ecology of the United States for those born between 1961-70 included
increasing access to television and the ability to view world, national, and local events
as they were unfolding. Participants in this generación recall seeing moon landings,
coverage of the Vietnam War, President Nixon’s resignation, and cable television’s
proliferation to include memorable music videos, a new fusion of music and visual
media, debuting on MTV. Movies also play a memorable role in participants’ cultural
ecologies. Depending on their migration patterns, some saw American movies in
English; others saw the same movies in Juárez, either with subtitles or dubbed into
Spanish. The participants also remember assassination attempts on President Reagan
and Pope John Paul II, and HIV and AIDS coming to the forefront as the rich and
famous either succumbed to the epidemic or announced they were HIV-positive.
Cynthia Smith recalled national events that were brought into her living room, through
technology:
MTV starts running round the clock videos, debuting with “Radio Killed a Radio
Star”2 marking the beginning of the music video era, AIDS is first identified, both
Pope John Paul II and President Ronald Reagan got wounded by gunmen, the
breakup of AT&T in 1982 was probably one of the worst moments for technology
and since the breakup, consumers have gone from company to company for their
long distance needs.
She felt other global and national events also had an impact upon her: “Four white
police officers were indicted in the Rodney King beating, Magic Johnson announces he
is HIV-positive, the U.S. sends food and troops to end famine in Somalia, Steven
Spielberg’s ‘Schindler’s List’ was a big movie hit, and by the mid 1990s, unemployment
stood at its lowest since 1990, at 6.1%.”
This generación stood at a turning point in their lives: they were in their late teens to
2

Although Cynthia recalls it as indicated, the title is “Video Killed the Radio Star”—an interesting commentary in
and of itself regarding technology’s impact on entertainment.
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early twenties when technology—through video games in arcades and at home, through
increasing use of desktop computers and software applications at mid-sized and small
companies, and through the increasing use of computers in the classroom—began to
permeate their home, school, and work environments. Technology was not yet
ubiquitous but neither was it avoidable. Learners had to be self-willed, motivated
primarily by economic factors and family values instilled in the participants. Although
not all participants in this generación experienced encouragement in acquiring
traditional literacies when growing up, the common thread of socioeconomic
advancement opportunities in the United States, their particular age, and a mixture of
the ability to recognize trends and the willingness and flexibility to explore emerging
technology formed a nexus where they charted their own paths to technology gateways.
This generación sought ways to acquire and enhance their technological literacies.
They wanted technology-rich jobs and direct sponsors and often created their own
micro-literacy zones in the home because they recognized the increasing presence and
importance of technology for their school, career, or work, and ultimately for their own
children’s education. From this chapter, Cristina Gonzalez’s home environment is
somewhat of an anomaly, however, in that she had an early home computer purchased
exclusively for her sister and her. It was not brought in as an extension of her parents’
workplace; it seems to have arrived as a specific recognition that Cristina’s generación
had to be exposed to this emerging technology.
Financial capabilities continued to influence Mexicans’ views toward the U.S. Cristina’s
family, her father in particular, illustrate the loyalty to Mexico that has also been a
recurring theme in the Latinos/as participants we have encountered:
I remember my father always being very proud of Mexico. My mother, my sister,
and I were U.S. citizens and my father was never interested in becoming a
resident or a citizen of the U.S. He would say, “Whatever I have accomplished,
whether it is a little or a lot, I owe it to Mexico. It’s Mexico that has given all kinds
of opportunities to succeed.” My mom was not as passionate about Mexico. She
was just very practical and she believed that both my sister and I would have a
better future in the United States.
Cristina’s parents’ differing opinions are also part of the conflicting mix borderland
participants have expressed. While the cultural, familial, and historical ties bind these
families to Mexico, these families believe greater economic opportunities are available
in the United States. As we see throughout Generaciones, participants and their
families move to the United States for a better future and education. In this chapter,
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Hugo Fuentes dramatically recalled his parents “kept telling us that they had decided
and risked moving to the U.S. without knowing anyone around the area because they
wanted us to have better education and opportunities.” Another element of the
recognition prevalent in this generación is participant Andrea Ramirez’s acquisition of
electronic literacy. She feels that younger friends learned to use computers “the right
way,” that is, through direct sponsorship, not “trial and error like her.” Andrea’s
comments indicate a longing for traditional methods to acquire computer literacy—a
trend we may see limited to this particular generación, one that grew up learning
traditional literacies in formal settings, but was thrust into a technological environment
where formal classroom settings were not available and the participants were forced to
either find their own direct sponsors or begin experimenting on their own and selfsponsoring at their own expense.
In this chapter, four experiences stand out: 1. Actively Sought After Electronic
Literacies: Participants keenly searched for technology gateways in order to practice
electronic literacies; 2. Self-Sponsorship: The increasing yet subtle role that participants
serve in teaching themselves electronic literacies; 3. Economic Motivator/ed: The
significant role that economic downturns serve in motivating participants to learn an
electronic literacy and that family members serve in encouraging an electronic literacy is
crucial for participants’ success; 4. Cubbyhole Gateway: The increasingly expanded
roles that such jobs serve in helping those who would otherwise not feel they could
learn and practice more advanced electronic literacies. Through it all—though the
correlation between practice and benefit was unclear—they ran or were swept up with
the changes.
Migrations from Mexico to U.S.
Name
Javier
Fernandez
Cynthia Smith
Hugo Fuentes

Birth
1970

Place of Birth
Juárez, MX

Migration 1
El Paso, TX

1963
1961

Durango, MX
Juárez, MX

El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Migration 2
Chaparral,
NM

Current Residence
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

We lived in the city in a “vecindad.” A vecindad was a cul-de-sac of single room
homes all sharing one restroom which tended to be in the middle of the cul-desac. The restroom was a 3x3 shed where you would void into an opening,
avoiding buttock contact with [the] platform. All the residents would also share a
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square bathtub made of cement, where you would shower and wash clothes. The
house of one room had a wood stove that served as both a heater and stove for
heating food. Mom and Dad slept in one bed, while my sisters and I slept on
another. (Javier Fernandez)
Señor Javier Fernandez3 was born in 1970 in Juárez, Chihuahua, Mexico, and grew up
in Juárez, El Paso, and Chaparral, New Mexico. Javier stressed that growing up “we
had very little money. We lived in a one room home, while both parents worked for slave
wages. My sisters also worked since the age of nine, they cleaned houses and ironed
for people that were well off.”
Though from very modest beginnings,
I mainly played marbles, trompo-top and bolero, all outside the vicinity of the
vecindad. In the night my mom would tell us ghost stories, while we would eat
hot freshly made flour tortillas with hot melting butter. When it was cold we would
all sleep in the same bed. Ever since I can remember I have always been the
one to go and get the buckets of water, that’s probably why my shoulders are so
wide.
Education in his home was self-sponsored, though his parents did encourage the value
of an education. Since his parents didn’t read, he read to them: “I read to my mom the
Bible frequently in Spanish and I read to my dad the newspaper, until we got a TV.”
Race and discrimination were embedded in his parents’ outlook on life and they
communicated to Javier time and time again that “as a Mexican kid I had to try harder
than all the white kids, if I did not want to end up washing dishes.”
Despite being in a class with me, Javier shared only basic information, yet the recurring
theme emerges of work and school as a gateway, and sponsors found through informal
and social circles. Javier’s job with a telemarketing company created his first cubbyhole
gateway. Here he was taught to use computers and this experience instilled in him the
confidence to continue learning in the workplace and in school: “When I started working
at this telemarketing place was when I was first seriously exposed to computers. I was
first real nervous but then I liked them. I used to shake to try and use them, but then by
the fourth week I was really accustomed to them.” He now accesses computers
exclusively at UTEP, where he has learned electronic literacies from an ex-girlfriend,
3

Student in one of Scenters‐Zapico’s classes.
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professors, and librarians. These direct sponsors further increased his self-confidence
in his abilities. Javier has become accustomed to computers in many ways and now
utilizes the Internet, multimedia software, and automated graphic design and
presentation software.
Señora Cynthia Smith4 was born in 1963 in Mexico but graduated from El Paso High
School5 in 1981. She comes from a strong middle-class family that shaped her views
toward education. Because her father is Anglo and her mother Mexican, her bicultural
and bilingual experiences are unique to this chapter: “Spanish was my first tongue. My
mom is Mexican and my dad Anglo with his Spanish being very broken.” After moving
to the U.S. when she was five years old, her parents instituted strict language rules:
In our house, there was a rule we were to follow . . . we were to speak only in
Spanish at home and all the English we wanted outside of our home. Speaking it
was one thing and writing it was another. I used to write letters to my relatives in
Durango [Mexico] and they would in return write back. This way I was forced to
read and write Spanish. I would always be asking my mom how to write this or
that and she would be glad to tell me. After I could read more, she bought me a
Spanish dictionary to that I would write using good grammar to people in Mexico.
We again see a parent serving as a direct sponsor of traditional literacies. Both of
Cynthia’s parents were obviously involved in the family’s literacy practices by instituting
language rules at home, but her mother provided the guidance and tutoring in Spanish
by helping Cynthia write letters and by buying her a dictionary. Alternatively, Cynthia
attributed comics to helping her read: “Another thing that helped me a lot was reading
comics. My mom would take us to Juárez almost every Saturday and she would buy us
comics. I had fun learning to read and write this language.” As explained in the
introduction, the border is a porous inconvenience to those living in the borderlands.
Written material, even when not produced in El Paso, is available just across the border
in Juárez and, as Cynthia illustrates, comic books, newspapers, and letters written to
relatives in the homeland are all examples of alternative literacy practices that, albeit
carried out in Spanish, were practiced by participants.
Interestingly enough, Cynthia had to immerse herself more fully in English to grasp it.
Her schoolmates at the Catholic school where she began her path toward traditional
English literacy served a negative sponsor role because they spoke her first language.
4
5

Student in one of Scenters‐Zapico’s classes.
El Paso High School is the oldest high school in El Paso, Texas.
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Moreover, in the third grade she recalled the cruel micro-tear zone her classmates
created:
English was a little harder for me to grasp. I was enrolled in a Catholic school
from kindergarten to the third grade and the people there were mostly Mexican
so that did not help me learn any English. In class was when I had the most
trouble. I would say things backwards, as in Spanish; you say the noun and then
the adjective. This was troublesome for me because kids can be very cruel and
make fun. In the fourth grade, I went to a public school and that is where I
learned to read and write English more quickly because almost all the kids there
were Anglos.
For the most part, participants born in 1963 were not exposed to any electronic literacy
in high school, and Cynthia is no exception: “in all my years of high school, I was never
exposed to computers.” As we will see with this generación, however, she expressed
her awareness that change was on the way, both through her enrollment in a typing
class and in what she knew was happening in her world:
Typing classes were the closest we ever got to technology at that time. I had
fears about the fact of growing up without technology. I had to look for
technology; it didn’t look for me, which isn’t the case for most kids nowadays.
The video game [console] Atari came out and even though we never owned one,
I was always intrigued with the fact of this innovation.
Educators and parents need to be aware of technology and the literacies it brings in
order to make informed decisions about what they purchase for their children. Once our
students and children are cognizant that a new technology exists and that new literacies
accompany it, they tend to gravitate toward it. The awareness of ongoing cultural
change that Cynthia shared in the introduction to the chapter also is part of her overall
awareness of technological changes and the far-reaching impacts they would have on
her environment. She asked at one point, “Was what we saw on the show ‘Lost in
Space’ coming to real life?”
As she entered the work force she recalled that her career as an accountant revealed
the important role technology occupies in this field and how she embraced it:
“Technology had a place in my work, although primitive at first. I worked for an
accountant and making the tax returns on computer was so much easier [than preparing
them without a computerized program].” It was at this time she began “creating letters
in WordPerfect and not a typewriter. I loved this. No more typing and best of all,
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mistakes were easy to correct.” She recollected several cultural and historical
technological events and the way people adapted to them:
During this time, many of the people around my age were experimenting with
software like WordPerfect when the 4.2 version came out which was about 1986.
This program used the function keys to a large extent so there were many
combinations. There were cardboard templates that you would place above your
function keys so that you could know what their function was, and Lotus 1-2-3, a
spreadsheet program, was released in 1983. It replaced VisiCalc, which had
been the first spreadsheet, which came out 1979.
Cynthia may have begun using computers and software through her work, but her
awareness allowed her to embrace the changes. As a member of the adolescent
generación living through technological changes, Cynthia can compare and contrast the
speed and versatility of working with automated applications as opposed to typing and
preparing tax returns manually. Because this generación had familiarity with previous
ways of doing things, it could quickly recognize what the changes meant to them on a
day-to-day working level.
Señor Hugo Fuentes was born in 1961 in Juárez, Mexico, and grew up in El Paso,
Texas. His recollections of home left him with “plenty of stories. Growing up as a family
of 8 had its challenges. Sharing one and a half bathrooms 5 boys and 1 girl.” From his
parents, relatives, and siblings he learned to be bilingual and bicultural because both
here and in Mexico they spoke English and Spanish. There never was a shortage of
conversation or of language mixing.
Hugo’s parents learned Spanish in what could be termed traditional ways in Mexico.
When the family moved to El Paso, his father learned English at his job, while his
mother “pick[ed] it up after moving to El Paso via community college courses.” We see
his family’s commitment to education through the reading materials found at his home.
Hugo’s access to them is one of the widest we see in this generación. He vividly recalls
the Bible, local newspapers, and issues of Reader’s Digest, National Geographic, Model
Aviation, and Catholic Digest in his home.
Fuentes was an avid reader as a youth. He recalled his parents reprimanding him for
reading too much, and they regularly ordered him to “turn off the lights and go to bed.”
His love of reading, writing, and speech, however, made him the go-to-guy “to prepare
prayers for Thanksgiving and Christmas.” When it came to education, his parents often
repeated, “Never stop.” He took that advice to heart and was the first and only one of
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the family’s six children to achieve a college education. Hugo’s teachers also
encouraged him to read and he held fond memories of various elementary and middle
school teachers. His access to books and his traditional gateways were always through
some publicly available resource, such as his public school, local libraries, and
bookmobiles.
Although public schools had provided him with traditional literacies and his recollections
are of a supportive family and instructional network, he first learned about computers
when he entered college. Hugo’s experience may sound familiar to college-educated
students his age: “We [students] first had to understand how to program before we
could start using computers. I was self-motivated to use computers.” Echoing a theme
we have seen in this generación, Hugo says, “I understood the potential of what
computers could do and wanted to be able to use them. Most friends and family also
shared that drive.”
While the digital divide is an economic one in the U.S., in Mexico, where, for all realistic
purposes, only an upper class and an impoverished lower class exist, the divide is even
wider and more precipitous:
Pricing of computer hardware/software was somewhat high for the economic
level of Mexico a few years ago, but that has dramatically changed within the last
few years. As the demand for computers has increased in the U.S. and
worldwide, the pricing for equipment is going down and with Mexico’s economy
stabilizing and improving it is now more feasible for Mexico to join in the
computer era.
Because computers were too expensive for him, he convinced his employer to indirectly
sponsor him: “I had my employer buy one for me as part of my contract to relocate back
in 1992.” Hugo’s experience also illustrates how employers for this generación knew
these individuals carried other traditional literacies with them and could serve as
valuable assets in the work sector if only provided with the appropriate tools—
computers. His employer also became an economic sponsor when it purchased the
computer to increase his work output.
In 2005, however, Fuentes became an indirect sponsor himself by purchasing a laptop
for his son to use at college: “I could not afford the first one [home computer] at the
time, so I negotiated for my new employer to get me one. In 1997 I considered the
expense an investment for myself and children’s education. I now consider the laptop
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for son’s college education a necessity for his success.” In this regard he became an
important indirect sponsor for his son.
Fuentes’ own technology needs have changed as his proficiency in software
applications and familiarity with available programs has increased. “I need a higher
category,” he explained. He has come to view technology now as useful for both work
and hobbies. He needs it to respond to work emails and tasks such as multimedia
design and presentations to his colleagues, corporate officials, and customers. In
addition to work, “I have made a hobby of [recording] various DVD movies of high
school band activities, high school football games, [and] flag corps performances.”
Hugo has learned most of the applications himself, making him self-sponsored.
As others in this generación, he recognized the importance of technological literacy and,
like Cynthia Smith, sought opportunities to enhance his own exposure and mastery of it.
His family provided a supportive backdrop for the traditional literacies that he has used
and expanded upon for his own family.
Migrations from the U.S. to Mexico
Name
Cristina Gonzalez
Andrea Ramirez
Terry Quezada

Birth
1968
1965
1962

Place of Birth
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Migration 1
Juárez, MX
Juárez, MX
Juárez, MX

Current Residence
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Señora Cristina Gonzalez6 was born in 1968 in El Paso, Texas, grew up in Juárez,
Chihuahua, and now lives in El Paso, where she works as a translator/interpreter and
instructor at El Paso Community College. Cristina had many childhood memories that
capture an active and happy learning environment:
When I was about six years old, I remember listening to songs on the radio and I
was very much into the lyrics of those songs. I liked to memorize the lyrics and
then I would sing those songs. My mom thought those songs were for grown-ups
and I shouldn’t like them so much. I even remember the name of the singer. He
was from Argentina and his name is Elio Roca.

6
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Her parents encouraged traditional literacies
and reinforced their educational values in the
Gonzalez girls by acting as direct and indirect
sponsors of traditional literacy. In Cristina’s
case she learned to love reading in English
and Spanish. An example, she recalled “one
day in particular when my father talked to me
about how good it was to read. He even
recommended that the first book I read be
Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea. I
took his advice and read that book. I
remember I found it so interesting that I wanted to read other books” (See Gonzalez
family library picture above). What an impact Mr. Gonzalez had on his daughter’s
motivation to continue reading! This is another example of literacies in Spanish that are
ignored in studies such as the Whitewater study. Cristina first learned to read in
Spanish, but this served as a launching pad for her continuing love of traditional
literacies in English. Cristina added that her father bought two other books at the time
for her and her sister: El Tesoro de la Juventud and Mis Primeros Conocimientos.
Gonzalez also used traditional literacies for communication with peers and for her own
pleasure. “At school, we were not supposed to talk in class so my friends and I would
write notes to communicate without being noticed by our teachers.”7 She kept a diary
and pasted pictures into it—a modern-day multimedia scrapbook of sorts. She also
wrote poetry and even tried to write a play. “My friends and I were all expected to read
and write. It was an embarrassment not to.”
Cristina started Catholic middle school in El Paso, which was a difficult transition for her
since she felt she did not speak English well. Moreover, she experienced a form of
discrimination from her bishop in Mexico and his view of the U.S.:
[It] was a very difficult transition for me because I didn’t speak English very well. .
. . Later, all of us were being prepared to receive the Sacrament of Confirmation.
I was very excited and was very much looking forward to that. [T]he priest from
the school told me that if I had been baptized in Juárez, I needed to ask
permission from the Bishop in Juárez to receive the sacrament of confirmation in
El Paso. My mom and I went to the Bishop in Juárez and the Bishop denied me
permission to get confirmed in El Paso. His reasoning was that religious
7
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education in the United States was very “liberal.” I was extremely disappointed
and decided not to get confirmed at all. After that, I was very resentful towards
the Catholic Church and gave up any plans of becoming a nun or anything of the
sort.
Her new distrust toward religion only pushed her to question religion through studying
religious works.
In elementary school she read the Bible “to see if what they (the nuns) were telling me
was true.” This reaction is a departure from older generaciones who have turned to the
Bible for both spiritual solace and as the only source of written material. Perhaps
inadvertently, and certainly with very different results than anticipated, Cristina’s
teachers pushed her into a critical thinking mode that further propelled her into
traditional literacy practices. She read to discover and confirm what she was being
taught in school. Cristina continued to live in Juárez while she attended school in El
Paso for her secondary education.8
Gonzalez’s awareness of computers happened at home. Cristina remembered first
hearing about electronic literacies from her uncle: “[I remember] hearing about it
(computers) from my father and uncle that was attending college. I think I was about
fourteen years old.” Her father demonstrated foresight and continued to act as a
sponsor, but now for new electronic literacies:
[He] bought my sister and I a
computer (about 1982). It was a
Commodore. The TV was the
monitor. It had kind of a tape
recorder as a storage device. We did
not have a printer. My uncle was
attending UTEP at that time and he
came to my house to help me learn
BASIC programming. He brought me
books. I loved the computer and
enjoyed making simple programs.
(See Gonzalez’s First Computer Picture above).
8
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Cristina’s father played a key role as an indirect sponsor both for traditional literacy and
the emerging home computing gateway. It was her father who purchased the books the
daughters read and the computer she and her sister used. Her uncle was both a direct
and indirect sponsor who taught Cristina specific uses for her new computer and
brought her books on how to use it.
Señora Andrea Ramirez9was born in 1965 in El Paso, Texas, and was raised in Juárez,
Mexico. In 1982 her family moved to El Paso when she was seventeen. Growing up
she felt she was from a comfortable family. Her father was a grocery store manager in
Juárez but when they moved to El Paso he was a supervisor at a boot factory.
From a young age Andrea experienced the gender differences her father imposed. She
did “women’s chores” around the home, and he made it clear she would not go to
college: “When I was growing up, ‘women’ chores were mandatory. By the age of ten, I
had to make my bed; at twelve I had to clean our room (I shared it with my little sister),
make the beds, wash the afternoon dishes and on Saturdays, clean the bathroom.”
After graduating from high school Andrea was not allowed to continue her education
because “that right was only for my brother for being a man, and because there was no
money.” This view had been instilled since she was a young child. “I was raised in an
environment where children were not encouraged to think or aim high, or even wanting
to be like someone famous or important; my parents would always point at our
weaknesses and diminish our strengths.” Andrea’s parents’ lack of encouragement and
pointed negative criticism can be situated in a negative micro-tear zone form. In this
case they made it clear that she should not aim to go on for advanced schooling.
Andrea is one of many Latinas from the borderlands denied further education by their
families because of their gendered view that education was a privilege reserved for
males.
One of Andrea’s jobs is a classic example of an individual in a cubbyhole. Her position
only offered her an old computer, but on it she was able to learn to use very specific
accounting software: “The first time I used a computer was when I worked as a
secretary in a hardware store; I was doing the accounts payables and receivables. It
was a very old computer, and very slow, I don’t even remember the brand, but it was
back in 1990.” In this cubbyhole gateway, she was fortunate as a co-worker became a
direct sponsor, teaching her to use a specialized accounting software application so she
could carry out her duties. Although Andrea’s experience came at the end of the
9
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decade when the personal computer exploded onto the market, her initial exposure was
economically motivated. Given her description of family educational encouragement it
is not surprising that she encountered technology within a workplace setting that served
as both a cubbyhole, giving the skills and self-confidence to succeed.
Andrea made an important joint decision about placing a $2,000.00 Presario with a CD
burner, 15” monitor, speakers, and a laser printer in her own home:
Me and my husband bought a computer about three years ago [from the time she
was surveyed] when we realized that many of his school assignments were
required to be typed. Later on, I started attending college, and it was very useful
for my homework. About two years ago, we installed the Internet (an accessory
that is essential now-a-days). A lot of my same age friends are like me: they
started using the computer until recently in their jobs, or like me, when I started
attending college.
For Andrea, access to technology was in traditional gateways, school and work;
however, as we travel to more recent generaciones, we also see that our participants
are integrating home as a micro-literacy zone. With her computer purchase, Andrea
increased her access by making a private study and work hobby area. Having a
computer at home created a drastically different environment for her children from the
one in which she grew up. Her children see different literacies practiced and available
to them. As with other participants, Andrea longs for the traditional literacy
environments, yet has recognized the change computers have had on her environment
and has embraced them by creating a home micro-literacy zone where her family can
now learn and utilize technology.
Señora Teresa (Terry) Quezada was born in El Paso, Texas, in 196410. Her parents
lived across the border in Juárez while her father worked as a printer in El Paso,
commuting daily across the international bridges.11 The family moved from Juárez to El
Paso in 1967 in pursuit of greater financial opportunities for the family and enhanced
educational opportunities for Terry. She completed all her education in public schools in
El Paso, including her college education at UTEP.

10

Student in one of Scenters‐Zapico’s classes. She chose to write in third person.
As with Adriana’s school experience, Señor Quezada was one of the many borderland residents who live on one
or the other side of the border, but commute daily for work/school purposes.

11

Scenters-Zapico

103

Generaciones’ Narratives

Bilingualism was initially a jolt for Terry. As an incoming first-grader at Lamar
Elementary with no previous schoolwork and unable to speak English at all, the school
was intimidating: “My mother was terribly nervous about my inability to speak English.
When she registered me, she indicated to one of the staff that I did not speak English.
She was assured that I was going to school to learn. Whoever that individual was did a
great service to my mother. Her fears were allayed that my shortcomings would be
addressed.” This became a positive micro-tear zone for the Quezadas. As educators
we need to be aware that even a minor soothing comment like this can have an
enormous impact on students and their families.
The bilingual component of her education was one of immersion in English: “I do not
remember how exactly I learned English. I remember that in first grade, we were
divided into groups. My group was not the most advanced and as we learned to
recognize the sounds letters made, I struggled with letters like G and C which could
have different pronunciations. Sometime during the spring, I must have caught on
because I was moved from the group I was in to the more advanced group that read
further in our reader by the end of the year.”
Terry had a pleasant surprise that same year when she was informed that she would be
able to formally study Spanish in school. She had been warned that speaking Spanish
in school was strictly prohibited and punishable. Her story of integration appears better
than many of the participants in Generaciones, who faced discrimination against them in
school if they spoke Spanish. When she went home and told her mother a Spanish
teacher would be coming to her first-grade classroom and teaching the class Spanish,
her mother was sure it was a misunderstanding on her daughter’s part, due to her
inability to speak English. At the school’s open house, Terry’s mother met Mrs.
Ramirez,12 the Spanish teacher, and was relieved that her daughter could speak
Spanish at school and would learn more written Spanish literature, not only spoken.
As Terry learned English through school and spoke Spanish exclusively at home, she
began to use the school library for outside reading. Her writing was confined to school
assignments, although she did have a pen pal in Boston during the nation’s bicentennial
year. She was introduced to the pen pal through a Saturday morning show—she only
began watching American TV after her fourth- or fifth-grade year, when her
comprehension of the language was adequate enough for her to understand the
programming. “Americana and American pop culture were truly foreign to me. I could
12
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understand some of the physical comedy in shows like Carol Burnett or the Sonny and
Cher show, but sitcoms were not something I could understand because I did not have
a full grasp of the language.”
An alternative literacy practice and support occurred for Quezada at, of all places, the
local public library! It was sometime during later elementary school years, fifth through
seventh grades, that Terry’s mother began taking her to the main public library in
downtown El Paso. It was there that she found bound “American” comic books, Hardy
Boys, Nancy Drew and The Three Investigators mystery books, and craft books. “In
addition to increasing my love for reading, the books were an introduction into
Americana, something which I believed was critically missing from my formal education
since I was a first-generation American and an only child.” The experience with
“checked out” books from the library, even comics, represent data left unreported in
national literacy statistics and as another instance of comics as alternative literacy.
El Paso High School provided additional gateways and sponsors. As a result of her
math teacher’s encouragement, Quezada followed a college-preparatory curriculum
which included six years of math, four years of English (including advanced placement
English, a course designed to prepare students for a placement test to earn college
credits), and four years of science. Given her course selection, the teachers were
inclined to promote higher education to all students in those classes. Like Cynthia
Smith from this chapter who also attended the same high school, Terry sought
technology through typing classes offered as part of the curriculum. The difference is
that during her junior year in high school, the first personal computer course was offered
at El Paso High. It was a restricted gateway in that only upperclassmen were allowed to
register for the course, and preference was given to honor students. Terry enrolled and
was exposed to primitive computers and programming in BASIC:
There were maybe twelve computers in the classroom and thirty or so students,
so access to the actual machine was limited. I do not recall any available
printers. I remember a lot of the work as to programming was explained on the
blackboard and I remember our teacher telling us that we had to be very specific
in giving instructions to the computers (programming). He said if we missed a
step in the programming, the computer would not take that step and our final
result would fail. Although I cannot consider the class a great asset, it was a
feather in my cap as far as my transcript went. It also provided me with my first
opportunity to work with technology. Prior to my junior year, the only technology I
had significantly mastered was typing on an electronic typewriter. I do credit that
one year of typing as a great asset that serves me well to this day. Knowing the
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keyboard made the transition to computers easier and has also made me a more
efficient worker. When I was in high school, students had a choice whether or
not to take typing. Some considered it a course for those interested in clerical
positions. Now, keyboarding is taught to kindergarteners in an effort to bring
electronic literacies to children.
Terry attended the University of Texas at El Paso for her undergraduate and graduate
education. When she finally settled into a business degree with an accounting major,
exposure to computers was limited and not fully integrated into the business curriculum.
After graduating with a bachelor’s in business administration in 1986, she immediately
enrolled in graduate school seeking a dual master’s degree in public and business
administration. As a first semester graduate student, Terry’s MBA advisor required that
she take a course on Word and Lotus, word-processing and worksheet programs,
respectively. Terry resented the need to take a “leveling undergraduate” course when
she had just obtained her BBA [Bachelor’s of Business Administration] but now
recognizes her advisor was a forward-thinking sponsor. “That course greatly facilitated
my work for the City of El Paso in the Office of Management and Budget and in my
further positions within the municipality,” she now admits. Graduate studies included
work with mainframe computers for statistical analysis and continued use of the
personal computer for word processing. Quezada also learned several accounting
software programs at the time from her employer: “I worked for an accountant who
worked from home and had several small business clients. He taught me the
accounting programs so I could then handle all the monthly transactions including
biweekly payrolls.” This economic and direct sponsor spilled over to Terry’s other
endeavors.
As an employee with the City of El Paso, she transitioned from mainframe applications
to personal computers and eventually to an internal network tying all departments
together. Her co-workers directly sponsored her electronic literacies by teaching her
new software applications like for the Internet, email, and Microsoft database
applications and presentation software. She credits these direct sponsors to this day:
My exposure to computers and technology has not been cutting edge; however, I
think I am typical of those in my age bracket—we learned traditional literacies in
school and had greater access to formal schooling, but computers were an
emerging technology that was not readily available even in the traditional
gateways. Many of us have had to conquer our fear of “messing it up” and just
had to get on the computer and try different things. I am still learning. I often
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joke that I learned more about WordPerfect when I was working on my master’s
degree than I did anything else.
She bought her first “personal” computer in the spring of 2005, which she uses for
school assignments and pleasure. The transition for computers to be seen as a means
for home entertainment is fully underway by this date. This was not always the case,
however. In 1986, she had purchased a Compaq computer to work on accounting for
clients from home. In almost two decades, computers at home had become far more
necessary.
El Paso Born and Raised
Name
Luz Granger
Fernando Alañiz

Birth
1962
1968

Place of Birth
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Current Residence
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Thus far we have glimpsed the experiences of participants who have migrated and
crossed our border at least once. Now we turn to those who were born and raised in El
Paso. Their experiences, despite the apparent lack of distance from the border, are not
radically different from the other members of this generación. We continue to see their
struggles with economically “poor” upbringings—no surprise given the statistics noted in
the introduction—and the almost omnipresent push for a better life and increasing
literacies.
Señora Luz Granger worked at Wal-Mart at the time of the survey and is working toward
being a fashion designer. She was born in El Paso in 1962, was raised on the U.S. side
of the border and considered her upbringing as one with “very little money.” Granger’s
mother is from Mexico and she stressed that Luz read and write in Spanish “as soon as
[Luz] was born,” so despite Luz’s being born in the U.S., her mother wanted Luz to be
bilingual in order to be bicultural. Much like Terry Quezada, Luz did not learn to speak
English until she entered first grade. While in elementary school, Luz read alternative
literacy sources such as comic books, newspapers, and later poems and songs. Her
family emphasized mastering reading and writing and valued education as a means to
“going far.” Echoing the theme we’ve seen in this generación, education, particularly an
education obtained in the United States, is viewed as a gateway to greater personal
economic and financial stability. Granger’s elementary education, like most in this
generación, centered on traditional gateways and some private literacy activities; she
kept a diary, wrote poems and songs, and visited the school library twice a week.
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Unlike previous participants who sought technology and electronic literacies through
school or work, Luz’s first exposure to computers was when her son started pre-K and
she volunteered at his school. At twenty-three, Luz enrolled in parenting classes at her
son’s school; she entered a specific gateway in an effort to be a sponsor for her children
and found the gateway worked for her as well. While the school was not a job for her, it
did serve as a type of cubbyhole gateway in that it gave her the confidence to realize
she could learn to be computer literate. In another instance of work and causal home
computer use, the Grangers own both a laptop and a desktop computer. They also use
the computers to assist their two sons with their schoolwork. In another example of
cross-generational direct sponsorship, Luz credits her sons for teaching her many
applications.
Señor Fernando “Fernie” Alañiz13 was born in 1968 and raised in El Paso. Fernie’s
parents worked long, hard hours, and he felt the negative side effects of their hard work:
“My parents worked so much that it fell upon
my older siblings to raise the younger kids,
with me being the youngest of the clan. As a
result, I read hand-me-down books that
belonged to my older siblings, ‘Mother Goose’type books.” His siblings, especially his older
brother John, served as indirect sponsors by
providing Fernie, the youngest, with reading
materials, ones undocumented in literacy

statistics since they were hand-me-downs.
(Activate video above left for Fernie’s
expanded commentary).
Grandparents have played significant roles
for some participants in different
generaciones. (Activate video on right for
Fernie’s expanded commentary). Fernie is
the first in this generación to mention their
13

A former student and coauthor in this chapter with Scenters‐Zapico.
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impact on him. While only his grandmothers were alive when Fernie was a child and
did not read to him, he does describe them as “more storytellers than readers.” His
initial exposure to oral storytelling probably impacted his own use of stories. Fernie’s
mother described reading as a way to “utilize your imagination.” As we see below,
Fernie seems to have combined his grandmothers’ storytelling abilities and his mother’s
view of reading and began using his own imagination to tell and write his own stories.
Typical of the participants in this generación, Fernie’s literacy practices as a youth
involved writing rather than computing:
Ever since I can remember I’ve been writing things down and then showing them
to my parents. They would tell me that I had a talent for writing short stories and
poetry. I wrote because it helped me gather my thoughts. If I was feeling a little
down, I would write down my feelings. If I had a dream, I’d write it down. I’ve
been known to wake up in the middle of the night and write things so as not to
forget what I was dreaming.
Fernie’s family also instilled in him a value for education. “My parents always stressed
the importance of an education, and always made sure I did my homework, but as I
mentioned before, it mainly fell upon my older siblings like John to help me out with
homework.
Growing up, Fernie saw his parents utilizing traditional literacy practices to a greater
extent than we have seen in the other participants of this generación: “They not only
preached the importance of literacy, but they actively read on a daily basis as well.” His
father, a real estate broker, was “always writing up contracts and other legal documents
pertaining to his work.” According to Alañiz,
Both my parents worked on
crossword puzzles together, as well
as reading passages from the Bible
to each other, as my father has
always been a lector at
his church for as long as I can
remember. My mother always kept
a record book (Image right) of family
occurrences and important dates
including births, illnesses, deaths,
shot records and graduations. As
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active sponsors throughout my life,
my parents have always wanted for
their children to complete their
college education, especially since
they never really had the opportunity
to do so when they were younger.
(Activate video for Fernie’s
expanded commentary).
From his comments, we see that Fernie’s
household was a rich environment, a
gateway, where literacy practices were
carried out jointly by the adults and siblings
for business, school, and pleasure.
Unlike the other participants of this generación, Fernie grew up speaking only English
and not knowing much Spanish. Although his siblings spoke Spanish among
themselves, he does not see himself as having successfully mastered the language. As
a youth, he experienced the prohibition against speaking Spanish at school:
Spanish was not allowed at school, which didn’t bother me much since I didn’t
know how to speak it very well anyway. But some of my friends who did come
from Spanish-speaking households did encounter difficulties with teachers, which
often upset me when I would see them get into trouble for speaking the only
language they knew. I learned to speak “Spanglish” from my friends at school,
which was also the norm at home.
As in Fernie’s case, the social impact of the “no Spanish policy” either directly affected
participants or those they knew.
One story of racism, passed along in the Alañiz family, is perhaps the most concrete
shared in all of Generaciones’ narratives. Other participants have had strong cultural,
historic, and familial ties to Mexico and continued to have positive feelings toward
Mexican culture while viewing El Paso as the gateway toward greater financial
opportunity, but Fernie expresses no similar sentiments among his family. In fact,
Fernie’s father had a specific discriminatory experience that colored his view of the
“land of opportunity”:
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My father was the only person that had an opinion about the United States when
I was growing up. Apparently he had a bad experience with racism when he was
growing up. He grew up in a time
when Mexicans were equated with
dogs. Literally, restaurants had signs
in the windows that read “No Dogs,
No Mexicans Allowed.” My father
was a Texas state champion runner
in the 1930s. He was competing at a
meet in Austin, Texas, in 1938, and
traveled by bus with his coach, who
was an Anglo-American man. When
they arrived in Austin, they walked
into a restaurant to eat lunch after the
long haul, but were greeted with
hostility because my dad was
Mexican. To this day, my dad holds some resentment towards the United States
for allowing racism to exist. (Activate video for Fernie’s expanded commentary).
While up until this point we have heard of restrictions on Spanish speakers in schools,
this is the first instance of overt racism in the public sphere, which occurred outside of El
Paso, in Texas’ state capitol.
When Fernie was student in a class with Scenters-Zapico, the instructor saw firsthand
Fernie’s zest for practicing electronic literacies. Fernie enthusiastically recalled some of
his encounters with technology from the time he was about ten years old through the
time of the survey:
I can remember playing the Atari computer game “Pong” when I was around nine
or ten years old, around 1977-1978. Playing Atari required a game console to be
attached to one’s television set. It was so exciting for me to utilize the television
for something other than watching H.R. Pufnstuf. I also remember being
introduced to an IBM-type computer in my high school typing class, around 19831984. The program we were utilizing involved the use of commands like “go to”
to help with the composition of the programs we were required to type up in
class. The monitor’s background was black with amber-like print. Fast forward
ten years to 1994-1995, which was when my father bought the first personal
computer in our household. It was an AST home computer with a really slow
processor and a version of Windows so elementary compared to today’s XP
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version, yet so innovative for its time. I was immediately taken with the Internet
(AOL was our service provider at that time), and would spend hours upon hours
surfing the Web. I definitely was green in regards to the online “lingo” that people
were using to communicate with each another. For example, when someone
was laughing “out loud,” the correct way to type that was “LOL.” I was finding a
secret little community already developing as the result of the Internet, one I was
destined to become a part of as well. I say
destined because now it’s almost
impossible or unheard of to not have a
personal email account or the ability to chat
with ones’ classmates, friends, or even
family members via the World Wide Web. I
was speaking with someone from
Pennsylvania using AOL Instant
Messenger the same night we brought
home our family’s first desktop computer!
That first experience with a home computer
opened up a plethora of opportunities and
sparked my interest upon the first flick of
the on switch. It’s amazing to me how much I now utilize the computer not only
for schoolwork but for entertainment purposes as well. (Activate video for
Fernie’s expanded commentary).
In this long quote, which spans over thirty years of technology use, we discover Fernie’s
fascination and engaged interest in technology.
While school provided Fernie with a technology gateway, his father served as an
indirect sponsor when he purchased the first computer for the Alañiz household. Once
the computer was at home, a micro-literacy zone emerged where Fernie explored the
most common applications available at the time: Microsoft Works, Lotus 1-2-3 and
DOS. One of Fernie’s friends who served as a direct sponsor was “a Windows
aficionado who helped me with the basics such as how to use the mouse, how to cut
and paste, and even how to scan!”
Now Fernie sees himself as a self-sponsor. Others in this generación have expressed
their willingness and even eagerness to seek sponsors and gateways, but Fernie
emerges as the most adventurous solo techno-explorer of this generación, specifically
indicating that he is willing to learn through trial and error by teaching himself. (Image to
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right is of Fernie’s micro-literacy
zone) This is in sharp contrast
to Andrea Ramirez’s comments
lamenting not “learning
computers the right way.”
Fernie said that “it was up to
me to teach myself, through
trial and error, how to use
programs that have since then
come to exist.” His experience
seems to be a common one. In
the conclusion to
Generaciones, the overall data of participants who self-sponsor is both alarming and
heartening. My biggest worry as an educator is for those individuals who do not have
the perseverance or ability to teach themselves. Readers of this book know the
challenges of trying to learn a new piece of software or of learning to use a new piece of
technology through self-sponsorship. Fernie enthusiastically sums up his initial and
ongoing experiences with computers:
Since the computer’s introduction into my household over a decade ago, I’ve
been using it incessantly. Hours upon hours were spent by me just getting
comfortable with the basics like mouse clicks, Internet access, getting around via
the start menu, changing settings, etc. I felt that it was up to me to learn as much
as I could by utilizing a hands-on approach. The rest I believed I’d learn by
taking courses that were available at UTEP or the community college, which I did
at both institutions. I have since begun a technological love affair with the Apple
Computer company, actively using iMac and PowerBook computers for all
homework and personal projects since 2002. In five short years I have become
proficient with such software applications as iDVD, iMovie, iTunes, Adobe
Photoshop, Adobe Illustrator, iWeb, GarageBand, along with Windows-based
applications for Mac such as Word, Excel and PowerPoint. I’ve become
extremely engrossed with graphics design to the extent that I have since
changed my major to graphic design.
Fernie is undoubtedly the most unabashed computer enthusiast in this generación, yet
his concluding remarks are reminiscent of Sven Birkert’s laments in the Gutenberg
Elegies:14
14

A book read in Fernie’s class with Scenters‐Zapico.
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I don’t think that computers should take the place of certain treasures such as a
good book or visit to the library. It’s the tactile experience of opening up a book
and being able to smell the print on the pages that makes the experience of
reading a book or the newspaper so endearing. I can render great images with
my computer after downloading photos from my digital camera, but there is
nothing like holding a freshly printed photo from the photo lab in your hand, still
able to smell the chemicals used to bring the photo images to life. Maybe in
some respects I’m an old fashioned guy. . .
I suspect that Fernie’s words ring true for many of us who are living in a time of digital
transition. We are not critical of hard copy, finding it comforting, affordable, portable,
and tactile. Technology, on the other hand, offers other types of experiences we also
embrace—if we can self-sponsor or find willing and capable direct sponsors.
Conclusion
This generación lived through emerging technology, the attempts at standardization,
and ultimate uniformity in the technology world. They have also seen technology seep
into the world’s day-to-day transactions. They are likely the last generación to
remember what work, school, and recreational activities such as photography, hard
copy catalog shopping, and letter writing were like before the advent of the personal
computer. Despite their recognition of the multiple benefits of technology and how it
can speed up literacy acquisition in future generaciones, they recognize some of
technology’s drawbacks. Subsequent generaciones will not express themselves as
Cynthia Smith does, waxing philosophically that,
Industrialization increased society’s capacity to produce “things.” The computer
has now become our central way of life. Because of all this, personal isolation
may also be significant. People will either work at home or far from a “central”
office. As people pay less attention to their neighbors and spend more time
communicating with others online, human communities will be reshaped.
Technology has forced me to be more innovative in my work. The accounting
profession has changed dramatically with the evolution of technology.
Spreadsheets were the best invention for us. They enable us to do jobs in
minutes instead of hours or days. I believe that I would still love my profession
without technology but it would surely mean more work to get the same results.
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The participants in this chapter recognize their location in the technology evolution
timeline and the changes the new technologies were introducing into home, school, and
work environments. They began most of their literacy journeys in traditional ways.
While some faced greater obstacles in their path to acquiring traditional and electronic
literacies, all recognized the benefits of acquiring these literacies and thus sought
available sponsors as well as public and private gateways to enable them to be a part of
the change.
Technology and its evolving literacies have brought significant changes in the types of
workplaces we find ourselves in. For some, the jobs of the past have disappeared;
others actively seek better paying jobs, while still others find themselves in minimumwage jobs requiring electronic literacy skills that challenge them, the cubbyhole
gateways of the 21st century. According to the experiences of these participants, selfsponsorship was a key to learning the new, evolving electronic literacies. In educational
realms the experience was also similar. Students were beginning to be required to
produce more and more electronic projects. To achieve this, they had to find gateways
where they could access technologies and self-sponsor, or, if fortunate, be sponsored
by a friend or a willing peer.

Scenters-Zapico

115

Generaciones’ Narratives
SECTION
TITLE
AUTHOR
OVERVIEW

COPYRIGHT AND
REPRODUCTION

Chapter 4
Generación 1971-1980: Micro-Tear Zone Psychology,
Home Micro-Literacy Zones, Transport Sponsors, and
School Gateways
John Scenters-Zapico and Luciá Durá
While public electronic gateways became more and more
prevalent, school children slowly became more aware of
their existence, although not necessarily knowing fully
how computers fit into their lives.
Important events participants shared from this period help
us understand more about the culture and society in
which they grew up. Within the cultural ecologies of
participants from this generación are clear pictures about
the introduction of certain technologies. This group also
had a good idea of the kinds of people they had the
potential to become through recounts of their role models.
Gender bias begins to take a backseat as more women
occupy roles traditionally associated with men. This
creates hope and ambition for some of the females in the
chapter.
For personal noncommercial use, readers may
download/print a copy of the ebooks found on this site,
and may link to this page. Readers may not reproduce
this ebook or project, or display it on another web site. In
no way does the above affect any of the following rights:
fair use rights; the author's moral rights; rights other
persons may have either in the work itself or in how the
work is used.
Per U.S. copyright law, readers may, without permission,
use limited portions of copyrighted work for the purpose of
analysis, review, critique, parody, etc. All such use should
be accompanied by appropriate attribution to both the
author and the publisher.
Requests for permission to use materials from this ebook
or project in new publications should be directed to Utah
State University Press on behalf of Computers and

Composition Digital Press. www.usupress.org/contact
Utah State University Press
7800 Old Main Hill
Logan, UT 84322-7800
PRESS URL
BOOK URL

http://ccdigitalpress.org
http://ccdigitalpress.org/generaciones

Generaciones’ Narratives

Generación 1971-1980: Micro-Tear Zone Psychology, Home
Micro-Literacy Zones, Transport Sponsors, and School
Gateways
John Scenters‐Zapico and Luciá Durá

A computer is like a car. If used properly it can take you a long way. It is all up to
the person using it. (Corina Jiménez;
activate video for Corina’s expanded
commentary on this simile)
It is so much easier to find motivation
within when there are sponsors and
gateways. (Luciá Durá)
While participant Corina Jiménez is
specifically comparing cars and computers,
the implication is also that participants need
transportation—transport sponsors—to get
to electronic gateways in order to access
and learn electronic literacies. Co-author
and participant of this chapter, Luciá Durá, drives home the important socialpsychological role of parent and teacher sponsors and places where individuals like
Durá have been able to learn and practice electronic literacies. As children, this
generación would awaken to public service announcements between Saturday morning
cartoons, announcing, “Computers are coming your way!” They featured a talking
computer preparing viewers for a new era. In the early 1980s most participants had
seen computers, Commodores and Apples, in at least one location within their school
buildings, but access was constrained because of the small number of computers in the
average school, limited infrastructure for planning and maintenance, and inadequate
computer literacy of the generación providing instruction. Thus, while the public
electronic gateways became more and more prevalent, school children slowly became
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more aware of their existence, although not necessarily knowing fully how computers fit
into their lives.
In this chapter we follow Erika Mercado, who saw
the beginning of the decade of the 80s, a time that would bring great changes in
our technology, social roles, politics, and (unfortunately) fashion. I was born
August 25 in Ciudad Juárez, Mexico, El Paso’s border city. I would spend the
next eight years of my life in this region.
Important events participants shared from this period help us understand more about
the culture and society in which they grew up. In 1983 the national “Just Say No”
campaign against drugs was initiated. Sally Ride became the first American woman in
space on the Challenger shuttle. Compact discs were released, and hackers were able
to invade sensitive military computers in Los Alamos National Laboratory. While the
first megabit chip was made at Bell Labs in the U.S., Apple Computer released the
Macintosh personal computer and the Nintendo Entertainment System came out. The
world’s largest atom smasher went online in Illinois, and cyberspace was born in William
Gibson’s novel Neuromancer. Another participant from this chapter, Natalia Jiménez,
recalled the movie “Pretty Woman” because of the enormous cell phone in it:
On March 23, 1990, the movie “Pretty Woman” was released nationwide. I
remember this particular movie because there is a scene where Julia Roberts
and Richard Gere are in a park and Richard is on his cell phone and Julia ends
up hanging up the phone, but what I remember most of all is that the phone is
huge. Back then only the powerful and elite had cell phones. Now everyone
owns a cell phone!!
At the time of “Pretty Woman,” Natalia’s observations on cell phone technology and
those “elites” who used such technologies was daily experience. Today, the
introduction of cell phone technology seems like it happened an eternity ago, but it is an
important snippet into realizing how quickly we are able to practice certain electronic
literacies and how affordable many of them quickly become. Generaciones reveals just
such snippets, but its difference lies in its focus on how real people, not actors,
struggled with the explosion of technology between 1920 and 1985. Within the cultural
ecologies of participants from this generación are clear pictures about the introduction
of certain technologies. This group also had a good idea of the kinds of people they
had the potential to become through recounts of their role models.
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Gender bias begins to take a backseat as more women occupy roles traditionally
associated with men. This creates hope and ambition for some of the females in the
chapter. After looking back, Erika recalled the importance of particular female figures
for her, such as astronaut Sally Ride and first woman vice presidential candidate
Geraldine Ferraro. “Though I didn’t know so at this time, these firsts for women served
to show me that just because I was a girl there really wasn’t many limits to what we
could do. Unlike previous generations, I don’t remember growing up thinking that I
couldn’t do certain things because I was a girl.” Luciá Durá tells of a similar experience:
As a child I admired the women in my family. Though I saw them as individuals I
thought of them more often as a more or less unified whole. Family women,
devoted to their husbands, to their families. To me they seemed to agree on the
same values, ideas, and even tastes; I did not really notice how different they
were because I did not see them as fully autonomous. I wanted to be intelligent,
strong, well-mannered, and elegant like them, but I yearned for independence. I
guess I also thought I would, like them, get married one day and have my own
house. My world seemed so defined by tradition and family that I knew that the
possibility for other types of greatness existed outside of it, but that my own life
was bound to it.
As a teenager I slowly began to see that there was much more to the world than
my family. This was also because the family began to split in different directions
because of living arrangements and also because of disagreements, which I did
not know about then. As I saw less of my family I saw more options for myself. I
also went to an all-girls school that encouraged progressive and independent
thinking. This let me see that I too could be like Mother Teresa, Princess Diana,
and Margaret Thatcher. I began to see that I could be a leader and that I had the
potential to thrive on my own. Toward the end of high school I thought I could
even be president of Mexico. I thought that at minimum I would be working on
Wall Street dressed in an expensive black suit as I sat in traffic in my BMW and
made phone calls from my cell phone. I guess I didn’t have someone specific in
mind that I could be like, but I wanted to be successful and independent.
The motivations of the individuals in this chapter vary from person to person, but the
intensity of their motivation is a common thread, showing how they persevered through
positive and negative micro-tear zones in order to realize their unique visions of
success.
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This chapter’s stories reveal expanded characteristics of the following four points: 1.
Micro-Tear Zone Psychology: Better understanding of the psychology of micro-tear
zones on educational advancement and bilingual
education reveals useful consequences that
teachers should be aware of. 2. Home MicroLiteracy Zones: Computers in the home were
once for “work only,” or for the “elite,” like the
image of Richard Gere’s cell phone in Pretty
Woman. (See image, left, of Richard Gere from
“PhoneTalk”) Now the home has become a
commonplace for all sorts of computer practices;
we even justify this today with terms such as
multitasking and telecommuting. 3. Transport Sponsor: Unlike earlier chapters where
students often could walk alone to a library or other locale, we see the dawning in this
chapter of parents having to drive their children to traditional and electronic gateways.
This is important for parents and educators to be aware of as we demand more and
more electronic literacies from our children and students. 4. School Gateways: This
chapter sheds light on participants’ experiences in schools and their attempts to
integrate electronic literacies into the curriculum.
Migrations from Mexico to U.S.
Name

Birth

Place of Birth

Migration 1

Migrations 2-4

Gerardo Urquiza

1974

Hidalgo del
Parral, MX

Juárez, MX

El Paso, TX

Erika Mercado

1980

Juárez, MX

El Paso,
TX

Fulton, CA

Gina Rosas

1971

Juárez, MX

Luciá Durá

1977

Mexico City,
MX

Panzacola,
Tlaxcala,
MX

Mexico City,
MX, Juárez,
MX, El Paso,
TX,
San Antonio,
TX
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Migrations 5-6

South Bend,
IN
New Haven,
CT

Current
Residence
El Paso,
TX
El Paso,
TX
Juárez,
MX
El Paso,
TX
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While migrations from Mexico to the U.S. are often the most prevalent migration
patterns in our minds when we think of the border here, the migrations of Antonio
Jiménez, Erika Mercado, Gina Rosas, and Luciá Durá are substantially varied, and
beyond typical.
Señor Gerardo Urquiza was born in 1973 about 350 miles from El Paso in Hidalgo del
Parral, Chihuáhua, Mexico, and grew up in Juárez, Chihuáhua, Mexico. He now lives in
El Paso where he is an information specialist with the University of Texas at El Paso’s
IT department and is currently the technology coordinator for the university. Antonio’s
recollections of literacy activity around the
home are similar to other participants’.
He observed his parents reading the
newspaper, the Bible, and writing
personal letters. He noted that “my
grandfather (on my mom’s side) like to
read a lot. Whatever type of book,
magazine, paper would fall in his hands,
he would read it.” (Activate video for
Gerardo’s expanded commentary). Such
traditional literacy practices in the family
and the story passed down of his
grandfather’s voracious reading appetite
seem to play roles in how future
generaciones of family pick up this thread and, at times, because of better
socioeconomic circumstances, are able to weave more complex educations in their
lives. Moreover, as has been a thread throughout Generaciones, families “recycle”
traditional and alternative literacy sources.
Gerardo’s first language is Spanish, and bilingualism came later in life. He views
learning English as economically driven: Only through working on his spoken English
was he able to overcome his fear of speaking English with real people, especially in the
workplace. When Gerardo decided he wanted to study in the U.S., he talked over the
possibility with his father: “Well, my dad gave me the opportunity to attend an American
University (UTEP); thing that I would always be grateful about. He said, still alive
though, that a good education was going to be the only inheritance he would be able to
give me.”
Gerardo started speaking English at a later age, and he explained the process:
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This is a very interesting story. I lived most of my life in the border Mexico-USA,
so I always was exposed to the English language. When I came to get my
bachelor’s degree to the United
States, all my school years were
always marked by the lack of
communicating my self fluently in
English. This was a hard experience
due to the fact that I was always
afraid of asking anything because I
needed to structure the sentences
first in Spanish, which by the way is
my native tongue, and then
translate it into English. Not until I
started working in the IT department
in the help desk area when I
realized that if I wanted to succeed
in my career I needed to start confronting my fear to speak in English. It’s been
more than five year now and I may not be as fluent as I want it but at least I not
afraid of expressing myself in English. (Activate video for Gerardo’s expanded
commentary).
In El Paso, Texas, you hear more Spanish being spoken than English, from the UTEP
campus to city hall. This is the only big city in the Southwest—I include states ranging
from Arizona, California, Texas, and New Mexico—where everyone tends to speak to
you in Spanish first. In other words, Gerardo did not necessarily have to worry so much
about perfecting his English, but he had bigger ambitions and economic motivators in
the IT department.
Since Gerardo is immersed in technology as an IT manager, it is interesting to hear of
his “growing into” electronic literacies. The first time he was exposed to computers was
in high school in Mexico. He remembers learning dBase 3+, compiling written
applications using FoxPro, and learning GW-BASIC. His first gateway and direct
sponsors were in high school. At that time his father encouraged him, because, as
Gerardo explained, he felt he had a desire to learn about computers: “My dad
encouraged me. I think maybe because he always wanted to learn about computers
when he was young but never had the opportunity. I never was exposed to computers,
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nor attended workshop or trainings until high
school.” (Activate video to right for Gerardo’s
expanded commentary).
In his own home today Gerardo has created
a micro-literacy zone:
I have two computers at home, both
built by me. As far as characteristics
go, one is a AMD Athlon 900 MHz with
660 MB of RAM, 80 GB hard drive,
CD burner, DVD player and Windows
XP as an OS among other beauties.
The other one is a bit older in a
Pentium II 600 MHz processor with 256 MB of memory and 12GB HD.
With this equipment and his job, the sorts of literacies he practices comprise a long and
unexpected list: Web developing, publishing, word processing, graphic and multimedia
designing, programming, and playing video
games. He is the first participant to state that
his work with technology started as a pastime
that in turn developed into his career: “It
started as a hobby, but little by little it turned
out to become more serious. I use computers
for a lot of things, from making payments,
searching for interesting things over the
Internet, learning new technologies, to
designing and creating things.” While he
continues practicing all sorts of advanced
electronic literacies at home, his microliteracy zone here has evolved with the
wireless movement. (Activate video for
Gerardo’s expanded commentary).
Señora Erika Mercado was born in Juárez in 1980, moved to southern California at
about ten years old, and now lives in El Paso. She was studying psychology at UTEP at
the time of her initial survey and interview. She is now a seventh grade teacher in the
Socorro Independent School District. While financially comfortable growing up, her
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parents’ divorce and a move to California would affect some of her learning experiences
later in life.
Her grandfather, an early influential traditional sponsor, actively educated her. One
story handed down by her mother and grandmother was that “I used to spend hours
sitting outside with my great-grandfather (mom’s grandfather) listening to him tell me
stories about the old days.” Yet another moment she remembered quite clearly took
place in kindergarten or first grade when she was learning how to read in Spanish. Her
grandfather took on the role of a traditional
literacy sponsor who taught with alternative
methods: “[H]e went as far as placing note
cards all around the house so that
wherever I went I had something to read.
He was also very patient in helping make
out all the different words and in explaining
new words and their meanings as I came
across them.” This form of instruction, in
which the older generación serves as a
direct sponsor for traditional literacy,
disappears when it comes to electronic
literacies. The older generación does not
have the electronic literacy skills that would
allow them to be directly helpful in the same traditional and alternative ways they have
been with the traditional literacies of reading and writing. (Activate video for Erika’s
expanded commentary).
Later, during the second half of third grade, Erika started school in the U.S. Her
memories of actually learning to read and write in English cannot be pinpointed to a
specific time, but “it was more of a gradual process and little by little I became more
confident in my English reading and writing in and outside the class.” A significant part
of the process she felt was writing book reports: “The more books you read and more
book reports you wrote the more you were rewarded. . . . A teacher also had a special
area designed for reading with pillows and lots of books; when you were done with your
work you could go there to read and in a way take a small break from class.” She
recalled one favorite fifth grade teacher, Mrs. Vaca,1 who “was always patient and kind
and always made learning fun. Mrs. Vaca created a positive micro-tear zone for Erika

1

Pseudonym
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and always encouraged her. To this day,
Mrs. Vaca remains an influential figure in her
life. (Activate video for Erika’s expanded
commentary).
Through Erika’s experience with her teacher,
we see a positive micro-tear zone sponsor,
who could be a parent, teacher, friend, etc.,
who exhibits a positive and effective
mentoring role in peoples’ lives.
One of her first traditional gateways “was a
library close to my home in California. We
were first taken there on a school field trip
and after that my parents took us there on a regular basis. I would also get books
through the Scholastics order form we received in school.” From her grandfather’s early
interest, support, and display of traditional literacy, Erika’s mother and stepfather appear
to have played the role of transport
sponsors for her. (Activate video for Erika’s
expanded commentary). Transport
sponsorship is an important concept to
introduce because, especially in the U.S.,
younger participants need someone to take
them to a place where they could access
books (such as a library), or in the case of
technology, a center or other gateway
where they could access computers and
other technologies. Moreover, we should
note that schools do offer additional ways
for students to purchase outside readings,
but again this would depend upon finances.
Today I suspect that families that can afford extra books go to places like Barnes and
Noble to read and socialize.2 Erika recalled her early teen reading practices as
traditional and alternative: “As I got older I read most teen magazines such as Teen,
Seventeen, Tiger Beat. I also read a lot of the mystery book series popular with kids my
2

John Scenters‐Zapico has three children and notices that more and more on occasions like birthdays they receive
gift cards from Barnes and Noble. In turn he tends to give gift cards often when his kids attend a party.
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age such as the R. L. Stine and Sweet Valley High books.” The magazines were
available at the public library or purchased and passed among friends.
When technology began to occupy an important role in play and homework, Erika
sought it out through her friends. This started
out when she was young by playing video
games, and continued until she was older:
“Like most kids I started with video games. I
would go over to my friend’s house to play
Atari before I had my own. Similarly, when
Nintendo was introduced and one of my
friends had one before me, I would go over to
play.” Play transitioned into homework at a
friend’s home: “My friends were specially
influential when it came to computer use, my
friend Debbie in particular. Her family had a
computer before mine and she allowed me to
go over when we had work to do in middle
school and then high school. She taught me about the different programs and I used the
Internet for the very first time at her house.” (Activate video for Erika’s expanded
commentary).
Erika’s use of computers at school appears to be protocol. They were a form of
reward for doing something well in class. Erika points out that “If you were really good
in class you were able to use the only
computer we had in our classroom. All we
would use it for was a silly game that
looking back on now seems pretty lame
but at that time we thought it was great.”
Her experience in this school gateway
serves a “transitional snapshot” of how
schools across the country were affected
by the need to have technology. The
consequence, however, is threefold.
(Activate video for Erika’s expanded
commentary). First, there were teachers
without any preparation to teach with
computers. Second, the software had little
to no connection to the subjects taught in classrooms. Third, the students saw the
computer used as a reward system based on class subjects. Nonetheless, the
Scenters-Zapico

125

Generaciones’ Narratives

impression computers had on Erika was powerful: “I always wanted a computer as soon
as I saw them, but at that time it was mostly to play games on it.”
Erika’s reflection on the impact of technology on our day-to-day lives is quite
philosophical. She maturely observed the
ways that technology has changed the ways
we experience everyday events:
“Technologically, camcorders were
introduced which forever changed the way we
captured events like birthdays, weddings,
babies’ first and
other important life events,” but she is also
cautious in viewing the role that the
introduction of the personal laptop has in her
life. Erika wisely notes that “in 1984 Apple
computer released the Macintosh personal
computer and now technology could follow us
everywhere, but so could our work.” (Activate
video for Erika’s expanded commentary).
Señora Gina Rosas3 was born in 1971 in Juárez, Mexico, and still lives there. She is
pursuing her MA in Computer Information Systems at UTEP and has held a host of jobs
in which she has used technology: geographic information manager, webmaster,
computer tutor, administrative assistant, system and paralegal assistant, and
communications manager. As a graduate student Gina commutes every day to UTEP
from Juárez and works as a 911 GIS programmer in the U.S. The route she
experienced in getting her job and becoming a graduate student was not a typical
lifelong passion or hobby.
Her story began with what she calls her “angels,” an American couple for whom her
mother worked as a housekeeper: “I was very lucky to have the support of an American
couple (my angels). They decided to pay for my education in El Paso, Texas, since my
parents could not afford it. Everybody was so happy for me except myself. I wanted to
go to ‘La Secundaria’ (middle school) with my friends.” The role the American couple
played in her life cannot be underestimated. Without their support she may never have
attended any advanced studies in the U.S. or Mexico.
3

A student in one of Scenters‐Zapico’s classes.
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Her writing and reading activities help us understand that she always had an eye on
writing and reading, not as goals or assignments, but as activities she enjoyed:
I used to write letters to my friends, mostly in Spanish. I enjoyed some of my
writing courses since we had to write essays about our lives. It was sometimes
kind of hard to translate Spanish to English. At the time, I would have to think in
Spanish first and then translate my sentences in English. . . . I read music and
fashion magazines. I also recall reading the lyrics of my favorite songs and trying
to understand the meaning.
Gina saw her first computer in a computer course in the business high school, Lydia
Patterson Institute, in El Paso. In that class she “was asked to write a computer
program in BASIC. I wrote it and I got a 100. I thought it was very easy and the grade
inspired me to study computers.” In high school she started a part-time job, which
served as an important cubbyhole gateway for her future career: “When i was a senior
in high school i got a job at a lawyers office called frank smith and smith.4 one of my
tasks was to close files using a warehouse computer program. i also was a runner, a
secretary, a receptionist and i even started troubleshooting simple computer problems.”
However, her choice to study computer programming was not yet solidified. Her goal to
be a detective was still alive until she took a criminal law course:
[I had] a vague idea of being a detective even when the thought of studying
computers was more prevalent. Anyways, I enrolled in a criminal law course to
try it out. I was so bored that I almost fall sleep. I did not focus and understand a
word they were saying. I immediately thought that law was not for me.
Therefore, I enrolled in computer programming courses instead.
Despite her new found interest and career choice, her family could never afford a
computer. Through her gateway at UTEP, she used computers often and realized she
needed her own for her studies, so she bought one on credit while at UTEP in 1998:
Before that time, I spent long hours at the computer labs at community college
and UTEP. I remember I bought a cheap computer that was about four hundred
dollars. It had Windows 3.x on it. Then I bought my first real computer that was
$2,500.00. It was very expensive at the time. My dad gave me a thousand
dollars. The rest of the money was paid with a credit card. It was kind of a nice
4

Pseudonym.
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sacrifice and I remember I was very excited. It was a Hewlett Packard Pavilion—
333 MHz and 64MB of RAM.
She was her own direct sponsor when she purchased a short-lived first computer, and
later her father served as an indirect electronic literacy sponsor. Important in her
narrative is that the two technology gateways at EPCC and UTEP played important
roles in allowing her to complete assignments and learn new computer literacies.
Gina’s exposure to and practice of electronic literacies is what I would now consider
“mainstream” in this generación. She seamlessly melds technology uses for work,
school, and leisure.
Early on she said she mostly used her computer for schoolwork, especially since her
degree was in computer information systems, but “Up to this day, I continue using it for
school, work, and leisure. It has become a great part of my life since I constantly have
to be learning new technologies for graduate courses and for my job.” At home she
often chats, emails, reads, and uses the Internet for research for school and leisure. In
closing, Gina said she has been involved in a number of activities that only someone
with her specialized technological knowledge would know how to perform, such as
decrypting, shrinking, decoding, and burning.
Co-author of this chapter, Señora Lucía Durá commuted to the United States to
attend school since she was five years old, but due to life circumstances her stay
has been prolonged as she continues to pursue an education in the U.S. Born in
Mexico City in 1977, she is a PhD student in Rhetoric and Writing Studies at
UTEP. Because Lucía has decided to
use the pronoun “I,” I (Scenters-Zapico)
have used a different font and italics to
separate my commentary of how her
experiences fit into the overall
developing narratives in Generaciones.
My story is one of “riches to rags,” and of
resilience. I was born in Mexico City, and
come from an affluent family. As a child I
had everything I needed, and Santa Claus
was good to me, so I can say that I had
material things. (Activate video for Luciá’s
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expanded commentary). I had access to books, great schools, and like my parents and
their parents, a bilingual education. My family lived in Mexico City, the city of Puebla,
and the small town of Panzacola, Tlaxcala, in central Mexico. We moved to the border
city of Ciudad Juárez when I was three years old. My earliest memories of literacy
experience begin at that age.
I was exposed at three years old to the alphabet and to words. My first traditional
sponsor, my mother, was extremely encouraging and supportive. She not only did her
best to answer as many questions as my curiosity would spur, but she would also have
me practice my reading on anything: billboards, cereal boxes, shampoo bottles, soda
cans, literally anything I would attempt to read.
These alternative literacy practices and the encouragement by older sponsors
appear to be a motivational force for young participants who later continue with a
passion to read. Despite being from a wealthy family, some of her reading
practices and objects are also practiced by less affluent participants.
My father, grandparents, and other family members were never discouraging as I
learned to read, but I don’t remember them being involved. What I did notice is that they
read, and through their own avid reading I can say that they became indirect sponsors
of my own literacy.
When I talk about “riches to rags” and “resilience,” I refer to the negative events and
influences in my life. Without going into too much detail, I can say that I grew up with an
alcoholic father who was abusive to my mother and who ended up abandoning us when
I was in high school. In so many ways, my father was a negative influence, and I might
even say he was a negative sponsor. Of the many memories I have of his neglect, the
one that stands out the most was when I was in high school studying for a government
test. He asked me why I cared to study and read so much if I would never amount to
anything. I was puzzled. I was and had always been an A student.
Her father’s comments are an example of a negative micro-tear zone. In this
instance the destructive psychological criticism comes from a parent, not a
teacher, but the effects are equally destructive. Unlike Mrs. Vaca, who was a
specific positive micro-tear zone sponsor for Erika, Luciá’s father exhibits a
negative role in her life, suggesting he was a negative micro-tear zone sponsor.
As parents and educators, we need to be aware of the words we choose, even
when criticizing, when we comment to our students and our children.
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I speak about this experience because it helps me to highlight my most important
sponsors of literacy, the people who filled me with confidence every day that I left my
house feeling empty: my teachers. I was one of those students with a home life
tumultuous and unstable enough to fall through the cracks (despite well-appreciated
and concerted efforts from my mother and her parents). Many of my elementary,
middle, and high school teachers made sure I didn’t by sending me back home with
enough confidence and will to confront almost anything. They did not reach sponsor
status by merely telling me that I was great. I
think my teachers challenged me to read in
English, my second language, as if it were my
first. They saw my ideas on paper, in artwork,
and oral presentations and encouraged me
through praise and constructive criticism. My
teachers gave me space to shine, and I felt
motivated knowing that in
school I could succeed. (Activate video for
Luciá’s expanded commentary).
Luciá was fortunate in that her teachers
became positive micro-tear zone
sponsors, creating an antidote to her
negative micro-tear zone at home. As educators we need to pay attention to not
only how we treat our “regular” students but also we heed the signs of students
who come from homes that have damaged their sense of self-worth and value.
When my father left us and I graduated high school I knew my teachers wouldn’t be
there anymore, and I challenged myself to do well in college, get a job, and get married.
I accomplished all three—really fast—and I learned that speed can lead to hasty
decisions as three years later I joined the one out of two in divorce statistics. But within
those seven years I used the computer programming and email skills that I learned with
Friar Schmidt5 in high school. I typed my papers out on Microsoft Word, and I took two
accounting classes which forced me to learn Excel. I also began to work as a writing
tutor and learned database management through Access. I realize now that Friar
Schmidt was my first direct electronic literacy sponsor. I had used computers through
elementary and middle school, but it was in high school that I learned about the binary
numbers and programming inputs that went on behind the screen. It was that depth in
understanding that allowed me to get a good grasp of all things Microsoft and Adobe.
5

Pseudonym
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Luciá’s next opportunities and experiences served to determine what she
believes is her career as a teacher. The balance of tutor and teacher, serving in
the roles of positive sponsor, and being positively sponsored herself at the same
time was incomparable.
To be a writing tutor was important for me. I was an international student and was
ineligible for financial aid, but I could work on campus for twenty hours per week. Any
job would have been fine, but mine was one in the literacy realm. I could have worked at
the cafeteria or the Subway line, but I didn’t. That has made all of the difference in the
direction my life has taken. After spending five years in San Antonio, Texas, attending
college and working for one year as a Spanish teacher (my only qualification was the
fact that I was born in Mexico!), I moved with my then-husband to Connecticut so that
he could pursue a graduate degree. Nonetheless I worked hard, sometimes four jobs at
a time to support my household. My main and most important job was as a project
coordinator for a faith-based women’s initiative to fight AIDS in Africa. At that point I
acquired another integral sponsor of literacy as my supervisor, a distinguished professor
of ethics, who gave me my first assignment: read fourteen books on feminism and
feminist theology. I did, and I also worked on a refurbished Dell emailing women in over
twenty countries and arranging their travel and logistics for a conference. I was
presented as a “colleague,” a title I knew I did not deserve but one that I tried to live up
to. Once again, a teacher made me rise to the occasion.
So all of this is perhaps why I have now become a teacher, and now I am the one who
encourages students and who asks them to give their best. I challenge students to read
and to read in new ways as I present to them the same technology gateways that were
presented to me just a few years ago: multimedia, multimodal projects—make your
work move. Invention, visual rhetoric, discourse communities, writing as a social act, all
of these gateways I have been encouraged to use by UTEP faculty. It is so much easier
to find motivation within when there are sponsors and gateways.
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Migrations from the U.S. to Mexico
Name

Birth

Place of Birth

Migration 1

Alexa Cárdenas

1976

El Paso, TX

Martin Castro

1978

El Paso, TX

Nazas, Durango,
MX
Juárez, MX

Antonio Jiménez

1974

El Paso, TX

Juárez, MX

Migration
2
El Paso,
TX
El Paso,
TX
El Paso,
TX

Current
Residence
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

When I was a teenager most of my family lived in El Paso, Texas, and Juárez,
Mexico. We taught about the United States as a country of opportunities, but my
grandparents did not like the city’s lifestyle. My grandparents were happy that I
was going to study in the United States because they wanted the best for me. At
the same time they were very sad because I would have to leave home in
Durango and start a new life by myself without them. (Participant Alexa
Cárdenas)
Alexa Cárdenas, Martin Castro, and Antonio Jiménez were all born in the U.S. but
moved at birth and were raised in Mexico. It seems more and more that in this border
made up of natural barriers like the Rio Grande and precipitous Franklin Mountains,
even more imposing barriers created by the U.S. government through its policies,
bridges, and barbed wire fences prevail. Psychologically, it is a border of displaced
family, culture, and language. The following story by Alexa Cárdenas is just one of the
many in this chapter, but it is one that haunts this entire research project.
Señora Alexa Cárdenas is a housewife and full-time student at the University of Texas
at El Paso. Born in El Paso in 1976, her family moved that same year to Nazas,
Durango, Mexico, which is located almost 600 miles south of El Paso. Like many closeknit Latina families, the separation from extended family was viewed as both a blessing
and a bane.
Her home in Nazas was “a typical white townhome with trees and a nice garden. It has
three bedrooms, a kitchen and a bathroom. The back yard is huge and it has a big kind
of a swimming pool and there is a special area for pecan trees and other specialty
trees.” Alexa learned to read and write in this home. It was here where her first
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educational memories surfaced. In first grade her grandmother became an important
direct traditional literacy sponsor:
I was having a lot of trouble learning to read and one afternoon my mother
(grandmother) showed me the letters and the sounds; that afternoon I learned to
read. The explanation was so simple and clear that I understood the concept of
reading. I would never forget that day.
An important comment occurs here when Alexa refers to her grandmother as a mother,
and then clarifies this. Grandparents can be some of the most influential direct
traditional and indirect electronic literacy sponsors. Grandmothers often become the
caretakers while parents work or for children from a single-parent household. Four
important observations of their role can be summarized at this point. First, participants
raised by their grandparents all recall the grandparents involved in traditional literacy
practices such as reading the Bible and making lists. Second, their grandparents
consistently stressed the importance of reading, writing, and education. Third, the
grandparents, despite having little formal education, were also the ones who ensured
that their grandchildren gained the proper tools to keep up with electronic literacies by
pushing for the parents to purchase a computer for the grandchildren. In this way they
served vital indirect sponsorship roles. Fourth, and perhaps most importantly, the
generaciones of family members who were not educated with electronic literacies were
unable to directly sponsor their children or grandchildren in the ways that they were able
to perform with direct traditional literacy sponsorship.
Despite her grandmother’s love and support, Alexa was not a spoiled child. Since a
young age she had to be mature, even taking on the role of parent. Once she finished
her day at school, she would take “care of my half-brothers. I picked them up from
school, cooked, and fed them. After that, I cleaned the kitchen and prepared their
uniforms for the next day.” Fortunately her grandparents provided a loving and
nurturing environment for her, which she in turn offered to her younger stepbrothers.
Alexa made a choice while in high school in Naza to move to El Paso and finish high
school here. What is now becoming clear from these stories and is important for
bilingual educators is that these participants become bilingual and bicultural through
complete immersion in the language and culture. This is enhanced minimally by second
language instruction. She came not knowing English, but “started to speak English after
a year.” Her comment, “a big challenge that I had to overcome,” about the language,
the culture, and the distance, is perhaps the most overlooked component in second
language learning.
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It was at her new high school in El Paso that she had her first contact with computers in
a computer class. At this gateway, “We did not use computers in our daily lives; we just
use them in the computer class.” The role for technology was quite limited and her
teachers “did not place an active role in the use of computers. I think that computers
were slowly introduced in the classrooms but nobody was prepared to use them.”
These first indirect sponsors, her teachers, “did not have a plan on how to introduce
students to computers.” Alexa’s comment is consistent with many students across the
nation of this era regardless of race. While to a lesser degree today, I suspect her
observation that teachers are under-prepared still holds true in many places. Teachersponsors, more often than not, must attempt to train students without any training of
their own. Pedagogically, these teachers more likely than not attempted traditional
practices with limited success. Oftentimes, the software applications then and now
were incongruous with the class subject matter, so while technology gateways were
available, they were not exactly accessible.
A few years later Alexa married and enrolled in college. It was at this time that she felt
the urgency to use a personal computer at home for schoolwork. “My husband and I
decided to buy a computer because I needed it to complete my assignments on time
and at home.” Like several married participants, the couple made the choice to
purchase the computer in a joint sponsorship: they both agreed they needed one,
researched it, and purchased it, as opposed to one member deciding and making the
purchase. Together they created a home gateway to make Alexa’s schoolwork more
manageable. The computer cost approximately $1,800.00, a big investment, “but I
needed the computer.” With this computer she was ready to learn and enhance her
education.
Señor Martin Castro was born in El Paso in
1978, lived for five years in Juárez, Mexico,
and has lived in El Paso for the last twentytwo years, where he earned his GED and is
an electrician by trade. He grew up with his
father in a single-family home. His father
had a low-paying job and they had little
money. When describing his home Martin
was brief, saying only, “It was a low class
neighborhood and the whole house was two
small rooms.” (Activate video for Martin’s
expanded commentary). Compared to most of the other participants, it was clear that he
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did not enjoy school or the teachers he had there. His secondary school was five
blocks from his house and he said “it looked like a prison.” Unlike Luciá Durá’s
experience in private school where she received extra attention from her teachers,
Martin did not care for school or his teachers: “They were all my least favorite because
they didn’t care about anybody.” His experiences at home were also consistent with
this view: “I never wrote anything. I didn’t enjoy writing letters and I didn’t do my
schoolwork.” At home “nobody read anything except bills.” Obviously, different
socioeconomic backgrounds create different memories.
Despite Martin’s low interest in school and his negative experience with sponsors, his
curiosity for computers came at a young age, and he “was very interested in learning
how to use computers.” At first he used them to play games. No one in his family gave
much value to computers. While his sisters and brothers felt they were important, most
of his family viewed them as unimportant. Martin’s most prevalent memory of a
technology gateway came when he was
fifteen, when he first learned to use a
computer in a high school computing class.
(Activate video for Martin’s expanded
commentary).
He could not recall the year when the first
computer came into his family home, but it
was after he married. The computer came
from “my father-in-law because he did not
need it.” At that time he says he never used
a computer for reading and writing email or
letters, but by 1998 he used it frequently for
playing computer games and visiting chat
rooms. Today he occasionally uses email and does some research on the Web; in both
cases he taught himself at home. Martin’s father-in-law was an indirect sponsor, but
Martin self-sponsored in order to practice electronic literacies.
Martin, the only skilled tradesperson I interviewed, shared some final thoughts on the
role technology would play in everyday jobs. His views reiterate the increasing and
important roles that cubbyhole gateway jobs will provide in the future. From an
electrician’s perspective, he reflected for a moment on technology’s role: “Everything is
going to be computers right down to manual labor.” Nevertheless, he does not use
computers to write reports or other documents for work, preferring instead to write them
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all by hand. It is possible that for Martin or future generaciones working in his company,
the desire to learn to use technology in the workplace will be a direct result of economic
motivators, and then the workplace becomes fertile ground for electronic cubbyholes,
technology gateways, and direct sponsors of the future.
Señor Antonio Jiménez6 is currently a UTEP student majoring in accounting. In his
previous occupations he was an accounting assistant, and he aims to become a
Certified Public Accountant. Antonio was born in El Paso in 1974, grew up in Juárez,
and moved back to El Paso while he completes his degree at UTEP. Antonio has
always liked to write—he even enjoys writing summaries of books he reads—a trait that
shows determination in making the best of a mix of positive and negative sponsors and
experiences.
Viviamos comodamente. Recuerdo que durante mi niñez vivíamos en una
vecindad muy pobre del centro de la cuidad. Mi mamá trabajaba vendiendo
comida mexicana en un mercado popular también en el centro de la cuidad, mi
padre era comerciante ambulante, vendía fruta y verduras en la calle, aunque
todos vivíamos en la misma casa recuerdo que nunca me falto nada, ni
alimentos, ni casa, ni ropa, por esta razón creo que vivíamos cómodamente.
Antonio explained that before his parents got divorced his family lived in a small house
with only two bedrooms. His mother later bought a slightly larger house and remarried.
When speaking of his father and his view toward education, Antonio said,
Mi papá de muy joven se vino a de un pueblo en el sur de México a esta frontera
con la intención de trabajar y superarse. Desgraciadamente para el dinero era
más importante que la educación. Con mucho trabajo salio adelante y cosecho
dinero. En algunas ocasiones lo miraba leer el periódico y me preguntaba si
asistió alguna vez a la escuela. Un día le pregunte y me dijo que solo había ido a
la escuela durante un año pero que al menos identificaba las letras y sabia (con
mucho esfuerzo) el significado de algunas palabras.
Like his father, Antonio’s mother attended school only for a few years. She too learned
to read and write, but because her school was in a remote location and she had many
chores to do, advanced schooling was an impossibility for her. However, she realized
6

A student in one of Scenters‐Zapico’s classes.

Scenters-Zapico

136

Generaciones’ Narratives

the importance and value of obtaining an education and made sure Antonio took
advantage of any opportunity he could:
Quizás debido a la situación económica que mi familia sufrió cuando era yo muy
chico, el tema de la educación siempre fue comentado por mi madre y mis
hermanos. Mi madre me decía que si quería ser alguien importante en la vida
tenía que estudiar mucho. Que la educación es lo que nos hace diferentes con
respecto a otras personas. Quizás mi madre me negó algunas veces algún
juguete o algún dulce o quizás ropa cara que me gustaba pero lo que nunca se
negó a comprarme fue libros y artículos para la escuela.
So while Antonio may have been denied a toy or clothes that would have made him feel
more attractive at school, his mother ensured that he always had necessary school
supplies and any books that he desired. Despite not having much money, his mother
sent a clear message about electronic and traditional literacy practices.
Antonio’s brother was another direct traditional literacy sponsor for Antonio. His brother
liked to read books by Carlos Fuentes and Gabriel García Márquez: “Mi hermano me
regalo sus libros cuando se caso y me dijo que si los leía iba a ver al mundo de una
forma distinta.” The practice of “recycling” books among family and friends is common
enough in families who cannot afford to go out and purchase books regularly.
For Antonio the road to a college education wasn’t easy. He tried to enroll in the
systems engineering major at the Tecnológico de Monterry de Ciudad Juárez but was
not admitted. Moreover, once he moved to El Paso and took English as a second
language classes for four years, he felt he had wasted his time:
El mundo se me vino encima porque pensé que mi oportunidad de estudiar se
venia abajo. Sin embargo decidí, después de muchos años regresar a mi país de
origen—Estados Unidos. Fue entonces que me registre en el Colegio de la
Comunidad de la cuidad de El Paso, Texas (EPCC). Ahí tomé mis primeras
clases de ingles como segunda lengua (ESOL). Estuve aproximadamente
cuatro años tomando esas clases sin ningún resultado positivo.
Antonio commented that the ESOL curriculum was problematic in that it did not offer
students incentives or motivation to learn English well. He said that he finished the six
ESOL courses and proceeded to enroll in the core courses in English, which were
challenging because everything was in a new language with area-specific terminologies,
and he had to submit oral and written assignments. Antonio remembered, however, that
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with the help of a few dedicated faculty he finally learned to read and write in English.
The role of positive micro-tear zone sponsors in second language acquisition setting
has made a significant impact in Antonio’s life.
El Paso Born and Raised
Name
Corina Jiménez
Sofía Gónzalez
Natalia Jiménez

Birth
1977
1977
1978

Place of Birth
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Migration 1
Clint, TX

Current Residence
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

These three participants are the living, breathing human beings who challenge national
literacy studies depicting El Paso as an uneducated city. Instead, by focusing on Corina
Jiménez , Sofía Gónzalez, and Natalia Jiménez from behind a Lankshear and Knobel
ontological lens, we appreciate how they paved their futures with a deliberate dedication
to succeed.
Señora Corina Jiménez,7 born in 1977 in El Paso, Texas, is an auto claims adjuster and
is working on her MA in Professional Writing
and Rhetoric at UTEP. Corina’s story of
learning English and Spanish and her switch
to practicing each at different times in her life
is a lesson in situated dual language learning.
Corina considers Spanish her first language,
though today her primary language is
English. She began speaking English in
kindergarten, and recalled to this day sitting
in her classroom wondering if she knew
English: “I could understand everyone and
once the teacher called on me to tell
everyone my name, I said it and was relieved
that everyone understood me. That has
always stayed with me.” In El Paso, even though it is in the U.S., it is easy to not be
exposed to English in stores, restaurants, TV, radio, or any other day-to-day activities.
(Activate video for Corina’s expanded commentary).
7
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From an early age Corina and her sister were encouraged to read. An education for the
two sisters was never in question. Gender played no issue in determining the careers
of the women. At home her parents encouraged Corina to read, and she saw herself as
an avid reader, always asking her parents to purchase books from the Scholastic Books
brochures she would receive from school. If her parents ever noticed that she or her
sister were not doing well in a school subject, they made them go to tutoring or
restricted their extracurricular activities. College was in turn no exception: “My parents
never gave us the option of whether we would go to college. They always spoke about
‘when’ we would go.” While talking about education Corina lit up with some memories
of the role of bilingual education in her home. Her mother was born in Arizona and grew
up speaking Spanish, but her mother’s and father’s stories of their school years are
distinct. Her mother “caught on to learning English very fast . . . but had the advantage
that both her parents were bilingual.” Both of
Corina’s parents finished high school. Her
mother attended El Paso Community College
and International Business College (IBC)8
for job training and was able to get a job from
this education. As a matter of fact, she was
the valedictorian at IBC and wrote her
speech. (Activate video on left for Corina’s
expanded commentary).
Her father, she reflected, tells us stories of
how he was held back in school because he
did not know English. My dad
came to the United States when he
was twelve and was placed in an
all English-speaking classroom. At
that time there were no bilingual
classes and [students were] not
allowed to speak Spanish in any of
the schools in El Paso. My dad
was held back that year but the
following year he caught on so fast
he was promoted back to the
8
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grade he was supposed to be in. (Activate video on bottom of previous page for
Corina’s expanded commentary). He learned on his own without the help of his
parents because they were both Spanish speakers as well.
Her father went to EPCC and UTEP, obtaining his associate degree from EPCC.
Advanced degrees and bilingualism were crucial.
In elementary school she vividly recalled two teachers who inspired her with educational
goals. Each serves as a micro-tear zone, one positive, one negative. Both served as
traditional literacy sponsors, but each in different ways. Her fifth-grade teacher, Mr.
Jones,9 always encouraged her and never gave up on his students: “He once told me
that I had to believe I was good at something and then it would come naturally to me.
He always told me if I thought I couldn’t do it than I wouldn’t be able to. He simply
asked that we try before we give up.” As a negative micro-tear zone sponsor, her
memories of her sixth-grade teacher, Mrs. Davidson,10 “are not as pleasant.” Corina
tells me that Mrs. Davidson had students
write stories and ideas of whatever they
wanted in a blank book. In this teacher’s
case she recalled that when the teacher
returned her book to her she had written
degrading comments in the book. Corina felt
discouraged, but quipped, “I remember her
when people tell me I can’t do something. It
makes me want to do it even more.” (Activate
video for Corina’s expanded commentary).
While the negative micro-tear zone ended in
a positive manner, teachers need to exercise
great care and caution with the negative
comments they make about their students.
Obviously, Corina’s memory still haunts her to this day.
As was expected, Corina went to college, where she became aware of computers, yet
the exposure was varied and depended on her teachers. Her English professors never
stressed the use of computers, but her business professors adamantly advocated
computer use for projects and presentations:
9

Pseudonym
Pseudonym
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I didn’t really realize how important UTEP felt computers were until I entered the
Undergraduate Learning Center at UTEP. I was a TA for a freshman English
course that was being taught in a classroom with a computer at every desk.
There was really no need for that. It was more of a distraction for the students
because they would sign on to the computers and email each other instead of
paying attention to the lessons. I still don’t understand why you would put an
English class in that setting.
Her description yields two thematic points. Her first sponsors were in the business
realm where she needed to communicate her classroom projects with her teachers and
her peers. The use in these settings closely parallels what is expected of employees in
business settings. Second, as unfortunately happens in many freshman writing classes,
the teachers are untrained and unprepared or have no idea of how to manage or
conduct a classroom in an electronic setting.
In 1993 Corina’s parents became indirect sponsors when they bought the family’s first
computer, creating a home gateway for the whole family. “My dad for work, for my sister
who was in college and for me who had to write a lot for my classes [for high school].
My mom wanted it to help her develop her computer skills as well.” Corina is one of the
few participants who understood the pinch such an expense can place on a family. She
recalled many of the details even today:
The computer was charged on my parent’s Circuit City card; the only way they
could afford it was if they could pay the card on a monthly basis instead of as a
lump sum payment. I can’t recall how much the computer cost. I was a teenager
and didn’t really pay attention to those details back then. I do know the computer
definitely put a cramp in my parents’ budget but they felt it was very much worth
the expense.
Corina’s reflections now, however, incorporate the economic impact of purchasing
technology for the home:
I think the factor that made it harder to develop electronic literacy was more
economic. In my case, we were fortunate to eventually have purchased a
computer but with many of my friends, their parents struggled a little more and
could not afford one. They did not feel it was a necessity and simply had them
go to school to type papers or look for information on the Internet. I think in many
low-income families, sacrifices have to be made and if a paper or assignment
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can get done without the use of the computer at home, they will focus on what is
needed at the time.
Corina feels it is imperative for educators and society to be aware of the educational
impact that not being able to afford technology, which the economic divide can and
does have on learning.
In closing, she talked about what she felt about electronic literacy teaching and access
to technology. She sums up quite clearly the “visible” impact as well as the “less visible”
consequences:
I think the educational system places much value on computer use and tends to
take it for granted that most people can afford a computer. The reason school
can be difficult if you don’t own a computer is because of assignments in class
that require you have a computer. For those who cannot afford one they have to
make special trips to school just to use a computer or have to use a relative’s or
friend’s computer. I think that teachers and professors have to stay on top of
their students or even two steps ahead of them and learn the newest updates,
software, websites that sell papers so that they are not fooled by students.
Teachers, however, are also incorporating the computer in the classroom more
and may be forgetting to show their students how to go to the library for research
as well.
On the one hand, we see that schools play a vital technology gateway role, making it
possible for lower economic groups to have access and practice vital electronic literacy
skills. Additionally, perhaps more in this region where extended family and friends play
a significant role, they too serve as crucial sponsors and gateways in acquiring needed
literacies. On the other hand, she sees the loss of traditional skills, like library research,
as being overlooked by teachers.
Señora Sofía Gónzalez,11 born in 1977, is a student at UTEP, while also working at her
grandparents’ dry cleaning business. She described her home life as warm and
comfortable:
I grew up in a two-story cream-colored adobe house. My parents had it built to
their specifications when I was just finishing elementary school. Each of us had
11
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our own bedroom and we had a balcony and a huge backyard. The great room
was spacious and airy with lots of windows and wood shutters in every room. My
parents had a private bath with a Jacuzzi and a huge walk-in closet. My sister
and I shared a bathroom that connected our bedrooms (kind of like the Brady
Bunch) but we had our own closets and individual styles. My brother had his
own bathroom (because he was the only boy) and a bigger closet than mine.
The yard was built specifically for a family with kids. We had a basketball court,
a collapsible volleyball net, a tetherball pole and a pool. My parents said they
had the house built that way so that they could entertain both for themselves and
for us. We had some good parties in that house.
In this environment, Sofía’s family stressed the importance of getting a good education
because of the hardships her grandparents had endured. Her grandfather, who was the
son of migrant farm workers, quit school when he was thirteen and still in third grade.
Almost in heroic terms, she retold what amounts to the family legend passed down from
generación to generación:
He started life out with determination and ambition to provide a good home for
his family, and he succeeded. He now owns several businesses which he runs
with the help of my grandmother and oldest son. He had six children, of which
four received college degrees.
Her grandmother from the U.S. completed high school and went on to a trade school,
where she learned typing and secretarial skills, which she uses to this day while helping
with the family’s businesses.
In Sofía’s home she observed traditional literacy activities that amount to an obsession:
My mother is almost as bad as I am about reading. She read everything she
could get her hands on. When she was younger she read lots of romances and
later she turned to biographies. She was always studying too, so there were
always textbooks lying around the house that she was always submersing herself
in.
Sofía’s own love of books and reading followed a clear path since middle school:
I spent a lot of time in the school library, especially in junior high school. Every
morning and usually lunchtime was spent in the stacks. The librarians were
more like mothers than the keepers of books. They understood me and I always
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had first pick of the new books. In high school though, I got a job and the
bookstore became my favorite place to hang out. Then came Barnes and Noble
and I found heaven.
Like her mother, Sofía is an avid reader, to the point that her parents had to control her
obsession:
My parents complained because I read so fast that I went through books in a
matter of days rather than taking the usual weeks. I never went anywhere
without a book in my purse, and they had to force me to leave it behind when we
went to dinner with friends or even the movies. I read in the car, outside on a
blanket in the grass, in front of the television, and even once in a tree. I went
through a Baby-sitters Club phase, a Nancy Drew phase, a Hardy Boys phase
and, yes, even a romance novel phase.
Her out-of-school traditional literacy with writing is much the same as her reading
experiences: “I can’t remember a time when I didn’t keep a journal, though they usually
became places for my ideas and poetry to find homes. I always carried one in my
backpack alongside my novel or two of the day. I was always scribbling or reading.”
The stories of families who struggle with bilingualism on the border are as varied as the
fluency levels in each language. For Sofía her first and only language is English. The
language dynamic in this region is unquestionably complex. It is expected that if you
have a Spanish surname, whether with light or dark skin, you must speak Spanish. In
El Paso a movement away from Spanish and even from Mexican culture has long been
at play with successful Latino/as (Vila, Crossing). The goal is to avoid having an accent
in English. The way to achieve this is to never learn Spanish, which means avoiding
Mexican culture. In Sofía’s case she told me, “I always spoke English. Spanish was
actually the problem for me. I used to make up Spanish words and talk gibberish to
other kids who didn’t speak English as though they could just understand me.” As a
child, the gibberish allowed her to feel she fit in, where she felt she should have with
Spanish.
Sofía’s first computer experience was in a junior high school computer science class,
where the students worked on “the really old systems where you had to program
everything into the system to make it do anything. There were lots of
<RUNPROGRAM> lessons and we even got to play a couple of games on them.” She
enjoyed this experience and looked forward to more like it, yet first she had to
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experience Mr. Applegate:12 “The way Mr. Applegate’s classroom worked was we
played first and then we drilled. I can’t describe the complete boredom I experienced
typing ASDF JKL; over and over to learn the keys. There was nothing interesting in that
class and it did nothing to inspire me to further my education in computers.” Another
computer teacher adapted her pedagogy to the students:
Mrs. Sorenson’s 13 class was totally different. She taught us how to use different
programs. Made sure that our typing skills were up to par by creating
competitions and encouraging us to use our computer skills in real life situations
by creating projects where we had to use them to create businesses, promote
inventions, and manage household accounts. Her class was invigorating and
exciting and made me want to learn more.
These varied experiences came in the high school where, at one point, she exclaimed
“[I] couldn’t get the damned thing to do anything” because of the complexity of the
operating system, yet once she was able to access the Web, her view vividly altered:
“One story is that the first time I went into a chat room I couldn’t figure out how to say
anything or read anything for that matter. Then a few years later I couldn’t get out
because I had met so many interesting people.” This form of literacy practice within
chat rooms, which may serve as a social haven for many who are not comfortable
socializing in “physical” public spaces, is more and more dominant today. The effects
are both positive and negative, as we see in the mainstream media on a daily basis.
At the time of my interview with Sofía she owned a HP Pavilion MX50, which was about
four years old and, she says, “Basically that means it’s out of style. I’m working on
buying a Dell laptop14 this semester because I need to be able to tote my computer
around with me wherever I go. I have a ten-year-old laptop available to me at work, but
it has lots of problems.” At UTEP she can use “some good computers during lab hours,
and I have other family members who lend me the use of their computers in
emergencies.” What is clear is that she is aware of both sponsors and gateways that
have led to her success in school and with her advancing electronic literacies.
I was especially interested in hearing from this affluent participant of the ways she
learned and practiced electronic literacies. To begin, she appears to have learned most
12
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of her electronic literacies outside the home, in public institutions. For email she is selftaught and learned at home, yet “I got lots of help learning this from my English
teachers in high school. They took us to the library and gave us lessons.” Other
literacies, like PowerPoint, were learned at UTEP in a class and through a friend who
taught her. Sofía epitomizes the now-seamlessness of technology in any phase of her
life. No longer is technology seen as only work:
My friends are as dependant on their PCs as I am. We use them for school, to
keep in contact with one another and to keep in touch with the world. They
provide us with entertainment and with information and also a sense of where we
are in the world. PCs enable us to do things that we never imagined ten years
ago and it’s still expanding.
When we look to the previous chapter and how the participants viewed technology in
the future, we indeed see what she means. As Sofía was a student of mine, she noted
in her cultural ecology assignment:
Today I enjoy a wide variety of computers and electronics. I have a PC at home
[with] broadband Internet. I have a digital camera, a photo printer, a regular
printer, a laptop which goes everywhere with me. I use flash drives instead of
floppy disks and I use an MP3 player instead of my CD player. It wasn’t so long
ago that computers were a mystery to me and I find myself learning more and
more every day. Until I did this project I didn’t realize how much computers and
technology have affected my life and how much a part of my world they actually
are. From movies to music to presentations like this one, computers are one
luxury I can’t imagine living without.
Señora Natalia Jiménez 15 was born in 1978 in El Paso, Texas, grew up in nearby Clint,
Texas, and “all around El Paso.” In stark contrast to Sofía, she did not have a home
gateway or family sponsors. In a nutshell, she is an example of an individual who grew
up surrounded by all that she did not want to become. As a result we will discover a
young woman who knew at an early age that education could be the way out of the life
that surrounded her.
In describing her home she provided less an image of place and more of an insight into
the people and conditions with which she struggled:
15
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I lived in several places growing up. The first place I recall would be when my
parents were still together, we lived in a three bedroom house. It was home.
Then my father got a job in Clint and we moved into a trailer . . . still home. Then
my parents divorced and we went to live with my godmother and her family . . .
crowded. Then we went to live with my grandmother . . . not home. Then we
eventually moved into a house in back of my grandmother’s house . . . seemed
like home. This is the place we stayed the longest so I will describe this place . .
. We lived between Alameda and Northloop. It was a one-room house for the
three of us (mom, sister and myself). It had a bathroom, living room (which was
also my sister’s bedroom), kitchen and one closet for all of us.
Natalia had little to say about her parents. Her father was “MIA,” had an elementary
education, and is now in jail.
It took several conversations with Natalia to understand some of her early literacy
memories, but little by little I came to more insights into her shaping as an articulate and
intelligent young woman. Her mother was problematic as well: “There really was no
value on reading and writing. There really wasn’t any mothering involved. I hate to be
straightforward, but why beat around the bush? She wasn’t around to parent and give
support.” She did recall, however, that her mother was a negative micro-tear zone
sponsor in helping her with spelling words as a child, “but she was brutal.” Her mother
would make Natalia give her a spelling test to see if she knew the words. Natalia
humorously added, “Of course she did . . . at that age who doesn’t know how to spell?
Cat, dog, roof, door, etc. She was odd in her parenting but I guess didn’t do too bad;
I’m not in jail or no drugs…..HEE HEE.”
Natalia had mentioned that her father only spoke Spanish, so I wanted to discover what
role bilingualism and biculturalism played in her household and her education. Her
responses, particularly from the school side, are sadly typical of many border
communities like El Paso. She indicated that she remembered her first language was
Spanish because her father only spoke Spanish. Once her father and mother divorced,
she started speaking only English, which was also enforced in the local schools. At
school an unwritten but very much enforced “English Only” rule existed. The
psychological ramifications reverberate in every facet of her life, as well as in those of
many other Latino/a El Pasoans:
I remember being in kindergarten when our principal Mr. Whitman told us that if
we spoke Spanish we would be in trouble. . . . boy did I listen. I was afraid to
speak Spanish and it was a bad thing at that time to speak Spanish. We looked
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on to those who spoke only Spanish as the bad kids. And what made it worse is
that we were separated into the English class and the Spanish class. So the
Spanish kids didn't speak to us and vice versa.
Sadly, in El Paso as well as in the U.S-Mexico border states, such rules were in place,
and oftentimes the consequences of breaking them were humiliation and expulsion.
The principal and the school districts were involved in a negative “macro-tear” zone.
While Natalia’s case is an example of a negative micro-tear zone, the number of
Latinos/as in the border region with similar treatments is of epic proportions, especially
when we consider 83% of El Paso is Latino and bilingual.
Her first gateway and sponsor experience on a typical computer was in middle school.
Here she learned an older literacy, typing without looking at the keyboard, like many
others of her generación. Her enjoyment from this experience stuck with her and as
she went through school she took classes that allowed her to learn with them. Because
of a misunderstanding she took a class in DECA (a business-marketing-entrepreneurial
association) to learn more about computers; as she discovered, DECA was for job
searching and not for learning computers at all. The following year she took two
classes, BPA (Business Professionals of America) and FBLA (Future Business Leaders
of America) “to kinda make up for the year I had lost.” While she was busy in school
she still held a part-time job, working as an assistant to a career counselor at Riverside
School. This position served as a cubbyhole gateway. It allowed her to use computers
and apply what she was learning with real world applications, and to realize she could
handle just about any task that came along.
Natalia is clearly a goal-oriented individual who has overcome some incredible odds,
and the maturity she gained from her experiences has given her some insightful
reflection into the economic divide that supplies more technology for those with more
money. In this instance, it is her firsthand experience comparing two high schools as
gateways:
I think the schools that could not or did not have a lot of money in their budget for
reasons beyond anyone’s control suffered the most. Because I know that some
high schools had more computers then others. For example when I went to visit
Franklin High School my senior year I noticed that their library was full of brandnew computers. Riverside at that time had computers in classrooms but not in
the library and there were about twenty computers in the library. WOW! So I
guess if you have the money you have the resources that are out there but if you
are struggling for the money it takes time to become one with everyone else. I
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am sure that Riverside was not the only school left behind and I am sure that
Franklin wasn’t the only school with computers. All I can say is that it takes time
to work your way up.
While not surprising at this point, Natalia knew that education was a key to a better
future, and electronic literacies an economic motivator to help ensure this better future:
[My] motivation in school to learn computers is that I wanted a better life and
figured that if I learned something that not everyone knew it would help me to get
a better job and make more money. My motivation was to get out of my house
and to do that I had to get a scholarship or grants or something to help pay my
way through college. So when my sister left home I was thirteen years old and
that was my motivation to do something with my life, besides marriage. The only
real support I had was either by teachers or friends. . . . also, like I said before,
one of my friend’s mother was very supportive.
Conclusion
The psychology of the micro-tear zone and, whether positive or negative, its long-lasting
effects has solidified this chapter. No matter what any of these participants’ experiences
with access were like, someone challenged them or nudged them to proceed.
Sometimes that encouragement comes from within and manifests itself in motivation
and a will to succeed, to follow a parent’s or teacher’s good example, or to go where no
family member has gone. The ways that parents and teachers respond and react to
learners can cause effects that motivate learners to push to learn more in positive ways.
If the pushing is negative, it can cause either a withdrawal, creating low self-esteem,
from the motivation to learn, or, as some participants have shown, it can push them to
prove the person who had created the negative micro-tear zone wrong. While these
participants appear to be both successful and well-balanced, I suspect that similar
experiences have affected other learners in more severe, negative ways. By keeping
the beneficial effects positive micro-tear zone experiences can create for young learners
at the forefront, I believe we can create motivated, lifelong learners capable of adapting
and embracing quick-paced electronic literacies.
The ways young participants get to a technology gateway in order to access and learn
electronic literacies are becoming more and more important. Participants indicated that
they typically needed to go to schools, libraries, and friends’ homes to do their
homework on computers. The importance of getting to one of these gateways is
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paramount to students’ success. While we hear of all the students who have
technology, we need to pay more attention to those who do not. Yes, more technology
gateways are available, but transport sponsors are needed to take them there;
alternatively, students need people to bring them to gateways in order to complete work
and learn. While it is a disadvantage not being able to afford technology, this divide is
compounded when gateways outside the home are available, but students cannot get
there, or they must constantly seek someone to bring them to a gateway.
This chapter begins with a saying familiar to the 1980s Saturday morning cartoon
audience: Computers Are Coming Your Way! Participants in this chapter have certainly
seen the prophecy fulfilled. While in earlier stages, computers were simply gateways
that were supposed to do “something.” Until they were paired with adequate
sponsorship, computers remained a mystery of sorts. From these stories we can see
that family backgrounds and sponsorship vary from person to person, but it becomes
evident that exposure to computers is the first hook. In essence, gateways can be more
or less static, but they are usually the places where access is opened, and through
personal curiosity and sponsors this access is actually catalyzed and enabled.
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Generación 1981-1985: Indirect and Direct Electronic Literacy
Sponsorship, Cross-Border Gateways, and the Emergence of
Technology Addictions
John Scenters-Zapico

House Resolution 4437, called the Border Protection, Anti-Terrorism and Illegal
Immigration Control Act of 2005, passed late Friday by a 239-182 vote. Included
in the bill is a provision that changes a person’s illegal presence in the United
States from a civil offense to a felony . . . Among a number of sweeping changes
to border and immigration policy, the bill calls for the construction of 700 miles of
fence along the 1,300-mile U.S.-Mexico border, including one segment stretching
from five miles west of the Columbus, NM, port of entry to ten miles east of El
Paso (Meritz 1)
I have a friend that will tell you he
swam across the Rio Grande River
when he was about twelve years old
just so that him and his family could
have a better life with more
opportunities. He graduated high
school and is currently going to
college. He told me that it is so sad
how we take schooling for granted
here in the States because he had to
learn English when he was twelve by
himself, and could speak better
English than those students who were
learning this language since they were
one. (Activate video for participant Gabriel Aragon’s expanded commentary).
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Today, if U.S. students cannot write to the screen—if they cannot design, author,
analyze, and interpret materials on the Web and in other digital environments—
they will have difficulty functioning effectively as literate human beings in a
growing number of social spheres. Today, the ability to write well with computers
and within digital environments—plays an enormous role in determining whether
students can participate and succeed in the life of school, work, and community.
(Selfe and Hawisher 2)
Cultural ecologies on the U.S.-Mexico border, as we have seen in this area of El Paso
and Juárez, have as many commonalities as differences among those who live here.
The ways that participants in this chapter have lived their lives and struggled in the
process is uplifting and discouraging. We will hear from voices who seem unaware of
the hardships of “others” around them because of higher economic mobility, voices
unaware of the difficulties of life in the U.S. and Mexico, and yet others whose
experiences, like Gabriela Valdez, a native of Mexico studying in the U.S., that seem to
be of both countries. This chapter explores a generación that was twenty to twenty-four
years old at the time of participation and born at the explosion of the affordable home
computer; it highlights participants who all have either finished high school or are
actively pursuing an advanced degree. Gabriel Aragon’s family stressed the importance
of education because they realized its value from several perspectives. His aunt and
uncle “knew how important an education was in the United States. My family would
always say that we are lucky that we have free education and should take advantage of
it.” At an even more personal level, Gabriel had a friend whose entire family crossed
the border by swimming, and it was through this awareness that he began to “really
appreciate the school system that we have.” Many crossers do not come to the U.S. for
technology or traditional literacy. They cross the wet divide with the hopes of making
some sort of income first. If the luxury of education comes with it, they feel fortunate.
An important element that appears with all the generaciones is that traditional literacy
experiences and successes foster stronger technological literacy experiences and
expressions. As positive traditional literacy experiences serve as a catalyst for success
in literate settings, so too has another trend come to light: Exposure to and use of
technology appears to enhance participants’ acceptance and willingness to learn new
electronic literacies.
Despite the educational commonality, a clear cultural and economic difference exists
among participants in this chapter. Take, for example, Gabriela Valdez, who expressed
the mood of the Mexican economy she grew up with, which typically parallels the ebbs
and tides of the United States’ and the close connection of economy to technology:
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I was born in a time where technology changes daily. Technology is affecting
tremendously our lives and the world itself. In every nation technology
advancement is directly influenced by political and economic issues. Mexico is
not the exception. In 1982, when I was born, President López Portillo was
leaving office, and also leaving Mexico in a general climate of economic
uncertainty. What became known as simply “the crisis” spread its bad economy
effects through all economic spheres throughout Mexico.1 Mexico, under Portillo,
once again lost its faith in one of its leading political figures.
Many of the El Paso-born-and-raised participants in Generaciones cite as memorable
events ones from other continents or out of their day-to-day lives, such as the Persian
Gulf War and the Space Shuttle Challenger disaster. Yet as you read the participants’
stories you will glimpse their families’ experiences, successes, and hardships in life,
while continuing the personal voyage into their real-life means of learning and practicing
traditional and electronic literacies.
This last generación was born during the explosion of personal home computer sales.
This is a time much like the Great American Land Grab of the 19th century: Land
seemed cheap and ostensibly all could settle and use it for their own betterment, but
like the Great American Land Grab, the Great Computer Grab of the 1980s was
determined by access to money. Technology and land are similar: some get more,
some less; some better parcels, some worse; some shared, some none. Participants’
families have almost always shown a high value for technological education, supporting
it in varying ways. The participants of this chapter represent a unique window, a
generación born not before or after the massive computer personal and public gateway
settlements. They were literally born on the range, in the moving wagons if you will, and
grew up with technological difficulties and benefits as part of their whole cultural and
intellectual landscape.
We continue to observe evolved notions from prior generaciones, yet in this chapter two
significant electronic literacy occurrences appear. 1. Cross-Border Gateways: Up until
this generación the learning of electronic literacies in schools has been sporadic. Now
the learning is more integrated into classrooms and as the participants narrate, this is
true on both sides of the border.2 While several participants mentioned teacher1

For more information, see “Mexico The Crisis Begins, 1982.”
In 2007 I visited several special education schools in Chihuahua City, Chihuahua, Mexico, about a fivehour drive from El Paso and Juárez. While the schools had no air conditioning and were not fancy, they
did have a nice array of computers, some old, some new. What I found most interesting was the level of

2
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sponsors, the data on teacher-sponsors discussed in the conclusion shares a more
nuanced view; 2. Technology Addiction: For the first time we hear a participant, Gabriel
Aragon, suggest that his enthusiasm for technology has become an addiction, one his
mother monitored closely because of some of the reports she had seen on TV.
Parental monitoring of technology addiction and online dangers (such as predators)
take on new roles.
Migrations from Mexico to U.S.
Name

Birth

Place of Birth

Migration 1

Gabriela Valdez

1982

Juárez, MX

El Paso, TX

Francisco Cossio

1982

Juárez, MX

Elisa Alvarado

1982

Juárez, MX

Nuevo Casas
Grandes,
Chihuahua, MX
El Paso, TX

Migrations 2-4

El Paso, TX

Current
Residence
El Paso,
TX
El Paso,
TX
El Paso,
TX

The participants of this migration and generación are unique in that Gabriela Valdez,
Francisco Cosmo, and Elisa Alvarado were all born in 1982 in Mexico. While Gabriela
and Elisa both moved to El Paso under different economic and educational
circumstances, Francisco lived about five hours north in Nuevo Casas Grandes,
Chihuahua, Mexico. He came to El Paso to study at UTEP but plans on returning to
Nuevo Casas Grandes once he finishes his degree.
Señora Gabriela Valdez 3 was born in Juárez and later moved to the U.S. to study at
UTEP. Growing up in Juárez she described her home and family life in this way:
It is located in a country, it is big house, the color is green with beige, it has a
three rooms, two bedrooms, one restroom, the dinner room, the kitchen [is one of
the biggest rooms in the house], a room to wash dirty clothes, one garage with a
space for two automobiles, one huge garden with a restroom and a room where
my father have all there materials, a television room, and a living room. I used to
spend the time in my room seen television, reading, studying, and talking by the
commitment to teaching and learning with them. Moreover, they used a lot of freeware, which they found
from sources all over the world.
3
A student in one of Scenters-Zapico’s classes.
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phone. At the beginning of the spring, my father used to invite people at the
house and make the afternoons be out of a common and ordinary day. In the
summer he loves to eat in the garden, so every body spent the time out there.
Sometimes, I used to visit my mother in one of the rooms, were she made all
kind of manual things. That’s the way I used to spent the time in my house and
when I’m there I like to be alone, meditate, think, and rest.
In her description, Gabriela created an inviting environment, one where support and
socialization thrived all around her. Most of her early learning centered on direct
sponsorship from her mother. When she was five or six years old, she “spent it reading,
drawing, and make all kind of educational things. Every time that my mother take me of
the book from my hands I cry, all the time was the same situation, and she always laugh
about it because in a five-year [old] girl and it wasn’t normal.” In elementary school she
started studying English at one of the El Paso community colleges, but she was not able
to continue because of her young age. EPCC serves as a language gateway for many
because of its affordability and flexible times for courses. The role it serves in offering
ESOL classes to Mexican immigrants is significant: “My entire friends used to came at
school here in El Paso so, I always listening to them, but I was not competent to talk.”
Her reflections of the social and cultural shift taking place in this borderland can directly
be attributed to the population explosion that came with the maquiladoras:
Mexico has been the country were my family born, my father came from the
south of Mexico country so, they love to live in Juárez and by that time Juárez
used to be a quiet and secure city. When I was a teenage girl my father used to
let me go everywhere and they feel secure every time I go out with my friends
and I remember how at that time, my father used to tell me stories about his
childhood in the town where he came from and how different were the way to
have fun at those times.
Her parents “love El Paso as well as Juárez,” and like many Juarenses “they like to
come to El Paso and spend the day here shopping.” While we read of the vast sums of
money that Mexicans send back to Mexico, the significant amounts that Mexicans
spend in the U.S. are less frequently noted, especially in border communities like El
Paso, where commerce thrives right across the bridge for Mexicans who come here to
buy merchandise as varied as toilet paper to computers.
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By this time, most of the female participants in Generaciones no longer worried if they
could attend college. In Gabriela’s instance, no gender barriers existed. When it came
time to decide where to attend college, she was clear about her decision:
When I was deciding where to go to college I didn’t think twice and I choose El
Paso because they think that the opportunity to learn another language was
going to be a benefit in the future for me and for the opportunities to get a job are
going to increase because of the education that I will receive here in El Paso.
Once at college she experienced a micro-tear zone that turned out to be positive, but
could easily have been negative:
When I start college I start writing, reading, and listening English and by the time
my grammar is still terrible but I understand everything and that’s a good thing. I
remember once, that I started to take the English classes [in community college],
we [a friend, my sister, and me] finished our assignments and we didn’t know
how to say “we finished,” so we said “let just try [in Spanish]” and then we said
“Ya fininshiamos.” Everybody was laughing including us, that was funny but we
learned that day how to say “we finish.”
The story highlights a border that can understand English, Spanish, Spanglish, and
other linguistic mixtures. While she reflected now on this story in an amusing way,
many language learners are often too inhibited to say anything or, if they do, they
remain intimidated or frustrated, avoiding future situations like the one she described.
Experiences like this for many, I am certain, are a negative micro-tear zone. Teachers
and employers could benefit by being aware of the way a MTZ could be positive for one
student, yet devastating for another.
The complications, divides, and inequities between first and third world countries and
how these play out in people’s lives was an important theme for Gabriela. “Global
changes,” she reflected,
were affecting the entire civilization, poor countries, or countries in recession like
Mexico at the time, could not enjoy most of these innovations. Lack of money
restrained people from purchasing these articles, and inhibited technology
investigations. Such was the case of the places where my parents were from,
Jiquilpan, Michoacán, and Las Varas, Nayarit.
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Gabriela’s mother, despite being unable to learn about technology, felt “si no fuera
porque mis hijas están envueltas en la tecnología por sus estudios, jamás hubiera
aprendido a utilizarla ya que de donde yo vengo todo es muy antiguo, y la poca
tecnología que existe pocas personas pueden costearla o disfrutarla.” On the contrary,
her dad was reluctant to change his ways, even though he asserted that “La tecnología
es algo que se ha convertido en parte esscencial en la vida y es algo importantísimo
para aprender para las nuevas generaciones, sin embargo soy ajeno al uso de ella.”
As an adult she is around computers every day at her job in an information systems
department, which puts her in touch with the latest trends and developments in
electronic literacies. Her specialization is in “application design, implementation and
support in an ever-changing technology world of the PC.” Her work experience
informed her opinion that “young people more easily adapt to technology than older
people do. And this is because newer programs in college and high school place
computer learning as a primary goal of their academic programs.” By any standard,
Gabriela’s electronic literacy is versatile and complex.
In my final interview with Gabriela, she noted that, “All though my parents have not
involved themselves a lot in technology, they still think it is an important part of my
studies, and have supported strongly my wanting of knowledge acquisition through out
my life in school and college.” Her parents’ view has evolved and shows another angle
to indirect electronic literacy sponsorship.
Señor Francisco Cossio4 was born in Juárez in 1982, but grew up in Nuevo Casas
Grandes, Chihuahua, Mexico, about a five-hour drive from El Paso and Juárez. At the
time of his interview he was living in El Paso attending UTEP but planned to return to
Nuevo Casas Grandes when he finished his education. Often many bilingual graduates
like Francisco end up staying in El Paso because they can make more money than they
could in Mexico. Though these bilingual graduates could move to other parts of the
U.S. and make even more money, they often remain in the area because they want to
be near family and this rich bilingual-multicultural community.
Like other participants who studied in Mexico, their schools were not integrated by race
but by economic class and, in Francisco’s experience, by nationality. This created a
nationality prejudice. Though Francisco is Mexican, his teacher and classmates
separated themselves from the “others,” who they saw as americanos, not mejicanos.
He described these experiences in elementary school: “there were Mexicans,
4

A student in one of Scenters-Zapico’s classes.
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Americans (by the way, there were fights between Mexicans and Americans, and in
sports, the teachers put always Americans against Mexicans).”5 Tensions between
cultures flow deeply here on the border, even though they have has a rich history
together. We must recall that Americans studying in Juárez are from families whose
parents were most likely born in Mexico. The children, who in turn studied in Mexico
because their parents wanted to ensure that their children knew Spanish and Mexican
culture, were, as Francisco highlights, segregated because they were part of the other
culture, spoke its language, and were of perceived affluence.
Francisco’s interview, more than any other, was imbued with the underpinnings of the
border conflicts many face and grow accustomed to. Border crossings are always a
risk, as he indicated: “The struggle is to take the computer you just have buy in the U.S.
and take it to Mexico, without the soldiers taking it away from you, but it has never
happen to me, they never do anything to us.” Though he said he never had anything
taken from him, all who cross the border know firsthand the Mexican “mordida.”
While Francisco grew up in a fatherless home, he had an aunt who became an
important indirect sponsor. She bought him his first computer, a Compaq Pentium III,
when he was seventeen years old and brought the computer to his home, creating a
technology gateway. In this instance she became an indirect sponsor by purchasing the
computer and by placing it in his home where he could have access to it without having
to request permission to visit her home, yet she did not teach him how to use the
computer or how to explore any new literacies with it.
Once the computer was in place, it created a vibrant gateway and multiple opportunities
and forms of sponsorship among his friends and family. He clearly noted a difference
between older and younger users’ views toward technology:
They are learning, but the older they are the less they wish to know about them
[computers]. My little cousins they teach me who to make some things, younger
people are very skilled with computers now. A cousin I have he has thirteen and
is the vocal of a rock band he created and he films there music videos with some
level of effects, I mean, for his age, he is good.
In this compact narrative we can pull out the interrelationships and inter-generational
sponsorships that technology has with his immediate family and friendship spheres.
Obviously, this is a pattern with electronic literacies: Support and access go back and
5

The Americans at his school were Mexican-Americans.
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forth across generaciones more freely than going across the wet divide. Francisco’s
closing comments on the role of technology in his life seem encapsulating: “They control
everything now. From cars to heavy machinery. Security also depends in computers,
space exploration and all that, so its very important.”
Señora Elisa Alvarado was born in 1982, raised in Juárez, and now lives in El Paso as a
student at UTEP majoring in social work. She came from a family with little money.
Both of her parents have an elementary school education, possess no technical skills,
and were unable to maintain a job:
We always live with a relative. We lived in an apartment complex with different
rooms that housed all my aunts, uncles, and cousins. . . . It was a very small
room the walls were already falling, and it did not have a door. It housed my
parents, paternal grandparents, three younger siblings, and me. There was only
one bed which would be occupied by my mother, me and my two younger
siblings. My father and brother would sleep on the floor, and my grandpa and
grandma would sleep outside. It was in the middle of downtown Juárez
surrounded by bars and a lot of businesses.
Despite Elisa’s poor living conditions, she had a wealthy social and educational
sponsorship from her grandmother. The impact that educators can take from her
experience is that, even if they have little in their teaching realms, they can still have an
impact on students.
When Elisa was growing up, her grandmother served as a surrogate mother and role
model:
When I was a child I wanted to be like my grandmother. She took care of me
when my mom and dad were not their. Every morning we would wake up and
she would dress me and comb my hair and make me breakfast and then we
would walk to downtown and I remember seeing her talk to her friends that
owned the little stores around the Mercado “supermarket.” We would do this all
morning and then at noon she would take me to a restaurant to eat some soup.
As if we had no worries in the world. I think I enjoyed my grandmother’s
company because she was so friendly and talkative with her friends everyone in
the “Mercado” enjoyed her company and they would ask her to come back.
These reflections reveal the young Elisa in a healthy relationship and world, one that
offered her an alternative from the tumultuous one her parents provided.
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At five Elisa’s teacher exercised stick pedagogy on her, hitting her with a ruler because
she could not read. Her mother responded by using the Juárez newspaper as a means
for her to learn. In her educational experiences we can see some pivotal moments in
how she would approach her later learning. What sounds like abuse in the U.S. was
quite a motivator for her:
I remember once that I did not want to read and the teacher hit me in my hands
with the ruler.6 I cried to my mother when I got home and she got “El Diario,” the
Juárez newspaper, and made me read it. I was five years old and she made me
read a complicated reading to her. In three months I was reading all of the
newspaper.
This was an amazing feat for Elisa. She experienced a destructive micro-tear zone at
school, but her mother was able to turn this negative experience around and serve as a
traditional literacy sponsor for Elisa.
Her life in Juárez was about to change when her parents separated. “That year7 my
mom and dad got in a fight and we came to El Paso with my aunt. When my mother
enrolled [me] to Zavala Elementary school I was placed in an all-Spanish class and was
the best reading and writing student.” This was a good time for her since she was able
to excel in her Spanish classes in El Paso, which was wonderful for her self-esteem.
Another change would affect her family life: Her mother was sent to jail for ten months.
Elisa turned this into an opportunity by writing letters to her mother in jail: “I used to
write letters to her everyday telling her about my life and about my younger siblings.”
Like Luciá Durá in Chapter 4, she felt her teachers helped her balance her shattered
home during this difficult period. It is no surprise that “at this age I wanted to be a
teacher. Since I saw the teachers at school have such a great influence in the way I
thought I wanted to have that same impact on others.” Significant role models outside
the norm were picked up first by her grandmother and later by teachers. This is
heartening and important for family members and today’s educators to realize: They
impact young people’s lives in oftentimes unnoticeable ways.
Elisa’s first electronic gateway and direct teacher sponsorship occurred her freshman
year in high school where she “learned how to use a computer besides typing. I was
accepted into the magnet high school and was assigned homework that required
6
7

A clear micro-tear zone, both physical and psychological.
About age six.
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computer use. I took a computer course and was taught how to use Word, the Internet
and the basic computer terminology.” The times have certainly changed. While Elisa
came from a poor and troubled family, early on her grandmother and then her teachers
helped her with school and her developing self-esteem. While at the magnet school an
anonymous donor gave her a computer: “It was very old, but it worked and I got all of
my homework done. I think it only lasted about six months.” Through a seemingly
innocuous gift, this indirect sponsor helped her develop and practice the electronic
literacies she would need in school.
Her family members’ use of technology ties into the evolved uses of computers in the
home: “My siblings used computers for homework, entertainment purposes such as
playing games, chatting, Internet use, email, pictures on the Internet.” Elisa was matterof-fact when she talked about technology use in Mexico, specifically for those like her
who grew up on the lower end of the socioeconomic scale. In schools, for example, she
said that “I do not think that the instructors and administrators see computers as a
necessity but a luxury. It is very difficult for a school to have a computer if their
restrooms are in detrimental conditions, and their students could barely afford to pay for
school and the books required.”
Her final reflections on electronic literacy tied closely to economics in Mexico. This is
important to consider in the context of the participants’ voices in this book, specifically
those who live in Mexico. No matter what end of the socioeconomic spectrum, each
feels the impact of a bad economy, but each laments it in different ways, and Elisa’s
perspective is from the poor side of the Mexican economy:
I believe that in Mexico it is a lot harder to obtain electronic literacy because of
economic circumstances. People that work from paycheck to paycheck will not
purchase a computer if they have no use for it. Here in the United States we
have computer stores that will give you a computer based on credit that you can
pay on a month to month basis. In Mexico I don’t believe this program exists.
The thread she expressed throughout is that the most important divide occurs when
there is no food on a family’s table.
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Migrations from the U.S. to Mexico
Name

Birth

Place of Birth

Migration 1

Migrations 2

Lizeth Sarto
Michelle Elizondo
Bernardo Rivera

1983
1982
1982

El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Juárez, MX
Juárez, MX
Juárez, MX

El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Current
Residence
Juárez, MX
El Paso, TX
El Paso, TX

Señora Lizeth Sarto was born in 1983 in El Paso and is a student majoring in marketing
at The University of Texas at El Paso. She is unique in that she grew up in Juárez, still
lives there, and makes the now-trying commute to UTEP six to seven times a week.
The home she grew up in and still lives in today is "small but comfortable with a little
garden and a big backyard, with three bedrooms and a garage.”
In Mexico in sixth grade Lizeth learned about computers to do exercises in a required
computer class that met three days a week. At that time, “since it was kind of new, the
use of modern computers, it was very interesting and I was willing to learn.” Most of her
teachers were untrained and unfamiliar with computers, but “they believed we should
take advantage of the new technology that was coming out. . . . For them it is very
important to implement the use of computers among students because they know that
the ‘world is computers.’” Strikingly her teachers’ views and experiences toward
technology in Mexico closely parallel U.S. teachers’ experiences, even in 2008. More
often than not, teachers just do not have the preparation and support to teach their
students. These teachers serve in the role of indirect sponsors, when what should be
available are direct sponsors capable of instructing both the use of the technologies and
the communicative means they serve.
With only a middle school education, her parents knew the value of education, and
invested in a computer to back up this deep-seated belief. Her father served as an
indirect sponsor when he bought the family’s first computer and created the family’s first
home gateway because he knew that Lizeth needed it for school assignments and to
improve her computer skills. She was about eleven years old and recalled that it cost
approximately $2,000 and “was very expensive but my parents had the money to buy it.
It did not cause a problem in our budget.” The computer in the home, while bought to
help Lizeth complete school work, became much more than a piece of technology to do
schoolwork. As Lizeth pointed out, the whole family used it “to play, chat, communicate,
and investigate.” The role of the home computer as a multitasking instrument is
undeniable.
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Señora Michelle Elizondo was born in 1982 in El Paso, Texas, grew up in Juárez, and
now lives in El Paso. She lived in her family’s Juárez home for seventeen years:
A big house, it was in a city. It had a big patio, when you get in the home you
would see the visitors room, at the right was a door that communicated this room
to the living room, one of the walls was a mirror, this room had two windows. It
had four rooms, for each member of the family. It was good. I liked a lot.
Michelle began learning English in high school. Up until this point she only spoke
Spanish. To help accelerate the bilingual process her parents enrolled her in a
language institute in Juárez. She and her family had set a goal for her to study at
UTEP, so they knew learning English was imperative. On learning English, she felt that
“at the beginning, it was kind of difficult but with the time I learned and then I got at
UTEP and I had to speak, read, and write in English.” Michelle was the first participant
to mention that her parents wanted her to study in the U.S. to avoid the dangers of drug
dealer violence. Bilingualism, from a cultural and academic perspective, I would argue,
must have either an immediate or strongly perceived reason for the learner to immerse
herself into another language. In Michelle’s case, gender played no role in deciding if
she went to college. She went to school in the U.S. because her “parents liked the
education that Mexico offered but they did not liked the culture because there were a lot
of narcotrafico [drug trafficking] and a lot of people were killed at that time.” Many
participants from Mexican border cities have valid fears of drug mafia and gang
violence. On many border cities the drug violence has spilled into the U.S., with Laredo
and Nuevo Laredo initially the most affected, but now Juárez and El Paso have the
most violence because of this. Since January 2008 until December 2008, Juárez has
had over 1,500 murders.
Michelle first learned to use computers when she was in a secondary school computer
lab. There she had an influential teacher and direct sponsor, Dr. Diente,8 who
“encouraged me and other students to start doing programs. At the beginning was kind
of difficult but I could do it. I used to go to [computer] class every other day for two
years and four hours each day.”9 The computer lab in secondary school “was cool
because I learned a lot of things like how to do programs with QBasic.” From her
intensive use of computers in school, her parents realized they needed to invest in this
8

Pseudonym
Author’s note: I believe she means: "for two years, I used to go to [computer] class every other day for
four hours each day."

9
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technology as part of her education. In a joint and indirect sponsorship (that is, both
parents selected the computer system), Michelle’s parents created a home gateway
when they bought the family’s first computer in 1998 for their children’s school needs.
Born in El Paso in 1982, Señor Bernardo Rivera10 grew up in Juárez, and now lives in El
Paso. His memories of where he grew up hint at a higher socioeconomic class than
some of the other participants in Generaciones:
The first one was my grandfathers, this was a very big house. It had room for
twelve children and my grandparents. The house was very colonial in style and
architecture. The main door was seven feet tall and eight feet wide, the door
would open from the middle or you could open both doors to move in or out any
big furniture items. It had three living rooms, a pool hall/bar area, four bedrooms
as big as living rooms, and one master bedroom. This house was located in the
Campestre Area of Juárez, where all the rich folks live. My grandfather was a
very successful doctor in Mexico. He was a surgeon. So the house was in the
city. The second house I lived in has much smaller, but still in a good area of
town, actually it was fifteen minutes, walking distance, away form my
grandfather’s house. This is my parents home, it is a two story home, one living
room, one dinning room, and a kitchen. The second story is where the bedrooms
are located. There are three bedrooms in the house, and there are two and a half
restrooms.
His elementary school was “located in a central part of Juárez. It was huge! The school
was built on many acres of land. It was two stories tall and had two classrooms for
each grade. The school is cream colored with the shield of the school in the entrance.”
Compared to the participants in Generaciones who went to public school in Mexico and
whose schools were unheated and in disrepair, Bernardo’s private school was for a
family of economic means.
Bernardo came from an upper-middle-class family from Mexico and attended private
schools in Juárez.11 Early exposure to technology can create a familiarity that
enhances future electronic literacy experiences. Bernardo first came into contact with
computers at an uncle’s home; his uncle taught him to use the computer. The same
uncle who acted first as a direct sponsor also indirectly sponsored him when he gave a
10

A student in one of Scenters-Zapico’s classes.
In Mexico it is generally accepted that there are two classes, very rich and very poor. Nevertheless,
there is a middle class that could be considered like the U.S.’s upper middle class.
11
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computer to Bernardo’s family: “I came in contact with computers pretty early in my life,
one of my uncles is very fond of them so when I visited his home I would get on his
computer and paint pictures with the programs he had.” His uncle, knowing Bernardo’s
interest in computers, created a home gateway when he gave a computer to the family:
“It was a hand me down from my uncle that did not like it or use it any more. It was not
sophisticated but it had a word processor, I think . . . I learned how to use a typewriter!”
Bernardo’s early direct sponsorship and access to a computer, and then having his
own, made the transition in school seamless. School became a significant gateway in
his education,12 and this brings to light two important points for this time. First, while he
was only in middle school and in Mexico, the school had a computer class. Second, it is
clear that because of more money, some private schools can offer more to students. At
this time an important direct sponsor was his teacher, who “showed us the exciting
world of DOS, and since I knew computers could be fun I already had motivation. . . . I
probably had access to the computers for at least two times a week.” Importantly, as he
noted, his familiarity and motivation was already there. His uncle served as his first
direct sponsor by teaching him electronic literacies at home, and served as an indirect
sponsor by giving a computer to Bernardo’s family. These experiences made the
transition in his computer class less intimidating and even exciting. Bernardo’s
experience with technology was one of confidence and desire to apply and learn
electronic literacy skills, one removed from the reaction that many first-time learners
have in technology labs.
Bernardo’s present outlook on technology is also optimistic and enthusiastic. His future
electronic literacies are progressing in two directions: Communication and information
access. The first was to communicate with family using email and other online tools,
“since I am part of the National Guard13 and I have friends and family in many different
places I see computers helping me keep in touch with my loved ones.” The implication
was that he would have gateways supplied by the National Guard and in his own home,
wherever that might be. The other use of technology in his chosen profession is
information access to data on patients. “Hopefully, once I am a physician computers
will probably log as much patient information as possible.” The belief here is that he
would have a gateway at a hospital or clinic, that his staff would have the wherewithal to
record such data, and that his patients would share it, or perhaps enter the data on their
12

This setting is public in that the computers are for the students at his school. Though, admittedly, the
school is private, but public schools and libraries are also private unless you attend or have the proper
documentation to visit and use the facilities.
13
Author’s note: In the U.S.
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own. Enmeshed in his vision are several additional points. First, that Bernardo’s work
would provide him the technology and presumably the training for economic purposes,
not altruistic reasons. Second, that the hospital staff would be equally prepared under
the same premises, and third that patients would know how to enter such data. His
optimistic vision is of an electronically literate workforce and general population.
El Paso Born and Raised
Name

Birth

Place of Birth

Claudia Alvarado
Gabriel Aragon

1983
1983

Fabens, TX
El Paso, TX

Migration 1

Migrations 2

Socorro,
NM

El Paso, TX

Current
Residence
Fabens, TX
El Paso, TX

The last two participants of literacy in Generaciones, Claudia Alvarado and Gabriel
Aragon, were born and raised in the immediate El Paso area. They still reside and plan
on remaining here.
Señora Claudia Alvarado14 was born in 1983, grew up and still lives in Fabens, Texas,
about thirty minutes outside of El Paso. Fabens, like El Paso, is right on the Rio
Grande, and has its own international bridge connecting it to Mexico. Claudia’s family
was financially comfortable, and like many on the border here, other family members
played key roles in their upbringing: “Growing up I pretty much got everything that I
wanted. I was very spoiled with my aunt and my paternal grandparents and they gave
me everything that they could.” At eight years old, a new sister came into the family
“and things changed a bit. My mother stopped working and I wasn't as spoiled as
before, but my parents still managed to give us everything that we needed.”
Before her mother left the workforce her paternal grandparents and her aunt raised her
“because both my parents worked. It was then that at a very young age, I learned to
speak English and Spanish . . . at the same time.” She was taught a lot by her aunt who
“was like a mother to me who taught me the majority of the things I know.” Having
these Spanish speakers constantly around her played an important role in developing
her bilingualism.

14

A student in one of Scenters-Zapico’s classes.
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Claudia’s parents’ literacies and education are common on the border. Her mother,
who is bilingual and bicultural, “understands English but doesn't speak it. She only
speaks Spanish.” From a traditional view Claudia is first generación Latina in that her
mother is from Mexico and went to school there, while her father went to a local U.S.
high school, Fabens High School.
On the one hand, Claudia observed that “at home with my parents I never wrote,” and
she attributed this to the relationship she shared with her aunt and grandparents as her
sponsors of traditional literacy, who were especially encouraging: “I loved to write her
[her aunt] stories with pictures. I also always did my school work in her presence
because she would help me.” Fortunately, both parents stressed education to the
family in various ways. Her mother regularly told her “that if you want to be successful
in life, you must learn how to read,” and her father would chime in that “without an
education, life isn't worth much. People that don't know how to read and write will
amount to nothing.” Although her parents worked long hours, the direct and indirect
messages were clear for Claudia: reading, writing, education.
Claudia’s own literacy in Spanish and English is like that of many on the border who are
born and raised in the U.S. Claudia stated succinctly what I have observed as common
here: “While growing up, I learned to speak, read, and write in English, but only learned
to speak in Spanish.”15 In other words, many on the border speak Spanish from an oral
tradition that inevitably ends up being an admixture of English as well, or what comes to
be called Spanglish and border Spanish.
As she grew up the stigma she attributed to Spanglish, or pocho as it is called here,
pushed her to welcome the opportunity to take Spanish classes in high school. The
courses required reading and writing, and she felt she finally learned “how to properly
write in Spanish.” In her case, she studied the formal aspects of Spanish, which she felt
enabled her to write properly. Nevertheless, she feels to this day more comfortable and
confident with her literacy levels in English than in Spanish, despite using Spanish on a
daily basis. The dynamic on the border creates an economic privileging for English.
Spanish is used to communicate in oral contexts and many of the writings reflect this
oral culture. The more “refined” literacy in Spanish comes from creative writers of
poetry and fiction, though a significant component of this work uses and celebrates
Spanglish.

15

Paul Kei Matsuda gave a talk at UTEP in 2007 and indicated his experience is similar: He speaks some
Japanese, but his abilities with more advanced vocabulary and writing are limited.
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Claudia had her first contact with computers in the fourth and fifth grades. Like many
children of her generación on the border, she remembered her computer exposure and
practices as spartan at the onset of computer integration.
We only had one computer in the class and we would always play a math game
and the Oregon Trail. When we all finished our work we were allowed to use the
computer. It was in fourth grade that I first learned how to use the computer. I
sat down at the computer lab with my friend and together we managed to use the
computer with the help of the teacher.
Her exposure to this technology gateway at this time was twofold. In the first instance,
the direct sponsor was her teacher, the gateway was her classroom with the computer
(used as a reward), and the software titles seem to have been used all over this area.
In the second instance in fourth grade, she was allowed time in a school computer lab,
and the teacher was again her direct sponsor. This is a remarkable snapshot of the
ways that teachers introduced technology into their curriculum and how students
experienced it. Sadly, this type of experience has not advanced much since this time
and is commonly repeated today.
Outside of school Claudia had another electronic literacy sponsor, a friend who “already
had a computer and encouraged us to use the computer. She would tell us how easy
life was with her computer. I really loved computers as soon as I was exposed to them.”
Like several participants noted, a congruency exists between outside “good” initial
exposure to computers and then comfortable transitional receptivity to them in the
classroom. As she progressed in school this love continued and she experimented with
varying technologies in different setting and sponsors. For schoolwork, “I thought they
were very easy to use and it saved a lot of time when it came down to typing
assignments.” Yet her friends “thought that you could play really neat games on the
computer and they all wanted to own one.” In these younger generaciones the melding
of technology with work and “communication play” has already taken a foothold. Old
communication technology also fuses with new in Claudia’s casual reflection: “As a
teenager, I loved to chat online and on the phone.”
Like many parents who experience the demand of new literacies of technology her
“family never imagined the importance of computers until today.” Her parents bought
the family’s first computer when she was in seventh grade:
I remember going with them to go get it at CompUSA. It was an IBM Aptiva and it
cost them about $3,000 with a color printer. My parents didn't have many bills to
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pay at the time so it was affordable for them and they knew it would be important
for me to use while I was in school.
This indirect sponsorship seems like a big investment then as much as now in an area
where the average salary is significantly below the national average. For her parents to
make such an investment, they knew the value of learning new literacies and invested
wisely in them.
Claudia immediately used the new computer at her home gateway for typing
assignments for school. Initially, they did not have Internet access at home so some of
the ways she used the computer was for looking up information in the supplied CD
encyclopedia, typing and printing assignments, and creating birthday cards. “When I
first got my computer, I would use it day and night. It wasn't till about three years later
that my family decided to get Internet access. After that, I would be on the computer
day and night. It was like a whole new world opened before my eyes.” It seems with or
without Internet access she used the computer to access information, write, and create,
yet the Internet appears to have opened her up to new ways to learn about the world
and herself.
When her parents first purchased online access, she found the “computer was pretty
slow and using the Internet was a hassle.” At this point one of her former traditional
literacy sponsors came back into play as an indirect sponsor, even though she was not
literate electronically. Grandmother
knew how much my sister and I used the computer so she convinced my parents
into buying me a new one. This computer was much cheaper than the first one
we bought. It was about $1,800 and the payments are reasonable. It is very
affordable with the monthly payments. It wasn't a very serious investment for my
family's budget because it affordable for my parents.
While her grandmother understood the need for the computer, it was her parents who
bought and paid for the technology. Her grandmother and parents both became two
important indirect sponsors.
In closing, Claudia characterized just how important technology is in her life:
Without computers we wouldn’t have access to broaden our knowledge and
enrich our lives with what the Web has to offer. We can now easily keep in touch
with loved ones with the touch of a button making life easier for us. Everyone
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should own a computer because they are taking over the world and sooner or
later, nothing will be able to be accomplished without a computer.
Obviously, she is attuned to the role technology occupies in her life.
Señor Gabriel Aragon 16 was born in El Paso in 1983 and grew up in the small town of
Socorro, about a ten-minute drive from El Paso. He studied graphic design at UTEP
and graduated in December 2008. The first place he lived was in a mobile home:
It was yellow and white. We had a huge back yard. I remember being little and
thinking the back gate was about a mile from the house. We lived in the country.
A few years later my father started building our house in front of the mobile home
that we had. It took about seven months for them to finish and just like that they
hauled away our small yellow mobile home. The new house was very big. It was
two stories high with three bedrooms and two and half baths. I had my own
room, as well as my sister, and we shared one bathroom.
He recalled that time in his life nostalgically, as the neighborhood was one “where kids
could roam the streets without worrying parents.” The mobile home and the new home
his father constructed were within walking distance of the elementary, middle, and high
schools he attended. Socioeconomically,
his family was well off because his “parents
did not start their family until they were
financially ready to have two kids,” and
Gabriel did not remember lacking anything
in life that was within reason. He added, “I
do not recall a time where I overheard my
parents argue about money.”
His mother was a traditional stay-at-home
housewife, who served as an important
traditional literacy sponsor, and her tireless
efforts kept Gabriel on top of his education;
even “during breaks between school years
my mother would make sure that I did not get too lazy. She would either bring out the
flash cards or have me read the newspaper or magazines.” (Activate video for Gabriel’s
16

A student in one of Scenters-Zapico’s classes.
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expanded commentary). His mother was steeped in successful strategies for ensuring
that her children had solid traditional literacy and work habits.
The first time Gabriel saw a computer he was ten years old:
I do remember the first computer that I saw was in fourth grade. It was a
Macintosh Apple where the screen was just black and green letters. It was
mainly for typing documents. It was the one that used the original 3½ floppy
disks. . . . This is actually where I first played Oregon Trail. Computers were a
big thing since they were just getting a bit more affordable. They motivated me
just by telling me everything that it was capable of. I remember just sitting there
in awe thinking of how amazing this machine was.
As the Generaciones’ narratives have relayed, publicly accessible gateways, when
available, have been powerful in equalizing technological experiences, especially in the
U.S. We observe Gabriel, three years younger than Bernardo, who studied at a private
school in Mexico. Gabriel’s technology gateway was in a public school in the U.S. and
afforded him opportunities Bernardo did not have even in private school.
Gabriel’s father played an important indirect and direct sponsor role. He was a teacher
at a local high school and because his job involved technology, he was able to bring
home a computer and create a home gateway:
Since my father was into computer drafting at this time, he also brought home a
Macintosh Apple computer that was
a bit more modern than those in the
schools. He always had the latest
design because the school district
always wanted him up to date. I
remember I would use the Apple
and it was finally in color. I used to
love using Reader Rabbit on this
computer.
Gabriel was able to practice at home what
he learned at school because of the
access his father had created. (Activate
video for Gabriel’s expanded commentary).
In this instance his school’s teachers and his father served as his first direct sponsors;
Scenters-Zapico

171

Generaciones’ Narratives

they taught him the electronic literacies that in turn gave him the knowledge base to
break the rules at home and use his father’s computer. Like Terry Quezada in Chapter
3, who kept her children off of her new computer, his mother was afraid he would break
the computer:
I would turn it on and see where the buttons would take me. I was always
discouraged by my mother to get on the computer only because she did not want
me to break it and then they would have to pay for it. She would always tell me
to wait for my father so that he could teach me.
His exposure to technological literacies is varied. His home was clearly a gateway, but
a restrictive one. While his father was an indirect and direct electronic literacy sponsor,
his mother served a prohibitive gatekeeper role. Despite the potential barriers, Gabriel
learned enough about computers at school and was sufficiently motivated and
electronically literate to break his mom’s restrictions.
Gabriel shared a valuable firsthand, student-user view of what many early typical
computer labs looked like. As educators we should keep in mind that we need to seek
more input from students about their experiences in these settings in order to better
create more user-friendly environments. It is time we recognize the physical, social,
and psychological ramifications of our technological practices and become more like
agents of adjustment:
Most computer classes had all the computers lined up against the wall and desks
in the middle of the room when the computers were not in use. I don’t recall if
they always had windows but I know that they always had posters hanging on
every inch of the wall.
Important in creating a home gateway, his uncle became an indirect sponsor by
purchasing his first system in 2003 with Gabriel’s input. In a turn of roles, Gabriel
created a gateway at home and became a direct sponsor for his circle of friends and
family. Most of his friends would visit his house to see and play the new games he had
or have him teach them something they could not understand or something new he had
learned. Gabriel, a self-starter and explorer, explained his perception of technology
learning:
Personally for me it was not that difficult to be able to read or write in electronic
environments. I think watching others use computers and experience them
myself allowed me to easily handle computers. Going through school while the
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computer era is at such a high has also helped me use many programs that I
would never be able to use.
Gabriel’s passion for technology and access at his home created a gateway for others
and eventually placed him in the role of direct sponsor to his friends: “There were many
times when my friends would come over to my house because I was one of the few kids
that had a computer in my house. I talked to them about some of the games that I had
and they were all very interested.” In turn those same friends he directly sponsored
became direct sponsors to him when they
“started teaching me new things.
Sometimes we would even learn from each
other or learn together.” Throughout
Generaciones we have seen the
intergenerational influence ebb and tide from
older to younger, and younger to older. His
story illustrates a clear sideways flow among
peer influences with the vicissitudes of
sponsorships and gateways, and the odd
ways they spring up, disappear, and are
reinstituted again. This story highlights the
effect the economy can have, as well as the
perception that sponsors have of
technological literacies. (Activate video for Gabriel’s expanded commentary).
Later, when his parents divorced, his father left with his computer. This was a difficult
period for him emotionally and technologically. His mother, who was instrumental in his
traditional literacy learning, yet restrictive in his technological learning, now became an
indirect sponsor for him:
When my father moved out he took the computer with him and I was in my last
year of high school, about to move onto college. I knew that I was going to need
a computer at home in order to make my life easier. I then asked my mother to
buy me a Dell because I knew they had good computers and allowed monthly
payments. I called the number and told them what I wanted, then passed my
mother over to complete the sale. This was about three years ago and
unfortunately I still have the same system.
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This is the same individual who made sure
her son completed his homework and that he
studied during summer vacation, but who
also wanted him off his father’s computer.
Gabriel’s experience with electronic literacy
also brings up for the first time the notion of
technological addiction. Gabriel’s mother
had to control this: “I would spend on the
computer an average of about three to four
hours a day.” There were times, he says,
that “I was chatting with anyone and
everyone willing. There were times that my
mom would literally have to scold me for being on the computer for so long. There were
times when I was on the computer chatting until four in the morning. It is addicting and
then I got into downloading with a dial-up, and this would take about forty minutes for
one song.” (Activate video for Gabriel’s expanded commentary).
This direct sponsorship, though it can be restrictive, is an important new role for
parental sponsors. Perhaps as educators we need to be sensitive to our students’
destructive and addictive problems, the type of problem Gabriel self-professes. As
educators and parents we need to intervene in effective, yet not restrictive, ways.
Conclusion
It is worth reflecting on the important role positive sponsors can play in a participant’s
life. Not only do they create access to people, such as family, friends, and schools, but
they also serve to prepare participants for future encounters with technology.
Instrumental in shaping how these more familiar technologies became used at school,
home, and the workplace were the roles indirect and direct sponsors played in
participants’ learning. With most participants in this chapter we discovered the
significance indirect electronic literacy sponsors have in either persuading someone like
a parent to purchase a computer, unknown donors giving an old computer, a sister who
buys peripheral technologies for her brother, etc., and we have to wonder if someone
like Bernardo would have been so enthusiastic about DOS if he had not been allowed to
use the computer at his uncle’s. Direct electronic literacy sponsors, like teachers, have
begun to make an impact in schools, suggesting more teachers are adequately trained
and outfitted to teach new technological literacies.
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Perhaps the most significant direct sponsorship to emerge occurred in three ways.
First, as we have seen throughout Generaciones, a back-and-forth role between older
generaciones and younger ones is beginning to appear. At first older individuals
typically are indirect electronic literacy sponsors for their children, yet the children then
become direct electronic literacy sponsors to their parents.
At times, the role then reverses, with each serving as direct electronic literacy sponsors,
if the older adult became electronically literate. Second, we have the appearance of
lateral sponsorship. Generally when participants know some electronic literacies and
want to learn or refine another one, they are directly sponsored by peers. The roles
shift among peers, and the more competent peers in a different literacy instruct the
former. This dynamic is one of the most common I have observed by literacy of
technology learners, yet the least understood.
Despite different economic classes, birthplaces, and life experiences, these participants
highlight how technologies and the literacies that accompany them has become a part
of all learners’ lives. The type and level of literacies each was able to learn and practice
was influenced by access and experience in and around technology. Obviously,
economic class has much to do with the all-important familiarization of electronic
literacies.
While Erika Mercado from Chapter 4 mentioned that she spent too much time online,
especially shopping, which caused her to go in to debt, it is in Chapter 5 with Gabriel
Aragon that we discover that the ever-increasing problem of technological addiction
becomes more and more prevalent. Importantly, his mother had heard on the news
about such issues and was proactive. As Gabriel stated, his mother always made sure
the computer was in a public place in the household. This central area, part of Gabriel’s
micro-tear zone, is important when we consider the ever-growing dangers on the
Internet, for children and adults alike.
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Conclusión: Panorama, Puentes, Baches
Panorama, Bridges, Potholes
John Scenters-Zapico

It [oral history] . . . can give back to the people who made and experienced
history, through their own words, a central place. (Thompson 2)
Thompson’s insight on an oral history as told by the people who experienced it has
been a guiding precept of Generaciones. The difficulty of collecting multitudes of oral
and written stories has been classifing them, which consequently meant interpreting
them, in order to communicate a fraction of the ideas to readers. The process has been
akin to a climb up a mountain: tough, tiring, at times disorienting, but in the end one
receives the satisfaction of arrival, of making sense of the adventure. The conclusion to
Generaciones is a panoramic gaze back. With this look, additional details that I could
not process in the initial trek come into focus, and I share additional insights on some
issues already discussed. At the same time, I also bring into focus details and data that
should further deepen readers’ insights into Latino/as living on the border and their
acquisition and practices of literacies over the last eighty-eight years.
The Conclusión is composed of three sections. In Panorama, I add additional details on
the ethos of the border and on the participants themselves. Puentes is composed of
two divisions, both of which introduce data from the survey that further enhance our
understanding of participants’ experiences and practices on the border. The first division
is Puentes: Sponsors, and is composed of thirteen tables focusing on responses to
questions about sponsors and sponsorship. The second division is Puentes: Gateways,
and is composed of thirteen tables focusing on responses to questions about gateways
where participants learned and practiced electronic literacies. The final section,
Baches, reflects on the philosophical and economic repercussions caused by
technological potholes for those who have lived on these borderlands since 1920.

Generaciones’ Narratives

Panorama
Literacies are a panorama of human experience. Generaciones began as and remains
my wish to share the unheard stories of individuals acquiring and practicing literacies at
this international ecosystem of Juárez and El Paso. Research into literacies in a
multicultural and linguistic area like this one reveals complex and fragile organisms.
The array of stories is complex. They narrate participants’ experiences of where they
grew up, went to school, learned to read and write, and practiced electronic literacies.
Literacy ratings, per capita income, health, quality of life standards, border patrols and
walls all serve to erode the fragile ecosystem that has developed over the last five
hundred years; these factors obscure the ways those who live here are learning to be
traditionally and electronically literate.
Generaciones shares a diversity of experiences that contributed to who an individual
was, became, and is still becoming on this understudied border. In this regard I want
readers to feel they know the participants in this study, and see the participants as they
make life choices, whether they are from Mexico, the U.S., or move back and forth
across the border on a daily basis. I would like readers to see that the choices they
make, the choices others make for them, and the opportunities that they themselves
create can influence the amazing places they find themselves in: geographically,
socially, educationally, psychologically, financially, statistically.
Several participants in Generaciones made me keenly aware that the first literacy for
those who are beginning a new life or find themselves impoverished is one that ensures
a roof over their head and food on the table. For these, the need for shelter and
provisions, in turn, suggests a means of earning income. Where we are born and our
economic standing go a long way in determining what we are able to do next in life, and
what our next Generación can do. Some of the participants’ grandparents and greatgrandparents had limited educations because they started working at a young age in
order to survive and allow others in the family to become more educated and create a
better life. Yet the stories in Generaciones also show that such hopes did not always
work in a neat cause-effect process, even today. According to The El Paso Times,
many immigrants swap one version of poverty for another. Minimum wage is $5.12 an
hour in El Paso, and in Juárez it is $4.52 an hour. Ironically, on the same page, the
article “English Bolsters Success, Earnings” informs us that learning English will
increase earnings for those living on the border (Reveles Acosta). The difference is a
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whopping twenty cents an hour! Some local leaders still believe that English literacy will
“launch” them into higher economic realms.1
In Generaciones, we observe participants who grew up in the 1920s, 30s, and 40s, but
experienced electronic literacies since the 1980s like a nuclear explosion: Technologies
and the literacies enveloping them hit and then hung like a mushroom cloud, and now
remain in ever-replicating half-life in societies, cultures, and families. These
participants’ observations and experiences are important because we can observe the
before, during, and evolving effects of traditional and electronic literacies in their lives.
I started my investigation looking into statistics on literacy and income and how they
trickled down and affected this area. This voyage led me to no startling conclusion.
The border scores low in both areas. I challenged the criteria, and found that the data
could and should be challenged, especially in 2009: This is the 21st century in a firstworld country! Our notions of literacy inform us that it is a plural concept (literacies
rather than literacy) and that literacies must include the languages of this country,
especially Spanish as the first alphabetized and formally taught language; electronic
literacies; even “illegal” ones.2 I ended with the realization that literacy on this border is
perhaps more complex than anywhere else in the United States and Mexico because of
its five-hundred-year-old confluence of border crossers and settlers. The complexity
was more than I had imagined.
I looked next at how Latinos and Latinas on the U.S.-Mexico border learned literacies of
the spoken, written, and electronic types from remote colonias in Mexico to urban areas
in Juárez and El Paso. These interviews and surveys required much of my time, forced
me to be pushy (not a normal part of my nature), and asked me to depend on the
generosity of friends and students to participate in extra credit and classroom projects. I
quickly realized that as the literacy statistics and personal narratives came in—arriving
in a dissoi logoi clash of competing cultural, linguistic, and ethnic interpretations of the
societies we live in—that literacy must, in the case of the El Paso-Juárez border, take
into account complex social, historical, geographical, and personal qualities. Anything
else is a social and political lie. As a person I realized this, but as an academic I
realized I still needed to lay out the arguments of what I experienced.
The concepts and terminologies established in the introduction to Generaciones and
developed in its chapters are continuations of concepts and conversations developed by
1
2

Refer to data on average income in Introduction; the two sources do not agree.
See Tomas Mario Kalmar’s Illegal Alphabets and Adult Biliteracy: Latino Migrants Crossing the Linguistic Border.
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inspirational researchers, from Cooper and Brandt to Selfe and Hawisher. Their
experiences and discoveries have been invaluable to this research; they are the broad
shoulders I stood on to see a panorama of literacy practices. I discovered that this
particular ecosystem had uniquely evolved several of the concepts they had pioneered
and created new ones. The new and refined terms helped me share what I discovered
in the surveys and interviews and bring to light significant trends in previous chapters.
The terms may, I hope, help other researchers to see their research in new ways to
keep opening horizons of experience we have previously been unable to appreciate.
In the remainder of the conclusion that follows, I explore quantitative results participants
shared about sponsorship and gateways in their lives because this data is important in
indicating where and how they practiced electronic literacies or not.
These participants are a unique group in that they are all of Latino/a ancestry. The
Participants’ Ethnic Heritage Table displays how participants view their ancestry, and
the Participants’ Racial Background Table shows the terms participants used to classify
themselves.
Participants’ Ethnic Heritage Table
Ethnic Heritage
Mexican
Hispanic
Other
Mexican-American
Spanish
Mestizo
N/A
Total

Frequency
20
16
4
5
2
2
14
63

Percent (%)
31.7
25.4
6.3
7.9
3.2
3.2
22.2
100

Many on the border here classify themselves as white, because they are light-skinned
rather than dark. While participants did not use the terms “Latino” or “Latina,” I believe
the combination of these two responses emphasize the use of this term.3

3

Please see the introduction for a more extended discussion of the terms Latino/Latina.
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Participants’ Racial Background Table
Race
Caucasian/White
Hispanic
Mexican
Mexican-American

Frequency
16
33
6
3

Percent (%)
25.4
52.4
9.5
4.8

Blanca
N/A
Human
Total

1
3
1
63

1.6
4.8
1.6
100

When it came to participants’ religious backgrounds, most are Catholic, not surprising
considering the prevalence of Spanish Catholicism in this region (see Participants’
Religious Background Table). The Catholic Church has served as a traditional literacy
gateway, as Bibles are frequently referred to by participants, and churches are shared
community spaces for reading and other activities.
Participants’ Religious Background Table
Religion/denomination
Catholic
Roman Catholic
Católico
Other
Christian
None
N/A
Muslim
Mormon
Total

Frequency
33
7
3
3
3
2
10
1
1
63

Percent (%)
52.4
11.1
4.8
4.8
4.8
3.2
15.9
1.6
1.6
100

In Generaciones I realized the undeniable role that traditional literacy serves in
developing electronic literacies. Heim observed that traditional “[L]iteracy, the skills of
reading and writing, have come to symbolize a higher understanding of reality” (24), and
Reinking, McKenna, Labbo, and Kieffer extended this understanding, asking, “So, the
critical question we now face as we move into the 21st century is not simply how digital
technologies will affect conceptions of literacy and how it is achieved, but also a larger,
more self-reflective, question: How does any technology of reading and writing interact
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with literacy?” (xvii). Bruce concludes with the realization that “what we are coming to
know and appreciate more consciously now is that literacy and technology cannot be
divorced from one another” (xxviii). While traditional literacy is a key to electronic
literacy, Generaciones revealed that the way participants access, learn, and practice
electronic literacies is undergoing dynamic changes.
Puentes: Sponsorship
Sponsors of literacy became a compound concept in Generaciones because of the
subtleties embedded within and around them. I recognized this early on, but the
complexity revealed itself as I became part of their experiences, as I had also been a
sponsor and also recipient of sponsors’ actions. Sponsors of literacy took on the role of
individuals at a masked ball: The same persons became other, playing out a role
indelibly a part of them, but one not easily recognizable because their masks usually
appear in private places and times, such as micro-literacy zones in the household. The
masks are everywhere, but closely tied to personal spaces and relationships. It was
only through the qualitative approach of this research that multiple masks became
evident.
A clear delineation exists between direct and indirect electronic literacy sponsorship.
An example that surfaced with several participants in Generaciones was a digital
camera they received as a gift. A camera is a gift that becomes a form of indirect
electronic literacy sponsorship if the gift-giver does nothing to train the participant to use
the camera. Additionally, a digital camera has other implications, such as a need for a
personal computer to download the images and software to manipulate them. Notice
that the computer and software are potential areas for someone to be an indirect
electronic literacy sponsor by giving them as a gift. Additionally, if the recipient needs to
learn to work with the computer and software, there is potential for direct sponsorship.
The most difficult sponsorship to talk about is psychological sponsorship; the masks
sponsors wear can positively and negatively affect participants. These became “microtear zones,” because in most instances they create an opening in the ecosystem, one
experienced both positively and negatively by participants. In Generaciones the
participants, especially students (who I was able to spend more time with), made me
aware of the positive and negative psychologies we impart on participants. A positive
micro-tear zone occurred with Gabriela Valdez in Chapter 5, who had the class laughing
when she said, “ya finishiamos,” in order to indicate the lesson was done, in Spanglish.
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This same example could of course have the opposite effect on others; the laughter
easily could be taken as ridicule. Some of my student-participants recalled negative
comments from teachers from more than a decade ago. These students were
successful, students about to graduate or already graduated, but they wanted to return
to these former sponsors and tell them off, show them their success.4 Others indicated
the important role some sponsors had in motivating them to succeed. Words, looks,
and attitudes really do affect all of us, some in significant ways.
The psychological became a significant theme in the shared stories, which were private
and emotional. Thus the micro-tear zone became extremely useful as a powerful tool to
help me see and understand such moments. A micro-tear zone is unique in that the
results are internalized by participants and surface in varying ways throughout their
lives. While many composition teachers are aware of concept thanks to research in the
field over the last three decades demonstrating the impact of oral and written comments
on students’ attitudes, family members can be less aware of the impact of comments on
others; significantly, family members are often in contact with others in the family more
frequently than teachers. Several participants help us observe the internalized
consequences of such experiences: Victoria Montoya in Chapter 1 and Elisa Alvarado
in Chapter 5, who both recalled being hit by a teacher, and Natalia Jiménez in Chapter
4, who wanted to go back to tell her teacher off and show her how smart she really was.
We need to be aware of these experiences so we can act more cautiously, whatever
mask we may wear, and instruct others how to let go of negative experiences that may
be bottled up.
When it comes to electronic literacies, money is a significant variable. Unlike traditional
literacy, which is embedded in schools and libraries as well as in the static nature of the
book (it always remains the same book5), electronic literacy is an expensive and timesensitive investment. Buying technology depends on what a family can afford or what
the breadwinners feel is a sound investment. The Sponsorship and Cost Table shows
4

Their stories also brought back positive and negative mtz experiences of my own involving art. The positive mtz
occurred when a piece of art I had painted and manipulated with cut paper art shapes to create a modern
neighborhood won an award and was placed in a local museum. Another year, as an example of a negative mtz, a
teacher made clear to me I had no talent and was taking away from those with talent. Needless to say, I did not
return to art and visual design until 1995 when I was equipped with a computer lab and digital editing software for
my composition classes. It was then that I began to see life visually again. I still remember that teacher’s name
and wouldn’t mind chatting with him. ; )
5
I do not wish here to discuss the nature of situational and sociocultural readings of the same book. I agree with
the socially constructed nature of reading.
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participants’ responses to compound questions, such as the story of buying a computer,
who bought it, and how much the computer cost. Of the fifty-five participants who
answered this question, almost half (25) said they purchased their own computer. Next
were the husband (9), father (7), and mother (3).
Sponsorship and Cost Table: Who Bought Technology? How Much Did They
Spend?
Purchased By
Self
Husband
Father
Mother
Parents
Daughter
Sister
Uncle
Employer
Mother-in-law
Father-in-law
Son-in-law

Number
25
9
7
3
3
2
1
1
1
1
1
1

Cost (Average in U.S.
Dollars)
28740/21=$1,369
9300/6=$1,550
7000/5=$1,400
4700/3=$1,567
3300/2=$1,650
2100/1=$2,100
2000/1=$2,000
N/A
N/A
1000/1=$1,000
N/A
N/A

Total Average
(U.S. Dollar)
58140/40=$1,453.5

Column three in the Sponsorship and Cost Table indicates that the average cost of
$1,369 was calculated by dividing $28,740 by 21. Some respondents who purchased a
computer themselves did not provide a purchase price. The rest of the numbers were
calculated using the same formula. In column four, the total average, $1453.5, was
calculated by dividing $58,140 by 40. In Chapters 1-5 we discovered that many of the
participants and their families made the types of commitment the Sponsorship and Cost
Table reveals.
An important realm where we need to focus on electronic literacies is in the minimum
wage workplace because these are often the types of employment participants find
themselves in. It is in these minimum wage settings that a complex of indirect and
direct sponsorship takes place. Many employers know that employees need to develop
electronic literacies, such as a cash register operator at a fast food chain, where the
employees must know how to read and how to input orders, make changes to orders,
and make special orders. By accomplishing these tasks, they may develop a
competency that leads them to more complex uses of technology that demand
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additional literacies. The business becomes a direct sponsor by training workers to use
the new technologies. In some cases employees remain at a basic level, making orders
as described and nothing more. In others, the exposure to what I have termed
“cubbyhole gateways” in Generaciones leads employees to know they can do more
after they mastered basic technological literacies that had earlier been too difficult or
unavailable.
While we serve as direct and indirect sponsors of literacy to others, we also sponsor
ourselves. This takes form in direct, yet subtle ways. A sponsorship result that stood
out in Generaciones is that participants sponsored themselves more than anyone else.
Self-sponsorship is a form of direct sponsorship I became aware of only after analyzing
the quantitative data from the survey. In Sponsorship Table 1, nineteen of forty-nine
participants said they self-sponsored by teaching themselves how to use e-mail; sixteen
noted that their direct sponsors were friends and family, and fourteen mentioned
teachers.
Sponsorship Table 1: Who Taught You about Email?
Taught By
Self
Friend
Some other instructor
Professor
Teacher-Not specified
Teacher-High school
Teacher-Junior high school
Colleague
Wife
Son
Kids
Sister
Technical support center staff

Number
19
10
5
3
2
2
1
2
1
1
1
1
1

Sponsorship Table 2 asked about learning to use the Web for research. Of the fortythree participants, eighteen indicated they were taught by a teacher, fifteen indicated
they taught themselves, and the remaining ten were directly sponsored by a family
member or friend.
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Sponsorship Table 2: Who Taught You about Doing Research on the Web?
Taught By

Number

Self
Teacher-High School

15
7

Friend
Teacher-Not specified
Professor
Daughter

6
5
5
1

Husband
Wife
Cousin

1
1
1

Librarian (teacher)

1

Sponsorship Table 3 asked about participants’ use of computer games. Of the forty-five
participants who indicated they had played video games, twenty-six had learned on their
own, sixteen were directly sponsored by friends or family, and only three were directly
sponsored by a teacher. This latter result is unsurprising, yet we need to explore more
the roles that gaming will play in the classroom; I suspect that gaming today is at the
point that classroom computer use was in the mid 1980s. As teachers we are generally
untrained in how to use games and gaming in our classrooms to teach writing, math,
science, library literacies, etc.
Sponsorship Table 3: Who Taught You about Playing Computer Games?
Taught By
Self
Friend
Brother
Daughter
Sister
Teacher-Not specified
Husband
Relative
Teacher-Elementary school
Professor
Brother
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Sponsorship Table 4 enquired about participants’ use of oral presentation slides like
PowerPoint. Of forty-seven participants who indicated they had prepared some form of
presentation, twenty-eight teachers directly sponsored participants, twelve selfsponsored, and seven were sponsored by family or friends. This is not surprising given
that such literacies are frequently practiced in school and at work.
Sponsorship Table 4: Who Taught You about Preparing Oral Presentation Slides
(PowerPoint, etc.)?
Taught By
Self
Friend
Teacher-High school
Boss
Teacher-Not specified
Professor
Relative
Some other instructor

Number
12
6
5
1
13
8
1
1

Sponsorship Table 5 reveals that participants overwhelmingly taught themselves to take
and/or manipulate digital images. Of the thirty-two who responded to this question,
seventeen indicated they were self-sponsors, nine that a family member or friend had
sponsored them, and six that a teacher had taught them.
Sponsorship Table 5: Who Taught You about Taking Digital Photographs or the
Manipulating of Photographs?
Taught By
Self
Friend
Professor
Daughter
Son
Brother
Tech Service Guy
Best Buy Associate
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Sponsorship Table 6 surprised me by the number of participants who indicated they
make greeting cards. On occasion, they described this practice in detail. Of the thirtythree who responded to this question, twenty-five indicated they were self-sponsors, six
that a family member or friend had sponsored them, and, not surprisingly, only two said
a teacher had taught them. This type of software and the type of communication it
involves is less “academic” and consequently less likely to be used in the classroom.
However, as a genre of technological literacy, it is one of these spaces that we need to
explore in more depth in our classes because it requires several literacies, such as
digital, textual, and print manipulation.
Sponsorship Table 6: Who Taught You about Making Greeting Cards?
Taught By
Self
Friend
Wife
Roommate
Professor
Sister
Some Other Instructor

Number
25
3
1
1
1
1
1

Sponsorship Table 7 addressed who taught participants to download music from the
Web.6 Of the thirty-four participants who responded to this question, sixteen indicated
they were self-sponsors, and, not surprisingly, only one said a teacher was the sponsor,
again considering this is not an activity frequently taught or used in school. Seventeen
indicated that a family member or friend had directly sponsored them.7

6

Downloading music from the Internet is a relatively new activity: Napster started on June 1, 1999 (“Napster”),
and iTunes began as Sound Jam in 1999 (Smith). Now a host of other sites sell songs for $0.99 each.
7
It is increasingly common to read about university students being sued for illegal music downloads. One recent
article indicates that “At least 500 university students nationwide have paid settlements to avoid being sued”
(Bratton).
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Sponsorship Table 7: Who Taught You about Downloading Music from the
Internet?
Taught By
Self
Friend
Brother
Cousin
Son
Kids
Professor
Wife

Number
16
10
3
1
1
1
1
1

Sponsorship Table 8 asked who taught participants to design Web sites. Of the twenty
who responded to this question, eight indicated they were self-sponsors. Only two
indicated that a family member or friend had directly sponsored them and ten said a
teacher had taught them. This seems fitting as web page creation is frequently taught
in the classroom.
Sponsorship Table 8: Who Taught You about Designing Web sites?
Taught By
Professor
Self
Friend
Teacher-Not specified

Number
8
8
2
2

Sponsorship Table 9 asked participants if they had downloaded software from the
Internet, and if they had, who taught them. Of the thirty-two who responded to this
question, none said they were taught by a teacher! This is revealing because it shows
that purchasing or downloading software and music in school settings is not often
practiced. Most likely this is because IT managers prohibit such practices. Twentythree were self-sponsors, and nine indicated a family member or friend had directly
sponsored them.
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Sponsorship Table 9: Who Taught You about Downloading Software from the
Internet?
Taught By
Self
Friend
Husband
Wife
Kid

Number
23
6
1
1
1

Sponsorship Table 10 asked who sponsored participants to create multimedia projects.
Of the eighteen who responded to this question, the majority (eight) said that a teacher
had directly sponsored them. This seems logical because of the multiple electronic
literacies needed to produce such projects, yet I am surprised that this number is not
higher. This leads me to believe, because seven participants self-sponsored, that
participants bring together their multiple traditional and electronic literacies in order to
produce these projects. Only two indicated that a family member or friend had directly
sponsored them.
Sponsorship Table 10: Who Taught You about Creating Multimedia/New Media
Projects?
Taught By
Self
Teacher-High school
Professor
Friend
Teacher-Not specified
Teacher-Junior high school
Boss

Number
7
3
2
2
2
1
1

In Sponsorship Table 11, of the thirty who responded to the question of who taught
them to participate in chat rooms, one was taught by a teacher. While this number is
low, I believe this number will grow as more teachers use chat rooms as a part of their
classes. An overwhelming fifteen participants taught themselves how to use chat
rooms, and fourteen were directly sponsored by a family member or friend. This last
sponsorship does not surprise me because I suspect many individuals invite their
friends and family to use such sites.
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Sponsorship Table 11: Who Taught You about Participating in Chat Rooms?
Taught By
Self
Friend
Cousin
Sister
Professor
Wife

Number
15
9
2
2
1
1

The question for Sponsorship Table 12 asked who taught participants about designing
and publishing printed documents. This question seems especially relevant because it
reflects a nexus between traditional literacy, with its residual hard copy culture, and
electronic literacy. The ability to perform these combined literacies is essential to
function in most school, work, and home settings. Of the thirty-one who responded to
this question, twelve were taught by teachers, twelve self-sponsored, and seven were
directly sponsored by a family member or friend.
Sponsorship Table 12: Who Taught You about Designing and Publishing Printed
Documents?
Taught By
Self
Teacher-Not specified
Friend
Professor
Daughter
Colleague
Some other instructor
Teacher-High school
Kid
Wife

Number
12
8
3
2
1
1
1
1
1
1

Sponsorship Table 13 also reflects a nexus with traditional literacy and with residual
hard copy culture. In this case participants are aware of “correctness” in traditional
literacies as displayed by proper spelling, grammar and vocabulary. However
correctness has now been complicated by electronic media. The question highlights
how traditional literacy practices and needs become synthesized with electronic
Scenters-Zapico

190

Generaciones’ Narratives

software. Participants must be literate in many ways in order to even work within these
new hybrid manifestations. Of the thirty-nine who responded to this question, twenty-six
self-sponsored, eight were taught by teachers, and five were directly sponsored by a
family member or friend.
Sponsorship Table 13: Who Taught You about Consulting Online Dictionaries,
Thesauruses, Language Translation Software, Bibliography Software?
Taught By
Self
Teacher-Not specified
Professor
Friend
Teacher-High school
Son

Number
26
4
2
4
2
1

The Summary Data of Sponsors Table highlights that participants overwhelmingly selfsponsored, bringing several questions to the forefront with no clear answers: Are
participants self-sponsoring because they lack educational opportunities? Do
participants fear training in educational settings? Do teachers in schools simply not
offer enough training to students?
Summary Data of Sponsors Table
Type of Sponsor
Self-Sponsor
Family/Friend
Teacher

Number
221
120
107

My hunch is that most participants do not learn from teachers because they simply do
not offer formal training opportunities. Many teachers assume students already know
how to use technologies, that they will learn from peers, that they will drop the class, or,
even worse, that they will drop out of school. The result is that the participants in
Generaciones overwhelmingly relied on themselves, family, or friends to learn electronic
literacies.
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The next discussion of gateway data highlights that, ironically, most participants learned
electronic literacies in school settings, yet as the sponsorship data above highlights,
teachers were not the ones directly sponsoring them.
Puentes: Technology Gateways
My impression is that much of the literature on technology gateways conflates
“gateway” and “sponsor,” thus overlooking important subtleties. I agree with many
researchers that the factors and variables are indeed intermixed when considered in
their ecosystems. I may be the one who leans too atomistically in my analyses and
uses of these concepts. I realized, nevertheless, that Generaciones’ participants
necessitated evolved tools to see where and how they learned. This simple insight
required that I reorganize, expand, and create classificatory terms. “Technology
gateway” was one such concept needing some tweaking. I came to see technology
gateways in their spatial manifestations, not omitting that it is people who occupy
gateways and bring them to life, but, nevertheless, the roles they occupy are as
participants and sponsors.
Technology gateways are “where” technology is and, just as importantly, participants’
“awareness” that technologies exist in a place. For example, many in the El Paso and
Juárez community are aware that computer labs exist on the UTEP campus. However,
unless they are students, they cannot use the technologies available within the UTEP
labs. Similarly, Gabriel Aragon from Chapter 5 was aware of the technology gateway his
father had created in his home, but he was ostensibly not allowed to use the computer
(yet he managed to use it despite his mother’s protests). Cristina Gonzalez from
Chapter 3, who was aware of her grandfather’s traditional writing paraphernalia, would
explore these instruments whenever she visited his home. My own children are aware
that my computer exists in the garage, but they cannot use it without permission; they
are aware of video arcades at the mall, but know that without their parents and money
they cannot explore them. I am aware of servers on campus and elsewhere, but
without permission to access them, I cannot use them. If we have awareness of and
access to such sites, my research suggests that we have better opportunities to
experience varying levels of sponsorship, as the last section on sponsorship revealed.
Access and sponsorship suggest more advanced traditional and electronic literacies for
participants.
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Consequently, the Generaciones’ survey queried participants about the actual physical
locations where they learned electronic literacies. The patterns that emerged are
shown in each of the following thirteen gateway tables. Because three patterns
revealed themselves in each case, I summarize this data into three narrower
categories—home, school, and work—at the start of each table.
Gateway Table 1 reveals that participants learned to use email mostly in school
settings, while Sponsor Table 1 divulged that only fourteen of forty-nine total
participants said teachers taught them. Despite the setting, then, many participants
learn to use email from family, friends, and by self-sponsoring.
Gateway Table 1: Where Did You Learn about Email?
Home: 15 School: 23 Work: 8 Total: 46
Place
Home
College class
School-Not specified
Junior high school
Senior high school
Military
Friends’ home
Relative’s home
UTEP class
Workplace

Number
13
8
8
3
3
2
1
1
1
6

Gateway Table 2 shows that school settings dominated (twenty-six of thirty-nine total)
where participants learned to do research on the Web, while Sponsor Table 2 revealed
that eighteen of forty-three participants said a teacher taught them in these settings.
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Gateway Table 2: Where Did You Learn To Do Research on the Web?
Home: 8 School: 26 Work: 5 Total: 39
Place
College
High school
School-Not specified
Workplace
Home
UTEP
Friend’s home

Number
9
8
5
5
5
3
3

University

1

Gateway Table 3 focuses on where participants learned to play computer games. Not
surprisingly, twenty-two of thirty-six said they learned gaming at home. Surprisingly,
twelve indicated they learned at school! Sponsorship Table 3 revealed that only three
of forty-six participants said a teacher taught them. The implication is that participants
do play games in school settings, yet gaming is not explicitly taught pedagogically.8
Gateway Table 3: Where Did You Learn To Play Computer Games?
Home: 22 School: 12 Work: 1 Total: 36
Place
Home
School-Not specified
High school
College
Relative’s home
School-Elementary school
Workplace
Military
Friend’s home

Number
18
4
3
3
3
2
1
1
1

Not surprising in Gateway Table 4 is that thirty-four of forty-nine participants learned
oral presentation literacies using PowerPoint in a school setting, and twenty-eight of
8

My son’s best friend’s dad is an engineering professor. He has all the latest gaming systems and games.
Moreover, he regularly has social computer gaming gatherings at school and at his home for his graduate
engineering students.
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forty-seven said a teacher instructed them (Sponsor Table 4). Such teacher
sponsorship is closer to what I believe should be the norm. If we leave such learning to
friends, family, and self, inevitably much of the population will experience baches, not
puentes.
Gateway Table 4: Where Did You Learn To Prepare Oral Presentation Slides
(PowerPoint, etc.)?
Home: 7 School: 34 Work: 8 Total: 49
Place
School-Not specified
College
Workplace
High school
UTEP
Home
University

Number
11
9
8
7
6
5
1

Friend’s home

2

Despite the wide use of programs like PowerPoint for presentations, Gateway Table 5
demonstrates that most participants learned to take photos or manipulate images in
their homes. The implications are that such practices are not supported in school
settings, and from what I have informally observed, most participants in school and
workplace settings tend to use clip art in their deliveries.
Gateway Table 5: Where Did You Learn To Take Digital Photographs or
Manipulate Photographs?
Home: 15 School: 5 Work: 3 Total: 25
Place
Home
Workplace
UTEP
Party
Friend’s home
University
College
Best Buy
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Gateway Table 6 understandably highlights that the home is a usual gateway for
making greeting cards, with a total number proportionate to those who self-sponsor (see
Sponsorship Table 6).
Gateway Table 6: Where Did You Learn To Make Greeting Cards?
Home: 22 School: 4 Work: 1 Total: 27
Place
Home
UTEP
Friend’s Home
School-Not specified
Workplace
University dormitory (home)

Number
19
2
2
2
1
1

Gateway Table 7 communicates that nineteen of twenty-five participants downloaded
music from home. This is not surprising since most schools do not allow students to
illegally download music and/or potentially contract computer viruses.
Gateway Table 7: Where Did You Learn To Download Music from the Internet?
Home: 19 School: 6 Work: 0 Total: 25
Place
Home
Friend’s home
College
High school
Military (school)
School-Not specified

Number
16
3
3
1
1
1

Gateway Table 8 reveals that schools are where students use the Web the most, and
Sponsor Table 8 indicated that ten of twenty participants said a teacher instructed them
in such settings.
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Gateway Table 8: Where Did You Learn To Design Web Sites?
Home: 2 School: 16 Work: 1 Total: 19
Place
UTEP
College
Home
Military (school)
School-Not specified
Workplace

Number
9
5
2
1
1
1

Similar to where participants download music, Gateway Table 9 shows they also chose
home as the gateway to download software. I believe this is more a school restriction
than any other.
Gateway Table 9: Where Did You Learn To Download Software from the Internet?
Home: 12 School: 7 Work: 1 Total: 20
Place
Home
College
UTEP
Workplace
Military (school)

Number
12
3
3
1
1

The responses shown in Gateway Table 10 match participants’ responses to Sponsor
Table 10: School settings are where they learned to create their projects and they were
sponsored for the most part by teachers.
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Gateway Table 10: Where Did You Learn To Create Multimedia/New Media
Projects?
Home: 2 School: 9 Work: 3 Total: 14
Place
UTEP
Workplace
Home
School-Not specified
College
High school
University

Number
3
3
2
2
2
1
1

Gateway Table 11 shows that the gateways where participants accessed and became
involved in chat rooms are fairly close, with home at fourteen and school at nine.
Sponsor Table 11, however, indicated that only one of the thirty participants was taught
by a teacher.
Gateway Table 11: Where Did You Learn To Participate in Chat Rooms?
Home: 14 School: 9 Work: 9 Total: 23
Place
Home
College
School-Not specified
Cousin’s home
Friend’s home
UTEP
Military (school)

Number
10
5
2
2
2
1
1

While sponsorship for this type of project was well balanced (Sponsorship Table 12),
Gateway Table 12 also indicates that the gateway of choice for learning to design and
print hard copy documents is school.
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Gateway Table 12: Where Did You Learn To Design and Publish Printed
Documents?
Home: 6 School: 15 Work: 4 Internet Café: 1 Total: 26
Place
School-Not specified
Home
Workplace
College
High school
UTEP
Internet café
University

Number
7
6
4
3
2
2
1
1

Home and school were the overwhelming choices for practicing literacies such as using
online dictionaries, as Gateway Table 13 illustrates. This could be because they are
where most participants must practice and need such literacies.
Gateway Table 13: Where Did You Learn About Consulting Online Dictionaries,
Thesauruses, Language Translation Software, and Bibliography Software?
Home: 12 School: 18 Work: 4 Total: 34
Place
Home
School-Not specified
Workplace
College
High school
UTEP

Number
12
9
4
4
3
2

The Summary Data of Gateway Tables pulls together the results from all thirteen
gateway questions. It reveals that school is where most participants learned and
practiced electronic literacies. In the early chapters of Generaciones we saw that few
individuals had a computer at home and most saw it as an extension of work. In later
chapters, computers became more visible and used for multiple purposes.
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Summary Data of Gateway Tables
Place
School
Home
Work

Number
184
156
47

Baches: Final Thoughts
The most prominent baches, or potholes, that stood out in the survey data on
sponsorship and gateways is that teachers have played a minor role in sponsoring
participants to learn new electronic literacies, yet it is overwhelmingly in school settings
where participants learn new literacies (with home a close second). This dynamic is
both inspiring and alarming; it is exciting because participants are learning on their own
and through dynamic social networks of friends and family.
Yet it is disquieting for two reasons that stand out at this point. First, many people lack
access, exposure, or motivation (or are intimidated) to seek out places and people who
can assist them in their own struggles to learn new electronic literacies. Second, if the
pattern follows nationally, our youth will be learning alone, self-sponsoring, or with
instruction from peers. This is, perhaps, less significant for the 1920-1985
generaciones, and more important for younger ones who navigate the great open
spaces of the Web and who come into contact with every type of predator and outlaw
possible, ranging from MySpace and Facebook predators and pornographers to
unscrupulous online sellers. Because I am the father of twelve-year-old twins, I am
alarmed. I must assume a new direct sponsor role in teaching my children about these
predatory practices. In this regard I must teach them to rhetorically read landscapes, to
feel open to electronic exploration, but to recognize 21st century electronic criminals.
For example, in my new direct sponsorship I must set the computer (and TV) sites with
parental controls, which are only partially useful at best, and overly limiting in others. I
must, moreover, instruct them how to read “hooks” or invitations from such predators,
and to trust me to intervene when they are in doubt. Chapter 5’s Gabriel Aragon was the
only participant to mention that his mother was concerned and cautioned him about
some of these dangers.
There has been a great deal of discussion regarding the connection between literacy
and economic success. I disagreed with this in the introduction, where I argued that
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literacy values are prejudiced, as are the types of companies and jobs that come to this
Latino/a border community. The low per capita income in El Paso makes clear that
economic mobility has a lot of baches. This issue is not a single bache, something clear
like a dichotomous digital divide. This potholed technology road is traversed by those
who cannot travel on better, faster roads, who may be “unaware” of what faster roads
are like. Tyner tells us that “Youth are wired. They daily use all manner of electronic
media at home and in their neighborhoods. Students who do not have computers at
home encounter them at friends’ houses, in stores, libraries, video parlors, and on
kiosks in public spaces. In contrast, digital tools are uncommon and precious in the
average classroom” (70). The data in Generaciones supports this, but I also believe
that for each one who does “have” access, another thousand do not.
I enter into the conversation of “having and not having” through an example of two
students from a freshman class I taught last semester in which we examined murals in
various ways: visiting them, viewing them digitally, and watching them on video. One
student, Mario, who has no computer and was unable to work from home or the other
“multitudes” of “free” wireless locations, had to come to campus to wait to get a
computer station, and then hope it had the software he needed to edit text, images,
video, and post his work to the Web in his developing webfolio. He worked hard on his
projects because his father was involved in early mural painting in El Paso in the 1980s
and he was able to share many firsthand insights into the early movement and painters
here. On the one hand, he is aware of the technology an open gateway on campus
offers him, but other socioeconomic factors prevent him from using these technologies:
he works full time, is an involved father of two, and though he creates time in his
schedule, he cannot create time to wait in line for a computer on campus. As
importantly, he cannot afford a home computer, much less a laptop with wireless
connectivity.
Another student from the same class, Miguela, has ideal mobile micro-literacy zones,
including a digital camera and a laptop with wireless. She can work anywhere on
campus, at home, or wherever wireless is available. She can create work in more
places, show others her work easier, get feedback and criticism, and move about
easier. Money has allowed her to access and practice electronic literacies with fewer
challenges. The difference between these two participants, I stress, is that Mario is on
the camino de tierra lleno de baches (he gets by on frayed bootstraps) while Miguela
cruises on a superhighway. Mario experiences one bump after another. Miguela has
opportunities laid smoothly ahead of her. While Tyner argues that “there is some
evidence that new technologies hold promise to break down the barriers of social
inequity” because “they enhance the curriculum and expand the resource base outside
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the four walls of the classroom by providing teachers and students with community
mentors, information, and tools,” my experience has shown the opposite (86). In the
end, the wonder of wireless is playing out to maintain superhighways and caminos de
tierra llenos de baches. The words of Chapter 4 participant Corina Jiménez’s bache
perspective reflect the technology challenges for parents and educators:
I think the educational system places much value on computer use and tends to
take it for granted that most people can afford a computer. The reason school
can be difficult if you don’t own a computer is because of assignments in class
that require you have a computer. For those who cannot afford one they have to
make special trips to school just to use a computer or have to use a relative’s or
friend’s computer. I think that teachers and professors have to stay on top of their
students or even two steps ahead of them and learn the newest updates,
software, websites that sell papers so that they are not fooled by students.
Corina’s reflection is important because she keenly observes that the educational
system (as much as the workplace system) places a lot of value on electronic literacies,
yet no school states what students should know, should have access to, or should own
to be competitive and successful. The other issue, teacher technology preparedness, is
indirectly sponsored by schools when they supply teachers with a computer and basic
software. Direct sponsorship at schools, which would help teachers to be “a few steps
ahead” of their students, do not exist. The sponsorship table results in this conclusion
make this point clear.
While teachers are affected by their lack of both technology access and sponsorship
needed to be competitive in their teaching, we also see an ominous trend developing in
this country for students. While old technologies were bought by schools districts—
sewing machines, shop class machines, even supplied or rental band equipment—more
and more students are expected to purchase newer technologies to support the
demands from institutions of higher education. The demands are not as evident in
economically stronger areas of the country. However, in weaker areas like the
borderlands, such purchases are difficult, especially for families. As noted in the
introduction, the average family in El Paso makes $15,630 annually. With more and
more schools going wireless, the implication is that students will be required to
purchase the necessary wireless laptops to work in these modern settings. The good
news is the bad news: No longer do we have crowded computer labs full of cables.
Students can sit anywhere and have access to their work, as they go into more debt, as
Bill Gates retires at fifty-eight, the wealthiest man in the world. Of course in these newly
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improved wireless campuses, students are expected to pay for their hard copy blackand-white and color printouts. The baches keep those with less technology at their
fingertips moving slower, or, in too many untold stories, stalled by the side with limited
opportunities to even get into the slow lane.
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Appendix A: Video Consent Form
Informed Consent Form for Video/Audio Interview
This interview seeks to find out what some of your experiences were learning and using technology.
The interview is a follow up to an earlier survey you participated in. We are looking to hear your full
stories. You will be video recorded, or audio recorded, and many of the same questions from the
survey will be asked. We ask that you talk as much as you wish. Also, if you have any video or
pictures you would be willing to share, ones that relate to your experiences in your chapter, we
would copy these and return them to you.
If you live outside the local calling area, you may call the principal investigator collect at any time to
find out that status of the project. If your data are used, or you are interviewed, your name will be
changed, according to your choice below, in any published studies to protect your privacy.
Please circle your choice:
Yes, I prefer my real name
No, I prefer a pseudonym, or fake name
With this form, I give permission to John Scenters-Zapico to use my videotaped responses and
pictures I supply him with for his academic studies, presentations, or publications about
technological literacy. I understand that my identity will be kept according to my choice above.
Name (please print): __________________________________
Signature: __________________________________
Date: __________________________________
Phone Number: __________________________________
Email: __________________________________
Signature(s) (If subject is under 18 years of age, parents must also sign)
__________________________________
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Appendix B: U.S.-Mexico Border Electronic Literacy
Autobiography
Interviewer:
Time, Date & City:
Setting:
U.S.-Mexico Border Electronic Literacy Autobiography
The purpose of this study is to identify how people from the U.S.-Mexico border, specifically
Arizona, California, New Mexico, and Texas, have learned to be literate—to read and
compose—in print and online. I am focusing on people who now speak and write English, even
though they most likely learned English after learning to read and write in Spanish.
If you agree to participate in this project, we will ask you questions about your parents’ and
family’s literacy practices and values and about your own literacy. We will also ask about your
experiences using computers. Please take your time and answer as fully and completely as
possible. You don’t have to answer all the questions in one sitting. The more stories you can
tell us, the more valuable we will find your answers. Several sections ask you to talk about
family members’ experiences; if you want and they are willing you can have them complete
these sections. If they do any part of the survey, please have them sign the permission form
and make it known which sections they complete.
The results of this study will be used to improve literacy instruction in the United States—
especially for Spanish speaking students, and to understand, historically, how electronic literacy
developed along the U.S.-Mexico border during the latter half of the 20th century and the first
decade of the 21st century.
Please be sure before you begin to respond to these questions that you have read, signed, and
mailed to me (John Scenters-Zapico, Dept. of English, University of Texas at El Paso, El Paso,
TX 79968) an “Informed Consent” form. Participants under 18 years of age must have this form
signed by their parents as well as signing it themselves.
Demographic Information
Name:
Current Occupation:
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Previous Occupations (if applicable):
Intended Occupation (if applicable):
Academic Major (if applicable):
Your place and date of birth:
Where did you live?
Growing up:
Now:
Nationality:
Race:
Ethnic Heritage:
Religion/denomination (optional):
Immediate family members and ages:
•

How would you describe your family economic circumstances when you were growing
up? (circle one choice and explain)
we had very little money,
we were comfortable,
we were well off,
we were extremely well off

Your Early Personal Memories:
•

Can you describe the house you lived in? Was it in a town or in
the country? What did it look like?

•

Can you tell stories about what you did around the house, at home?

•

Did you have any hobbies when you were growing up? When you were a teenager?
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•

Who were your heroes when you were growing up (e.g., from movies, books, comics,
politicians)?

•

Who did you want to be like when you were a child? Why? Can you tell us any stories
about this?

•

Who did you want to be like when you were a teenager? Why? Can you tell us any
stories about this?

Early Exposure to Literacy
About You and Writing:
•
Can you tell us the story of how/when/why you learned to read and write in Spanish? If
you remember the story please share it with us.
•

Can you tell us the story of how/when/why you learned to read and write in English? If
you remember the story please share it with us.

•

Did you read at home? If so, what? (newspapers, magazines, Bible, Koran, pamphlets).
Please describe or list the names/types of materials.

•

Did you write at home? (letters, stories, school work) If so, what?

•

Can you remember anything that your mother/father/grandparents said about reading?
•
About writing?
•
About education?

About Your Mom and Dad/Guardian and Writing:
•

Can you tell us the story of how/when/why your mom and dad/guardian learned to read
and write in Spanish? English? If you know each person’s story please discuss both.

•

Did your mother and father read at home? If so, what? (newspapers, magazines, Bible,
Koran, pamphlets). Please describe or list the names/types of materials.

•

Did your father or mother/grandmother write on a regular basis? If so, what? (letters,
shopping lists, religious documents, community or organizational material).
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About Your Grandparents and Writing:
•

Can you tell us the story of how/when/why your grandmother(s) and grandfather(s)
learned to read and write in Spanish? English? If you know each person’s story please
discuss both.

•

Did your grandmother(s) and grandfather(s) read at home? If so, what? (newspapers,
magazines, Bible, Koran, pamphlets). Please describe or list the names/types of
materials.

About Your Aunts and Uncles and Writing:
•

Can you tell us the story of how/when/why your aunts and uncles learned to read and
write in Spanish? English? If you know each person’s story please discuss both.

•

Did your aunts and uncles read at home? If so, what? (newspapers, magazines, Bible,
Koran, pamphlets). Please describe or list the names/types of materials.

Your School Memories:
•

Can you tell what your elementary school was like?
Where was it
located?

What did it look
like?

Was it
segregated?
Integrated? (by
race, gender,
religion, other?)

What subjects did
you study?

What subject did
you like best?
Least? Why?

How did you learn
to read and write?
What strategies
and approaches
did your teachers
use to help you
become literate?

What kinds of thing
did you learn in
English class?

What kind of
reading and
writing and
speaking activities
did you do for
school?
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Can you
remember/tell
stories about any
of your teachers?

•

Who were your
favorite teachers?
Why? Your least
favorite? Why?

What newsworthy/political/historical
events were going on in your country
and in the world when you were in
elementary school?

What percentage of Spanish and English did you read in elementary school (Circle %
below)?
Spanish: 10-20%
English: 10-20%

20-50%
20-50%

50-80%
50-80%

Did your parents
read to you or
have you read to
them? Do you
remember any
authors or book
titles?

Did your parents
read to you or
have you read to
them?

Can you
remember any
authors or titles?

Did you do any
writing outside of
school? If so,
what kind?
(diary, plays,
stories, letters)
Can you tell us
any stories about
this? Can you
photocopy any
samples for us?

What did your
friends think
about writing and
reading at this
age? Can you
tell us any stories
about this?

At this age, what
did you want to
do/be when you
grew up?
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•

Can you tell what your secondary school was like?
Where was it
located?

What did it look
like?

Was it
segregated?
Integrated? (by
race, gender,
religion, other?)

What subjects did
you study?

What subject did
you like best?
Least? Why?

How did you learn
to read and write?
What strategies
and approaches
did your teachers
use to help you
become literate?

What kinds of thing
did you learn in
English class?

What kind of
reading and
writing and
speaking activities
did you do for
school?

Can you
remember/tell
stories about any
of your teachers?

Who were your
favorite teachers?
Why? Your least
favorite? Why?

What newsworthy/political/historical
events were going on in your country
and in the world when you were in
secondary school?

What did you do
outside of
school? Were
you in any clubs?
Sing in any
choirs?
Participate in any
plays? Do any
public speaking?

What was your day
like after school?
Can you tell us any
stories about this?

Did you read any books or stories at
home or outside of school? Can you
tell us any stories about this?
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•

List movies you watched at this age and say if they were in English or Spanish:

•

What format were the movies in? (circle all that apply)
At the theatre

•

video

CD

DVD

Did your parents
read to you or
have you read to
them?

Can you
remember any
authors or titles?

How did you get
access to books?
Was there a library
near your house?
If so, did you use
it? When? How
frequently?

Did you do any
writing outside of
school? If so,
what kind?
(diary, plays,
stories, letters)
Can you tell us
any stories about
this? Can you
photocopy any
samples for us?

What did your
friends think
about writing and
reading at this
age? Can you
tell us any stories
about this?

At this age, what
did you want to
do/be when you
grew up?

Did you listen to
songs in English?
Can you name a
few?

What percentage of Spanish and English did you read in secondary school (Circle %
below)?
Spanish: 10-20%
English: 10-20%
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•

What percentage of music did you listen to in
Spanish: _________%
English: _________%

Your Perceptions of Mexico and the U.S.
•

Can you tell us stories about what your family thought about Mexico when you were
growing up? When you were a teenager? (Please be as frank as possible.) Can you
tell us any stories about this?

•

Can you tell us stories about what your family thought about the United States when you
were growing up? When you were a teenager? (Please be as frank as possible.) Can
you tell us any stories about this?

•

Can you tell us stories about what your family thought about the possibility of your going
to school in the United States? (Please be as frank as possible.) Can you tell us any
stories about this?

Exposure to Computer/Electronic Literacy
•

Can you tell us the story about when, where, how you first came in contact with
computers? (e.g., in movies, in magazine ads, in store windows, at a friend’s home,
personal computers, computer games, mainframe computers)

•

Can you tell us the story about when, where, how you first learned to use computers?
Did anyone help or encourage you? If so, who? Why?

•

Can you tell us stories about how you felt about computers when you were growing up?
How your friends thought about computers? How your family felt about computers?

•

Is access to computers easy to obtain in Mexico or is it difficult?
Very accessible

•

Somewhat Accessible

Accessible Not Accessible

Did you, personally, (or members of your family or friends) have to struggle to get access
to computers, to get access to instruction on computers, or to develop the ability to read
and write in electronic environments?
Yes

No

What factors (social, educational, political, religious, economic) made it hard or easy to develop
electronic literacy (use of computers) in Mexico? Here in the U.S.? Please explain your answer:
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At home in Mexico
•

If your family had a computer at home when you were growing up, can you tell us the
story of buying the computer? Who bought it? What kind was it? What year? Why?

•

Can you tell us how much the computer cost? Can you talk about how
significant/serious that investment was in terms of your family’s regular budget?

•

For what purposes did you use computers when you first started? As you continued to
learn? Please list as many purposes as possible.

•

For what purposes did your parents use computers when they first started? As they
continued to learn? Please list as many purposes as possible.

•

For what purposes did your siblings use computers when they first started? As they
continued to learn? Please list as many purposes as possible.

•

If you had a computer at home, how often and for how long did you use it? What
contributed to your use of it or not? Are there any stories/incidents that you can
remember about this?

•

What did your mother/father/guardians think about computers?
(If you have any stories you can share that would illustrate the value you circle, please
do so)
Very Important

•

Important

Not Important

What did your sisters and brothers think about computers? (If you have any stories you
can share that would illustrate the value you circle, please do so)
Very Important

•

Not Important

What did your grandparents think about computers? (If you have any stories you can
share that would illustrate the value you circle, please do so)
Very Important

•

Important

Important

Not Important

What did your aunts and uncles think about computers? (If you have any stories you can
share that would illustrate the value you circle, please do so)
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Very Important
•

Not Important

What did your cousins think about computers? (If you have any stories you can share
that would illustrate the value you circle, please do so)
Very Important

•

Important

Important

Not Important

What did your friends at home think about computers? (If you have any stories you can
share that would illustrate the value you circle, please do so)
Very Important

Important

Not Important

At school in Mexico
•

Tell the story of how you first learned to use the computer at school: What was your
motivation? Age? Grade? Who helped? How did they help? What kind of support did
you have? In what classes did you learn to use the computer? How much access did
you have to a computer per day/week/month? How often did you actually use the
computer per day/week/month? In what setting did you use computers at school?

•

For what purposes did you use computers at school? Please list as many as possible.

•

For what purposes did other students use the computer(s) at school?

•

What did your teachers/the school you went to think about computers? What values did
they place on this activity? On their role? Do you have any stories you can tell us that
would illustrate the value the educational system placed on computers or computer
literacy?

Current exposure to computers in the United States
•

Do you (or your family) own a computer(s) now (circle one choice)?
Yes

No

If yes, please describe it (them):
•
Can you tell us the story of buying the computer? Who bought it? Year?
Why?
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•

•

Can you tell us how much the computer cost? Can you talk about how
significant/serious that investment was in terms of (your, your parents,
your family’s) regular budget?

Do you currently have access to a computer someplace other than at home? (circle all
that apply)
School

•

Workplace

Other

Describe how/why you use computers for each of the following purposes.
•

reading and writing email or letters

Frequently
more times a day)

Often
(5-9 times a day)

Occasionally
(1-4 times a day)

Never (10 or

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

programming

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

doing research on the web

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

downloading music from the Internet

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

designing web-sites
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Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

playing computer games

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

downloading software from the Internet

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

downloading movies from the Internet

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

completing multimedia/new media design

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

visiting chatrooms

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

contributing to listservs

Frequently
•

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
doing graphic art designs
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Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

designing and publishing printed documents (desktop publishing/page layout)

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

preparing oral presentation slides (PowerPoint, etc.)

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•
consulting online dictionaries, thesauruses, language translation software, bibliography
software
Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

making movies

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

making greeting cards

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
•

taking digital photographs or manipulating photographs

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?
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•

other (e.g., global positioning systems, CAD-CAM, simulations, language
learning, 3-D rendering, etc.—please be as specific as possible)

Frequently

Often

Occasionally

Never

Can you tell us any stories about this?

•

Describe who taught you to use computers for each of the following purposes (
e.g., parents, friends, teacher, myself, etc.), when they taught you (e.g., my first
year in college, when I was 10 years old, in 2002), and where this teaching took
place (e.g., dorm room, home, lab, friend’s house). Can you tell us any stories
about this?
•

email
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

programming
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

doing research on the web
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

downloading music from the Internet
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

designing web sites
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

playing computer games
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?
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•

downloading software from the Internet
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

downloading movies from the Internet
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

creating multimedia/new media projects
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

participating in chatrooms
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

contributing to listservs
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

doing graphic art designs
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

designing and publishing printed documents
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

preparing oral presentation slides (PowerPoint, etc.)
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

consulting online dictionaries, thesauri, language translation software,
bibliography software
Who taught you?
Year?
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Where?

•

•

making movies
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

taking digital photographs or the manipulating of photographs
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

making greeting cards
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

•

other (e.g., global information systems, CAD-CAM, simulations, language
learning, 3-D rendering, etc.—please be as specific as possible)
Who taught you?
Year?
Where?

Describe your current level of skill with computers (e.g., expert, competent, novice) for
the following purposes.
•

e-mail

expert
•

novice

competent

novice

programming

expert
•

competent

doing research on the web

expert

competent
•

novice

downloading music from the Internet

expert
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•

designing web sites

expert

competent
•

playing computer games

expert

competent
•

competent

competent

novice

creating multimedia/new media projects

expert

competent
•

novice

downloading movies from the Internet

expert
•

novice

downloading software from the Internet

expert
•

novice

novice

participating in chatrooms

expert

competent

novice

•

contributing to listservs
competent
doing graphic art designs

novice

•

competent

novice

expert
expert
•

designing and publishing printed documents

•

competent
preparing oral presentation slides (PowerPoint, etc.)

expert
expert

competent
•

novice
novice

consulting online dictionaries, thesauri, language translation software,
bibliography software

expert
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•

making movies

expert

competent
•

taking digital photographs or manipulating photographs

expert

competent
•

competent

competent

novice

competent

novice

using a cell phone

expert
•

text messaging on a cell phone

expert

competent
•

novice

other (e.g., global information systems, CAD-CAM, simulations, language
learning, 3-D rendering, etc.—please be as specific as possible)

expert
•

novice

making greeting cards

expert
•

novice

novice

using a cell phone’s digital camera

expert

competent

novice

Miscellaneous Questions
•

Do you know how to find free copies of commercial software to download (e.g., free
applications or free software for copying DVDs, CDs, music files, etc.) from the Internet?
Yes
No
•
Do you think that people of your age do a great deal of such copying? If so, what
kinds of programs and for what purposes?
•

Why do you think people copy such programs rather than buy them—what is
their rationale?

Scenters-Zapico

222

Generaciones’ Narratives

•

Who benefits the most from commercial software? Why?
•
•

•

Who is disadvantaged? Why?
Who benefits from being able to get a hold of free software and share software
freely? Why?

What are some strategies for finding free software?
•

From whom or from where do people get such free software?

•

What do you call these activities (e.g., “ripping,” “sharing,” etc.)? Can you tell us any
stories about such activities that people you know have been involved in?

•

What kinds of software applications/files do you download from the web? Please list as
many of these as possible.

•

For what kinds of things do you use such software/files?

•

Please describe your friends in this country (circle all that apply; if need be please
explain)

Mostly international
•

Mostly from the U.S.

Mostly from Mexico

What role do you see computers having in your future?

•
What role does your family see computers having in their future? Can you tell us any
stories about these?
Parents?
Very Important

Important

Unimportant

Important

Unimportant

Important

Unimportant

Important

Unimportant

Grandparents?
Very Important
Uncles and aunts?
Very Important
Sisters and brothers?
Very Important
Cousins?
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Very Important

Important

Unimportant

Important

Unimportant

Your friends?
Very Important
•

What values do you think the national educational system in Mexico currently places on
computer use? Do you have any stories you can tell us that would illustrate your
thoughts on this?

•

What values do you think the national educational system in the United States currently
places on computer use? Do you have any stories you can tell us that would illustrate
your thoughts on this?

•

When you write in English, do you think in English or in Spanish?

•

When you write in Spanish, do you think in English or in Spanish?

•

Do you dream in English, Spanish, or both? Please explain.

•

When you write (reports, letters), what software do you use?

•

What browser do you use? (Netscape, Explorer, Safari, other)?

•

Do you use Word for Spanish speakers?
Yes

•

No

Is there a difference between the way you write with computers and before you started
writing with computers?
Yes

No

If yes, please explain what the differences are.
•

Circle all the functions that you use when you write:

Copy-Paste
•

Spell Check

Grammar Check

Thesaurus

When you write in English, do you have someone look over your writing before you send
it out?
Always
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•

When you write in Spanish, do you have someone look over your writing before you
send it out?
Always

Sometimes

Never

•

English: What types of comments do your teachers make on your written assignments?

•

Spanish: What types of comments do your teachers make on your written assignments?

•

When you write on the computer in Spanish, do you use the accent marks such as í
(e.g., día) and ñ (e.g., pestaña)?
Yes

•

No

What is your experience inserting special characters in Spanish using a computer?
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Appendix C: Informed Consent Form
(Please return this signed form to John Scenters-Zapico)
Explanation of Study and Informed Consent Form: Print Literacy and Digital Study
The purpose of this study is to identify how people from the U.S.-Mexico border,
specifically Arizona, California, New Mexico, and Texas, have learned to be literate—to
read and compose—in print and online.
The results of this study will be used to improve literacy instruction in the United
States—especially for Spanish speaking students, and to understand, historically, how
electronic literacy developed along the U.S.-Mexico border during the latter half of the
20th century and the first decade of the 21st century.
Interviews will be conducted using email or word-processing files in which participants
fill out a survey. Individuals who are interviewed can receive copies of the study if they
request. If you live outside the local calling area, you may call the principal investigator
collect at any time. If you are interviewed, your name will be changed in any published
studies to protect your privacy or you will be asked if you want to co-author the paper
with the researchers. The time frame for collecting these surveys is June 23, 2005 to
June 23, 2006.
•
•

Are you willing to read and respond to draft reports of
the results of this study?

Yes

No

Do you wish to receive copies of the published
reports of this study?

Yes

No

If your answer was “Yes” to any of the three questions above, please supply your postal
mailing address:
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•
Are you willing to participate in follow-up interviews by telephone or email?
(Please note that the investigators will make every attempt to maintain the
confidentiality of email exchanges, but that the strictest level of confidentiality cannot be
guaranteed in this medium.)
Yes
No
If your answer to the above question is “Yes,” please provide your
telephone number:
email address:
With this form, I give permission to John Scenters-Zapico to use my questionnaire
responses in his academic studies, presentations, or publications about technological
literacy on the U.S.-Mexico border. I understand that my identity will be kept
confidential (unless I become a co-author of this paper) and that the written transcript
will not be given over to, or used by, persons other than the named researchers and
persons directly involved in this research project without my permission or without first
removing information that could be used to identify me to persons other than the original
researcher. I understand that my participation is voluntary in this project.
I understand that I can withdraw from the study at any time and without penalty of any
kind.
Name (please print): _______________________________________________
Name (signed in pen): ______________________________________________
Date: ____________________________________________________________
Signature(s) of parent/guardian (If subject is under 18 years of age, parents must also
sign.)
__________________________
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Researcher Signature: ___________________________________
John Scenters-Zapico
Dr. John Scenters-Zapico
English Department
University of Texas at El Paso
El Paso, Texas 79968-0526
jscenters@utep.edu
915.747.5702
If you have any additional questions about this research, please contact:
Karen Hoover
Institutional Coordinator
Research Review
University of Texas at El Paso
khoover@utep.edu
915.747.7939
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Appendix D: Generaciones’ Video Interview Library

Introductory Bridge Video
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Introduction: Angelica M.

Introduction: Cindy Selfe and Gail Hawisher

Introduction: Erika Mercado

Chapter 1: Marcia McNamee
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Chapter 1: Marcia McNamee

Chapter 1: Marcia McNamee

Chapter 1: Marcia McNamee

Chapter 2: Susana Corella

Scenters-Zapico

231

Generaciones’ Narratives

Chapter 2: Irma Mohammadi

Chapter 2: Angelica M.

Chapter 2: Angelica M.

Chapter 2: Angelica M.
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Chapter 2: Angelica M.

Chapter 2: Angelica M.

Chapter 2: Angelica M.

Chapter 2: Angelica M.
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Chapter 2: Susana Corella

Chapter 2: Susana Corella

Chapter 2: Susana Corella

Chapter 2: Irma Mohammadi
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Chapter 2: Irma Mohammadi

Chapter 2: Irma Mohammadi

Chapter 2: Irma Mohammadi

Chapter 3: Fernie Alañiz
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Chapter 3: Fernie Alañiz

Chapter 3: Fernie Alañiz

Chapter 3: Fernie Alañiz

Chapter 3: Fernie Alañiz
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Chapter 4: Corina Jimenez

Chapter 4: Gerardo Urquiza

Chapter 4: Gerardo Urquiza

Chapter 4: Gerardo Urquiza
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Chapter 4: Gerardo Urquiza

Chapter 4: Erika Mercado

Chapter 4: Erika Mercado

Chapter 4: Erika Mercado

Scenters-Zapico

238

Generaciones’ Narratives

Chapter 4: Erika Mercado

Chapter 4: Erika Mercado

Chapter 4: Erika Mercado

Chapter 4: Lucía Durá
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Chapter 4: Lucía Durá

Chapter 4: Martin Castro

Chapter 4: Martin Castro

Chapter 4: Corina Jimenez

Scenters-Zapico

240

Generaciones’ Narratives

Chapter 4: Corina Jimenez

Chapter 4: Corina Jimenez

Chapter 4: Corina Jimenez

Chapter 5: Gabriel Aragon
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Chapter 5: Gabriel Aragon

Chapter 5: Gabriel Aragon

Chapter 5: Gabriel Aragon

Chapter 5: Gabriel Aragon
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