
Micro essay 
“Living on borders and in margins, keeping intact one's shifting and multiple identity and 
integrity, is like trying to swim in a new element, an 'alien' element” (Anzaldúa, 1999, 
preface) 
 

When I was seventeen years old I picked up a copy of Gloria Anzaldúa’s seminal 
text Borderlands: The New Mestiza (1999) and read it cover to cover. It had a profound 
impact on my sense of identity and thinking. Anzaldúa’s acknowledgement of a 
“borderland” as a liminal space in which its inhabitants are the “prohibited and 
forbidden” (1999, p. 3) spoke deeply to my personal experience. I was raised between 
two countries, two school systems and five languages. I attended schools in both Spain 
and the United States and, in addition to English and castellano, I was also often 
exposed to gallego (Galician), Italian and Neapolitan, the latter being my mother’s 
native language. While I had, and continue to have, a deep appreciation for my 
transnational upbringing, I remember the exhaustion and confusion I felt by the constant 
questioning of my “belonging.” When living in Spain, I was often perceived to be la chica 
americana, while my childhood in the U.S. echoed (was rife/plagued) with questions 
such as- Where are you from? What kind of name is Talía? No, where are you really 
from?  

Anzaldúa’s text, in conjunction with my lived experience, helped me to 
understand as an adult just how much my personal identity was, in fact, transnational 
(interstitial) and multilingual, and not tied to conventional ideas of nationhood, language 
and identity. It shaped not only my thinking but many of the professional decisions I 
have made in the twenty years since I first read her text. 

As a Spanish teacher at an ethnically diverse independent school in New York 
City, The School at Columbia (TSC), I am charged with designing the integrated 
Spanish curriculum for our school. While I have worked with every grade over my 
fourteen year tenure at TSC, I have spent the last few years teaching exclusively eighth 
grade. Our eighth grade Spanish curriculum connects to our overarching theme of 
social justice through the lense of Latinos in the United States. The themes of 
binationalism, identity and belonging are woven throughout every unit. For example, 
within our unit of El sueño americano:¿realidad o fantasía? we learn about the history of 
the U.S./México border and discuss the arbitrary nature of borders and citizenship. 
Within our unit of Latino Nueva York we learn about Nuyorican activism in New York 
and analyze how both the Puerto Rican and Dominican diasporas have shaped new 
cultural and linguistic phenomenon, particularly in our city. Within our unit on Latinos y 
la lucha por los derechos civiles we discuss the ethics of citizenship and invite a few 
young DREAMERS into our school to speak to us about their activism, their sense of 
identity, and why the DREAM act is so important to them. This unit, as one might 
imagine, is even more important given the current anti-immigrant climate in the U.S. 
Finally, within our last unit of Poesía Latina students read poems by Gina Valdés, Luis 
Alberto Ambroggio and Julia Álvarez that speak to transnational, multilingual and 
sometime bifurcated linguistic and cultural identities.  



While I present the themes of binationalism and identity within the canon of 
Latino literature and thought to my students, they resonate with many students who 
come from multi-ethnic or multicultural families and are also a part of our “imagined 
community” (Anderson, 2006) of borderland natives. Through this unit of study, I aim to 
help students interrogate what it means to be a member of this borderland community 
and, particularly for my students who have never experienced the U.S.-México border, 
help them understand the experiences and stories of members of this distinct 
borderland.  
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