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                        There is growing attention towards how young 
citizens use online mediums with unique 
and deliberate voices—they are finding “more 
democratic space” and defining their way of 
participating via Facebook, Twitter, blogs, and 
other online mediums that recast citizenship in 
valuable ways. —Cinthia Salinas  (personal com-
munication, November 5, 2013)    
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 Over the past two years it has been my plea-
sure to edit this column on digital litera-
cies and popular culture for the  Journal 

of Adolescent & Adult Literacy . This installment is my 
last as editor, and I would like to begin with some 
reflection. First, I want to thank the journal editors, 
Margaret Hagood and Emily Skinner, as well as ad-
ministrative assistant Margaret K. Manuel, for their 
support and confidence. My overarching goal for 
these eight columns has been to discuss digital and 
popular culture literacies from a sociocultural per-
spective. Specifically, I have attempted to highlight 
intersections of race, ethnicity, class, and languages 
with digital and popular culture literacies. Exploring 
21 st - century literacies through a critical multicultural 
lens, I believe, helps identify possibilities for finding 
more democratic spaces inside and outside of class-
rooms, as is suggested in the quote from social studies 
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education scholar Cinthia Salinas that begins this 
column. 

 Much of the conversation around 21 st - century lit-
eracies emphasizes the importance of collaboration. 
To promote diversity of perspectives and content, I in-
vited colleagues to contribute columns, and I am ex-
ceedingly grateful to those who participated over the 
past two years, including Marcelle Haddix, Yolanda 
Sealey- Ruiz, Janie Jaramillo Santoy, Audra Roach, 
Carmen Liliana Medina, Gustave J. Weltsek, and 
Jacqueline Vickery. Their unique perspectives and 
expertise provided valuable insights into such issues 
as the digital and popular literacies of urban youths, 
Chicana bloggers and online identity representa-
tions, open- access to online scholarship, and local 
and global literacies in critical drama- based peda-
gogy. I hope this series has added to the larger con-
versation and, specifically, to exploring possibilities of 
more democratic space in and outside of classrooms. 

 For the remainder of this column, I will highlight 
a recent publication that I consider an exemplary text 
when viewing digital literacies through a critical and 
sociocultural lens. Through analysis of this text, I 
hope to highlight issues and practices that educators 
can use to promote critical 21 st - century literacies with 
their students.

               “The Boy Made of Lightning”:  
A Multimodal and Interactive E- Book 
About a Civil Rights Hero 
  The Boy Made of Lightning  (Gonzalez,  2013 ) tells the 
true story of Willie Velasquez, an organizer and pio-
neer of voting rights who won the Presidential Medal 
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of Freedom in 1995. Although Velasquez made a huge 
impact with his work, until now no children ’ s book had 
been written about him, and his name remains absent 
from most social studies curricula, including in his na-
tive Texas. Author Barbara Renaud Gonzalez crafts the 
story starting with Velasquez ’ s life as a boy in the Westside 
barrio of San Antonio. There he witnessed social inequi-
ties, such as lack of proper drainage that caused flooding 
when it rained, a problem that did not occur in more af-
fluent parts of the city, which were equipped with storm 
drains. His observations led him to a life of organizing 
for voting rights in the Mexican American community 
and beyond, struggling to promote civil rights through 
wide- scale participation in the democratic process. 

  The Boy Made of Lightning  is published as an 
 electronic book that can be downloaded free from 
iTunes (see Figure 1). This interactive and multi-
modal book includes printed text with audio narration, 
colorful collage- style illustrations, embedded video, 
and original music. In addition, hyperlinks  connect 
to websites that offer background information. 

 Readers can elect to read the text or click on 
the audio narration read by Joaquin Castro, the U.S. 
congressman from Texas. Castro, who is from San 
Antonio, was a family friend of Velasquez. Along 
with his twin brother, Julian, who is the mayor of San 
Antonio, he has dedicated his life to improving the 
community through democratic engagement. This 
connection was perhaps partly inspired by early inter-
actions with Velasquez. 

 The text is written in English but includes dia-
logue in Spanish; such bilingual conversations are 
common in not only San Antonio but also many oth-
er parts of the United States. The e- book is designed 
with touch translations for monolingual English read-
ers. Each page contains colorful mixed- media illustra-
tions by Deborah Kuetzpalin Vasquez that combine 
painting and collage with photographs; the result is 
rich and detailed imagery full of cultural and histori-
cal connections that extend the text. Throughout the 
book are embedded videos that provide background 
information and audio files that include original mu-
sic, which supplements the text and adds to the mul-
tisensory reading experience. Although the book is 
written for children, high school students and adults 
will learn from it and be inspired to continue explor-
ing the history to gain more background. 

  Context 
 This true story about a pioneer of voting rights could 
not have come out at a more vital time given the 

wide- scale resurgence of voter suppression efforts 
plaguing the United States in recent years. The 
Supreme Court ’ s ruling in the summer of 2013 to 
strike down key provisions of the Voting Rights Act of 
1965 has paved the way for new laws being proposed 
and implemented to limit early voting and absentee 
voting and to install restrictive voter identification 
requirements. Although these activities are ostensi-
bly done to reduce voter fraud, the results dispropor-
tionately reduce voting rights for African Americans, 
Latinos, women, the elderly, and students. It is hard 
to take seriously the argument that these laws are de-
signed to reduce voter fraud when virtually no evi-
dence of fraud exists. 

 If U.S. public schools are designed to produce 
citizens who can participate in a vibrant democracy, 
it seems logical that teachers should guide students 
in an analysis of current restrictions on voting rights 
and contextualize them as part of a larger civil rights 
narrative within the country ’ s history. It seems rea-
sonable that social studies would be a content area 
where such analysis might fit into the curriculum. In 
Texas, where Willie Velasquez was from and where 
moves to restrict voting rights were reinitiated liter-
ally hours after the 2013 Supreme Court ruling, the 
social studies curriculum has also been under attack. 
Texas made national news when conservative initia-
tives by the state board of education and in the state-
house called for the removal of curriculum regarding 
civil rights history and ethnic studies. These strug-
gles continue to play out in Texas and other parts of 
the country. 

 Cinthia Salinas, a social studies education schol-
ar, highlights the importance of social studies educa-
tion as imperative for society:

  The quality of “citizenship education”’ truly 
deserves greater attention. In general we need 
to consider how citizenship is fostered in our 
schools and through the social studies curricu-
lum. Integrating and emphasizing that our his-
tory is about inclusion and exclusion of citizens, 
that our use of the earth is patterned not only by 
an understanding of physical geography but also 
by how space is defined by communities of citi-
zens, and that our economic system serves to cre-
ated equities and inequities are but a sampling 
of what is fundamental to citizenship education. 
Public education provides the very internship for 
participation in our broader society and essen-
tially nurtures our abilities to nurture and sustain 
our democracy and society.  (personal communi-
cation, November 5, 2013)    
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 The story of Velasquez ’ s activism can serve as a 
model text that leads students in citizenship educa-
tion in much the same way that Salinas outlines.  The 
Boy Made of Lightning  is a counternarrative; it tells 
a history that is often left out of “official” accounts 
in textbooks. It is a “people ’ s history” (Zinn,  1995 ) 
that pushes back against dominant narratives that of-
ten cast Latino citizens in stereotypical and deficit- 
oriented ways. 

 In contrast to mainstream stereotypical depictions 
of Mexican Americans, this story provides a true ac-
count of a man who, in spite of obstacles, worked tire-
lessly and purposefully to gain education and justice 
for himself and the broader community. Gonzalez, 
an activist who has worked on voter registration 
campaigns, felt a close connection to Velasquez and 
intentionally wrote the story to inspire civic engage-
ment in young people. She carefully considered the 
book ’ s content and design to show children how 
Velasquez “changed the world because he listened to 
his heart. It ’ s a story of  conciencia …a model for their 
[children ’ s] own journeys” (personal communication, 
November 6, 2013). 

 The entire project, from the content of 
Velasquez ’ s life and the narration by Joaquin Castro 
to the culture- laden illustrations, use of bilingual dia-
logue, and embedded videos and music, provides an 
exemplary guide to the democratic potential of new 
media tools for 21 st - century texts. Although Barbara 
Renaud Gonzalez is not a technology expert, she 
embraces multiple literacies, explaining: “I believe 
that technology should serve us, not the other way 
around.…Now we have the capability to share our 
stories and participate in shaping the quintessential 
American narrative. If we want to” (personal commu-
nication, November 6, 2013).  

  Collaborative Model for Publishing 
  The Boy Made of Lightning  is a collaborative effort 
of a nonprofit organization, Alazan Arts Letters & 
Stories (AALS), which is dedicated to the creation 
of a series of stories focusing on marginalized Tejas 
heroines and heroes. Projects in the works include 
stories about Lydia Mendoza, Americo Paredes, 
Gloria Anzaldua, and Jovita Idar, among other im-
portant figures who have often been ignored both in 
mainstream accounts of history and in mainstream 
publishing. 

 It is important to note that this e- book is a collabor-
ative effort by the author, Barbara Renaud Gonzalez; 
the illustrator, Deborah Kuetzpalin Vasquez; media 

designers Kaye Cruz and Joey Lopez; and a host   of 
other collaborators. The new media landscape cen-
ters collaboration and cooperation, and this point is 
reflected in  The Boy Made of Lightning . This point 
should not be overlooked when considering this and 
other multimodal texts in classroom teaching and 
learning activities. 

 Another key point regarding this work is its ac-
cessibility. The team agreed that it was imperative to 
offer the e- book as a free download so that anyone 
anywhere can have access to its content. Although the 
format requires Internet access and use of an iPad, 
at this point such technology is almost ubiquitous in 
public schools across the United States. In addition, 
public libraries are increasingly becoming technology 
hubs that provide free access to the Internet and e- 
books. The city of San Antonio is leading the nation 
in this regard and has recently opened BiblioTech, 
the first public digital library. Although a library that 
houses no printed books might make some tradition-
ally minded readers cringe (myself included), it is a 
sign of the times. That it contains over 10,000 digital 
books in English and Spanish is amazing, and it also 
provides a wide variety of technology classes for adults 
and children. In terms of offering free and easy ac-
cess across socioeconomic lines, this state- of- the- art 
library on the south side of San Antonio appears to be 
a trailblazer. 

 The e- book  The Boy Made of Lightning  may be a 
free download, but it was not free to create. AALS, the 
nonprofit that created the book, needs donations to 
continue with the series. Anyone interested in helping 
can donate via its website (willievelasquezbook.com); 
all donations are tax deductible.  

FIGURE 1 Cover Image of The Boy Made of Lightning
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  Using This Work in Schools 
 As stated, I believe this e- book offers an outstanding 
example of the potential for new media to engage 
readers with multimodal texts and 21 st - century litera-
cies. I believe teachers of students of all ages will find 
powerful ways to use this text in classrooms. It lends 
itself to the integration of social studies, language 
arts, and technology. I look forward to exploring, and 
hearing about, examples of the ways teachers make 
use of this book in classroom contexts. There is great 
potential here for reading and critically analyzing 
this counternarrative as well as using the book as a 
mentor text that could guide groups of students in the 
creation of their own multimodal texts that examine 
marginalized histories of heroines and heroes from 
within their own communities.   

  Final Thoughts 
 It has been an honor to serve as column editor for 
the last two years. I hope the column has been 

interesting and thought- provoking and that use 
of the column as a platform to discuss digital and 
popular culture literacies through a critical socio-
cultural lens has resonated with readers and will 
add to the conversation about 21 st - century literacies, 
classroom teaching and learning, and the pursuit of 
more democratic space in and out of schools. I look 
with excitement at new works such as  The Boy Made 
of Lightning  and feel inspired and hopeful as more 
people of all ages engage in the reading, sharing, 
and creation of multimodal projects that tap new 
technologies to foreground diverse perspectives and 
experiences that have too often been marginalized 
in mainstream texts.  
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