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In an era marked by increasing global migration, this insightful and timely volume by Compton-Lilly and colleagues (2022) provides an important window into the literacy lives of immigrant children growing up within transnational families. Drawing upon a rich five-year longitudinal study, this book takes readers inside the lived experiences of nine elementary-aged children from immigrant backgrounds, exploring how their literacies, identities, and everyday practices are shaped by broader social, cultural, and educational forces. For scholars in literacy, classroom educators, and teacher educators, this work offers a deeply humanizing and theoretically sophisticated portrayal of children’s literacy development in contexts where language, culture, and mobility intersect.
The book is organized into nine chapters and an appendix. The first two chapters lay out the theoretical foundation, introducing a vast array of sociocultural (e.g., Apple, 2006; Bourdieu, 1986; Vygotsky, 1978; Volk, 2013) and sociomaterial (Fenwick & Landri, 2012) perspectives. Chapter 3 focuses on methodology and the rich and sustained data collection that allowed the co-authors to capture the complex, evolving literacy practices of the children over time. Chapters 4 through 8 present case studies framed by various theories. Chapter 4 examines how neoliberal school discourses shape notions of the “good reader” and influence the self-perceptions and reading identities of students. Chapter 5 applies Bourdieu’s (1986) concepts of capital and field to explore how emergent bilingual writers navigate classroom expectations. Chapter 6 traces the evolution of multilingual identities over time, and Chapter 7 focuses on the case of James, a Chinese American student whose syncretic literacy practices integrate elements from multiple languages and cultural domains. Chapter 8 brings a sociomaterial lens, showing how literacy is mediated by material objects, digital tools, and physical spaces (Pahl & Rowsell, 2010). The final chapter synthesizes findings from across the chapters, calling for educators and researchers to move beyond narrow, school-based conceptions of literacy.
The theoretical syntheses presented in the early chapters are both ambitious and innovative. By exploring sociocultural (Perry, 2012; Vygotsky, 1978) and sociomaterial (Fenwick & Landri, 2012) perspectives alongside transnationalism (Lam, 2009), the authors provide a comprehensive framework that captures the multifaceted nature of literacy in globalized contexts. Rather than treating literacy as an individual cognitive skill, the book conceptualizes literacy as a socially, culturally, and materially situated practice shaped by children's interactions across homes, schools, communities, and transnational spaces. This theoretical integration is one of the book’s most significant contributions, offering readers multiple lenses through which to understand the complexity of literacy development among immigrant children.
Compton-Lilly and her colleagues’ depth and empathy are among the book’s greatest strengths. Each chapter’s case study uses theory in a humanizing way, enabling readers, scholars and practitioners alike to connect with real children navigating multiple worlds. Detailed vignettes bring readers into the children's worlds and make abstract theoretical concepts tangible and accessible. The longitudinal nature of the study allows for a nuanced portrayal of how literacy identities are not fixed but develop over time in response to changing contexts. Each case study illuminates a different aspect of transnational literacy, offering readers multiple entry points into the complexity of immigrant children’s learning journeys. The integration of sociomaterial perspectives is particularly powerful because it draws attention to how literacy practices emerge through interactions among people, texts, technologies, material objects, and physical spaces (Fenwick & Landri, 2012; Pahl & Rowsell, 2010). By examining the role of digital devices, artifacts, and everyday environments in children’s meaning-making, the authors demonstrate that literacy development extends beyond individual cognition and classroom instruction. This perspective reminds readers that literacy is not only cognitive but also mediated by objects, texts, technologies, and the environments in which children live and learn.
This book makes a valuable contribution to literacy research and teacher education by foregrounding the experiences of transnational students and offering a holistic, culturally responsive view of literacy development. The authors challenge deficit-based assumptions that frame immigrant children as lacking linguistic competence or academic readiness. Instead, the book reveals transnational learners as resourceful meaning-makers whose literacy practices span languages, modalities, and social contexts.
For classroom teachers, this work provides an important corrective to standardized notions of what counts as reading and writing proficiency. It encourages educators to recognize and build upon the linguistic and cultural knowledge that immigrant students bring to school. Teachers may draw upon the book’s insights by incorporating multilingual texts, creating opportunities for students to connect home and school literacy experiences, and encouraging forms of storytelling that allow children to draw upon their transnational identities. The case studies illustrate how students’ multilingual and multicultural resources can function as assets for learning rather than obstacles to overcome. In doing so, the book encourages teachers to design literacy instruction that validates diverse linguistic repertoires and promotes more inclusive learning environments.
For teacher educators, the book offers rich case studies that can be used to help preservice and in-service teachers critically examine assumptions about language, literacy, and immigrant learners. The children's stories challenge deficit-oriented perspectives and encourage future teachers to recognize the diverse literacy practices students engage in across homes, schools, and communities. The book would be particularly valuable in literacy methods courses, multicultural education courses, and seminars focused on multilingual learners, where it can foster discussions about culturally sustaining and asset-based approaches to teaching.
For researchers, the book offers a methodological model of how long-term, relationship-based inquiry can yield deep insights into children’s literacy lives. The integration of sociomaterial theory, in particular, pushes the field to consider how objects, technologies, and spaces mediate literacy development—an area often overlooked by more cognitive or textual approaches.
The authors argue convincingly that literacy is not an isolated classroom skill, but rather a deeply social and material practice that unfolds across homes, schools, and community spaces. This theoretical tapestry draws upon Vygotskian sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978), as well as contemporary understandings of identity formation and transnational literacy practices (Lam, 2009).
Although the book offers rich theoretical insights, it leaves open important questions regarding classroom implementation. While the authors effectively demonstrate the complexity of immigrant children's literacy practices, they provide relatively few examples of how educators might translate these theoretical insights into specific instructional practices. Teachers seeking concrete strategies for supporting transnational and multilingual learners may therefore need to make their own connections between theory and practice. Additionally, because the study focuses on nine children within particular contexts, readers should exercise caution when generalizing the findings to all immigrant communities. Furthermore, the book's dense theoretical discussions may be challenging for classroom teachers who are unfamiliar with sociocultural, sociomaterial, or transnational frameworks. Nevertheless, these limitations do not diminish the book’s overall contribution. Rather, they point to opportunities for future research and professional development that further bridge theory and practice. Despite these limitations, the book’s influence is clear: it invites literacy scholars and educators to reconceptualize what it means to become literate in a globalized world.
As a multilingual mother raising three children across transnational contexts and as a former English language and literacy teacher in Pakistan and the Middle East, this book deeply resonated with me on both professional and personal levels. The stories of children negotiating multiple languages and identities reminded me of my own students who moved between home cultures and school expectations, often struggling to reconcile the two. It also made me reflect on my own children’s literacy practices, such as mixing Urdu lullabies with English picture books or engaging in digital storytelling in ways that draw upon their multilingual heritage. As a researcher, I am particularly inspired by how the book affirms the importance of sustained, relationship-based inquiry for capturing the dynamic, evolving nature of literacy development.
Children in Immigrant Families Becoming Literate offers an essential, timely contribution to literacy scholarship and practice. Its blend of rich ethnographic detail, theoretical innovation, and humanizing storytelling makes it a worthwhile read for teacher education faculty, researchers, and especially classroom teachers working with immigrant and multilingual learners.
References
Apple, M. W. (2006). Educating the right way: Markets, standards, God, and inequality. Taylor & Francis.
Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In J. Richardson (Ed.), Handbook of theory and research for the sociology of education (pp. 241–258). Greenwood.
Compton-Lilly, C., Shedrow, S., Hagerman, D., Hamman-Ortiz, L., Chi, Y. K., Kim, J., Lee, S. Y., Papoi, K., Quast, E., Taira, B. W., & Zheng, B. (2022). Children in immigrant families becoming literate: A window into identity construction, transnationality, and schooling. Routledge.
Fenwick, T., & Landri, P. (2012). Materialities, textures and pedagogies: Socio-material assemblages in education. Pedagogy, Culture & Society, 20(1), 1–7. https://doi.org/10.1080/14681366.2012.649421
Lam, W. S. E. (2009). Multiliteracies on instant messaging in negotiating local, translocal, and transnational affiliations: A case of an adolescent immigrant. Reading Research Quarterly, 44(4), 377–397. https://doi.org/10.1598/RRQ.44.4.5
Pahl, K., & Rowsell, J. (2010). Artifactual literacies: Every object tells a story. Teachers College Press.
Perry, K. H. (2012). What is literacy? A critical overview of sociocultural perspectives. Journal of Language and Literacy Education, 8(1), 50–71.
Volk, D. (2013). “Contradictions, clashes, cominglings”: The syncretic literacy projects of young bilinguals. Anthropology & Education Quarterly, 44(3), 234–252. https://doi.org/10.1111/aeq.12024
Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. Harvard University Press.

Shazia Hamid (shamid@email.sc.edu) is a PhD candidate and graduate research and teaching assistant in the Department of Teacher Education, College of Education, University of South Carolina, Columbia, SC. Follow her on LinkedIn @ shaziahamid2025

