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Tales From the Classroom: 

Teaching Latinx Auto-Bio Through Amber Padilla’s Comics 

By Katlin Sweeney Romero 

 As a student, it was rare that I connected with the characters whose stories comprised the 
assigned reading list for my high school and college literature classes. Like many Latinxs educated 
in the United States, my study of literature by and for Latinxs oscillated between no exposure (i.e., 
Latinx authors left off of the syllabus) and a single, themed week or unit on a canonical prose novel 
(usually Rudolfo Anaya’s 1972 novel Bless Me, Ultima or Sandra Cisneros’ 1984 novel The House 
on Mango Street).i Few times did my classes diverge from this standard, but when they did, it was 
largely because of the critical-creative labor of scholars of color who modeled how to bridge ethnic 
studies and cultural studies approaches with literary studies. Without their example, it is unlikely 
that I would have pursued a PhD in English and that I would now be teaching my own college 
courses featuring narrative media by and for Latinxs.   
 I begin with this brief summary of my experiences in the U.S. education system to gesture 
towards the positive learning outcomes associated with students reading Latinx literature in the 
classroom. Among these outcomes are students gaining new experiences by reading literature, such 
as the ability to identify with a main character, unpacking mediated stereotypes, or feeling 
compelled to write stories of their own.ii Both for myself and for my students, I have found that 
analyzing the mechanics of comics’ image-text relationship and its relevance to Latinx authors’ 
autobiographical writing is conducive for facilitating these learning experiences.  
 Over the last few years, I have developed a go-to list of comics (both print and digital) that 
I like to teach in my popular culture classes. I regularly add to this list by reading webcomics 
published on platforms like The Nibiii and The New Yorker Daily Shouts, following creators on 
Instagram, flipping through print anthologies, supporting the work of local creators, and 
contributing to various comics events.iv In many respects, I credit the publication of Frederick Luis 
Aldama’s 2018 anthology Tales From La Vida: A Latinx Comics Anthology with shaping this 
approach, as it was the combination of reading its contents, meeting its contributors at events, and 
following them online that introduced me to a creator whose work I now teach regularly: Mexican 
American cartoonist, Amber Padilla, and her comic, “Wongo-Wongo.”v 

The two-page comic, which appears in Tales From La Vida, is autobiographical, comprised 
of coming-of-age vignettes that show Padilla’s hesitations as a monolingual, fifth-generation, 
Mexican American residing in Southern California to self-identify as Latina. The first page 
establishes both media erasure of Latinxs and generational monolingualism as relevant to Padilla’s 
adolescent struggles with her ethnoracial identity, while the second page highlights awkward social 
encounters and personal revelations that engender her confidence in identifying as Latina as an 
adult. I argue that the autobiographical content and visual-verbal storytelling techniques presented 
in “Wongo-Wongo” make it one of Padilla’s most “teachable” comics. Her use of symmetrical 
panel layouts, text-based narration, and pictorial elements convey key takeaways about the comic’s 
main themes. At the same time, these formal techniques structure each page into three, distinct 
subsections of narration that stretch horizontally across the page and encourage reading from top 
to bottom and left to right.vi These subsections have dual significance. Individually, each section 
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addresses an aspect of Padilla’s ethnoracial identity (i.e., community, phenotype, or language) that 
she credits with being part of her journey towards self-acceptance. Collectively, these sections 
present varied opportunities for students to critically engage with the image-text relationship that 
is foundational to comics storytelling and a key feature of Latinx comics creators’ autobiographical 
work.  

 
Authorship: Assigning Contemporary Latinx Writers in the Classroom 
 
 Foundational to my course design is author selection—a process that affects everything 
from the historical periods covered by the syllabus to the number of readings I assign. At this stage, 
I consider how the authors I choose will shape students’ impressions of what Latinx literature is 
and who writes it. I also consider how the authors chosen can challenge students’ preconceived 
notions about who identifies with the term “Latinx” and what stories should be considered part of 
the Latinx literary canon. To that end, I take cues from Christopher González’s work on “narrative 
permissibility” and assess how the authors I select can help students critically examine the breadth 
of narrative techniques used by Latinx authors in their work. He poses that:    
 

Attending to Latino/a literature itself—its use of narrative techniques in creating 
storyworlds—allows us to understand how it has developed vis-à-vis an ever-shifting 
reading demographic and a publishing industry that has pressured and constrained Latino/a 
writing to conform to an a priori expectation of what such writing should be like, what is 
marketable, and what it should aspire to achieve. (10) 
 

With this in mind, I assign authors whose careers grant us insight into these conditions, whose 
work spans genre and/or medium, and whose narrative depictions of Latinx identity encourage 
nuanced discourse about the heterogeneity of Latinxs’ experiences and histories in the U.S. 
 My limited exposure as a student to Latinx literature aside from the canon also informs the 
emphasis I now place as a professor on introducing students to a diversity of Latinx literatures. 
Central to my approach is selecting contemporary authors who students are less familiar with and 
whose work can expand their definition of Latinx literature to include narratives in comics form. 
As the work of contemporary prose authors like Erika L. Sánchez, Elizabeth Acevedo, and 
Benjamin Alire Sáenz are increasingly being taught alongside the work of canonical authors like 
Sandra Cisneros, Ana Castillo, and Rudolfo Anaya, the contributions of Latinx comics creators are 
also being recognized for expanding the storytelling possibilities for Latinx characters in narrative 
media.  

In particular, comics scholars propose that Latinx comics creators’ autobiographical work 
in short-form (i.e., “auto-bio” comics) and long-form (i.e., graphic memoir) capacities push back 
against dominant narratives in the U.S. that historically vilify and denigrate Latinx populations. In 
her study of Latinx comics as counter history, Jennifer Caroccio Maldonado contends that “Latinx 
graphic memoirs and biographies represent both individual and collective narratives of marginality 
and subjecthood. It is in the in-between space of the comic page that new and complex 
understandings of Latinx identities are made” (7-8). Relatedly, Maite Urcaregui observes that 
creators like Eric J. García and Alberto Ledesma “use the comics form to reframe their reader’s 
point of view and raise a differential consciousness…the primacy of image in comics allows them 
to render complex ideological critiques efficiently and effectively on the page” (224). As Caroccio 
Maldonado and Urcaregui make clear, analyzing autobiographical comics by contemporary Latinx 
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authors directs readers’ attention to the affordances of telling nuanced Latinx stories through a 
visual-verbal narrative form. When teaching this work in class, I emphasize how Latinx authors’ 
use of text-based techniques like first-person narration and dialogue are enhanced through use of 
visual techniques like narration boxes, speech bubbles, and pictures, all of which enables them to 
contribute their own accounts of Latinx identity in the U.S.  

When assigning Latinx comics creators’ work in my classes, I typically select a few of their 
auto-bio comics so that class discussions can address the formal elements of short-form comics 
storytelling, the contributions of personal narrative to Latinx literary history, and the relevance of 
ethnoracial identity formation as a central theme in the canon. With this in mind, I finalize course 
readings based in part on which contemporary authors’ careers will lend well to discussions of how 
Latinx literature has evolved in the twenty-first century. I select authors who publish in both 
independent and traditional venues, who publicly mention their ethnoracial identity as a source of 
inspiration, and whose work models how Latinx auto-bio comics take cues and diverge from 
techniques used in prose memoir. I select authors who meet all of these criteria so that we may 
discuss topics ranging from social media platforms’ expanded distribution of authors’ work to why 
Latinx authors depict the intimate details of their life and identity in writing and how the pictorial 
aspects of comics storytelling enhance their ability to do so.vii By highlighting authors’ public 
discourse on identity as well as the key themes in their work, I underscore how contemporary 
Latinx comics both builds on a rich tradition of prose novels that established the canon and 
generates new pathways for future generations of writers.   
 One of the authors I frequently include in my syllabi is Amber Padilla (she/her): a Mexican 
American cartoonist and illustrator from Santa Ana, California whose auto-bio comics shed light 
on U.S.-born Latinxs’ experiences with ethnoracial identity formation. Her non-auto-bio work 
includes comics about anthropomorphic characters heading off on adventures and romance comics 
that can be read while listening to a specific song. Presently, Padilla is based out of Oakland, 
California and works as a staff artist at the Charles M. Schulz Studio in Santa Rosa, California. 
She regularly appears on panels at comics conventions such as San Francisco Zine Fest, The Latinx 
Comic Arts Festival, and San Diego Comic Con, where she discusses topics related to teaching, 
refining techniques, and representing Latinx identity in comics form.  

Prior to this, Padilla received her MFA in Comics from the California College of the Arts 
(CCA) in 2016, where she completed her thesis project entitled Reel Love. She went on to 
independently publish print versions of her comics Brown and Monolingual, Part One in 2019, 
Lavender Delight in 2019, and Palpitations in 2020. She also illustrated the comic Ophelia (written 
by Francesca de la Fuente and edited by Summer Sparacin) in 2016 and contributed solo-written 
and illustrated comics to two anthologies: “Wongo-Wongo” in Tales From La Vida with Mad Creek 
Books in 2018 (which I will discuss later) and “Like a Rainbow” in the Kickstarter-funded 
anthology Time After Time: An 80s Inspired WLW Anthology in 2020. More recently, she 
collaborated with fellow Latinx creatives Luis Manriquez and Theresa Rojas on the comic, 
“Adrift,” which appeared in the Frontline Comics Project in 2022. Currently, Padilla’s work in 
traditional literary publishing includes illustrating the graphic novel The Secret Garden on 81st 
Street; A Modern Retelling of The Secret Garden for Little, Brown in 2021 and debuting her first 
graphic novel as solo writer/illustrator, Sugar Coated, with Scholastic Graphix in 2024.   
 Padilla’s creative versatility and career trajectory exemplify the breadth of Latinx authors 
whose work evolves the Latinx literary canon and also challenges readers not to confine them to a 
single genre or medium. As I discuss later, I look to Padilla’s auto-bio comics on ethnoracial 
identity as exemplars of contemporary Latinx authors’ contributions to increased and nuanced 
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media representation of Latinxs in the twenty-first century. At the same time, I highlight her work 
beyond auto-bio to show students how critical study of Latinx authors spans genres, extends 
beyond legacy media, and includes formats other than the long-form, prose novel. The varied 
applications of Padilla’s work in the classroom highlight how author selection informs students’ 
understanding of the stories and mediums that comprise contemporary Latinx literature.   
 
Availability: Teaching Tales by Latinx Authors Across Formats  
 

Like author selection, the availability of a text in print and digital formats is central to my 
course design process. Very few of my students bring print copies of assigned readings into the 
classroom even when encouraged to, and conversations in passing have made clear that many 
prefer to read on their tablet or laptop. In some cases, students complete course readings on their 
smartphone at home and/or entirely rely on their phone to complete in-class reading exercises. As 
such, the literature I assign must be as easy to find (and in some cases, purchase) digitally as they 
are in print, or I run the risk of unequitable access amongst my students.viii  
 These classroom dynamic changes, coupled with my experience teaching virtually in the 
early years of the Covid-19 pandemic, inform my decision to assign readings that are less than five 
pages and that are in comics form in the first few weeks of class. Aside from the usual challenges 
of roster changes, I find that students often need more time to purchase or rent required books than 
the first two weeks allow. To ensure that they do not fall behind, I aim to make the first set of 
required readings available to them digitally and for free (when possible). Additionally, I find that 
giving students shorter readings that incorporate visual elements into the narrative (as short-form 
comics do) helps them gain their bearings with textual analysis before we build to the longer 
readings that are also the focus of their assignments. Working with short-form comics enables us 
to practice close reading techniques that underscore the benefits of rereading and prime us on key 
themes in the content that will carry over into future readings.   

Teaching Amber Padilla’s auto-bio comics is beneficial for this approach because of her 
work’s dual availability and coverage of themes relating to Latinx identity. Her short-form comics 
can be read digitally on her website, and print copies can be purchased directly through her Etsy 
shop or from her table at various comics conventions.ix Her published work with Mad Creek Books 
and Little, Brown can be purchased digitally or in print, and her discussion of Latinx representation 
in these and other projects can be accessed through panel recordings posted to YouTube and 
interviews conducted by online publications.x Additionally, snapshots of Padilla’s work in progress 
and information on what events she will be tabling and/or paneling at next can be found on her 
Instagram page.xi  

Padilla’s comic that I assign most often, “Wongo-Wongo,” appears in the anthology Tales 
From La Vida, which is available in both paperback and eBook formats.xii Its dual availability not 
only increases accessibility in the classroom but also provides opportunities to discuss how format 
shapes students’ reading experiences. While I am careful not to privilege one format over the other, 
I base some discussion on the affordances of each format. I encourage students to think critically 
about their reasons for selecting the format that they did and to consider how their experience 
might have changed if they had chosen differently. For instance, we dissect the process of reading 
a four-panel comic in three contexts: when looking at it on a single, printed page; when zooming 
in on one panel at a time with guided reading technologies on apps like Comixology Unlimited 
and hoopla Digital; and when swiping from one panel to the next on a carousel post on Instagram. 
This exercise helps students better understand comics terminology like “all-at-onceness,” panels 
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and gutters, and sequence than if we had limited our attention to only one format.xiii It also preps 
students for later questions regarding Padilla’s deployment of these techniques in “Wongo-Wongo” 
and how it compares to that of other works in Tales.   

Additionally, allowing print and digital copies of the text gives me a chance to observe how 
students interact with their book during class. I find that students with print copies of Tales are 
more likely to flip through and skim other comics in the collection during discussion. My 
observations and students’ comments reveal that their tactile engagement with the book increases 
their awareness of comics not assigned for class—even if only to avoid making eye contact when 
I pose a question to the class. I also find that students with digital copies of Tales tend to scroll 
past the other comics, their interaction with the page being zooming in or swiping back and forth 
between the assigned comic’s contents as opposed to reading elsewhere in the book. Their tactile 
engagement with the tablet, laptop, or phone screen does increase the likelihood of simultaneous 
scrolling in other tabs or windows; however, students using print copies of the text are also prone 
to glancing at their devices. Despite these challenges brought on by the attention economy, 
assigning comics that can be read in print and digitally is beneficial for student learning, 
particularly when analyzing formal elements of comics storytelling across formats.  

The affordances of accessing “Wongo-Wongo” in both print and digital formats are further 
enhanced by the comic’s inclusion in an anthology that foregrounds the work of contemporary 
Latinx comics creators. Teaching work that is part of an anthology is generative when talking with 
students about the roles that editors and publishers play in creating space for Latinx authors within 
traditional literary publishing so that their work can reach new audiences. Tales is well suited for 
these discussions, as the anthology highlights autobiographical work by Latinx authors at varying 
stages in their careers and offers compelling examples of comics storytelling that are no more than 
1-2 pages in length. As Angela M. Sánchez writes in her review of Tales, many of these comics 
“are ‘small’ stories, dissecting one-off encounters and moments of reflection for the author [and] 
it’s in these contained, personal vignettes that we see similarities to other Latinx experiences within 
the anthology itself” (“Bucking the Danger”). These points of connection are purposeful, as each 
creator’s work responds to a mutual prompt. Editor Frederick Luis Aldama notes in his preface to 
the collection that “contributors were asked to reflect upon the most significant moments in their 
lives, and each section of the book brings together vignettes exploring different facets of Latinx 
experiences,” which include interpersonal relationship encounters and influences of popular 
culture on identity, among others (xiii). Aldama organizes these contributions into seven distinct 
sections that ultimately “showcase the huge variety of styles and worldviews of today’s Latinx 
comic book creators” (xiii). These sections make it possible to teach Tales in smaller parts (not 
only as a full collection) and to show how a single author’s work relates to larger themes within 
Latinx literature.  

 
Interventions: Depictions of Community, Phenotype, and Language in “Wongo-Wongo” 
 

Padilla’s comic is one of seven contributions included in the first section of Tales. The 
section, titled “New Tongues Untied,” features autobiographical vignettes of Latinx authors 
finding their voice through language development and bicultural identity formation. Comics like 
Samuel Teer and Marina Julia’s “MIXED” and Lila Quintero Weaver’s “La Charla” explore the 
linguistic diversity that emerges across generations, while Stephanie Villareal Murray’s “A Veces 
Sueño en Español” and Carlos “Loso” Pérez’s “_______-American” detail feelings of cultural 
pride and simultaneous insecurities of not being “enough.” Other comics, such as Alejandro 
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“Jandro” Gamboa’s “What Concerns Me” and Adam Hernandez’s “No Time for Titles,” 
acknowledge Latinx educators as important mentors and role models for the next generation of 
Latinxs learning to embrace their cultural heritage. Collectively, the comics featured in “New 
Tongues Untied” contemplate how many Latinxs residing in the U.S. feel like a cultural outsider 
whose ethnoracial identity escapes singular definition or categorization.  

In “Wongo-Wongo,” Padilla similarly explores how language development and bicultural 
identity formation contribute to her feelings as a cultural outsider while coming-of-age in Southern 
California. She first explores this theme within the larger context of Hollywood’s 
underrepresentation of Latinxs. In section 1.1, Padilla utilizes comics’ image-text relationship to 
underscore the disparities in how Latinxs are represented between legacy media and Census data 
depicting the Greater Los Angeles region.xiv The section’s opening (and only) panel is a vertical 
rectangle, the contents of which place Padilla as a resident of the county being discussed. Within 
the panel, extradiegetic narration in the narration box specifies that she “grew up in Orange County, 
in a city called Santa Ana” (4). The pictorial elements below this narration box visually synthesize 
this information. At the center of the panel, the city name appears in bolded letters above an inked 
star that highlights Santa Ana’s location on the California state map. An orange and a fully inked 
palm tree appear at either corner of the panel’s lower border, both images representative of 
Southern California iconography that is also associated with Hollywood.   

The thick lines that comprise the panel’s border aptly separate its contents from the rest of 
section 1.1, at which point the narrative changes from first-person point of view to second-person 
address. Here, Padilla forgoes the conventional panel-gutter structure of comics storytelling that 
the first panel abides by and instead positions the images and text within boundless, white space. 
It is in this space that Padilla addresses the reader directly and invites them to critically reflect on 
their existing knowledge of Orange County. Three pictorial elements comprise this space: a blonde, 
white woman holding an apple; a dark-haired man with orange slices covering both eyes; and 
fireworks shooting off behind a fairytale castle. The extradiegetic narration written above these 
images poses a challenge to the reader: “You may already have a picture in your head of what 
Orange County is all about” (4). Beneath each picture, Padilla provides textual descriptions that 
speculate on the reader’s pop cultural frame of reference for Orange County and clarify each 
image’s source material. The first image is of a cast member in the opening credits of the reality 
series The Real Housewives of Orange County (Bravo, 2006-present), the second is of actor Colin 
Hanks posing on the promotional poster for the film Orange County (Paramount Pictures, 2002), 
and the third is of the nightly firework show over Disneyland’s Sleeping Beauty castle in Anaheim, 
California.  

Section 1.1 contrasts Padilla’s personal narrative with the reader’s probable references for 
Orange County to acknowledge Hollywood’s erasure of local Latinxs as contributing to their sense 
of unbelonging in the United States. Legacy media’s role in Latinx identity formation cannot be 
overstated, especially when considering the negative impacts of their underrepresentation before 
and behind the camera. Charles Ramírez Berg notes that in U.S. film, Latinxs and Latin Americans 
have historically been homogenized into “people with identical characteristics; as such they could 
all be uniformly depicted stereotypically as bandits, harlots, Latin lovers, and so forth” (6). 
Similarly, Mary Beltrán writes that “the cultural forum of television, so central to national identity, 
has through exclusion from employment, erasure, and misrepresentation reinforced notions that 
Latina/os’ place in the US mainstream is uncertain” (2). While Latinx representation has increased 
in recent years, Hollywood continues to marginalize their stories and overrepresent white 
narratives, evidenced by how Latinxs comprised only 2.3% of theatrical film leads and 6.1% of 
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streaming film leads in 2022 (UCLA 2023: 19) and only 5.7% of broadcast scripted show leads 
and 2.8% of cable scripted show leads in the 2020-2021 season (UCLA 2022: 24).  

These figures clarify why Padilla asks the reader to critically reflect on their perceptions of 
Orange County before engaging further with her personal narrative. They also provide additional 
context for Padilla’s later encounters with non-Latinx people outside of Santa Ana, many of whom 
bring her ethnoracial identity into question based on her appearance. In section 2.1, Padilla 
combines extradiegetic thoughts in a narration box with one-sided, intradiegetic speech bubbles to 
show other people’s unsolicited remarks about her phenotypical presentation made her “aware of 
my skin color and how it was used to categorize me” (5). The verbal narration is intensified by 
section 2.1’s pictorial details that illustrate the visceral nature of these encounters. In panel 1, 
Padilla’s hands, which she labels as “brown skin,” are outstretched against a backdrop of 
judgmental eyes, while in panel 2, her body pushes back against the jagged border of a box formed 
by the onlookers’ comments. Padilla’s visual-verbal storytelling in this section emphasizes Jillian 
Báez’s assertion that “mediated discourses of the Latina body circulate and reproduce dominant 
constructions of Latina womanhood” (15). One can infer that the comments projected onto 
Padilla’s body in these panels are shaped by legacy media’s stereotyping and erasure of Latinx 
bodies, thereby illustrating a few of its real-world impacts on Latinxs in the United States. 

Padilla further demonstrates the inconsistencies of white-dominant representations of 
Orange County in section 1.2, at which point she also highlights intracommunal, linguistic 
diversity as a source of unbelonging for some Latinxs. Visually, section 1.2’s layout is symmetrical 
and consistent in design with three of the four remaining subsections in the comic (namely sections 
1.3, 2.1, and 2.2). The panels are square and identical in height, feature rectangular narration boxes 
in the upper fourth of the panel, include various pictorial elements, and have thick borders that are 
horizontally aligned.xv In both panels, the extradiegetic narration and pictorial elements underscore 
Latinxs’ erasure in mediated images of the region. In panel 1, Padilla’s narration transitions back 
to first-person as she explains through the narration box that growing up in Orange County prompts 
her to picture “something slightly different” than The Real Housewives, Orange County, and 
Disneyland (4). Contrary to legacy media depictions of Orange County as white-dominant, “Santa 
Ana is a predominantly Latino community” where, as Padilla sums up in the next panel, “I grew 
up around people who looked like me” (4). Section 1.2’s pictorial elements further demonstrate 
the discrepancies between Orange County on-screen and in real life. Panel 1 repurposes the 
oranges first seen in section 1.1 to visualize the demographic breakdown of Santa Ana’s population 
(i.e., 78.8% Hispanics/Latinos, 10.4% Asian, and 9.3% white at the time of the comic’s 
publication) (4). Meanwhile, panel 2 shows an adolescent Padilla standing amongst other Latinx 
teens who phenotypically resemble her dark hair and potentially her skin tone.xvi In both cases, the 
pictorial elements effectively do what Hollywood does not: make Santa Ana’s significant Latinx 
population visible in narrative media. 

Importantly, the image-text relationship displayed in panel 2 prevents readers unfamiliar 
with Santa Ana from presuming its Latinx population to be homogeneous. The narration from 
Padilla’s first-hand perspective reveals the nuances of coming-of-age as an English-dominant, 
Latinx teenager in Orange County, while the pictorial elements gesture towards media erasure’s 
impacts on Latinx teenagers’ self-esteem. Despite spending her formative years in “a 
predominantly Latino community” as described in panel 1, Padilla conveys through her narration 
that she did not feel the “sense of belonging” her readers might assume to be the default (4). She 
elaborates on this point by highlighting her linguistic insecurities through the intradiegetic 
narration featured in panel 2’s pictorial elements. In the middle of the panel, a teenage Padilla 
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shrugs awkwardly and sheepishly stares straight ahead, as if she were making eye contact with the 
reader. She is not the only figure in the panel, however, as a vertical rectangle with a perforated 
border outlines the space around her body, seemingly separating her from the rest of the action. 
On either side of this rectangle, a pair of Latinx teenagers engage in conversation about Padilla’s 
monolingualism without addressing her directly. To the left, one teenager remarks in a speech 
bubble: “Un solo idioma nunca es suficiente” (one language is never enough), a perspective that 
their respondent affirms in their own speech bubble (4). To the right, another proclaims, 
“¡Hablemos de ella!” (Let’s talk about her!), while their respondent agrees, “Ella no lo sabrá” (She 
wouldn’t know) (4). These conversations provide context for Padilla’s own intradiegetic narration 
in the panel, “No hablo…”, an opening phrase that non-fluent Spanish and/or monolingual 
speakers may use to clarify that they do not speak the language (4).  

Section 1.2’s contrasting depictions of Padilla as ethnoracial insider yet linguistic outsider 
status emphasize the importance of language to Latinx identity and belonging in the United States. 
Aldama and González underscore language to be a central focus for Latinx studies scholars 
researching aspects of Latinx belonging such as bilingual education, immigration policy, and 
translanguaging (91). Writers for the popular press have also discussed how language shapes 
intracultural understandings of Latinx identity formation. A recent Los Angeles Times article went 
viral after reporting the Pew Research Center’s recent findings that “of the U.S. Latinos who have 
a limited ability to converse in Spanish, 54% say another Latino has made them feel bad for it” 
(Molina). The study also found that Latinxs aged 18-29 are “the least likely age group that can 
carry on a conversation in Spanish” but are most likely to experience high rates of language 
shaming (Molina). These and other findings demonstrate how “language proficiency is another 
form of gatekeeping Latinidad” and the dismissal of English-dominant speakers as “no sabo kids” 
ostracizes many Latinxs from community (Delgadillo).  

Padilla engages this discourse by visually and verbally depicting her own shame for not 
being able to converse with her peers in Spanish—a feeling of unbelonging that prevails until 
adulthood. The extradiegetic narration in section 1.3 clarifies that Padilla is the second generation 
in her family to be monolingual and English-dominant—by no means the only Latinx person in 
Santa Ana who cannot participate in Spanish-language conversation. Yet the pictorial details in 
panel 2 of a glowing book entitled Spanish: The Secret to Your Cultural Identity illustrate her 
reluctance “to claim that I was Latino if I did not speak Spanish” (4). However, a future 
conversation depicted in section 2.2 makes Padilla aware of the fact that her casual use of Mexican 
American slang like “wongo-wongo” is just one example of how language, like other aspects of 
her lived experience, provides “an actual connection to my roots” that ultimately helps her self-
identify with the term “Latina” by the comic’s end (5). Padilla’s decision to title her comic after 
the “wongo-wongo” vignette, along with her use of Spanish as plot device and narrative technique, 
exemplifies Aldama and González’s assertation that in Latinx literature, “language doesn’t act just 
to convey information; it is a shaper of the story” (98). In “Wongo-Wongo,” Padilla achieves this 
by utilizing text-based devices like Spanish-language, intradiegetic dialogue and image-based 
techniques such as pictorial depictions of her linguistic discomfort, particularly in panel 2 of 
section 1.2 and panel 1 of section 2.2.  

These panels, as well as those discussed earlier in this essay, highlight aspects of Padilla’s 
visual-verbal storytelling that gain the most traction during class discussions. Despite its brevity, 
“Wongo-Wongo” can be taught across multiple days of class, which gives students time to analyze 
how each page portrays themes of bicultural identity formation and intracommunal, linguistic 
diversity. Additionally, teaching Padilla’s work in the context of Tales helps students understand 
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how even when given the same prompt, Latinx comics creators use the image-text relationship in 
comics in vastly different ways that ultimately expand our understanding of what constitutes 
Latinx literature.  
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and three university degrees (all completed within English departments) made it so that I did not even consider Latinx 
literature as a potential field of study until the final year of my M.A. program.  
ii Recommended readings related to these outcomes include Cassius Adair and Lisa Nakamura, “The Digital Afterlives 
of This Bridge Called My Back: Woman of Color Feminism, Digital Labor, and Networked Pedagogy,” American 
Literature 89.2 (2017): pp. 255-278; Carol Brochin and Carmen L. Medina, “Critical Fictions of Transnationalism in 
Latinx Children’s Literature,” Bookbird: A Journal of International Children’s Literature 55.3 (2017): pp. 4-11; 
Elizabeth García, Healing Memories: Puerto Rican Women’s Literature in the United States (U of Pittsburgh P, 2018); 
Marilisa Jiménez García, “The Lens of Latinx Literature,” Children’s Literature 47 (2019): pp. 1-8; Latina Outsiders 
Remaking Latina Identity, ed. Grisel Y. Acosta (Routledge, 2019); and Cristina Herrera, ChicaNerds in Chicana Young 
Adult Literature: Brown and Nerdy (Routledge, 2020).  
iii The Nib’s editor and publisher, Matt Bors, announced in May 2023 that the platform would be shutting down after 
ten years in operation. However, comics previously published can still be read digitally on their website.  
iv I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge the role that attending, and in some cases, helping organize, annual 
comics events has played in my acquisition and teaching of comics by local and independent Latinx creators. Events 
like SOL-CON (The Ohio State University), MSU Comics Forum (Michigan State University), The Latinx Comic 
Arts Festival (Modesto Junior College), Cartoon Crossroads Columbus, and San Diego Comic Con have been the site 
of many introductions and future collaborations.  
v As a comics anthology, Tales From La Vida exemplifies Aldama’s work to preserve, foreground, and critically engage 
with the contributions of Latinx creators to comics. Notable standouts include Your Brain on Latino Comics: From 
Gus Arriola to Los Bros Hernandez, Latinx Comic Book Storytelling: An Odyssey by Interview, and Latinx 
Superheroes in Mainstream Comics.   
vi On pages 1 and 2, these subsections appear as follows: the first comprises the upper third of the page, the second 
stretches across the middle, and the third section is placed at the bottom. 
vii Latinx authors whose work I regularly assign in my classes include Afro-Salvadoran-Guatemalan creator Breena 
Nuñez, Mexican American creator Maxi Rodriguez, Chicano-Yoeme-Apache creator Jaime Crespo, and Honduran-
Columbian-American creator Kat Fajardo.   
viii For various reasons, students potentially impacted by limited book formats include those who are international, 
out-of-state, first-generation, low-income, and/or working their way through college. I automatically factor text 
availability into my course design so that students are not forced to disclose information about their personal and/or 
professional life to receive equitable support in the classroom.   
ix See www.amberpadilla.com and www.etsy.com/shop/CandyMistakes.  
x For examples of these discussions, see “LCAF 2022 – Panel 6 – Kid Lit: Comics and Literature for Children and 
Young Adults.” YouTube, uploaded by The Latinx Comic Arts Festival, 29 September 2022, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jB8MQV7pUKc and Kaplan, Avery. “Interview: Ivy Noelle Weir & Amber 
Padilla on The Secret Garden on 81st Street.” Comics Beat, 13 October 2021, https://www.comicsbeat.com/interview-
secret-garden-on-81st-street/.   
xi Padilla is on Instagram as @candymistakes.  
xii A digital, high-resolution version of the comic can also be accessed through Angela M. Sánchez’s review of Tales.  
xiii For additional readings on these and other comics terms, see Hillary Chute’s Why Comics? From Underground to 
Everywhere (Harper, 2017) and Keywords for Comics Studies, ed. Ramzi Fawaz, Shelley Streeby, and Deborah 
Elizabeth Whaley (NYUP, 2021). 
xiv From this point on, I will refer to these sections numerically by page order and then section (e.g., page 1’s first 
subsection will be simplified as section 1.1, page 2’s first subsection will be referred to as section 2.1, and so on). 
xv The panel layout is so symmetrical that upon first glance, the panels may initially appear to be the same size. 
xvi Given that the comic is in black and white, the exact skin tone of each character cannot be identified.  
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