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ABSTRACT
The majority of lower-level language courses at the university level specify in
their syllabi that the objective is to develop students’ communicative abilities in the target
language. This instruction focuses largely on grammatical form and accuracy and, as a
result, students develop only functional abilities in the target language within the contexts
of their everyday needs.Thus, these courses offer students communicative practice only
within the limited scope of grammatical practice. As a result, students have few
opportunities to engage in authentic communication in the target language. One way to
bridge this curricular gap is by providing students with texts which expose students to
authentic linguistic and cultural input. García (2007) notes that these texts “are typically
absent from beginning- and intermediate-level foreign language curricula” (p. vi) because
teachers believe students lack the linguistic and cultural knowledge to comprehend such
texts.
Consequently, the purpose of this research study was to explore the possibilities
of using children’s and adolescent literature with lower-level students of Spanish. The
study investigated second-semester students’ perceptions of their experiences reading
children’s and adolescent literature in Spanish and the relevance of reading this literature
on their acquisition of Spanish and their understanding and appreciation of Latino
culture.
Seventy-eight students enrolled in three second-semester Spanish courses in a
large Southwestern university read two children’s books in Spanish as part of the course
curriculum; sixty-eight of these students agreed to participate in the research study.
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Quantitative data concerning students’ periodic self-ratings of their communicative
abilities in Spanish were collected via questionnaires. Qualitative data concerning
students’ perceptions of their experiences reading the children’s books were collected
through journal entries, surveys, focus-group interviews, and compositions.
Students indicated that their communicative skills in Spanish increased
throughout the course of the semester. Students in Classes #1 and #2 believed that their
reading abilities in Spanish increased from novice-mid to novice-high. Students in Class
#3, however, concluded that their reading abilities in Spanish increased from novice-mid
to the intermediate-low. Students affirmed that reading the children’s books helped them
see Spanish vocabulary and grammar in context and reinforced the vocabulary items and
grammatical features of Spanish they previously learned in the course textbook. Many
students indicated that reading and discussing the children’s books contributed to the
development of their reading ability as well as other communicative abilities in Spanish.
Students’ opinions varied concerning the extent to which curricular engagements
supported or impeded their comprehension of the children’s books. Additionally, students
asserted that the children’s books contributed to their understanding and appreciation of
Latino culture and that the books supported the development of their intercultural
competence. A number of research and pedagogical implications of the study are
included along with avenues for further research.
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CHAPTER 1 – INTRODUCTION
During my graduate career, I taught numerous elementary and intermediate-level
courses in both French and Spanish. Students in these courses learned how to
communicate in the target language, but class time was focused largely on developing
students’ speaking skills to the exclusion of other communicative skills, and little or no
class time was devoted to reading. The input students were exposed to in course materials
was often unnatural, inauthentic and of short length. Students learned about culture in an
informational way by either reading selections in English on quirky aspects of the target
culture or short texts in the language on historical aspects of the culture. As I noticed
these gaps in the courses, I began to think about ways students could be immersed in
natural and authentic language at a level that matched students’ proficiency level. I also
began to consider ways students could learn about culture by experiencing culture. Also,
as a graduate student in literature and second language acquisition, I was striving to
discover connections between these two disciplinary fields. This was the impetus for the
present research study.
I decided to integrate children’s and adolescent literature in Spanish into the
curriculum of the Spanish 102 (second-semester) course I had been teaching at a large
Southwestern university for several semesters. The present research study aimed to
evaluate the effectiveness of students’ interactions with the children’s books and the
curricular engagements surrounding the books. More specifically, the goals of the study
were to document students’ perceptions of their experiences reading children’s literature
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and the extent to which, in their view, the children’s books contributed to their language
learning as well as their understanding and appreciation of Latino culture.
This chapter provides an introduction to the research study. The chapter begins by
exploring the background of the study and the curricular and research gaps this study fills
in the current literature on children’s literature in foreign/second classrooms. The chapter
provides an overview of the study by indicating the research questions that guided the
study and the types of data collected as part of the study. The chapter includes a
discussion of reasons scholars have advanced for integrating literary texts and children’s
literature into foreign/second language curricula. The chapter then provides an overview
of the organization of the dissertation chapters.

Background of the Study
Several personal experiences provided the impetus for the present study. Firstly,
my graduate studies included academic preparation in both literature and language
acquisition. Based on this preparation, I strove to understand connections between these
two disciplinary fields. Secondly, I taught several intermediate-level courses in French
which included a children’s book in French as part of the course. This pedagogical
experience led me to consider children’s literature as one way of including literary texts
in elementary and intermediate language courses. Thirdly, I completed a pilot study as
part of a teacher research course. In this pilot study, students enrolled in two Spanish 102
courses read a children’s book in Spanish, Me llamo María Isabel [My Name is María
Isabel]) (Ada, 1993), as part of the course. Students believed that the children’s book

15
contributed to their acquisition of Spanish vocabulary and their knowledge of Spanish
grammar. They indicated that they enjoyed reading the book and that they wanted to read
more children’s books in Spanish in the future. Although this pilot study showed that
students were interested in reading children’s literature in Spanish and that reading
children’s literature may contribute to students’ acquisition of Spanish, the study left a
number of unanswered questions: How specifically does children’s and adolescent
literature in Spanish contribute to students’ learning of Spanish? What activities are
necessary to support students’ understanding of children’s and adolescent literature in
Spanish? How can children’s and adolescent literature in Spanish deepen students’
understanding and appreciation of Latino culture? My desire to find the answers to these
questions prompted the present study.
Although a number of articles have been published about the use of children’s and
adolescent literature in language classrooms, few scholars have provided a clear
definition of children’s literature. According to Short, Lynch-Brown and Tomlinson
(2014), children’s literature consists of “good-quality trade books from birth to
adolescence, covering topics of relevance and interest to children of those ages, through
prose and poetry, fiction and nonfiction” (p. 4). They argue that the goal of reading
children’s literature is much more than simply developing reading skills; children’s
literature helps readers understand what it means to be human. Children’s literature
provides readers access to many important aspects of life and other worlds outside their
own experiences. In other words, “children read literature to experience life” (p. 4).
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Children’s literature has increasingly been seen as a potential means of including
authentic materials in language classrooms. Christensen (1990) defines authentic
materials as documents produced by members of a culture for members of that culture.
Rogers and Medley (1988) argue that authentic materials should “reflect a naturalness of
form and an appropriateness of cultural and situational context that would be found in the
language as used by native speakers” (p. 468). Students are often exposed to inauthentic
input via course materials which present reading and listening selections produced by
non-native speakers for the purpose of teaching language. Authentic materials, on the
other hand, are created by native speakers, thus preserving the inherent natural qualities
of the target language. In addition, authentic materials present real-life language for realworld purposes. The children’s books included in the present study could be classified as
authentic materials for two reasons: the books were written by native speakers, and the
books were written for purposes other than language instruction.

Pedagogical and Curricular Gaps
This study addresses several major areas related to research on children’s and
adolescent literature in foreign/second language classrooms. Despite the increasing
awareness of the benefits of using children’s literature in foreign/second language
curricula, few scholars have published empirical studies investigating the use of
children’s literature in language classrooms. Although a number of scholars have
discussed possible teaching strategies when using children’s literature (i.e. Christensen,
1990; Moffit, 1998; Rings, 2002), these articles explore the use of children’s literature at
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the intermediate-level language classroom and above (i.e. Morewedge, 1987; Metcalf,
1998; Schulz, 1998) but not at the elementary-level. Additionally, those scholars who
have published empirical studies on the use of literary texts with students (i.e. Bernhardt
and Berkemeyer, 1988) have not included students’ voices concerning their perceptions
of the impact of such literature on their language development.
Consequently, the goal of this study was to document and understand students’
perceptions of reading children’s literature in Spanish in three elementary-level university
Spanish courses by exploring the role that children’s literature plays in developing
students’ reading abilities and other skill areas in Spanish, their vocabulary development,
their knowledge of Spanish grammar, and their understanding and appreciation of Latino
culture. This study contributes to current research on children’s literature in
foreign/second language classrooms by showing how using children’s literature can help
in these areas.

Overview of the Study
The study explores the following research questions:
(1)

What are elementary-level university Spanish students’ perceptions of the
influence of reading children’s literature in Spanish on their language
learning?

(2)

What are elementary-level university Spanish students’ perceptions
concerning their experiences reading children’s literature in Spanish?
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Sixty-eight undergraduate students in three Spanish 102 courses in a
Southwestern university participated in the study: two courses in fall semester 2008, and
one course in spring semester 2009. Both quantitative and qualitative data were collected
and analyzed as part of the study. Quantitative data was collected through questionnaires,
which were students’ periodic assessments of their perceptions of their communicative
skills in Spanish. Descriptive statistics were calculated to analyze overall trends in
students’ responses to the questionnaire. Qualitative data was collected through students’
journal entries, surveys, focus-group interviews and compositions. The qualitative data
was analyzed by documenting significant themes and triangulating them across all
qualitative data sources.
In order to appreciate the role children’s literature played in the development of
students’ language acquisition and intercultural competence in the present study, it is
important to understand the process of reading in a foreign/second language. The next
section outlines several aspects of second language literacy which framed the present
study.

Second Language Literacy
Short, Kauffman and Kahn (2000) define literacy as “all the ways in which we
make and share meaning” (p. 169). This definition highlights a broad view of literacy
which includes the multiple ways language and other semiotic systems are used to create
and convey meaning. In the field of second language acquisition, early scholars, however,
defined second language literacy in more restricted ways. For instance, initial scholarly

19
work on second language reading focuses on linguistic aspects of literacy; in other words,
literacy involved “mastery of a writing system and its attendant conventions” (Kern,
2000, p. 25). These scholars explored the development of students’ knowledge of the
linguistic system of the language.
Based on advances in cognitive psychology through the work of B.F. Skinner and
others, scholars in second language acquisition then turned their attention to the cognitive
aspects of second language reading. In their view, readers “make connections between
textual elements and existing knowledge structures to create new knowledge structures”
(Kern, 2000, p. 29). An example of this view of second language reading is Carrell and
Eisterhold (1983) and their work on schema theory. These scholars argue that reading is
an “interactive process between the reader’s background knowledge [schemata] and the
text” (p. 553). In their view, reading consists of two types of processing which occur
cyclically. In top-down processing, readers use their schemata to guide them in
understanding a given text as they attempt to fit their schemata into information provided
by the text. In bottom-up processing, readers incorporate new knowledge provided by the
text into their pre-existing schemata. Readers then use their newly-revised schemata as
they continue to read the text, and the process continues.
Despite the fact that a cognitive view of reading heightened second language
scholars’ understanding of the reading process, scholars such as M.A.K. Halliday, Claire
Kramsch and others pointed to a neglected aspect of reading: the sociocultural nature of
literacy. According to these scholars, literacy is a “socially constructed phenomenon
created by society and shared and changed by the members of that society” (Kern, 2000,
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pp. 34-35); in other words, literacy is bound by specific social and cultural contexts. Kern
(2000) delineates seven characteristics of this sociocultural view of literacy. From his
perspective, literacy involves
 interpretation: writers interpret the world, and readers interpret writers’
interpretations;
 collaboration: writers typically write with their audience in mind, and readers
participate actively in the reading process to make meaning of texts;
 conventions: societies agree on rules by which texts are created, and these rules
vary by culture;
 cultural knowledge: literacy functions within the cultural values, beliefs and
customs of a given society;
 problem solving: since language is embedded in specific cultural contexts, readers
and writers attempt to identify relationships between words, discourse, texts and
the outside world;
 reflection/self-reflection: readers and writers are conscious of the connections
between texts and themselves as well as the outside world; and
 language use: readers and writers are conscious of how language is used in
particular sociocultural contexts (pp. 16-17).
Kern (2000) argues that the linguistic, cognitive and sociocultural views of literacy,
taken individually, present only a partial view of the reading process. Taken together,
however, these perspectives help us to better understand the multifaceted nature of
literacy (pp. 37-38).
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The New London Group (1996) expands on Kern’s sociocultural view of literacy and
advocates for an enlarged view of literacy in the 21st century. Because of the increased
multicultural nature of American society, the group argues for a multiliteracies approach
to reading. The group’s theory of multiliteracies consists of two important aspects: the
content of such a theory (the “what”) and ways in which this theory is taught (the “how”).
The “what” of their theory of multiliteracies is composed of three interrelated aspects:
Available Designs, Designing, and the Redesigned. Available Designs are the semiotic
resources which are used to make meaning of texts. As readers make meaning of texts,
they do not simply repeat these Available Designs but appropriate these semiotic
resources in their own ways in order to produce knowledge and construct reality in new
ways. Through this process of Designing, these semiotic resources are no longer as they
were before but, through the Designing process, have been changed and transformed (or
Redesigned).
The “how” of this pedagogy of multiliteracies involves a four-step process. In the first
step, Situated Practice, students are immersed in experiences to help them become aware
of the semiotic resources (Available Designs) used to convey meaning. In the second
step, Overt Instruction, students are explicitly taught about the various ways in which
Available Designs are used to create and communicate meaning. In the third step, Critical
Framing, students interpret and analyze how these semiotic resources function within
particular social, cultural and ideological contexts. In the final step, Transformed
Practice, students utilize the Available Designs in new contexts to express their own
meanings and, in the process, recreate and transform these Available Designs.
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According to Kramsch (2008), rather than teaching language, literature and culture as
separate entities, language teachers should not focus on teaching language in a limited
sense but instead teach language in a broad sense, including various facets and modalities
of language. She argues that language teachers should not be solely focused on teaching
the linguistic code of a given language; instead, language teachers should become
teachers of meaning (p. 403). In her view, meaning is
 relational/multidimensional: the relations of words to other words and texts to
other texts
 mediated: the ways in which language conveys and expresses meaning
 multiscalar/recursive: the ways in which language and content is recycled and
revisited in language lessons over time
 emergent: the ways in which meanings change through repeated exposure to
language
 unpredictable/double-voiced: the use of stylistic variation, irony humor,
subversion and surprise in language
 fractal: the ways in which language is representative of larger forces and relations
within society
 subjective: the ways in which students’ memories, emotions, perceptions and
fantasies color their understanding of language
 historically contingent: the ways in which word meanings have changed and
evolved over time
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 reflexive: the metalinguistic, metadiscursive and metstylistic aspects of language
(pp. 404-405).
Although not used formally as a theoretical framework for the present research study,
this view of literacy falls in line with major tenets of holistic approaches to reading.
These approaches focus on learning language naturalistically and holistically. Freeman
and Freeman (1992) highlight seven principles of such approaches (pp. 7-8):
 Learning proceeds from whole to part.
 Lessons should build on students’ prior knowledge.
 Lessons should focus on meaning and purposes that meet students’ present needs.
 Lessons should foster social interaction since knowledge is socially constructed.
 Lessons should simultaneously develop students’ reading and writing abilities.
 Learning should initially take place in students’ first language to build on
students’ funds of knowledge and facilitate the acquisition of the target language.
 Lessons should show faith in students and expand their potential.
Several principles from the list above are relevant to the present research study.
Firstly, in contrast to many language teaching materials which present language in
individual parts, children’s and adolescent literature introduces language in a holistic
manner by having students focus on meaning first rather than grammar. Secondly, unlike
many language teaching materials which present language decontextually, children’s
literature provides students with contexts within which to understand language;
consequently, students see how language is used to express meaning in these contexts.
Thirdly, language teaching materials frequently ask students to only use their linguistic
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skills when completing language activities. When reading children’s literature, however,
students can use their linguistic skills, knowledge of the world and other abilities to make
sense of the literature. Fourthly, language teaching materials often teach communicative
skills independently and sequentially; as students read and interpret children’s literature,
however, such work involves all four communicative skills simultaneously.
These understandings of second language literacy provide a context to consider the
four theoretical frameworks that frame the study: reader response theory, Communicative
Language Teaching, the Natural Approach, and intercultural competence. These
frameworks are discussed in Chapter 2.

Advocating for the Use of Literature in Language Classrooms
Numerous scholars have argued that literature is essential for the mental, social
and psychological development of human beings. Rosenblatt (1995), for example, offers
seven reasons for the importance of studying literature:
 Literature shows readers how to participate in a democratic society by living the
goals and aspirations of others and imagining the consequences of our actions on
others.
 Literature transmits essential aspects of culture, including behaviors, attitudes and
social relationships.
 Literature exposes readers to diverse models of living and philosophies of life that
they may (not) wish to incorporate into their own lives.
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 Literature allows readers to live life vicariously through the characters and
experiment with alternative ways of living without experiencing the negative
consequences of such ways of living.
 Literature gives readers opportunities to objectively evaluate their lives.
 Literature expands readers’ horizons by exposing them to lifestyles other than
what may traditionally be seen as “normal”.
 Literature permits readers to channel their social and psychological drives without
experiencing the dangerous consequences of these impulses (pp. 212-213).
Several scholars have championed the inclusion of literary texts in the
foreign/second language classroom to increase collaboration between faculty members in
language learning and faculty members in literature in order to better understand
connections between these two disciplinary fields. These scholars indicate that language
departments have traditionally been divided into two camps: those faculty members who
specialize in literature instruction, and those faculty members who specialize in language
learning. They argue that the “theoretical underpinnings of both [fields] have remained
separate from one another” (Nolden & Kramsch, 1996, p. 62) and that neither field has
attempted to discover if these theories apply to language students reading texts in other
languages.
Maxim (2006) suggests that this bifurcation in language departments results in a
shift from lower-level courses focusing on language to upper-division courses focusing
on content. In his view, this separation between course levels leads to disagreements
between these two groups on the goals for foreign language instruction. Lower-level
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language courses tend to focus on the development of students’ basic communicative
skills, while upper-division courses often focus on students’ cognitive academic language
proficiency. As a result, lower-level students wishing to continue in upper-level courses
are thus unprepared for the textual thinking found in upper-level courses. To overcome
this dilemma, he suggests ways in which academic literacy and textual thinking can be
included in lower-level language courses.
Byrnes (2001) argues that this bifurcation in language departments is indicative of
“a deep indecision within the profession over the relationship between knowledge and
language and, by extension, the nature of language learning” (p. 512). She points out that
students in language departments are both knowledge acquirers (content) and language
learners (language) but that, because of this bifurcation, faculty members in literature do
not share their knowledge with faculty members in language acquisition and vice versa,
thus resulting in an incomplete understanding on both sides of how students acquire
knowledge and language. Rather than seeing language only as a communicative
enterprise, she encourages language departments to embrace a larger view of language as
social semiotic praxis, a view of language which would necessitate the knowledge bases
of both disciplinary fields.
Scott and Tucker (2001) highlight the fact that students at all levels are first and
foremost language learners regardless of course content since courses in language
departments focus on how meaning are expressed and conveyed in the target language.
They suggest that one possible avenue for creating bridges between these two groups is
the inclusion of literary texts in language classrooms and that, if we are to better
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understand the commonalities that exist between both camps, the knowledge base of both
camps must be brought together: “there must be an increased focus on how existing SLA
research can inform the teaching of literature and, conversely, what literary theory and
practice might bring to SLA research” (p. x). Thus, one important reason for including
literary texts in language classrooms is to foster collaboration among scholars in both
literature and language acquisition.
Tesser and Long (2000) concur with Scott and Tucker’s arguments about
connections between language and literature. They reinforce Scott and Tucker’s view that
literature students are also language students: “language does not stop at the doorsteps of
a literature class” (p. 611). To this end, Tesser (a literature professor) and Long (a
language professor) worked together on two projects aimed at fostering collaboration
between the two disciplinary fields. Tesser taught an advanced undergraduate course on
reading strategies developed by Long, while Tesser and Long co-taught a workshop
together to graduate students of Spanish literature on ways to teach literature. Based on
these two projects, the authors learned that through dialogue, they were able to share their
disciplinary knowledge with each other. The authors conclude that there is a “necessity
for more such culture clashes” between scholars in language and literature because “in
trying to understand each other’s cultures, perhaps we will be able to educate future
instructors in a way that benefits the entire profession – as well as the students” since the
ultimate objective of scholars of both fields is to improve the quality of instruction (p.
611). They stress that “both [fields] are richer through a healthy amount of cross
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training” (p. 611). Thus, scholars can increase their knowledge through collaboration
with scholars in other disciplinary fields.
Kern (2002) postulates that the traditional split between language and literature
comes down to question of perception. He argues that to overcome this split, there needs
to be a reconciliation between the development of students’ communicative skills and the
development of students’ ability to read and think critically about literary texts. In his
view, this reconciliation can occur if the textual is seen as part of the communicative and
that literacy is the glue that binds language and literature together: “because interpretation
lies at the heart of both communicative competence and literary studies, literacy may well
offer the common ground necessary for the reconciliation of language and literature
teaching” (p. 3).
These scholars have highlighted the present bifurcation which exists in language
departments, and they propose ways to overcome this disciplinary split. They outline the
benefits of collaboration among scholars in literature and language acquisition, namely
the sharing of knowledge between faculty members and across disciplinary fields within
language departments. Another important consequence of such collaboration is that this
sharing of knowledge leads to a better understanding of the role of literature in language
acquisition and cultural understanding and thus leading to improvements in students’
language learning and cultural competence.
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Advocating for the Use of Children’s Literature in Language Classrooms
In addition to arguments for the inclusion of literary texts in language classrooms,
numerous scholars have advocated specifically for the use of children’s literature in the
foreign/second language classroom for five important reasons. Firstly, children’s
literature exposes students to the target language and, more specifically, exposes students
to linguistic input that matches lower-level students’ proficiency level. Secondly,
children’s literature immerses students in the story worlds of the books, thereby
surrounding students with cultural input which contributes to the development of their
awareness and appreciation of the target culture as well as their own culture. Thirdly,
children’s literature prepares lower-level students for texts and textual thinking they will
encounter in upper-level literature courses. Fourthly, children’s literature integrates
students into the larger community of readers in the target language. Fifthly, reading
children’s literature encourages students to enjoy reading and become lifelong readers.
These reasons are explored below.

Exposure to language.
Numerous scholars argue that children’s and adolescent literature is a type of
authentic material which exposes students to naturalistic language and presents culture in
authentic ways. For instance, Christensen (1990) explores the use of a series of teenage
detective novels in Spanish entitled Las aventuras de Héctor [The Adventures of
Héctor]. The main characters in this series are a group of six teenagers, four boys and
two girls. The group of six teenagers gets caught up in many adventures typical of
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adolescents while helping their local police inspector by gathering information about
criminals operating in their neighborhood. He advocates for the use of teenage adventure
novels in high school and college-level foreign language classrooms in order to expose
students to authentic Spanish in natural contexts.
Similarly, Moffit (1998) describes how she used Oya with her fifth-semester
university students in German. Oya is a young adult book which tells the story of a
Turkish adolescent girl who is born and lives in Germany and who subsequently moves
to Turkey at the age of sixteen with her family according to her father’s wishes. The book
explores Oya’s struggles to find her place in a new culture. Moffit argues that young
adult literature in German exposes students to real German in real-life contexts.
Several scholars point out that students’ limited language proficiency is not a
barrier to the development of their L2 reading abilities. For example, in Hiram’s (2002)
study, students in two elementary-level German courses read a 142-page romance novel
in German as part of the course. Maxim points out that because of its length, the novel
generates its own context, whereas shorter texts are often less able to produce their own
context, thus leaving students to fill in contextual gaps. The romance novel created its
own context due to its length and thus helped students overcome their limited proficiency
in German by providing them with the contextual clues necessary to make sense of the
novel.
Other scholars have noted that children’s and adolescent literature not only
exposes students to authentic language but also exposes students to language that matches
the proficiency level of lower-level students. For instance, Metcalf (1998) suggests that
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this type of literature is beneficial for lower-level students since it often contains
language which is linguistically and cognitively simple. Morewedge (1987) indicates that
this type of literature is ideal for lower-level students because it presents maximal
amounts of input that students later decode. Rings (2002) points out that extensive
reading of children’s literature not only promotes students’ reading proficiency in the
target language but also promotes acquisition of the target language as well.

Exposure to culture.
Several scholars point out that children’s and adolescent literature is an important
authentic material which presents culture in authentic ways. Children’s literature
immerses students in story worlds often different from their own, thus surrounding them
with both linguistic and cultural input. For instance, Schwarz (1997) argues that foreign
young adult literature can “open up the world to American readers, creating new
understanding of and appreciation for other cultures” (p. 1). Children’s literature exposes
students to cultural worlds other than their own, thus promoting students’ awareness and
appreciation of other cultures.
Christensen (1990) suggests that, by reading detective novels such as Las
aventuras de Héctor [The Adventures of Héctor], students are exposed to authentic
elements of Spanish culture, in his case, the sociopolitical nature of Spanish society.
Moffit (1998) argues that, by reading the young adult book Oya, students learn
about the difficulties Germans of Turkish descent often face as they transition from a
Western-oriented culture (Germany) to an Eastern-oriented one (Turkey). Thus, young
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adult literature explores the cultural, political and ideological values and beliefs of the
target culture within a particular historical context. Blickle (1998) indicates that
children’s literature helps develop students’ awareness of various aspects of the target
culture as well as their own culture. She suggests that, because children’s books typically
center on universal values, these books help students see similarities and differences
between the target culture’s view of the world and their own. Schulz (1998) notes that
children’s literature can help students understand particular periods in history in a
profound and significant way; in her case, she uses young adult literature in German to
help students better understand the Holocaust. Khodabakhshi and Lagos (1993) point out
that through children’s literature, students are exposed to powerful and meaningful stories
which help them make connections between the characters’ lives and their own as well as
human truths. Because these human truths are often universal in nature, children’s
literature can help students bridge cultural and ethnic gaps between their own culture and
the target culture.
Flickinger (1984) points out numerous cultural benefits from reading children’s
literature. In her view, children’s literature
 presents universal aspects of the human condition in culturally meaningful ways;
 shows inner motives for human behavior, thus allowing readers to position
themselves vis-à-vis the characters’ actions;
 provides readers with opportunities to learn more about the world and thus extend
their own personal experiences and knowledge of the world;
 sorts the world into themes readers can identify and examine in depth;
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 helps readers build their understanding of the world through the characters’
experiences;
 shows how institutions function within society and possible reactions to these
institutions; and
 helps readers recognize their own feelings and sensations about the world around
them (pp. 3-4).

Preparation for future literary study.
Various scholars also argue that children’s and adolescent literature prepares
students for future literature courses in the target language. For example, Maxim (2006)
argues that integrating textual thinking into lower-level language classes prepares
students for such thinking as they enter upper-division literature courses. Similarly,
Moffit (1998) suggests that young adult literature provides students with an excellent
introduction to advanced literature courses because young adult literature develops
students’ capacities for literary analysis and aesthetic appreciation.

Becoming part of a reading community.
In addition to exposing students to authentic language and culture, several
scholars point out that, as students read children’s and adolescent literature in the target
language, they become part of the community of readers in the target culture. For
example, Malloy (1999) describes her experiences using authentic picture books in
German with her middle school students. She argues that reading children’s literature is
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essential to help students understand the role literacy can play in their lives. Malloy
visualizes the teaching of language as a reading experience and thus utilizes a literaturebased curriculum in which students are immersed in reading picture books in German.
She believes that students need to see themselves as readers and a part of the German
reading community: “students needed to know that there are real FL books accessible to
them that they can read, approximating what real German schoolchildren do” (p. 172).
Thus, as they read children’s and adolescent literature in the target language, students
begin to form part of the larger community of readers in the target culture, in Malloy’s
case, German schoolchildren.
Nolden & Kramsch (1996) indicate that traditional literary instruction has focused
on understanding the universal meaning, the “one, true meaning” of literary texts.
Because foreign/second language readers are reading texts in a language and a world that
are not theirs, they are in a unique position to position themselves in relation to these
texts. In other words, the language student is simultaneously “a direct author if his/her
utterances and the narrator of someone else’s story” (p. 61). Drawing on de Certeau’s
theory of oppositional practice, the authors argue that foreign/second language readers
can position themselves politically in relation to literary texts by reading “against the
grain”. In other words, students have the opportunity to be “other in their own language”
and to be “themselves in someone else’s language” (Schultz, 1990, p. 61). Thus, students
are free to critique the author’s view of the world portrayed in these texts. As they do so,
they become part of the community of readers in the target language by contributing their
own voices to those existing within this community.
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Dupuy, Tse and Cook (1996) found that ESL students preferred reading
adolescent literature in English to simplified ESL readers because they felt a sense of
accomplishment after reading the books and later realized that their own friends and
neighbors were reading the same books. As a result, reading these books gave students
“some sense of belonging in a culture that is often still foreign to them” and helped them
feel part of the larger community of readers of English (p. 11).

Reading for enjoyment.
Lastly, a number of scholars point out that children’s literature promotes readers’
enjoyment of reading and encourages them to become lifelong readers. For example,
Moffit (1998) argues that “learning to enjoy reading should be of paramount importance
in the FL classroom” (p. 117). Moffit cites practical reasons for this argument, namely
that reading is a communicative skill that is used in the real world; thus, reading in class
helps prepare students for reading outside of class. Moffit concurs with Dupuy, Tse and
Cook (1996) that students feel satisfaction after having read an entire book in another
language; she suggests that such satisfaction prompts students to seek out other reading
experiences and encourages them to continue to read. Collie and Slater (1987) agree,
arguing that children’s literature “stimulate[s] personal involvement, arousing learners’
interest and provoking strong positive reactions from them”; as a result, this literature has
a “lasting and beneficial effect upon learners’ linguistic and cultural knowledge” (p. 6).
Because children’s literature promotes students’ knowledge of the target language and
culture, students’ success in reading children’s books encourages them to subsequently
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read other children’s books, thus continually extending their linguistic and cultural
knowledge.
The scholars cited above highlight important reasons for including children’s
literature in foreign/second language classrooms. They argue that children’s literature
provides students with linguistic input that is appropriate for lower-level learners.
Children’s literature immerses students in cultural worlds, thus promoting their
awareness of and appreciation for other cultures. Children’s literature develops lowerlevel students’ reading proficiency and textual thinking, two important skills they will
need in upper-level literature courses. By reading children’s literature, students become
part of the larger community of readers in the target language. Lastly, reading children’s
literature promotes students’ feeling of satisfaction and accomplishment, thus leading to
other reading experiences and contributing to students’ lives as lifelong readers.

Overview of the Dissertation
This dissertation is organized into seven chapters. This first chapter provided an
introduction to the research study: the background of the study, the study’s research
questions, and reasons scholars offer for including literary texts and children’s literature
in foreign/second language curricula.
The second chapter presents the theoretical frameworks for the study: readerresponse theory, the Communicative Language Teaching Approach, The Natural
Approach, and intercultural competence. The chapter discusses these theories along with
research and curricular gaps in each theory the study aimed to fill.
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The third chapter explores the research methodology for the study and how the
study’s data was collected and analyzed. The chapter also discusses the curricular
engagements used with students as they read the children’s books.
The fourth chapter presents students’ perceptions of their communicative abilities
in Spanish throughout the semester.
The fifth chapter explores students’ perceptions about understanding Spanish in
the contexts of the children’s books, the relevance of the children’s books to the
development of their communicative abilities in Spanish, making connections between
linguistic features of Spanish in the course textbook and the children’s books, and the
role of the curricular engagements in heir comprehension of the children’s books.
The sixth chapter discusses the contribution of the children’s book to students’
appreciation and appreciation of Latino culture.
The seventh and final chapter discusses the implications of key findings of the
study and offers suggestions for future research.
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CHAPTER 2 – LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter explores four theoretical frameworks which frame the research
study: reader response theory, Communicative Language Teaching, The Natural
Approach and intercultural competence. Each theoretical framework is discussed along
with research studies related to these frameworks concerning children’s literature and
research and curricular gaps in these studies that the present research study aimed to fill.
These four theoretical frameworks were selected for their contributions to
understanding the complex role of children’s literature in a second-semester Spanish
language course. Firstly, in order to better understand how the reader response
engagements used with Class #3 contributed to students’ understandings of Me llamo
María Isabel, reader response theory was identified as a theoretical framework. Secondly,
students read children’s and adolescent literature in Spanish to help sthem develop their
communicative competencies in Spanish; thus, Communicative Language Teaching was
included as a theoretical framework. Thirdly, the children’s books immersed students in
authentic input in Spanish; therefore, the Natural Approach was included as a theoretical
framework. Lastly, students noted a number of cultural themes in the children’s books
which contributed to their understanding of Latino culture; as a result, intercultural
competence was identified as a theoretical framework.

Reader Response Theory
In the early 20th century, literacy critics frequently focused on the role of the
author in the reading process. In their view, literary texts possessed only one meaning,
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that of the author. Consequently, their role, as they saw it, was to discover the author’s
intentions in writing these texts. The New Critics, however, changed the focus of literary
criticism to the independence of the literary text. Based on Saussurian linguistics, their
goal was to explicate literary texts as self-contained units independent of authorial and
sociocultural contexts. This movement opened the door for literary critics to turn their
attention to the role of the reader. Instead of attempting to discover the author’s intended
meaning of a given text, reader-oriented theorists explore the ways in which readers make
meaning of these texts. These theorists believe that the reader does not passively accept
the author’s understanding of the text; instead, in their view, readers are active agents
who construct their own understandings of the text. They argue that “the meaning of the
text is never self-formulated; the reader must act upon the textual material in order to
produce meaning” (Selden and Widdowson, 1993, p. 49).
In opposition to those literary theorists of the early 20th century who believed that
there was only one possible understanding of a given text (the author’s intended meaning
of the text), this perspective began to change in the mid 20th century. Literary critics now
viewed the text as an independent entity apart from the author. This view of the
independence of the text opened the door for literary critics to view texts and the reading
process in new ways. Once independency of the text had been achieved, readers were no
longer bound to a single understanding of the text. Readers were free to create their own
meanings of texts and use their knowledge, experiences and associations to interpret texts
in ways which were meaningful for them. This shift from the text to the reader prepared
the way for reader-response theory. Scholars such as Wolfgang Iser, Hans-Robert Jauss,
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David Bleich, Norman Holland, Stanley Fish, Louise Rosenblatt and others have focused
on the role readers play in the construction of meaning of literary texts. Although these
scholars have approached the role of the reader in different ways, their shared interest lies
in the exploration of the dynamic relationship between readers and texts (Kern, 2000).
Each scholar, however, has approached the analysis of this relationship in unique
ways. For example, Iser and Holland believes that readers’ interpretations of texts are
constrained by the linguistic features of the text. Fish, on the other hand, argues that
readers’ interpretations are constrained by the expectations, ideas, and knowledge they
utilize while reading (Kern, 2000, pp. 111-112). Rosenblatt (1994; 1995) views the
interaction between readers and texts as a transaction in which readers create a new text
according to the meanings they create based on connections they make between the texts
and their own lives. Rather than seeing each of these arguments as an either/or
proposition, each argument plays a role in explaining the complexity of readers’
responses. For example, the linguistic features of a text play a factor in determining how
readers create meaning from texts. This is especially true with foreign/second language
students, whose interpretations will almost certainly be conditioned by the linguistics
features of the text.
Readers’ background knowledge (schemata) of the cultural and historical context
surrounding a given text (or lack thereof) also plays a role in the formation of their
understanding of the text. The schemata readers do (not) possess are simultaneously
individual and collective; readers may (not) have certain schemata based on their life
experiences, and certain schemata are shared between members of the same sociocultural
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community. As a result, readers’ interpretations of a text will possess some characteristics
that are unique to each reader and other traits that may be shared among other readers;
thus, their interpretations are both individual and collective in nature. In the case of
collective responses, foreign/second language students may potentially belong to several
communities simultaneously, and so the potential range of their collective responses is
wider than that of native speakers.
Because of the potential of belonging to multiple interpretive communities at the
same time, foreign/second language students are able to position themselves in relation to
texts in ways not available to native speakers. According to Nolden and Kramsch (1996),
oppositional practice “consists of transforming imposed structures, languages, codes,
rules, etc., in ways that serve individual or group purposes other than those ‘intended’”
(p. 64). Through oppositional practice, foreign/second language readers are given the
opportunity to find their own identity as readers in relation to these texts. The result is
that language students can adopt other voices and other perspectives not in harmony with
the authoritative voice of the narrator: “by using the dialogic encounter between the
world created by the literary text and their own world as foreign cultural readers, students
can get to know, try out and objectively critique their own and others’ oppositional
practices (p. 65).” As a result, foreign/second language readers have a potentially wider
range of interpretive possibilities than those available to native speakers.
Although reader response theorists view the interaction between reader and text in
a variety of ways, this research study drew principally on the scholarly work of Louise
Rosenblatt and her transactional theory of reading. Rosenblatt views the reading process
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as a triadic cycle between reader, text and what she terms “poem”. Rosenblatt explains
that literacy criticism through the centuries has tended to focus on either the prominence
of the text or the author; consequently, “the reader has tended to remain in shadow, taken
for granted, to all intents and purposes invisible” (p. 1). In the 20th century, literary
criticism has focused progressively more on the role of the reader, but the reader has
largely been seen as a passive recipient of the author’s meanings within the text. Rather
than remaining invisible and passive, Rosenblatt (1994) discusses the active role of the
reader in making meaning. She defines text as a “set or series of signs interpretable as
linguistic symbols” (p. 12). In her view, a given text provides a range of “potentialities”
(p. 69) to activate readers’ knowledge and previous experiences which readers
subsequently use to make sense of the text. As the reader works to make meaning of the
text, s/he enters the process of evocation. In other words, the reader “lives through” the
text and “build[s] up the work under the guidance of the text” (p. 69) by establishing
connections between his/her previous knowledge and life experiences and the story world
of the text. The reader then interprets this evocation by taking a step back and reflecting
on this process of negotiating between his/her life experiences and the text.
Rosenblatt explains that meaning does not reside entirely in the text or entirely in
the reader but is “built up through the back-and-forth relationship between reader and
text” (Karolides, 1999, 160). She argues that “the literary experience reside[s] in the
synthesis of what the reader already knows and feels and desires with what the literary
text offers” (Rosenblatt, 1995, p. 259) and that what the student brings to the literary
experience is as important as the literary text itself.
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Rosenblatt (1982) defines a transaction as a “two-way process involving a reader
and a text at a particular time under particular circumstances” (p. 268). While reading the
reader “transacts” with the text by transforming the signs in the text into verbal symbols
and brings them together with his/her personal knowledge. The resulting transaction is
the transformation of the literary text into verbal symbols and the fusion of these verbal
symbols with the emotions, memories and experiences evoked by the text. The result of
this transaction is that the reader creates a “poem” derived from the relationship between
the reader and the text. Rosenblatt argues that this poem is what the reader makes of the
text. In other words, the reader re-creates the text through a combination of the signs of
the text, his/her previous life experiences, and the lived-though experience of reading the
text. Rosenblatt suggests that each transaction with a given text is bound by situation and
time; since readers constantly change and evolve, their transactions with a given text are
different over time.
In summary, Rosenblatt’s transactional theory consists of the following processes
(Rosenblatt, 1994):
 evocation: the emotions, memories, experiences, etc. that a given literary text
conjures up in the reader’s mind (p. 69);
 transaction: the web of feelings, sensations, images and ideas evoked by the
reader while reading the text (p. 137);
 interpretation/response: the reader’s efforts to describe his/her transaction with
the text (p. 70);
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 evaluation: the reader’s assessment of the quality of his/her interpretation of
the text (p. 154); and
 criticism: the reader’s assessment of the quality of others’ interpretations of
the text (pp. 146-148).
An additional aspect of Rosenblatt’s transactional theory is her distinction
between efferent and aesthetic reading. In efferent reading, readers focus on what will
remain of the text after reading the text has taken place. Conversely, in aesthetic reading,
readers focus on what happens while reading the text (pp. 23-24). Rather than seeing
efferent and aesthetic reading as opposite extremes, Rosenblatt views these two types of
reading as a continuum or a “series of gradations” between the two extreme positions (p.
35). Additionally, Rosenblatt argues that it is not the text but the reader who determines
how s/he transacts with the text. In her view, any given text can be read either efferently
or aesthetically (or any point between the two), but it is the reader who selects his/her
stance towards the text.
It is important at this point to make a distinction between comprehension and
interpretation. Smith (2012) defines comprehension as “making sense of text” (p. 61) and
argues that an essential feature of comprehension is readers’ ability to relate written
language to what they know already and what they desire to know. Rosenblatt (1982)
views interpretation as a reader’s experience of “living through” the text as s/he transacts
with the text. Thus, comprehension may be understood as a vehicle through which the
reader is able to construct his/her tinterpretation through transaction with the text. This
distinction between comprehension and interpretation held among students enrolled in the
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three Spanish 102 courses for this study. In the fall semester 2008, the curricular
engagements used with students focused on developing students’ comprehension of the
children’s books or, in other words, their understandingof the story plotlines of the
children’s books; these two classes are hereafter referred to as the “comprehension”
group. In the spring semester 2009, the curricular engagements used with students
attempted to push them beyond comprehension of the children’s books towards the
development of their own interpretations of the children’s books or, in other words, to
faclilitate their transactions with the books; the third class is hereafter referred to as the
“interpretation” group. The curricular engagements used with each group are explored in
Chapter 3.

Related research.
The studies outlined in this section explore two types of response engagements
used with languages: (1) response journals and (2) verbal self reports, post-reading
responses and focal practice.
Several studies have investigated the use of response journals in language
classrooms to help learners develop their own understandings of literary texts. Liaw
(2001), for example, examined the use of response journals with ESL students in a
Taiwanese university. As part of a freshman English course, students read five short
stories in English. As they read each short story, they kept a response journal in which
they wrote a brief summary of the story as well as their personal responses to the story.
Based on her analysis of students’ journal entries, Liaw found that students went beyond
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merely comprehending the stories and began to develop initial responses to the stories.
Interestingly, Liaw observed that students’ language proficiency was not a hindrance to
the development of their interpretations: “their English language proficiency might have
been limited, but their thoughts on the stories were rich” (p. 39). At the end of the course,
students participated in focus-group interviews in which they were asked questions about
the short stories and their experiences reading the stories. During these interviews,
students mentioned that they preferred those stories in which they could relate to the
characters and/or connect to their own personal experiences. Students felt that they
learned more about American society and culture by reading the stories. They believed
that they had become more reflective and conscious of themselves and the world around
them. They felt a strong sense of confidence in their reading abilities after having read the
short stories.
Similarly, Carlisle (2000) used response journals with his Taiwanese EFL
undergraduate students. During the two-semester sequence of the course, students read
two novels, one novel per semester: The Quiet American and The Great Gatsby. Students
read approximately one chapter in each novel every two weeks. During the first week,
students would discuss one chapter from the novel in class. During the second week,
students were asked to read the next chapter in the novel at home. Students wrote their
reading logs in preparation for class discussions of the chapters in the novels. In their
logs, students recorded images, associations, feelings and thoughts that occurred to them
as they read each chapter. Carlisle analyzed students’ reading logs according to students’
ability to (1) anticipate and retrospect events in the chapter, (2) picture events in the
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chapter, (3) interact with the feelings of the characters in the chapter, and (4) evaluate
characters’ action in the chapter.
Through his analysis of students’ reading logs, Carlisle (2000) noticed several
overall trends. Firstly, students were beginning to develop their own individual responses
to the novels. Secondly, students seemed to be getting more out of the novels because of
the reading logs, and they felt that although the logs increased the workload of the course,
it was worth the effort. Thirdly, students commented on how they were able to learn more
from the novels because of the reading logs. Fourthly, students appreciated the logs
because the logs allowed them to document and express their own personal reactions to
the novels. Fifthly, and perhaps most importantly, students felt that their reading and
writing abilities in English had improved through the reading logs. They also felt that the
reading logs helped them achieve a higher score on course exams.
In addition to response journals, a number of studies have also explored using
reader-response engagements with language students to promote students’ personal
interpretations of texts. For example, Chi (1999) used reader-response engagements with
her Taiwanese EFL students. Students read two short stories in English, “The Discus
Thrower” and “A Passage to India”. Chi collected two forms of data as part of the study:
verbal self reports and free oral post-reading responses. In the verbal-self reports,
students read each short story and periodically reported what they were thinking and
feeling as they read the story. In their self-reports, students were asked to focus more on
their reading of the story than on their response to the story. After reading the story,
students then read the story a second time. After their second reading of the story, they
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were asked to expand on their initial answers and describe how their previous
understandings and interpretations had changed because of the second reading.
Chi’s analysis of students’ verbal self-reports and post-reading responses centered
around four themes: (1) reading as sense-making, (2) reading as communication, (3)
reading as reflexivity, and (4) reading as re-contextualization. In reading as sensemaking, Chi found that the sooner students were able to make sense of a story, the strong
their meaning generation was. Chi was able to categorize students into more flexible
readers, who were actively involved in the process of comprehending and interpreting the
stories, and less flexible readers, who felt it was primarily the author’s responsibility to
make texts easy to understand. In reading as communication, more flexible readers were
able to trust themselves in the meaning-making process and engaged in dialogic
communication with the author, while less flexible readers were not as capable of doing
so. These readers were also able to accommodate and readjust their understandings of the
stories during the meaning-making process. In reading as reflexivity, the more flexible
readers were actively involved in the meaning-making process and became a significant
part of the stories they read, while less flexible readers distanced themselves from the
stories. In reading as re-contextualization, the more flexible readers were able to make
connections between the stories and the world around them and themselves as well, while
less flexible readers were not as able to do so.
Additionally, González (2006) describes how he used a focal practice approach
with ten third-year university students studying Spanish as a foreign language through
reading La Casa en Mango Street. González utilized the focal practice approach to allow
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students to develop their own responses to a text, share their personal responses of the
text with others, and re-read the text to see if their initial responses to the text had
changed. González collected data for his study using four research methods: (1) recording
students’ responses to a text twice, once at the beginning of the research project, and
again at the end of the project; (2) conducting participant observations of his students in
class as they were engaging with the texts; (3) conducting a focus-group interview with
students at the end of the project; and (4) analyzing documents produced by him
(observation fieldnotes, reflective journal) and his students (final presentations). Several
themes emerged from González’s analysis of the data. Students accepted more
responsibility for their own learning. González and his students together created an
interpretive community of reading. Students became motivated to read and found
pleasure in reading. Additionally, students were willing to engage with La Casa en
Mango Street in order to create their own meanings.

Research and curricular gaps in related research.
The four studies outlined above make important contributions to our knowledge
of applying reader-response theory to language classrooms. Liaw (2001) and Carlisle
(2000) show that completing reading logs helped students dig deeper into texts and make
connections between the texts and themselves. Interestingly, in both studies, students
reported that they felt their language skills had increased through the response logs as
well. Chi (1999) and González (2006) demonstrate that reader-response engagements can
help students develop their own interpretations to literary texts. Both studies indicate that
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students process texts more deeply if they make efforts to extract their own meanings
from these texts, engage in dialogic inquiry with the author, are willing to adjust their
perceptions of texts as they read, and make connections between the texts and their own
lives.
Despite the valuable contributions these studies make, however, they possess
several limitations. Liaw (2001) and Carlisle (2000) explore the use of response journals
only; they do not include reader-response engagements as part of the course curriculum.
Although Chi (1999) does include response engagements in her study, as with Liaw
(2001) and Carlisle (2000), these engagements are used in a quasi-experimental setting
and are not utilized in a classroom setting. Also, the participants in all three studies were
advanced ESL students, not elementary-level students studying Spanish. González (2006)
does include reader-response engagements as an integral part of the course curriculum,
and the participants in his study were indeed students in Spanish, but they were fifthsemester (advanced-level) students of Spanish. The current study aimed to fill these gaps
by including reader-response engagements as part of the course curriculum and by
utilizing these engagements with elementary-level students studying Spanish.

Communicative Language Teaching
A number of various methods and approaches dominated the language teaching
profession in the 20th century. The Grammar-Translation Method became popular in the
late 19th century and the early 20th century. This method focused on learning the
grammatical rules and features of another language in order to translate the target
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language into one’s native language. This method arose because of a renewed interest and
re-discovery, principally influenced by the Romantic movement, of Latin culture and
literature. Since Latin was considered a “dead” language because it was not spoken, it
was believed that the only way to access these Latin texts was to translate them into other
languages. Hence, language learning during this period focused on learning the
grammatical features of other languages in order to translate them into one’s native
language (Omaggio-Hadley, 2001).
In reaction to the Grammar-Translation Method, the Direct Method became
popular in certain language teaching circles. Advocates of the Direct Method argued that
languages are not learned through translation; rather, languages are learned pictures,
namely, through the “direct association of words and phrases with objects and actions,
without the use of the native language” (Rivers, 1981, p. 32). The Direct Method was, to
a certain extent, a precursor to Krashen’s Monitor Model in that the method promoted
language learning through exposure to input in the target language.
In the mid-20th century, another language teaching appeared on the scene: the
Audio-Lingual Method. This method was heavily influenced by structural linguistics and
behavioral psychology. Advocates of the Audio-Lingual Method argued that language
learning was a set of behaviors that learners must repeat in order to master them
(Omaggio-Hadley, 2001). One major characteristic of the Audio-Lingual Method was the
memorization of dialogues. It was believed that students who accurately memorized these
dialogues would be able to communicate with speakers of the target language. Language
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teachers soon discovered one major drawback of the method was that learners could not
communicate with other speakers on topics they had not previously encountered.
In reaction to this weakness, and influenced by speech act theory by Austin
(1962) and Searle (1969), many language teachers longed for a language teaching method
that would promote learners’ natural and authentic communication with other speakers.
As a result, Communicative Language Teaching was a language teaching approach
developed by British applied linguists and American language educators in the 1970s and
1980s. The basic tenets of the approach find their beginnings in the early 1970s in
reaction to the Audio-Lingual Method, which promoted the memorization and repetition
of large chunks of language via pattern drills. Language educators wanted to overcome a
fundamental weakness of the Audio-Lingual Method, namely that students using this
method were unable to communicate in the target language beyond those phrases and
expressions they had memorized. The work of these applied linguists and language
educators culminated in a language teaching philosophy stressing functional concepts and
language acts students could perform in the target language. This approach encourages
the design of classroom activities encouraging students to communicate in the language
in real-life situations for real-life purposes (Omaggio-Hadley, 2001, pp. 110-113, 116118).
The Communicative Language Teaching Approach (CLT) encourages learners to
express their own meanings with other speakers in the target language. While the
Grammar-Translation Method focused on learning grammar and the Audio-Lingual
Method centered on memorizing chunks of language, the essence of CLT is expressing
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meaning. Another difference between previous language teaching methods and CLT is
that previous methods were characterized as “methods” due to their prescriptive nature;
these methods consisted of a set of rules which must be followed consistently. In contrast,
CLT does not consist of prescriptive rules; instead, it is characterized as an “approach”
because it “represents a philosophy of teaching that is based on communicative language
use” (Omaggio-Hadley, 2001, p. 116).
In recent years, scholars have advocated for the development of students’
language competencies beyond mere communicative competence. For example, Kramsch
(2008) proposes moving beyond communicative competence towards what she terms
“symbolic competence”. She defines symbolic competence as the ability to “approximate
or appropriate for oneself someone else’s language” and the ability to “shape the very
context in which the language is learned and used” (p. 400). In her view, symbolic
competence possesses four characteristics:
 subjectivity: the capacity to be aware of one’s positionality in relation to the
language
 historicity: the ability to understand social and historical memories evoked by
the semiotic systems of the language
 performativity: the capacity to create and perform alternative realities using
the language
 reframing: the ability to change the social context in which the language is
learned and used (pp. 400-402).
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This research study utilized CLT as a curricular framework because I concluded
that reading the children’s books could promote students’ communicative abilities in
Spanish. I hoped that students would be engaged in authentic communication for realworld purposes (in this case, understanding the children’s books) and would develop their
communicative abilities in Spanish when participating in activities in which they read,
wrote, listened, and spoke in Spanish while reading the children’s books.

Related research.
The research studies in this section focused on the development of three key areas
of communicative competence via children’s literature: students’ reading proficiency,
students’ language learning, and students’ vocabulary development.
One study examined students’ comprehension of different text genres. Bernhardt
and Berkemeyer (1988) investigated high school students’ competence and capacity to
read authentic texts in German in four genres: business letters, friendly letters, newspaper
articles and general articles. Students read an example text in each genre and completed a
comprehension test consisting of a writing recall protocol in which students wrote in
English everything they remembered about the reading selection they read. The
researchers then conducted both an ANOVA and a qualitative analysis of students’
protocols. The study’s results showed that, overall, students had most difficulty
understanding the business letter and less difficulty with the friendly letter, the newspaper
article and the general article, respectively.
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Malloy (1999) establishes a connection between communicative competence and
intercultural competence. She argues that children’s literature in the target language
shows students that they can indeed read and understand texts in the target language, thus
developing their reading proficiency in the language. She goes on to point out that when
students read children’s literature, they become part of the larger community of readers of
that language. Consequently, she believes that language teaching should focus on
immersing students in reading experiences in the target language.
Several studies have shown an increase in students’ reading proficiency in the
target language by reading children’s literature. For example, Elley (1991) investigated
students’ reading gains while reading children’s literature in English using book flood
programs in Niue, Fiji and Singapore. In Niue, a total of 114 eight-year-old children from
six schools participated in the two-year study. In the first year, students learned English
via an audio-lingual program (the Tate syllabus). In the second year, the same students
learned English via the Fiafia program. In the Fiafia program, students engaged in shared
reading activities, class discussions of books, and post-reading activities. After each year,
students were evaluated using a reading comprehension test. Results from the reading test
showed that students performed significantly better on the test after participating in the
Fiafia program. Elley argues that one factor that may be contributing to these gains was
the fact that children were exposed to “minimally controlled, comprehensible input” (p.
383).
In Fiji, Elley conducted similar research over two years with more than 500 nineto eleven-year-old children in twelve schools. Eight schools formed the experimental
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group (book flood group), and four schools formed the control group (audio-lingual Tate
syllabus). Four schools in the experimental group participated in a shared book program
(as in Niue), and the other four schools participated in sustained silent reading. In the first
year of the study, students were evaluated using multiple-choice standardized tests of
reading comprehension. Results from the tests indicated that children who engaged in
shared book experiences and sustained silent reading scored significantly higher on the
test when compared to the audio-lingual group. Students in the shared silent reading
group scored better on the test than students in the audio-lingual group, but the scores
were not as significant as those found with the book-flood groups.
Elley replicated these studies with a new reading program and younger students in
Singapore. The new reading program, REAP (Reading and English Acquisition
Program), was a program based on the Whole Language Approach and consisted of the
shared book approach (as in Niue), a modified language experience approach, and a book
flood (as in Fiji). A total of 512 six-year old children from thirty schools in Singapore
participated in the study. The study was divided into three mini-studies. In the first ministudy, the 512 children were randomly assigned to either the experimental group (REAP
schools) or the control group (non-REAP schools). At the end of the year, each group
was given the Neale Analysis of Reading. In the second mini-study, 2,500 six-year-old
children participating in the REAP program were compared on a reading comprehension
test with a similar group of non-REAP students. In the third mini-study, a group of
approximately 700 children took tests assessing the same skills; 350 of the children
participated in the REAP program, and 350 children did not.
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In the first mini-study, results from the Neale Analysis of Reading showed that
REAP students were seven months ahead in their reading skills compared to the nonREAP group. In the second mini-study, Elley found that students enrolled in REAP
schools performed significantly better on reading comprehension than their non-REAP
counterparts. In the third mini-study, results showed that the REAP students performed
better on the reading comprehension test than those students who had not participated in
the REAP program. Based on the results of all three studies, Elley concluded that
children show growth in their reading comprehension when they are exposed to large
amounts of comprehensible input, when children are able to acquire language naturally
and incidentally, when oral and written language skills are integrated, and when students
are asked to focus on meaning rather than on form.
Secondly, several studies have demonstrated that reading children’s literature in
another language contributes to improved language learning overall. For instance, in
Niue, Elley (1991) found that after having participated in the Fiafia program, students not
only had improved their reading comprehension in English; they had improved in their
oral proficiency in English as well. Elley found similar results in Fiji; children who
engaged in shared book experiences and sustained silent reading scored significantly
higher on listening comprehension and writing as well as reading comprehension. In
Singapore, results indicated that when compared to students in non-REAP schools,
students in the REAP program had improved their writing skills in addition to their
reading comprehension skills.
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Other studies have shown that students perceive their language skills improve by
reading children’s literature. For example, in Cho and Krashen’s (1994) study, several
participants indicated that their listening comprehension had improved after reading from
the Sweet Valley Kids series; according to one participant, Mi-ae, “reading helps me
understand TV better (666).” Participants also believed their speaking ability in English
had improved as well. According to Alma, her younger brother noticed an improvement
in her speaking since she began reading from the Sweet Valley Kids series: “after I read
Sweet Valley Kids, I speak more correctly (p. 666).” The participants in Paz García’s
(2004) study echoed these sentiments. One student in particular indicated that “reading
help[s] us to develop language skills” (p. 55).
Thirdly, several studies have indicated that reading children’s literature in another
language can improve students’ vocabulary in the target language. For example, Cho and
Krashen’s (1994) study measured the vocabulary gains of four adult ESL learners as they
read novels from the Sweet Valley Kids series. The researchers asked three of the
participants to define words they had underlined in their books as they read. The fourth
participant, Alma, was not asked to do so; instead, Alma participated in both a pre-test
and a post-test for words the other three participants had underlined in their books.
Results from the vocabulary tests showed that three of the ESL adult learners were scored
between 56% and 80% on the vocabulary test, while Alma had increased her vocabulary
by 71 words on the post-test.
Echoing these findings, Elley (1991) discovered that in Niue, students
participating in the Fiafia program scored significantly on a word recognition test than in
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the previous year when they learned English using an audio-lingual program. In Fiji,
students took a cloze reading test and a multiple-choice vocabulary test; results of these
tests showed that children who engaged in shared book experiences and sustained silent
reading scored significantly higher on these vocabulary tests when compared to children
in an audio-lingual group. In Singapore, results showed that students participating in the
REAP program scored significantly higher on word recognition tests and vocabulary tests
compared to students not participating in the REAP program.
Several additional studies have demonstrated that students perceive their
vocabulary knowledge in the target language increases as a result of reading children’s
literature. For instance, several participants in Paz García’s (2004) study indicated that
their vocabulary knowledge in Spanish had increased by reading children’s literature:
“[children’s books] are good to increase our vocabulary” (p. 55); “I learned body parts
and some unusual words that I wouldn’t ordinarily be exposed to” (p. 56).
Numerous studies have also shown that reading children’s literature can increase
knowledge of grammatical structures in the target language. As an example, in Fiji, Elley
(1991) discovered that students participating in a book flood and sustained silent reading
programs performed significantly better on English grammar and English language
structures tests than students learning English through an audio-lingual program. In
Singapore, Elley found similar results: children participating in the REAP Program
scored higher on English grammar tests than students not participating in the REAP
program. Additionally, Paz García’s (2004) found that several students believed that their
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knowledge of sentence rhythm in Spanish as well as grammatical constructions in
Spanish had improved by reading children’s books.

Research and curricular gaps in related research.
These studies contribute to our knowledge of the role children’s literature plays in
language acquisition in important ways. The studies demonstrate that learners can
increase their reading proficiency and language proficiency in the target language as well
as their knowledge of vocabulary and grammatical structures and their knowledge of the
target culture(s) by reading children’s literature. Despite the contributions these studies
make, however, they leave several gaps in the literature as well. For instance, Bernhardt
and Berkemeyer (1988) investigated students’ comprehension of four different text
genres, but they didn’t document students’ experiences reading these texts. Also, the
participants in the study were high school students, not university students.
Cho and Krashen (1994) investigated the contribution of adolescent literature to
the development of readers’ aural abilities in English; however, the literature was used as
part of a free reading program, not as part of course curricula. Additionally, the
participants in the study were older adults, not younger adults.
None of the studies investigated the use of children’s literature with beginninglevel language students, with the exception of Paz García (2004); in her study, though,
only a small number of elementary-level students participated in the study. Also, student
mentioned how the children’s books contributed to their vocabulary and grammatical
development in Spanish, but they do not mention how the books contributed to their
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cultural awareness. Paz García (2007) does investigate the role children’s literature plays
in the development of cultural awareness, but she does not examine students’ perceptions
of how reading children’s literature in Spanish affects their knowledge of vocabulary and
grammar in Spanish.
Although Ho (2000) argues that children’s literature can foster reading
proficiency in English, she provides only anecdotal evidence for this argument.
Additionally, Elley (1991) does measure children’s reading gains in English, but the
participants in the studies are not adult language learners. Also Elley does not examine
the role of reading children’s literature in language learning from the children’s
perspective. The current study aims to build on these studies by attempting to replicate
their findings with elementary-level university students in Spanish and also by
documenting the experience of reading children’s literature in Spanish from the students’
perspective.

The Natural Approach
The Natural Approach is a language teaching approach based on scholary work by
Terrell (1977) and Krashen (1982; 1985). The work of these two scholars was to promote
an approach to second language acquisition that appropriated a number of aspects
inherent in first language acquisition (Terrell 1977, p. 328).
One of the initial proponents of this approach to language teaching, Terrell (1977)
advocated for a new language teaching approach that incorporated the learning conditions
present in non-academic contexts or, in other words, situations in which communication
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occurs naturally. A number of Terrell’s claims lay the foundation for Krashen’s Monitor
Model (1982; 1985) in several ways. Firstly, Terrell emphasizes the difference between
learning (“the conscious process of studying and intellectually understanding grammar”)
and acquisition (“the unconscious absorption of general principles of grammar through
real experiences of communication” (p. 327)). According to Terrell, acquisition, not
learning, leads to communicative competence; consequently, he argues that classroom
activities should focus on providing students with experiences to acquire the target
language and that grammatical features of the language should be taught in a limited
fashion only to the extent that they extend students’ ability to communicate in the
language. Secondly, Terrell emphasizes the role of affective variables in the acquisition
process. He argues that “the primary factors which influence L2 acquisition are affective
not cognitive” (p. 328); from his perspective, affective factors have a larger influence on
language acquisition than psychological variables such as aptitude and intelligence. He
believes that classrooms should be structured so that students feel comfortable and at
ease; this, in turn, will facilitate learners’ acquisition of the target language. Thirdly, due
to the focus on developing students’ communicative competence in the language,
classroom activities should favor content over form and should engage students with
opportunities to communicative for authentic purposes in natural settings.
Based on claims by Terrell (1977), Krashen (1982; 1985) developed the Monitor
Model, which consists of five hypotheses outlining important aspects of natural language
acquisition. Each hypothesis is briefly described below.
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(1)

The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis. Krashen makes a distinction
between language learning, a conscious process that results in knowing
about language works, and language acquisition, a “subconscious process
of language from comprehensible messages” (Cho and Krashen, 1994, p.
664). In his view, studying grammatical concepts (learning) helps students
become more accurate when producing language, but it does not help
students grasp language (acquisition).

(2)

The Natural Order Hypothesis. Learners acquire particular linguistic rules
of a language in a predictable order. According to Krashen, this order is
not based on the simplicity of these rules, and the acquisition of these rules
cannot be altered by language instruction.

(3)

The Monitor Hypothesis. Although learning does not lead to acquisition,
Krashen argues that there is a role for language learning: to correct and
edit language output before we produce it. According to Krashen, the
Monitor works under two conditions: the learner is willing to produce
accurate output in the language, and the learner must know how those
grammatical features in the output function.

(4)

The Input Hypothesis. Language learners acquire communicative abilities
when being exposed to language input they are able to understand, similar
to the ways children acquire their first language. Krashen argues that
language classrooms should be devoted to exposing students to language
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which is slightly more difficult than they are currently able to understand
(comprehensible input) (i + 1).
(5)

The Affective Filter Hypothesis. When language learners are unmotivated,
anxious, etc., this emotional state prevents them from being fully sensitive
to the input they receive; as a result, learners are not able to acquire
language. In contrast, when students are in a relaxed emotional state, they
can be more attentive to input, which thus leads to more language being
acquired.

In addition to input in a general sense, Krashen (1993) argues that a specific type
of input, reading, is “one of the most powerful tools we have in language education” (p.
1) and is “the way to achieve second language proficiency” (p. x). Krashen (1993; 2013)
cites studies that show that reading, specifically, free voluntary reading, promotes literacy
growth, vocabulary development and grammatical knowledge as well as other language
skills. Krashen points out that these studies lend support for the Monitor Model in general
and the input hypothesis specifically; in other words, reading provided learners with the
input necessary for language acquisition.
One language teaching method that combines comprehensible input with literacy
is TPRS, or Total Physical Response Storytelling. In TPR (Total Physical Response),
students respond to commands given in the target language, thus focusing language
instruction on providing students exclusively with oral/aural input. Proponents of TPR
have argued that TPR helps students internalize the linguistic code of the target language
(grammar and vocabulary) because language learning with kinesthetic learning. In
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Davidheiser’s (2002) personalized version of TPRS, students dramatize their own
versions of picture stories in German; Davidheiser then provides brief lessons on content
and grammatical issues present in students’ dramatizations.
The Monitor Model framed the present research study in several ways. Rather
than focusing on language learning, reading the children’s books provided a context in
which students could acquire Spanish. The children’s books provided students with
comprehensible input in Spanish, which could facilitate the development of their
communicative abilities in Spanish. Additionally, the curricular engagements were
designed to facilitate students’ comprehension of the books in order to lower their
affective filters and help them be more receptive to the comprehensible input provided by
the children’s books.

Related research.
Several scholars have pointed out the role of children’s literature in facilitating
language acquisition. For instance, Christensen (1990) argues that teenage novels should
be used with lower-level language students because these novels expose students to
authentic language that is an appropriate linguistic level for such students. Rings (2002)
agrees, indicating that “reading promotes not only reading ability, but also aspects of
second language acquisition” (p. 166). Morewedge (1987) confirms these arguments and
suggests that children’s literature contributes to language acquisition because this
literature provides students with large amounts of authentic and comprehensible input.
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A number of researchers have investigated the role of children’s literature from a
Natural Approach perspective. For example, Cho and Krashen’s (1994) study, four adult
ESL students read books from the Sweet Valley series. The four learners read from the
series as part of a free reading program; they could choose the specific books and the
quantity of from the series they wished to read. The researchers hypothesized that if they
selected books that provided participants with comprehensible input, learners would
demonstrate clear progress in acquiring English. The study’s results show that the four
participants in the study became eager readers. In addition, the participants showed
significant gains in vocabulary growth, and they showed important progress in speaking
and understanding English.
Cho and Krashen conducted two subsequent studies which built on the research
base of their initial study. In one study (Cho and Krashen, 1995a), the researchers
followed up with Mi-ae, a thirty-year-old native speaker of Korean who had lived in the
United States for five years but who had a limited proficiency in English. In addition to
reading forty-three books from the Sweet Valley Series, she began to read several popular
magazines such as Vogue, People and the National Enquirer. Anecdotal evidence showed
that Mi-ae’s listening and speaking abilities in English had increased as a result of
engaging in free voluntary reading. Mi-ae indicated that “reading in English is a good
way to increase my English ability” (p. 10); the researchers agree, noting that reading
provided Mi-ae with comprehensible input in English and that reading had both direct
and indirect effects on her competence in English.
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In another case study (Cho and Krashen, 1995b), the researchers asked Karen, a
thirty-four-year-old native speaker of Korean, to engage in a narrow free voluntary
reading program. Although Karen had lived in the United States for five years, her
competence in English was limited. In one year, Karen read forty-six books from the
Sweet Valley series, four Harlequin romance novels and eight other romance novels, as
well as forty issues of the National Inquirer. Cho and Krashen found that Karen’s reading
ability in English had increased during the year because, at the end of the year, Karen was
able to read English books that she was unable to read the previous year. Karen
additionally found that her speaking ability in English had increased as well. Cho and
Krashen argue that adolescent fictions and romance novels “serve a valuable function by
providing the literacy and language development that makes more difficult input
comprehensible” and that reading these type of books “can make a significant impact on
language development” (p. 19).
In Lao and Krashen’s (2000) study, ninety-one first-year ESL students at Hong
Kong Baptist University participated in a reading program which combined assigned
reading of five novels in English and free voluntary reading of one additional novel.
Thirty-nine students were included in a comparison group; the students in the comparison
group were enrolled in an academic skills course which focused on the development of
oral skills, writing, listening and reading in academic contexts. Students in both the
experimental and control groups completed pre- and post-tests which measured their
acquisition of vocabulary, their reading rate, and their attitudes towards reading. Results
of the study showed that students in the experimental group achieved clear gains in
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vocabulary growth and reading rate compared to students in the control group. For
example, with regards to vocabulary growth, it was estimated that students in the
experimental group acquired an average of 3000 words during the study versus 500
words among students in the control group. With regards to reading rate, students in the
experimental group increased their reading rate by an average of 24 words per minute
versus only 2.36 words per minute among students in the control group. Analysis of
students’ responses on the reading attitude survey showed that students in the
experimental group overwhelmingly favored novel reading and reading for pleasure over
those students in the control group.
Hafiz and Tudor (1989) conducted a study which included forty-six students of
Pakistani origin learning English as a second language in the United Kingdom. Sixteen
students in the experimental group participated in an after-school program in which they
selected and read graded readers in English and gave a weekly oral report on what they
read that week and their reactions to what they read. Thirty students were included in the
control group: fifteen students enrolled in the same school as students in the experimental
group, and fifteen students enrolled in a different school in the area. Students in both
groups completed pre- and post-tests in reading and writing during the study. Test scores
for both groups showed that students in the experimental group made substantial gains in
both reading and writing, while students in the control group made few gains in reading
and writing over the same period. Students in the experimental group scored lower than
students in the control group during the pre-test phase; in the post-test phase, however,
these results were reversed. Hafiz and Tudor argue that, according to the study’s results,
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“an input-based and acquisition-oriented mode of learning can lead to an improvement in
learners’ linguistic skills in a second language” (p. 8). Interestingly, students’ increased
competence in reading also seemed to carry over to their writing as well, thus leading
support to the interrelatedness of the communicative skills; in other words, “extensive L2
input can contribute significantly to the enhancement of learners’ language skills, both
receptive and productive” (p. 10).
In Dupuy and Krashen’s (1993) study, forty-two undergraduate enrolled in three
third-semester French courses participated in a research study designed to measure
students’ incidental acquisition of vocabulary words in French. Students in the
experimental group (n=15) watched the first five scenes of the movie Trois homes et un
couffin and read the film script of the next five scenes of the movie; students were given
forty minutes in class to read the scenes but received no direct instruction on the
vocabulary words in the script. Students in the control group (n=21) neither watched the
movie nor read the film script. After the treatment period, students in both groups were
given a vocabulary test on thirty colloquial words chosen from the film script. Students’
scores on the vocabulary test showed that students in the experimental group learned
about six more words compared with the control group, thus showing that students can
learn vocabulary naturally through mere exposure without direct instruction. The
researchers estimate that if students had read a text that was less difficult than the film
script, students may have learned even more vocabulary words.
In a study similar to the present study, Maxim (2002) included a German romance
novel, Mit dem Sturm kam die Liebe (With the Storm Came Love) as part of the
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curriculum of two beginning-level university German courses. Maxim included the novel
as part of these courses because, in his view, the long length of the novel (142 pages)
would help beginning students override their limited proficiency in reading German; the
novel would allow students to make sense of the language in the novel since the novel
would give them a larger context for understanding language. The two classes in the
experimental group were compared with three beginning-level university German courses
with the same curriculum as the experimental group except for the romance novel.
Students in both groups completed departmental exams during the study as well as a pretest. The pre-test included four texts in German: an advertisement, a newspaper editorial,
an excerpt from a romance novel, and a cultural note from a language textbook. Students
read the four texts and completed a recall activity of the texts in English and two
vocabulary tasks concerning the texts. The same pre-test was administered as a post-test
to both groups. Results of the study showed that students in the experimental group
performed just as well as students in the control group on departmental exams, thus
demonstrating that the romance novel did not detract from students’ ability to learn
course content. Also, based on the results of the pre-tests and post-tests, the treatment
group showed a marked increase in their ability to process the German language when
reading texts in German compared to the control group; Maxim suggests that this is
possibly due to the effects of reading the romance novel.

Research and curricular gaps in related research.
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Research by Cho and Krashen (1994, 1995a, 1995b) and Lao and Krashen (1995)
suggests that reading children’s and adolescent literature provides learners with
comprehensible input and contributes to the development of learners’ communicative
abilities in the target language. However, in comparison with these studies, the
participants in the current study were younger in age and were studying a different
language; thus, the present study aimed to validate these studies in a different context.
Also, these studies included children’s and adolescent literature as part of a free reading
program; however, these studies did not investigate the pedagogical implications of
including children’s literature as part of an established foreign/second language
curriculum. This point also holds for Hafiz and Tudor’s (1989) study, as they included
graded readers as part of an extracurricular program instead of an established language
course. The present study aimed to fill these gaps by incorporating children’s literature
into the Spanish 102 curriculum.
Students in Hafiz and Tudor’s study read graded readers, but they did not read
actual children’s books. In contrast, students in the present study read real children’s
books as part of the course curriculum.
Students in Dupuy and Krashen’s (1993) study learned vocabulary words in
French through mere exposure to the words without direct instruction. However, students
did not learn the words as part of a structured curriculum intended on promoting the
development of students’ communicative abilities. The present study aims to fill this gap.
Additionally, elementary-level students in Maxim’s (2002) study were able to
read a romance novel in German while still mastering course content; students were also
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increasingly able to process and make sense of German largely due to reading the
romance novel. The present study aimed to build on Maxim’s study by replicating it in
another context, namely, the elementary-level Spanish classroom. Since the present study
was designed as a teacher research study to investigate the implementation of a curricular
innovation, however, this study was not set up as an experimental study as Maxim did.
Rather than comparing two groups of students as in Maxim’s study, I designed the study
in order to better understand reading children’s and adolescent literature in Spanish from
students’ perspectives.

Intercultural Competence
In the latter part of the 20th century, language teachers began to see the need to
teach culture based largely on the increasing globalization of the modern world. A first
movement of culture teaching in the language teaching profession to teach culture was
based on a “facts only” approach which promoted learning information about other
cultures without helping students develop the skills to make sense of these facts.
Omaggio-Hadley (2001) argues that a facts-only approach to teaching culture consists of
three pitfalls: cultural facts are constantly changing over time, location and social strata, a
facts-only approach may promote stereotyping of other cultures rather than discourage it,
and a facts-only approach does not prepare students for cultural situations they have not
previously studied (p. 347). Omaggio-Hadley goes on to explore four early approaches to
teaching culture based on a facts-only approach (pp. 348-349):
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(1)

The Frankenstein Approach. This approach focuses on one cultural fact
from a given country that was judged to be representative of that country,
e.g. tacos (Mexico), flamenco dancers and bullfighting (Spain), gauchos
(South America).

(2)

The 4-F Approach. This approach centers on four items typically found in
all cultures: folk dances, festivals, fairs and food.

(3)

The Tour Guide Approach. This approach focuses on a tourist view of a
country through an examination of the monuments, rivers and cities of the
country.

(4)

The “By-the-Way” Approach. This approach consists of extemporaneous
lectures on cultural behaviors of native speakers of a country; these
lectures discuss differences in cultural behaviors between the home culture
and the target culture.

When incorporating these approaches into their teaching, language teachers soon
discovered that these approaches were inadequate for the teaching of culture. A second
movement of culture teaching in the language teaching profession began in 1996 when
the American Council for the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) produced the
Standards for Foreign Language Learning. This document does not promote a specific
language teaching method; instead, the Standards center language teaching on five goal
areas of language learning (the 5 C’s): communication, cultures, connections,
comparisons, and communities. With respect to the Cultures goal area, the Executive
Summary for the Standards explains that students gain knowledge and understanding of
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other cultures through learning language and that, in addition to learning the target
language, students also need to learn about the cultural contexts in which the target
language occurs (p. 3). Another standard that relates to culture is the Communities goal
area. The Executive Summary indicates that the other four standards together can help
students participate in multilingual communities both at home and abroad in a variety of
contexts in culturally appropriate ways (p. 3). The Cultures goal area consists of two
standards which state that language teachers should help students examine the practices
and products of the target culture and how these practices and products relate to the
cultural perspectives of the target culture (p. 4).
The Standards provided a major step forward in culture teaching by encouraging
language teachers to move beyond a facts-only approach to teach culture towards in order
to help students see connections between language and culture. Technological advances
and the increased globalization of the world in the 21st century have facilitated
connections between cultures and movements of peoples between cultures. The language
teaching profession thus needed to reflect this interculturality in language learning. As a
result, a third movement of culture teaching in the language teaching profession has
promoted the concept of intercultural competence. Several theories of intercultural
competence are outlined below.
Short (2011) argues that, despite the globalization of our modern world, many
students “are ignorant of world cultures, international issues, and foreign languages” (p.
130) and that the knowledge of those students who are cognizant of other cultures is often
superficial and grounded in stereotypical views of these cultures. She proposes that
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literature is one way to overcome these deficiencies in cultural learning in several ways.
Firstly, literature allows students to move beyond a superficial view of other cultures
towards understanding other cultures at a deeper level. Secondly, by immersing
themselves in the story worlds found in literature, readers are able to learn about how
people of other cultures live, think and feel; as a result, students develop more empathy
and understanding towards these cultures. Thirdly, literature gives students opportunities
to see similarities they share with other cultures while also valuing the unique differences
of each culture. Fourthly, literature helps students not only learn about other cultures but
also learn about their own culture as well. In sum, literature “provides a means of
building bridges of understanding across countries and cultures” (p. 131).
Short (2009) outlines a framework for helping students critically read the world
through international and global children’s literature. According to her definition of
intercultural understanding, students
 explore their own cultural identities and their understandings of culture;
 become aware of other cultural perspectives while also seeing the
commonalities that exist between cultures;
 investigate issues of personal relevance to them at the local, national and/or
global levels;
 value the diversity of cultural perspectives in the world;
 take responsibility for and are committed to making a difference to and in the
world; and
 take action to create a better and more just world (p. 3).
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Case (1993) defines a global perspective as seeing the “whole picture” concerning
local and international matters (p. 318). He argues that a global perspective consists of
two important dimensions: the substantive dimension and the perceptual dimension.
According to Case, the substantive dimension centers on objects of a global perspective,
while the perceptual dimension focuses on points of view of these objects. Case indicates
that the substantive dimension consists of five aspects concerning global affairs:
universal and cultural values and practices, global interconnections, worldwide concerns
and conditions, origins and past patters of worldwide affairs, and alternative future
directions of these worldwide affairs (p. 320). Case explains that the perceptual
dimension consists of five perspectives necessary for a global perspective: openmindedness (a person’s willingness to base his/her beliefs of a global issue on the
impartial consideration of available evidence concerning the phenomenon), anticipation
of complexity (the person’s willingness to examine the complexity and interrelatedness
of global issues), resistance to stereotyping (a person’s willingness to resist understanding
global issues in a narrow way), inclination to empathize (a person’s willingness to
understand global issues from others’ perspectives), and nonchauvinism (a person’s
willingness to not judge prejudiciously the views of others about global issues).
Fennes and Hapgood (1997) incorporate these views into a seven-stage
developmental model describing the process of intercultural learning. This model is
outlined in the figure below.
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Ethnocentrism

Awareness

Understanding

Acceptance

Appreciation

and respect

and valuing

Change

Intercultural
competence

Figure 2.1: Fennes and Hapgood’s (1997) Continuum of Intercultural Learning (p.
48)
In the first stage, ethnocentrism, a person is unaware of culture or cultural
differences in the world. In the second stage, awareness, the person becomes conscious of
differences outside his/her own culture. In the third stage, understanding, the person
begins to question these cultural differences and how these differences affect people from
different cultural backgrounds. In the fourth stage, acceptance and respect, the person
acknowledges cultural differences without judging them against the values of his/her own
culture. In the fifth stage, appreciation and valuing, the person recognizes that cultural
differences are opportunities to understand cultural diversity, although s/he may not see
cultural diversity in his/her own culture. In the sixth stage, change, the person develops
new attitudes, skills and behaviors in relation to interactions with people of another
culture. In the last stage, intercultural competence, the person learns about, from and with
other cultures and recognizes that s/he can understand his/her own culture only when s/he
learners about other cultures (and vice versa).
An additional aspect of Fennes and Hapgood’s view of intercultural competence
is their iceberg model of culture (pp. 14-15). The figure below is divided into two
sections. The top section of the iceberg represents those surface aspects of culture that
learners are often aware of, while the bottom section of the iceberg represents deeper
aspects of culture that learners are often not aware of. If language teachers teach only
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surface aspects of a given culture, the results will be similar to those obtained by the
facts-only approaches outlined earlier: students will see the target culture in a
stereotypical fashion which inhibits intercultural understanding. Instead, teachers should
focus their efforts on helping students become aware of deeper aspects of the target
culture that are not necessarily obvious to them.

Figure 2.2: Fennes and Hapgood’s (1997) Iceberg Concept of Culture (p. 14)

Similar to Fennes and Hapgood’s developmental model, Bennett (1986) proposes
a six-stage developmental process of intercultural sensitivity. Each stage describes the
level at which a person copes with cultural differences. Stages #1 through #3 are
characterized as ethnocentric stages in that the person is only able to perceive his/her own
culture. Stages #4 to #6 are describes as ethnorelative stages in that the person is able to
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see his/her own culture in relation to other cultures. In the first stage, Denial, the person
is unable to recognize differences between cultures. In the second stage, Defense, the
person feels that cultural differences are a threat to his/her own culture and counters these
threats by defending his/her culture. In the third stage, Minimization, the person focuses
on the universal or similar aspects of culture and is unable to perceive cultural
differences. In the fourth stage, Acceptance, the person recognizes and acknowledges that
there are differences between cultures. In the fifth stage, Adaptation, the person is able to
empathize with cultural differences. In the final stage, Integration, the person is able to
shift between the worldviews of different cultures. These stages are outlined in the figure
below.
Experience of Difference

Development of Intercultural Sensitivity
Denial

Defense

Minimization

Acceptance

Ethnocentric Stages

Adaptation

Integration

Ethnorelative Stages

Figure 2.3: Bennett’s (1986) Developmental Model of Experiencing Difference (p.
182)
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The typologies explored up to this point have explored developmental stages
students experience as they learn about other cultures. Banks (2006), however, presents a
typology for students’ own cultural identity as they develop their intercultural
understanding. The six stages of his cultural identity model are explored below.
In the first stage (Cultural Psychological Captivity), a given person believes the
negative stereotypes a society has about his/her own culture. In the second stage (Cultural
Encapsulation), the person associates mainly with members of his/own culture. In the
third stage (Cultural Identity Clarification), the person defines his/her personal attitudes
towards his/her own culture and begins to develop positive attitudes towards his/her own
culture. In the fourth stage (Biculturalism), the person is able to function not only in
his/her own cultural community but in other cultural communities as well. In the fifth
stage (Multiculturalism and Reflective Nationalism), the person is able to understand and
appreciate the cultural symbols and values of his/her own culture as well as other
cultures. In the final stage (Globalism and Global Competency), the person has
internalized the cultural values of his/her own culture and other cultures as well as
universalistic values and principles inherent in all cultures (pp. 137-141).
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Figure 2.4: Allan’s (2003) Intercultural Learning Spiral (p. 103)

A further model of intercultural competence is offered by Allan (2003). In
contrast to the linear models discussed earlier, Allen proposes a dynamic and recursive
model of intercultural competence. Allan’s model is based on the notion of cultural
dissonance, or a state of ambiguity, uncertainty and anxiety resulting from unfamiliarity
with the language, non-verbal codes and social variables of another culture (p. 93). This
model is described below.
The spiral consists of four cycles with four steps per cycle:
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 concrete experience: previous experiences people bring with them
 reflective observation: perceptions of and responses to information
 abstract conceptualization: generalizations based on interpretations of a given
situation
 active experimentation: manipulation of objects; interactions with others (p.
102).
In Cycle 1, students bring with them their previous life experiences (concrete
experience). As they encounter social situations which provoke cultural dissonance, they
perceive and respond to these situations (reflective observation). They then construct
generalizations based on their perceptions of these situations (abstract conceptualization).
Finally, they interact with others in new ways based on knowledge and experience gained
from the previous steps (active experimentation). This active experimentation in Cycle 1
then becomes the concrete experience in Cycle 2, and so on. These steps could lead
students towards intercultural learning or, conversely, lead students towards one of three
processes that do not lead to intercultural learning:
 ethnocentrism: isolation from multicultural social encounters or socializing
only in monocultural social situations
 adaptation: development of strategies to cope with cultural dissonance without
reflection or change
 assimilation: incorporation into the target culture with simultaneous
abandonment of the home culture (p. 102).
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The majority of the theories presented so far have been generated from scholars in
education and other academic disciplines. However, intercultural competence has also
been explored in the field of second language acquisition principally by Michael Byram
and Claire Kramsch.
Byram (2000) defines intercultural competence as the ability to “see relationships
between different cultures – both internal and external to a society – and to mediate, that
is, interpret each [culture] in terms of the other, either for [himself] or for other people”
(p. 10). He goes on to suggest that intercultural competence involves “critical or
analytical understanding of (parts of) their own and other cultures – someone who is
conscious of their own perspective, of the way in which their perspective is culturally
determined” (p. 10). He indicates that intercultural competence involves five key
elements: attitudes (curiosity of and openness towards other cultures), knowledge of the
perspectives, products and practices of one’s own culture and other cultures, the skills of
interpreting documents and relating them to one’s own culture, the skills of discovery and
interaction (gaining knowledge about cultural practices and using them in communication
with other social groups), and critical cultural awareness (the ability to critically evaluate
perspectives, practices and products in relation to one’s own culture and other cultures)
(p. 10).
Kramsch’s work centers on the connections between literacy and intercultural
competence through the notion of “third space”. Kramsch bases this notion on Peirce’s
view of the semiotic sign. According to Peirce, a sign consists of three parts: the sign (a
word or image), the object (what the sign refers to), and the interpretant (what the sign
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evokes in a person’s mind). Accordingly, there are three modes related to our connections
to the interpretant. Firstness is the mode through which we perceive reality, Secondness
is the mode we use to react to this reality, and Thirdness is the mode which brings
Firstness and Secondness in relation to each other, thus allowing us to reflect on both
reality and our reactions to this reality. Using Peirce’s concept of Thirdness, Kramsch
argues moving beyond the traditional dichotomy of C1/C2 (first culture/target culture)
towards what she calls “third culture”. Just as the interpretant in Peirce’s semiotics helps
us to become aware of how we make sense of reality, Kramsch’s third culture allows us
to focus on the relations between students’ home culture and the target culture. Kramsch
(2011) defines third culture as a “symbolic process of meaning-making that sees beyond
the dualities of national languages and national cultures” (p. 355). In her view, a third
culture possesses three aspects:
 popular culture: students create meanings in opposition to official meanings
 critical culture: students question dominant attitudes and worldviews
 ecological culture: students learn language in contextually appropriate ways
which are adapted to the learning environment (Kramsch, 2009, pp. 238-239).
She argues that this third culture helps students become “aware of contradictions
and ambivalences [between C1 and C2] and find a way of living and learning with [the]
hybridity and diversity” of working between and across these cultures (Kramsch, 2009,
pp. 240-241). She suggests that this third culture creates a third space which promotes
students’ intercultural competence by helping them make connections between the L1/C1
and the L2/C2 (p. 241).
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Matos (2011) utilizes Kramsch’s notion of third space to define interculturality as
an “emergent space in between cultures” (p. 10). She argues that encounters between
interlocutors from different cultures do not depend on any specific interlocutor or culture
and that the negotiation of meaning in these encounters occurs in this space between
cultures, or third space, where intercultural dialogue takes place. Matos conjectures that
this third space also applies to Rosenblatt’s transactional view of reading in that, just as
intercultural encounters do not depend on any particular interlocutor or culture, readers’
interactions with text do not depend exclusively on the text or the reader but a third space
where the reader transacts with the text. Additionally, Matos explains that when reading
intercultural texts, readers not only experience literary transactions with such texts but
intercultural transactions as well since readers are transacting with both the literary text
and the cultural world the text presents.
Scott and Huntington (2002) propose a model for the development of intercultural
competence via literary texts. This model is shown and described below.
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Figure 2.5: Scott and Huntington’s (2002) Model for Developing C2 Competence (p.
623)

Scott and Huntington define C2 competence as the “understanding of and
attitudes about another culture necessary to recognize its value” (p. 623). At the center of
the model is the student; affective awareness and cognitive flexibility on the part of the
students contribute to the student’s development of C2 competence. The outer circle is
C2, or the target culture. The literary text is in a two-way interaction between the student
and the C2. The text is the vehicle through which the student learns about the target
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culture; in other words, meaning is created and co-constructed through the interaction of
the student and the target culture via the text.
Additionally, in 2007, the Modern Language Association argued that foreign
language programs should cultivate ”educated speakers who have deep translingual and
transcultural competence” (p. 3). The MLA defines translingual and transcultural
competence as “the ability [of students] to operate between languages [and between
cultures]” (pp. 3-4). The MLA goes on to define transcultural understanding as “the
ability to comprehend and analyze…cultural narratives” (p. 4). Kramsch (2009) contends
that operating between languages means moving beyond appropriate and accurate
communication towards the creative use of the target culture’s symbolic (semiotic)
systems (p. 249). This view of transcultural competence fits well with Byram’s (2000)
perspective of intercultural competence as well as Fennes and Hapgood’s (1997) and
Bennett’s (1986) developmental models of intercultural competence in that interculturally
competent students are able to recognize and appreciate cultural differences and negotiate
between different cultures.
Interestingly, Cai (2008) establishes a connection between reader response theory
and intercultural competence. Some scholars have noted that, while Rosenblatt’s
transactional theory is important in helping students deepen their experiences with
literature, her theory does not go far enough in helping students to read texts critically. As
a result, scholars such as Wade, Thompson and Watkins (1994), Yenika-Agbaw (1997)
and McLaughlin and DeVoogd (2004) have argued that, in addition to the efferent and
aesthetic stances, a third stance is needed to help students read critically: the critical
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stance. They recommend that all three stances should be included in students’ reading
experiences. Other scholars such as Lewis (2000) have conjectured that the aesthetic
stance could be enlarged to include the analysis of social and political aspects of texts.
Cai reminds us, however, that Rosenblatt does not explicitly discuss such a
critical stance because her goal was not to promote a specific type of reading; readers
read critically if and when this perspective flows naturally from their personal
transactions with texts. Rosenblatt does propose, however, that students’ personal
responses are not the end of the transactional process; they are only the beginning steps
of this process. Rosenblatt continuously advocated that readers consider the social
implications of their transactions with texts: “critical literacy is a personal as well as a
political matter because it entails examining one’s own aesthetic experience” (Cai, 2008,
p. 214). Lütge (2013) affirms that an examination of one’s personal responses leads to the
formation of one’s identity, an essential step in the develop of intercultural competence:
“aesthetic reading has a strong bearing on the development of identity formation
processes that relate the student’s ‘self’ with potential ‘others’ through literary
encounters” (p. 98).
Rather than being separate from critical reading, Rosenblatt argued that aesthetic
reading “can nourish social sensibilities and can foster the development of critical and
self critical judgment” (Rosenblatt, 1995, p. xviii). She indicates that readers’ responses
to texts reveal their own ideological beliefs, values, assumptions and values and that, as
part of the transactional process, readers need to critically examine and reflect on their
ideological positions to see if these positions impede their understanding of texts. Rather
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than seeing critical reading as a supplement to Rosenblatt’s transactional theory, Cai
argues that critical reading is merely an extension of readers’ initial response to texts and
that readers benefit from a critical analysis of texts only when their initial responses are
taken into account. Thus, Cai suggests that an impportant aspect of intercultural
competence includes an examination of one’s personal ideological and philosophical
positions and a consideration of the social implications of these positions.
Several scholars have suggested that literary texts promote intercultural
competence in important ways. For example, Burwitz-Melzer (2001) indicates that
literary texts promote the development of intercultural competence because such texts
invite readers to consider the values of a given cultural group or nation and allow readers
to compare their own cultural perspectives with those of the characters and the authors.
Lütge (2013) concurs, noting that such texts encourage readers to put themselves in the
position of others and see the world from their eyes and that children’s literature “offers a
fascinating platform for exploring questions of identity, values and worldviews, the basic
ingredients for intercultural learning” (p. 104). Kramsch (1993) suggests that literary
texts promote intercultural competence because they expose readers to multiple voices
and perspectives in the target culture: these texts have “the ability to represent the
particular voices of a writer among the many voices of his or her community, and thus to
appeal to the particular in the reader” (Kramsch, 1993, p. 131). Rather than learning
about one’s identity, Reichl (2013) recommends that students engage in the process of
“doing identity”, which she defines as the process of a person “identifying other people
around [him/her] and learning about the world and about cultural connections in the
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process” (p. 112). She suggests that students read books such as Benny and Omar, Boy
Overboard and Noughts and Crosses which explore characters’ experiences in
intercultural encounters; after reading books such as these, students can then reflect on
the characters’ experiences as preparation for their own future intercultural encounters.
Citing arguments by Hunfeld (1990), Moeller (1992) points out that literature
should be used with beginning-level students because literature allows students to see
how language is used connotatively. Moeller argues that language teachers should
consider seven criteria when selecting appropriate literary texts to use with students. In
her view,
 texts should be at an appropriate linguistic level
 texts should be at an appropriate length
 texts should be at an appropriate age level
 texts should awaken students’ interest and motivation
 texts should promote students’ cognitive, esthetic and emotional development
 texts should cultural understanding
 texts should expand students’ vocabulary skills (p. 35).
Matos (2005) reasons that reading literature in foreign/second language
classrooms promote intercultural competence since literature “has the value of mobilizing
a critical awareness of self and other” (p. 68). Literature allows readers to inhabit other
worlds and move constantly between their individual perspectives and social perspectives
of cultural phenomena so that they are able to see the world from different perspectives.
Building off Kramsch’s notion of third space, Matos argues that texts contain
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“touchpoints” or unclear and ambiguous moments in texts which allow readers to see
how linguistic choices made by authors affect how textual meaning is conveyed and
changed. Matos argues that these touchpoints are a vehicle for promoting intercultural
competence since they “offer a pretext for reflection on the intercultural (dis)encounters
portrayed [in texts] and the [dialectical] struggle that they prefigure” (p. 63).
Cunico (2005) argues that dramatic texts are an effective vehicle for the
development of intercultural competence because such texts show readers how identity
and social relationships are negotiated while allowing readers to reflect on their own
cultural expectations. These texts also expose readers to difficult social dilemmas and
encourage them to compare their own hypothetical resolutions of these dilemmas to those
of the characters. She suggests that drama can be used ethnographically as students
interview native speaker informants to investigate how informants’ resolutions of these
dilemmas compare with those of the characters.
Additionally, Moffit (1998) points out that young adult literature often embodies
the values of the society in which the literature is produced; as a result, young adult
literature can serve as a vehicle for an analysis of the beliefs of the target culture. In
addition to analyzing a society’s cultural values, this literature can also encourage
students to reflect on their own cultural values because the literature exposes students to
belief systems other than their own. Blickle (1998) concurs, noting that young adult
literature teaches students not only about the target culture but also teaches them about
their own culture as well. Schulz (1998) argues that young adult literature helps students
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understand historical events at a deeper and more profound level; for example, in her
courses she uses young adult literature in German to teach students about the Holocaust.
The concept of intercultural competence framed the present research study in
several ways. I considered that the children’s books would help students see connections
between mainstream culture and mainstream culture and would promote the development
of students’ perspectives of Latino culture as well as their own culture (Byram, 2000). I
hoped that students would be open-minded and willing to look beyond stereotypical
views of Latino culture in order to understand issues in Latino culture from Latinos’
perspectives (Case, 1993). I recognized that reading children’s books about Latino
culture could help students see the deeper levels of Latino culture and promote students’
awareness and understanding of Latino culture towards developing students’ intercultural
competence (Fennes and Hapgood, 1997). I believed that the children’s books would help
students perceive multiple ways of understanding the world and that the children’s books
would encourage students incorporate Latino cultural perspectives into their own
mainstream cultural perspectives (Bennett, 1986). Additionally, I concluded that the
children’s books could contribute to students’ transcultural competence by facilitating
their negotiation between mainstream culture and Latino culture.

Related research.
Several studies have investigated the role of literary texts in building students’
intercultural competence. For example, in Gómez (2012), twenty-three Colombian
university students enrolled in an advanced English course read five short stories in
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English as part of the course. Through observations, field notes, interviews and students’
journals, Gómez found that students simultaneously acquired communicative competence
in English and intercultural knowledge such as geographical information, historical
references, authors’ biographies and gender issues related to the short stories. Small- and
large-group discussion of the short stories encouraged students to compare their thoughts
about the stories, their own life experiences, and their understandings of the cultural
references in the stories with those of their classmates, thus constructing and expanding
students’ intercultural competence.
In Scott and Huntington’s (2002) study, fifty students enrolled in four sections of
an introductory-level French course read texts in French about Côte d’Ivoire. Nineteen
students in Group A read and responded to a fact sheet detailing cultural facts about the
country, while thirty-one students in Group B read the poem “Raconte-moi [Tell me]” by
Véronique Tadjo, a poet from Côte d’Ivoire. The researchers compared the reactions and
attitudes of students in each group to determine which text promoted a deeper level of
intercultural competence. Post-treatment questionnaires from both groups revealed that
students in Group B showed a greater level of affective awareness and cognitive
flexibility. Students in this group related ideas, images and emotions from the poem to
their own lives, empathized with the linguistic struggles of the poet, and questioned their
own views of the country. Students in Group A, however, tended to view Côte d’Ivoire in
a generalized, oversimplified and stereotypical fashion. These students often viewed the
country in a fixed and static way and did not relate factual information about the country
to their own knowledge and experiences. As a result, the researchers determined that the
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poem better promoted students’ intercultural competence because they were able to
establish connections between the culture of Côte d’Ivoire and their own.
Hecke (2013) used two graphic novels, Persepolis and La Perdida with high
school students in Göttingen, Germany and students at Georg-August Universität in
Göttingen enrolled in a course on teaching comics and graphic novels in ESL education.
Both groups of students participated in a one-semester English reading class; the high
school students read the two graphic novels, while the university students created and
taught one ninety-minute lesson to the high school students on one of the novels. Many of
the high school students indicated that they gained new perspectives on Iran Persepolis)
and Mexico La Perdida) respectively by reading the graphic novels. They pointed out
that they learned more about these countries and reduced stereotypes they had about the
countries after reading the novels. These findings also held true for the university
students, particularly since they researched one of the two countries before they taught
the novel associated with that country. In addition, because the university students were
concurrently enrolled in a course on teaching graphic novels in ESL classrooms, they
learned about intercultural competence through their own research and teaching the
novels to the high school students.
One study specifically examined the use of children’s literature in developing
cultural awareness. In García’s (2007) study, some students in her intermediate Spanish
course reported that reading children’s literature in Spanish provided them with new
knowledge about Latino culture; other students indicated that the children’s literature
increased knowledge they already possessed about Hispanic/Latino culture. As one
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student points out, “these stories contain so much cultural value that I think anyone can
benefit from them, these stories have taught me a lot of things about Hispanic culture” (p.
122). Several students appreciated the cultural authenticity found in the children’s
literature: “the texts painted a very accurate portrait of culture” (p. 123). They also felt
that the children’s literature helped them develop new attitudes towards Hispanic/Latino
culture by helping them be “more accepting of beliefs that you don’t have” (p. 124).

Research and curricular gaps in related research.
The studies presented above provide evidence that literary texts promote the
development of students’ intercultural competence. Despite this fact, several research and
curricular gaps emerge. For example, Gómez (2012) uses literary texts and the advanced
level only. Scott and Huntington (2002) do indeed use literary texts with elementary-level
students, but students were only briefly exposed to the poem (one twenty-minute class
session) and so did not interact with the poem in a deep and profound way. Also, students
were not exposed to longer-length texts in the target language. Hecke’s (2013) study
showed that children’s literature can promote students’ intercultural understanding, but
the graphic novels were part of an after-school reading program and not included as an
integral part of a language course. García’s (2007) study shows that children’s literature
specifically can be used to promote students’ intercultural competence, but the
participants in her study were students learning Spanish at the intermediate level. The
present study aimed to fill these research and curricular gaps by including children’s
literature as part of an elementary Spanish course.
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Conclusion
This chapter examined four theoretical frameworks which provide a foundation
for the study: reader response theory, Communicative Language Teaching, The Natural
Approach and intercultural competence. The chapter explored previous research related
to these theoretical frameworks, research and curricular gaps in these studies, and ways
the present research study aimed to fill these gaps. The chapter ended with a review of
previous studies showing how children’s literature increases students’ overall language
learning, reading proficiency, vocabulary development, grammatical development, and
cultural awareness. The next chapter discusses the research methods used in the study and
the curricular engagements students participated in as they read the children’s books.
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CHAPTER 3 – RESEARCH METHODOLOGIES
As a graduate teaching assistant at the college level in French and Spanish, I was
accustomed to implementing curricular decisions made by my supervisors. I was not
encouraged to ask questions about my teaching, nor was there any reward for pursuing
inquiries on my teaching. This is frequently the case since teachers are expected to be
consumers, not producers, of educational knowledge: “competence in teaching is usually
defined in terms of action and activity, by doing the job, and not by speculating on the
structure, efficacy, or outcomes of those actions” (Freeman, 1998, p. 2). Freeman goes on
to suggest that education consist of two interrelated aspects of instruction: teaching
(action) and research (reflecting on action) and argues for a repositioning of teachers’
work from doing to wondering by uniting action and reflection together into one form of
practice he calls teacher-research. He postulates that foreign/second language teachers
need to work at the hyphen between teaching and research by “undertaking two
processes, teaching and researching, that have conventionally been separated and seen as
distinct” (p. 6).
Short (2010) concurs with this view of by framing teaching as inquiry, asking
questions about our own teaching that are relevant and meaningful to us personally:
“inquiry immerses us [as teachers] in exploring the learning process and using those
understandings to shape how we teach our content” (p. 11). Short and Harste (1996)
define professional inquiry as using students as curricular informants in order to continue
to grow and learn as professionals.
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Because I was attempting to generate knowledge through the implementation of a
new curricular approach to teaching Spanish, and because my students were curricular
informants helping me understand the complexities of this new curricular approach,
teacher research was an appropriate framework to explore the research questions. I was
documenting students’ perceptions concerning this curricular approach, and so qualitative
research methods were principally used to collect and analyze study data. Additionally,
descriptive statistics were used to document students’ perceptions of their communicative
abilities in Spanish. Thus, this research study is framed as qualitative teacher research
study with a quantitative component.
This chapter describes the context for the study, the theoretical frameworks
utilized for the design of the study, and the collection and analysis of the study’s data.
The chapter also contains a brief summary of the two children’s books used in the study.
To review, the study focused on the following research questions:
(1) What are elementary-level university Spanish students’ perceptions of the
influence of reading children’s literature in Spanish on their language learning?
(2) What are elementary-level university Spanish students’ perceptions concerning
their experiences reading children’s literature in Spanish?

Research Context
This study was conducted with students in two second-semester Spanish courses
(Spanish 102) at a large land-grant university in the Southwest in the fall 2008 semester
and in one second-semester Spanish course (Spanish 102) at the same university in the
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spring 2009 semester. The university in which the study was conducted is a land-grant
university in the southwestern United States with an enrollment of approximately 37,000
students per year.
The Basic Language Program in Spanish offers courses in beginning and
intermediate Spanish for undergraduate students learning Spanish as a foreign language
as well as for undergraduate students who already have some knowledge of the Spanish
language as part of their experiences at home (heritage learners). Approximately 3,500
undergraduate students per semester enroll in a course offered in the Basic Language
Program in Spanish. The Basic Language Program consists of a series of five courses
(two at the beginning levels and three at the intermediate levels): Spanish 102 (First
Semester Spanish), Spanish 102 (Second Semester Spanish), Spanish 201 (Third
Semester Spanish), Spanish 202 (Fourth Semester Spanish), and Spanish 251
(Intermediate Spanish). Students specializing in a Bachelor of Science degree are
required to take two semesters of a foreign language (i.e. Spanish 101 and 102). Students
specializing in a Bachelor of Arts degree must take four semesters of a foreign language
(Spanish 101, 102, 201 and 202). Spanish 251 is a course designed for students who
desire to either major or minor in Spanish. The course prepares students for further study
in Spanish at the advanced (300-) level and beyond.
Spanish 102 is a crucial course in the Basic language Program for several reasons.
More students are enrolled in Spanish 102 than any other course in the department. The
course orients students towards the program’s focus on the development of
communicative skills in Spanish and learning important cultural information concerning
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various countries in the Spanish-speaking world. Also, students may become interested in
further study in Spanish as a result of the course. Undergraduate students applying to the
university must present two units of study of a foreign language before beginning their
undergraduate studies. This is normally accomplished by completing two years or more
of Spanish at the high school level. Consequently, the majority of the students who enroll
in Spanish 102 are freshman undergraduate students. More students are normally enrolled
in Spanish 102 in a given academic semester than any other course offered by the Basic
Language Program; approximately 60 sections of Spanish 102 are offered each semester.
The curriculum for the Spanish 102 course, as are all other courses in the Basic
Language Program, is based on the communicative approach to language teaching; it is
designed to enable students to develop their communicative abilities (reading, writing,
listening and speaking) in Spanish, to increase their vocabulary in Spanish, and to
become familiar with basic cultural information about several Latino countries. In the
Basic Language Program in Spanish, students begin reading intensively in Spanish 201
(Third Semester Spanish). As part of the course curriculum, in addition to the course
textbook, students enrolled in the course read a collection of short stories from various
authors from the Spanish-speaking world (¡A leer!); no supplementary reading materials
are used in Spanish 102 other than the course textbook (¡Dímelo tú! ) which contains
short cultural readings in Spanish concerning various countries in the Spanish-speaking
world.
While teaching Spanish 102 during previous semesters, I noticed that although the
objective of the course was on developing communicative competence in Spanish in the

101
four skills of reading, writing, listening and speaking, the course focused heavily on
learning grammatical structures, which leaves little time to adequately develop students’
communicative competencies in Spanish. Despite the fact that the course goals
theoretically focus on the development of students’ communicative abilities in Spanish,
in reality, much class time is spent on helping students understand and utilize grammar
points, and so little class time is left to work on helping students develop their
communicative abilities. Although students do read in the course, they only read short
cultural selections in Spanish, and the cultural selections they do read are informationbased and are not literary. Students are exposed to input in Spanish, but the input is often
inauthentic, decontextualized, and of shorter length.
In Spanish 102, students do read texts in Spanish, but the majority of these
reading selections are informational texts in the textbook which contain brief histories of
various countries in the Hispanic world. Each chapter does end with a short literary text,
but most of the texts are either poems or short selections from literary texts. These texts
are not included on course exams, and there is usually not enough class time to devote to
these literary texts, and so students in the course do not get an opportunity to read these
texts. Also, the cultural reading selections students do read in class are typically short
(less than two pages), and so students in the course are not reading longer-length texts in
Spanish. I believed that students needed to read longer-length texts in Spanish and also
read texts in other genres which were targeted for their proficiency level in order to
increase their reading abilities in Spanish. Because of these gaps in the course, I
wondered whether children’s literature in Spanish would help students develop their
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reading ability in Spanish because students would be immersed in input in Spanish which
was contextualized, authentic and appropriate for their lower proficiency level. The
curricular engagements used with students while they read the children’s books are
discussed in the next section.

Curricular engagements in the course.
The curricular engagements used with students during the research study as they
read the children’s books are an important part of the research context. An overview of
the Spanish 102 course and my previous experiences teaching Spanish 102 are described,
followed by a description of the curricular engagements used with students in Classes #1
and #2 in the fall semester 2008. The gaps of the curricular engagements that led to the
reader response engagements used with Class #3 are also discussed along with the
curricular engagements used in the spring semester 2009.

Previous experiences teaching Spanish 102.
I first began teaching the Spanish 102 course in the fall semester 2003. During the
first several semesters teaching the course, I varied little from the textbook and frequently
implemented class activities as outlined in the textbook. As I gained experience with the
textbook and the course, however, I began to notice areas in which I could create
materials which would help students better understand the course content. In order to
teach vocabulary more explicitly, I taught students vocabulary words visually; I held up a
picture, and students repeated the vocabulary word exemplified in the picture. In order to
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help students learn how to use grammatical features to communicate their own meanings
in Spanish, I created numerous skill-getting activities (Rivers, 1983) intended to promote
students’ use of these grammatical features to express themselves in Spanish in authentic
contexts for real-world purposes. In later semesters, I discovered that the majority of
class time was devoted to developing students’ oral proficiency in Spanish; little class
time and few class materials were devoted to exposing students to authentic input in
Spanish and helping them develop their reading skills in Spanish. Consequently, two
children’s books in Spanish (Me llamo María Isabel and Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos)
were included as part of the Spanish 102 curriculum in the fall semester 2008 and the
spring semester 2009. Below is a description of the curricular engagements used with
students for each semester as they read the children’s books.

Fall semester 2008: The “comprehension” group.
In Classes #1 and #2, I incorporated the two children’s books as part of the course
curriculum. All the assignments, exams and presentations in the course curriculum were
maintained with two changes. Firstly, instead of focusing on the textbook content,
students focused on their experiences reading the children’s books in their journal entries.
Also, instead of writing the journal entries in Spanish, students wrote their journal entries
in English; I felt that their lower proficiency level in Spanish would impede their ability
to express their experiences with the children’s books. Secondly, Composition #2 asks
students to explore the derivations of their names and connections between their names
and their personalities; for this composition, I asked students to write an additional
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paragraph in Spanish exploring similarities and differences between María Isabel’s
feelings about her names and their feelings about their own names. The journal entries
and surveys were completed at home, while the composition and the focus-group
interviews were conducted during class time.
Before the semester began, I made preliminary programmatic decisions about
which days would be devoted to reading the two books and data collection. I initially
decided to devote approximately one day each week for reading a chapter in Me llamo
María Isabel and one short story in Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos. Students began the
course with Me llamo María Isabel since the chapters in the book were shorter and the
book contained simpler language than Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos. My initial plan
was to devote approximately twenty-five minutes of each fifty-minute class period to
reading and discussing particular sections of the children’s books.
The two children’s books were included as part of the course curriculum in
addition to the required class activities as indicated in the course syllabus. Knowing the
amount of both limited class time available for reading the books and the amount of
reading material in both books (Me llamo María Isabel contains ten chapters, and Béisbol
en abril y otros cuentos consists of eleven short stories), I made a conscious decision to
have students read all of Me llamo María Isabel and two short stories in Béisbol en abril
y otros cuentos (“Béisbol en abril” and “El Karate Kid”). Students read Me llamo María
Isabel in its entirety since the chapters in the book were short (approximately 5 pages
each) and since the language in the book was relatively simple. Students did not read all
of the short stories in Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos because of class time and the
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length of the book. These two short stories were chosen because I believed students
would be able to relate to the situations the main characters faced in each story. In
“Béisbol en abril”, two brothers, Michael and Jesse, try out for the local baseball team.
Since many students participated in sports when they were children, I believed that they
would be able to relate to the characters and events in the story. In “El Karate Kid”,
Gilbert is inspired by the movie The Karate Kid to defend himself against getting bullied
in school. Since many students likely watched this movie when they were younger, and
since many of them were either bullied or witnessed bullying in their schools, I believed
that students would likely be able to identify with Gilbert.
Many students taking Spanish 102 at this university are incoming freshman who
have not previously taken a Spanish course at the university. Additionally, many students
in this course have not previously read authentic texts in Spanish, let alone a children’s
book in Spanish. Consequently, I felt that it would be unwise to ask students to read the
books at home for several reasons: they may not complete the assigned readings, they
may feel too overwhelmed to complete the readings, or they may attempt to translate the
readings word-for-word, thereby defeating the purpose of the readings. For these reasons,
I decided to ask students to read the children’s books during class time. When reading the
children’s books in Classes #1 and #2, after briefly introducing the chapter, students
formed groups of three of four students and read the chapter aloud in Spanish, with each
group member taking turns to read one page in the chapter aloud. Students chose to read
the children’s books aloud to their group partners, although I did not specifically instruct
them to do so. After having read the chapter, students completed a series of
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comprehension questions about the chapter in Spanish, and we as a class discussed the
answers to the comprehension questions. In Class #3, students read the chapters aloud in
groups and completed a number of reader-response engagements helping them to form
their initial interpretations of the book.
The main focus of the curricular innovation was to give students the experience of
reading the children’s books with little intervention on my part. Students read the books
in class because, in my experience, they often have little to no previous experience
reading in Spanish. Consequently, if students were asked to read, for example, a chapter
from Me llamo María Isabel at home, I felt that they would probably not have completed
the assignment due to being overwhelmed by the task; alternatively, students might have
tried to look up every word in a dictionary, thus defeating the purpose of having students
read the chapter. A typical lesson plan for each chapter in the book was as follows:
 The lesson began with a brief analysis of the title and a brief summary of the
chapter in Spanish.
 Students formed groups and read the chapter out loud to each other.
 Students completed comprehension questions in Spanish on the chapter as they
were reading.
 The class discussed in Spanish their answers to the comprehension questions and
the chapter.
This format was followed for the majority of the chapters in Me llamo María Isabel
except for Chapter 6 (“Acción de Gracias”) when students participated in the “Say
Something” response engagement. For this engagement, one person in their group read
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aloud one page of the chapter. At the end of the chapter, the group took approximately
two minutes to discuss in English the page they just read; they asked questions about
vocabulary words they didn’t recognize and questions about what happened on that page
as well as express their thoughts and opinions about what happened to María Isabel, her
family and/or her friends on that page. The next person in the group read the next page of
the chapter, and the group again took about two minutes to discuss that page of the
chapter, and so forth until they finished the chapter. Students responded in English for
this engagement since they would likely not have been able to express their thoughts and
feelings about the chapter in Spanish.
The same format was used for the short story “El Karate Kid” in Béisbol en abril y
otros cuentos, For the story “Béisbol en abril, however, the format was changed; I read
aloud the short story aloud to my students. For the Graffiti Board engagement, students
normally document their thinking on a sheet of paper as they listen to the text, but in this
instance students listened to the story and answered comprehension questions about the
story in groups.
Below is an example of comprehension questions students answered for Chapter 1 of
Me llamo María Isabel.
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1. Cuando eras niño/a, ¿te gustaba el primer día de clases? ¿Por qué (no)?
[When you were a child, did you like the first day of school? Why (not)?]
2. ¿Está María Isabel contenta este primer día de clases? ¿Por qué (no)?
[Is María Isabel happy on her first day of school? Why (not)?]
3. Cuando María Isabel camina hacia el autobús, ¿qué le pasa?
[When María Isabel walsk to the school bus, what happens to her?]
4. ¿Por qué el vestido María Isabel es importante a ella?
[Why is María Isabel’s dress important to her?]
5. ¿Por qué María Isabel decide llevar el vestido este día?
[Why does María Isabel decide to wear that particular dress that day?]

Figure 3.1: Comprehension Questions for Chapter 1 of Me llamo María Isabel

The comprehension questions typically consisted of two types of questions:
questions intended to help students make connections between the content of the chapter
and students’ own lives (Question #1), and questions designed to facilitate students’
understanding of the chapter (Questions #2-#5).
The original plan for this research study was to use the children’s books with
students in the fall semester 2008 only. Based on the data collected during that semester
with Classes #1 and #2, however, students did not seem to be engaging with the
children’s books at a deep level. Class discussions verified that students largely
understood what they were reading, but they often did not move further into developing
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their own interpretations of the books. Consequently, the study was continued into the
spring semester 2009. Students in Class #3 participated in reader-response engagements
as a way to help them think more deeply about Me llamo María Isabel and hence develop
their own interpretations of what they were reading. This created another level of analysis
through comparing and contrasting students’ experiences in the fall semester 2008 with
comprehension questions (the “comprehension” group) and students’ experiences in the
spring semester 2009 with literary engagements (the “interpretation” group).

Spring semester 2009: The “interpretation” group.
Students’ experiences with the children’s books the previous semester showed me
that while the comprehension questions did help many students understand the storylines
of the children’s books, the questions impeded students’ personal transactions with the
books. As a result, I continued collecing data for the study with one Spanish 102 course I
taught in spring semester 2009. Instead of answering comprehension questions as
students did the previous semester, students in Class #3 participated in reader response
engagements to help facilitate their transactions with the children’s books and
subsequently develop their own interpretations of those books. During this semester,
certain parts of the curricular innovation were retained while also changing other parts.
The data collection techniques remained the same; however, several curricular changes
were made. Because of the advanced level of Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos, students
only read Me llamo María Isabel in the spring semester. Also, numerous students in
Classes #1 and #2 noted that reading the children’s books took time away from other
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required class activities; thus, I strove in Class #3 for a balance between reading Me
llamo María Isabel and other required course activities. As a result, students only read
the first five chapters in Me llamo María Isabel.

The typical lesson plan for each chapter in the children’s book was as follows:
 The lesson began with a brief analysis of the title and a brief summary of the
chapter in Spanish.
 Students completed the reader response engagement for the chapter.
 The class discussed their responses to the engagement and their
understandings/interpretations of the chapter in Spanish.
The next section describes the reader response engagements used with each chapter of
Me llamo María Isabel. Since many students completed the engagements in English, I
did not speficially measure the development of student’s Spanish through the
engagements themselves.
Students listened as I read Chapter 1 of Me llamo María Isabel aloud. As students
listened, they participated in a Graffiti Board response engagement (Short & Harste,
1996, pp. 379-386). For this engagement, students documented their initial feelings,
impressions, connections, etc. about the text on a sheet of paper in English, Spanish, or
both. They represented their thoughts through single words, complete sentences, pictures,
any form(s) they felt best showed their thinking processes. After they finished their
Graffiti Boards, they turned and shared their Graffiti Boards with a partner explaining
what the drawing, words, etc. on their board represented. This engagement was selected

111
as a way to introduce students to the book before they began reading the book. The
engagement also allowed students to document their thoughts and impressions of the
chapter.

Figure 3.2: Kendall’s Graffiti Board

Kendall’s Graffiti Board for Chapter 1 of Me llamo María Isabel is an example of
a Graffiti Board which consists only of words. Kendall’s Graffiti Board shows that
writing about her response helped her process her thinking about the major events of the
chapter and questions she had about the chapter.
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Figure 3.3: Ethan’s Graffiti Board

Ethan’s Graffiti Board for Chapter 1 of Me llamo María Isabel is an example of a
Graffiti Board which consists of both words and pictures. Ethan uses pictures to represent
the major events of the chapter and words to represent his thinking concerning the events
in the chapter.
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Figure 3.4: Candice’s Graffiti Board

Candice’s Graffiti Board for Chapter 2 of Me llamo María Isabel is an example of
a Graffiti Board which consists primarily of pictures. Candice’s Graffiti Board shows that
she perceives the difference between María Isabel’s true name and the name her teacher
gives her (Mary). She also includes events from Chapter 1 of the book, such as a piece of
toast, a school bus, and cup of coffee, which represent María Isabel’s preparations for her
first day of school as detailed in Chapter 1 of the book.
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For Chapter 2, I read the chapter aloud while students completed Graffiti Boards.
After sharing their Graffiti Boards with a partner, they completed a name chart in groups.
The first vertical column indicates all of María Isabel’s four names and the name her new
teacher gives her (“Mary”). In the second vertical column, students identified the origin
of each of her names and who she was named for. In the third vertical column, students
described how María Isabel felt about each of her names. In the final vertical column,
students explored, in their opinion, why María Isabel felt as she did about each of her
names. Since this chapter in the book explores the connections between María Isabel’s
names and her identity, the name chart was utilized in order to help students explore the
connections between María Isabel’s names and her identity.
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Nombres de María
Isabel
(María Isabel’s
names)

¿Por qué María
Isabel tiene ese
nombre?

¿Cómo siente María
Isabel de ese
nombre?

(Why does María
Isabel have this
name?)

(How does María
Isabel feel about this
name?)

María

Isabel

Sálazar

López

Mary

Figure 3.5: Name Chart

¿Por qué María
Isabel siente así?
(Why does María
Isabel feel this
way?)
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For Chapter 3 of Me llamo María Isabel, students read the chapter in groups using
the Say Something response engagement (Short & Harste, 1996). In each group, one
student read one page of the chapter aloud while the other students followed along in
his/her book. When the student stopped reading, the group shared their thoughts and
impressions of the page and their personal connections to the text with each other. They
also asked questions about parts of the chapter they did not understand. The next student
then read aloud the next page in the chapter, and the group shared their thoughts and
asked questions about the page. This cycle continued until the group finished reading the
chapter. Students shared their thoughts and questions with the group in English, Spanish,
or both. This engagement was selected because it allowed students to share their thoughts
and questions with other members in their group. The engagement also helped groups
pace themselves and not become overwhelmed with reading the entire chapter at one
time. Sice I was focused on helping students complete the activity, I did not document
students’ responses during this engagement.
As they read Chapter 4, students were divided into pairs to complete a Written
Conversation (Short & Harste, 1996). After having read the chapter, without talking,
students exchanged a sheet of paper back and forth between them to have a conversation
about the chapter in writing. Each student recorded his/her thoughts and impressions of
the text and/or responded to a question or comment written previously by the other
partner. Each pair participated in several cycles of exchanging the sheet of paper back
and forth. Students completed the written conversation in English, Spanish, or both. This
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engagement helped students explore their thinking with another student without having
one student dominate the conversation.

Figure 3.6: Candice’s and Joel’s Written Conversation
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In Candice and Joel’s written conversation, Courtney begins by stating that
reading the book was another way to learn Spanish other than the course textbook. Joel
affirms Candice’s thoughts and indicates how he would react if he was in María Isabel’s
place. Candice is also able to empathize with María Isabel and her struggles. Joel then
comments on Charlotte’s Web, the book the school librarian recommends to María
Isabel. Both Joel and Vandice were able to connect to Me llamo María Isabel because
they read Charlotte’s Web when they were younger. Although Courtney and Candice did
not speficially document their responses in the Written Conversation, they did address
their thoughts and feelings about the chapter.
While reading Chapter 5, students participated in the Save the Last Word for Me
response engagement (Short & Harste, 1996). Students individually select a quote or
passage from the chapter that they find significant. The engagement typically proceeds as
follows: in groups, one student shares his/her quote with the group, other students in the
group share their thoughts and impressions about the quote, and the student who initially
shared the quote explains to the group members why s/he selected that quote. It is
important that other students comment first on each student’s quote in order to maximize
the variety of students’ responses to the quotes and encourage the consideration of
multiple interpretations.
The class participated in a variation of Save the Last Word for Me. For this
engagement, students divided themselves into groups of two or three and read Chapter 5
together aloud as a group. After they had finished reading the chapter, each group
selected a phrase or sentence from the chapter that they found important or significant.
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Once the groups had selected their sentence from the chapter, a member from each group
wrote their group’s sentence on the board. A member from each group then read aloud
their group’s sentence from the chalkboard and explained in Spanish why their group
selected the sentence. This engagement was used with students in order to help them
focus on the important parts of the chapter. Instead of having students share their quotes
in their groups, each group came to a consensus about one quote in order to help the
group further discuss what it felt was most important in the chapter. Groups wrote their
quotes on the board so that the rest of the class could benefit from each group’s
discussion about the chapter. As with the Name Chart activity, I focused on leading
students through the engagement rather than documenting their responses during the
engagement. I selected this engagement for the chapter because I wanted to give students
multiple opportunities to state and clarify their thoughts and feelings about the chapter at
multiple levels (individual, group, and class).

Student Participants
This study utilized purposeful sampling in its design. According to Patton (2002),
the goal of purposeful sampling is to recruit participants who will provide informationrich data for the study. The three Spanish 102 classes participating in the study were
selected since my goal was to develop theory concerning the use of children’s literature
in Spanish with elementary-level students studying Spanish at the college level.
Seventy-eight students were enrolled in the three Spanish 102 courses;
sixty-eight students consented to participate in the study. All participants in the
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study were college-age students enrolled in one of the three Spanish 102 classes
for which I was the instructor. Two classes took place during fall semester 2008,
and one class took place during spring semester 2009. In the following tables,
note that some of the totals do not total seventy-eight students since several
students in the three classes did not complete Survey #1.

Table 3.1: The Age Ranges of the Students in the Study
17 years old

1

18 years old

31

19 years old

14

20 years old

5

21 years old

7

22 years old

2

23 years old

1

28 years old

1

30 years old

2

37 years old

1

N = 65

Table 3.1 shows us that the majority of the students participating in the
study were either 18 or 19 years of age. The average age for students in Classes
#1 and #2 was higher than that in Class #3. Most of the students in Classes #1 and
#2 were 18 years of age; in contrast, six students in Class #3 were 21 years of age
(the majority), and five students older than 22 years of age were students in Class
#3.
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Table 3.2: The Gender of the Students in the Study
Male

41

Female

37

N = 78
As Table 3.2 shows, there was approximately an equal distribution of male
students and female students who participated in the study. These number varied
somewhat by class. Class #1 consisted of more female students (15) than male
(11). In Class #2, this trend was reversed, with 16 male students and 10 female
students. In Class #3, there was an almost equal distribution, with 14 male
students and 12 female students in the class.

Table 3.3: The Distribution of Students’ Declared Ethnicities
Caucasian / White

45

Hispanic

4

Caucasian + Mexican

1

Hispanic / Mexican-American

1

Hispanic + Native-American

1

African-American / Black

2

Filipino + Chinese + Japanese

1

Czech + Lebanese

1

American

1

German + Italian

1

Cherokee

1

Korean

1

Hindu

1

Gringo

1

Irish

1
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Spanish + Polish

1

N/A

1

N = 65
Table 3.3 shows us that the majority of the students in the study declared
their ethnicity as either Caucasian or White. Two students in each class declared
themselves of either Hispanic or Mexican-American descent.

Table 3.4: The Number of Years Students Previously Studied Spanish
none

1

1 semester

2

1 year

8

2 years

23

3 years

16

3+ years

14

N/A

1

N = 65

Table 3.4 demonstrates that the majority of students participating in the
study had previously studied Spanish for two years and that a large number of
students had previously studied Spanish for more than three years. Given that
students must have completed a minimum of two years of studying a foreign
language before being admitted to the university, the fact that most of the students
in the study had studied Spanish for two years is not surprising; however, the fact
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that more than one-third of the students had studied Spanish for three years or
more is somewhat surprising.

Table 3.5: The Eleven Most Important Goals Students Wished to Achieve in the
Spanish 102 Course
Speaking

32

Comprehension

19

Writing

17

Good Grade

16

Listening

12

Vocabulary

12

Pronunciation

11

Reading

10

Verbs

6

Grammar

5

Cultural Understanding

3

N.B. Since students could indicate up to three goals for themselves in the course,
the total number of responses is larger than the number of students participating in
the study.
The majority of students participating in the study indicated that they
wished to improve their speaking ability in Spanish, followed by their writing
ability, their listening ability and finally their reading ability. Thus, students
overall wished to focus more on their productive skills in Spanish (speaking and
writing) than their receptive skills (listening and reading). A number of students
wished to improve their pronunciation in Spanish (a productive skill); however,

124
many students indicated that they also wished to improve their comprehension of
Spanish (a receptive skill). Interestingly, despite the fact that the study included
children’s literature as a way to promote students’ reading ability in Spanish,
students rated their desire to improve their reading skills lower than their desire to
improve in other communicative areas. It is also of interest to note that a
significant number of students indicated that their personal goal for the course
was to achieve a good grade. In other words, the course was a requirement for
them, not fulfilling a personal purpose.

My Role as a Researcher
In conducting ethnographic research with women in India, Henry (2003) found
that her identity played a role in the data she obtained from her participants. The ways
she constructed her identity as a Canadian woman of Pakistani ancestry living in Britain
was different from the ways her participants constructed her identity: “I have always felt
a responsibility to justify my ‘Canadianness’, while, at the same time and as an adult,
feeling a political necessity to include ‘Indianness’ in my accounts of representation” (p.
232). Henry argues that our identities as researchers are co-constructions of how we
define ourselves and how our participants define us. Consequently, as researchers we
must consider how we view ourselves, how our participants view us, and how these
constructions of our identity influence our research.
My identity influenced my research in several ways. My dissertation research
involved my own students as they documented their perceptions of their experiences
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reading children’s literature in Spanish and the relevance of reading children’s literature
in Spanish on their language development. Because this research involved my own
students, my position as a teacher is a position of power and authority influenced my
research in several ways. Firstly, I was unable to consent my students, since I would
know which students agreed to participate in the study and which students didn’t, which
could potentially influence my view of these students in class as well as their final course
grades. To alleviate this dilemma, my advisor consented my students while I was out of
the room, and I did not have access to the consent forms until after students’ final course
grades had been assigned. Secondly, my role as teacher may potentially have influenced
students’ comments about their perceptions of reading children’s literature. They were
potentially hesitant to offer their true feelings and opinions because they didn’t want to
hurt my feelings, and they were possibly self-conscious about revealing their true
opinions because admitting their true reactions might affect their course grades.
Although it is important to be mindful of these issues when conducting research,
my role as teacher benefits my dissertation research in two ways. Firstly, I have
contextual knowledge about my students, the curricular engagements and the Spanish 102
course that another person outside the research context would not have; this provided me
with a richer and more comprehensive interpretation of the data. Secondly, my previous
experiences as a language teacher provide me with more complete and thorough insights
into the data as well.
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Selection of Children’s Books
Two children’s books in Spanish were selected for this research study:
Me llamo María Isabel (My Name Is María Isabel) and Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos
(Baseball in April and Other Short Stories). A brief synopsis of each book is given below
along with reasons I chose to use these books with my Spanish 102 students.

Synopsis of Me llamo María Isabel (My Name Is María Isabel).
The main character in the book, María Isabel, is a child from Puerto Rico growing
up in the United States. Her first experience in an American school is the first day of
classes when the teacher suggests changing her name to Mary since there are already two
girls named María in the class, not recognizing the importance and significance of
María’s name since she was named for her two grandmothers, one of her grandfathers,
and her uncle. Me llamo María Isabel traces María Isabel’s experiences in school during
the fall semester and explores issues of self-identity through the significance of one’s
name as well as one’s heritage.
This book was selected for several reasons. I felt that the book would be
linguistically accessible to students since the book contains simple vocabulary related to
schooling, and the majority of the verbs in the book are in the pretérito and the
imperfecto, two verb tenses students would be studying during the course. Additionally,
the book talks about a little girl who emigrates to the United States; consequently, I
believed that the book would be a way for students to vicariously experience emigrating
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to a new country and thus empathize with the situation of Latino emigrants to the United
States.

Synopsis of Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos (Baseball in April and Other Short
Stories).
The book consists of eleven short stories in which the characters in the stories
describe their childhood experiences growing up Latino in California, i.e. trying out for
Little League teams, taking karate lessons, trying to get the attention of the opposite sex.
The stories use small events of daily life to elucidate themes common to all adolescents
such as love and friendship, youth and growing up, and success and failure.
Because of time constraints in the course, students read two stories from Béisbol
en abril y otros cuentos, In the first story, “Béisbol en abril “, two brothers, Jesse and
Michael, decide to try out for the local baseball team, Los Hobos. The brothers train hard,
but neither they nor the team are very good. Towards the end of the season, they play a
game against a much better team, the Red Caps. Los Hobos lose the game, nineteen runs
to eleven runs. After their defeat, the local boys lose interest in playing baseball,
particularly Michael, who quits the team after he begins dating his girlfriend. In the
second story, “El Karate Kid”, Gilbert, the main character, is frequently picked on in
school because of his small size. Inspired by the film The Karate Kid, Gilbert decides he
wants to enroll in a karate class to defend himself from his classmates. Gilbert finds out
that the class is much more difficult than he had anticipated, and he also finds out that he
is still unable to defend himself despite going to karate class. Gilbert soon tires of the
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karate class, and the karate school eventually closes down because of insufficient funds.
Instead of watching The Karate Kid, Gilbert decides to read superhero comics instead;
they were more real to him than the movie, and they didn’t hurt nearly as much as karate
did either.
This book was chosen for several reasons. The two short stories contain Latino
adolescent male characters which balance the Latina child female character of María
Isabel. Together, both books represent Latino male and female characters with which
male and female students, respectively, would be able to identify with. The two short
stories were also chosen because of their connections to American culture. I believed that
if students could see that Latino teenagers in the United States participate in many of the
same activities that American teenagers do, they might feel empathy and understanding
towards Latinos.

Research Design
This study was designed as qualitative teacher research study with a
quantitative component. The study was classroom-based since the participants
were students enrolled in the three sections of Spanish 102 for which I was the
instructor and since the study occurred during class time. Both quantitative data
(questionnaires) and qualitative data (journal entries, surveys, composition and
focus-group interviews) were collected as part of the study. The study was
concurrent in that both the quantitative and qualitative data were collected
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simultaneously. The study was triangulated in that the quantitative data were used
to support the qualitative data.
Two research frameworks were used to frame the study: teacher research and
qualitative research. Each framework is explored below.

Teacher research.
The study utilized teacher research as a research framework since I wished to
learn more about utilizing children’s literature as a curricular approach with my students.
Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1990) define teacher research as “systematic, intentional
inquiry by teachers” (p. 2). Firstly, teacher research is systematic in that, rather than
relying on their intuition, teachers collect and analyze data in order to answer questions
about their own teaching and their students’ learning. Secondly, teacher research is
intentional since teachers must devise a plan for collecting and analyzing such data. And
thirdly, teacher research is inquiry in that it allows teachers to reflect on and make sense
of their experiences as teachers and to “adopt a learning stance or openness towards
classroom life” (p. 3), or, in other words, to become learners themselves. Freeman (1998)
expands on this view of teacher research by advocating for the union of teaching and
research, two educational processes which have traditionally been seen as separate and
distinct activities.
Freeman champions the repositioning of the work of teachers from doing to
wondering; in doing so, their views on education will be given more weight since these
views are not based simply on anecdotal evidence but instead on an “articulated,
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disciplined understanding of that experience” (p. 3). He argues that, in order to do so,
teachers must work at the “hyphen” or the union of the two processes of teaching and
researching because they are two sides of the same coin. He promotes the synergy of
these two processes; teachers’ work is transformed when teachers research their own
teaching, and research is also changed when teachers’ voices are included. Teacher
research was utilized as a framework for this study in order to help me make sense of my
experiences as well as my students’ experiences reading children’s literature in Spanish
in a systematic and intentional way.

Qualitative research.
This study utilized an interpretive framework within qualitative research. Glesne
(2010) indicates that many researchers who employ the interpretive framework don’t
believe in a fixed external reality; rather, they see reality as more subjective and open to
multiple truths. These truths are seen by interpretivist researchers as social constructions.
Consequently, researchers work within an interpretive framework in order to understand
how others make sense of a given phenomenon. Researchers using a positivist framework
seek to generalize their findings to larger populations; interpretivist researchers, on the
other hand, document participants’ understandings of a phenomenon without attempting
to generalize these understandings to a larger population. Researchers in a positivist
paradigm often begin with an a priori hypothesis they aim to test. Researchers in a
interpretivist paradigm do not begin a study with preconceived notions about the
phenomenon they wish to study; instead, their research design demonstrates a clear focus,
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but the design also allows them to adapt to the changing and emergent nature of the study
(Glesne, 2010).
Another aspect of positivist research is that it is often norm-referenced;
researchers establish a norm of behavior across all subjects and then determine to what
extent individual subjects may (not) vary from the norm. Interpretive research, however,
is not norm-referenced. Interpretive researchers attempt to understand participants’
individual perceptions of a phenomenon and do not establish a “norm” for these
perceptions. Rather than beginning the study with particular hypotheses about readers’
experiences with children’s literature, this study adopts the interpretive framework by
documenting elementary-level Spanish students’ views on reading children’s literature in
Spanish in order to understand how they perceived reading children’s literature from their
perspective.
In addition to a interpretive framework, grounded theory was also used as a
research framework for the study. Grounded theory is used when researchers do not begin
a study with hypotheses developed a priori; rather, researchers conduct a study in order to
develop a theory about a given phenomenon. Creswell (2009) indicates that grounded
theory is an inquiry strategy in which researchers construct a theory of a given
phenomenon based upon the perspectives of the study’s participants. Researchers
generate meaning about the phenomenon from the data collected during the study. Glesne
(2010) describes the five-step process of grounded theory: (1) the researcher collects data
concerning a given phenomenon; (2) the researcher analyses the data through the
formation of conceptual categories; (3) the researcher develops an initial theory from the
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conceptual categories; (4) the researcher collects more data to verify the theory; and (5)
the researcher continues to collect data and analyze the data until the theory is
established. This study utilized grounded theory by attempting to establish a theory of
how elementary-level students in Spanish view reading children’s literature in Spanish
using students’ perceptions as a basis for the theory.

Data Collection Procedures
Both quantitative data (questionnaires) and qualitative data (journal entries,
surveys, focus-group interviews and a composition) were collected as part of the research
study. The next section describes separately how each type of data set was collected.

Quantitative data: Questionnaires on self-ratings of proficiency.
This study collected and analyzed quantitative data in the form of descriptive
statistics. According to Borg and Gall (1989), descriptive statistics are used to “describe”
data collected from a given sample of participants (p. 336). Dörnyei (2007) concurs,
arguing that the goal of descriptive statistics is to provide a summary of findings and
describe general tendencies occurring in the data (p. 213) in order to provide a global
picture of the behavior of the participants. In this study, descriptive statistics were used
with the questionnaires. The function of the questionnaires was to present an overall view
of participants’ proficiency self-ratings in Spanish over time. Tabulation of the
percentages of students’ responses for each questionnaire provided an overall picture of
general trends of students’ responses on the questionnaires.
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To answer the first research question, quantitative data were collected via
questionnaires to examine students’ perceived communicative abilities in Spanish
throughout each course. The questionnaire was constructed using LinguaFolio checklists
(http://www.doe.virginia.gov/linguafolio) for each of the five areas measured:
interpretive communication (reading and listening), interpersonal communication
(speaking), and presentation communication (speaking and writing). These checklists
were based off the ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines. These guidelines were initially created
in 1986 and are revised periodically under the auspices of the American Council on the
Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL). The goal of the guidelines is to give broad
descriptions of students’ communicative abilities in a given language concerning four
language areas: reading, writing, listening and speaking. The 2012 guidelines distinguish
five communicative levels: novice (novice-low, novice-mid and novice-high),
intermediate (intermediate-low, intermediate-mid and intermediate-high), advanced
(advanced-low, advanced-mid and advanced-high), superior and distinguished.
The self-assessment checklists consist of a series of statements that students at a
given proficiency level should be able to do in each language area in the language they
are studying at that time. Students are asked to read each statement and check off if they
are able to complete the communicative task listed in each statement; if they check off
80% or more of all the statements listed in the checklist, it is assumed that they have
achieved that proficiency level in the language area.
I began the process of constructing the questionnaire by considering the range of
possible language proficiency levels I might expect in a typical Spanish 102 course.
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Based on my experience teaching the course in previous semesters, I then selected three
proficiency levels I might expect to find in the Spanish 102 courses: novice-mid, novicehigh and intermediate low.
Students at the novice-mid level in speaking typically only use a small number of
isolated words and memorized expressions, can only answer questions with one-word or
two-word answers, and are difficult to understand by speakers accustomed to
communicating with non-native speakers. In writing, students at this proficiency level
can often only write words, expressions and formulaic language they have previously
memorized and can supply limited information of forms and documents such as names
and numbers. As with speaking, students’ writing at this level is difficult to understand by
those accustomed to communicating with non-native speakers. In listening, students at
the novice-mid level are generally able to understand highly common words and
expressions in familiar contexts. They normally only understand one phrase or expression
at a time when repeated. In reading, students at this level are customarily able to read
alphabetic letters, symbols and highly common words and expressions in familiar
contexts.
Students at the novice-high level in speaking typically move slightly beyond
isolated words and expressions. They are generally able to perform simple
communicative tasks in familiar situations. They frequently rely heavily on memorized
words and expressions they have previously encountered, but they are also able to show
initial steps of moving beyond these stock phrases and expressions. As with speaking,
students at this level in writing rely heavily on memorized words and expressions, but
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they also begin to show initial signs of creating their own meanings in the language,
albeit inaccurately. In listening, students at the novice-high level begin to be able to
understand sentence-length utterances in the language at uneven levels. They are often
able to recognize standardized phrases in situations they are familiar with. In reading,
students at this level generally understand highly common words they have previously
encountered and cognates. They can usually make sense of short, simple texts conveying
basic information.
Students at the intermediate-low level in speaking are typically able to handle
simple communicative tasks in familiar communicative situations. Students at this level
combine and recombine words and expressions they have previously learned to express
their own meaning in the language; thus, students at the intermediate-low level normally
begin to show signs of being able to create their own meanings in the language, although
students are frequently inaccurate in doing so. Students at the intermediate-low level in
writing commonly move beyond simple words and expressions to writing short series of
simple sentences with repetitive structures, typically in the present tense, consisting of
recombinations of previously-learned words and expressions. In listening, students at this
level are often able to move beyond words and expression to understanding sentencelength utterances in the language in familiar contexts, although their comprehension of
these utterances can be somewhat even. Students at the intermediate-low level in reading
are typically able to understand basic information from simple texts around familiar
themes and contexts, and they often begin to show initial signs of deriving their own
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meanings from such texts, but their efforts to do so are frequently unsuccessful (ACTFL,
2012).
The questionnaire was put together by taking statements from each language area
in the novice-mid checklist and finding similar statements from each language area in the
novice-high and intermediate-low checklists respectively. Statements for each language
area were then grouped in sets of three statements each, one statement from the novicemid checklist, a second statement from the novice-high checklist, and a third statement
from the intermediate-low checklist. The final draft of the questionnaire consisted of
twenty sets of three statements each: four sets of statements on interpretive
communication (listening), four sets of statements on interpretive communication
(reading), six statements on interpersonal communication (speaking), three statements on
presentation communication (speaking), and three statements on presentational
communication (writing).
Although the Proficiency Guidelines defined an essential first step in defining
communicative competence, one important drawback was that the Guidelines tended to
define communication into four separate communicative skills. To remedy this situation,
ACTFL published the Standards for Foreign Language Learning in 1996. The goal of the
standards was to move beyond discrete communicative skills in order to construct an
integrated view of communication and language learning. The Standards define three
modes of communication: interpersonal, interpretive and presentational. The
interpersonal mode concerns students’ ability to communicative directly with speakers of
a given language through oral and written means. The interpretive mode centers on
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students’ ability to make sense of aural and written input. The presentational mode
focuses on students’ ability to present themselves to other speakers via oral and written
mediums (p. 33).
The LinguaFolio checklists make use of the constructs from both the ACTFL
Proficiency Guidelines and the Standards for Foreign Language Learning in that the
checklists are organized by communicative skill separately as well as by mode of
communication. The use of both constructs is important because several communicative
skill areas occur in different communicative modes; for example, speaking occurs in both
the interpersonal mode (speaking with others) and the presentational mode (speaking to
others). As a result, analysis of the questionnaire data was conducted using both
constructs, and the findings from this analysis presented in this chapter employ both
constructs as well.
The questionnaire was constructed as a series of twenty sets of three statements
per set. Four statement sets concern listening, four sets of statements apply to reading, six
statement sets describe speaking in the interpersonal mode, three statements sets explore
speaking in the presentational mode, and three statement sets concern writing. The first
statement in each set was taken from the novice-mid checklist, the second statement in
each set was taken from the novice-high checklist, and the third statement in each set was
taken from the intermediate-low checklist. Each individual statement from the novicemid level was then put together with a similar statement from the novice-high and
intermediate-low levels to create each statement set. In each statement set, the letter “a”
designated a statement taken from the novice-mid checklist in a given communicative
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skill, the letter “b” indicated a corresponding statement taken from the novice-high
checklist in that communicative skill, and the letter “c” denoted a corresponding
statement taken from the intermediate-low checklist in that communicative skill.
When completing the questionnaire, students read through the questionnaire and
selected which of the three statements in each statement set they felt best represented
their ability level in Spanish in each communicative skill. Thus, students who circled “a”
in a given statement set believed that their ability level in a given communicative skill
was at the novice-mid level, since that statement was taken from the novice-mid checklist
in that area. Those students who circled “b” in a given statement set believed that their
ability level in a given communicative skill was at the novice-high level, and those
students who circled “c” in a given statement set believed that their ability level in a
given communicative skill was at the intermediate-low level.

Qualitative data.
Four types of qualitative data were collected during the study: journal entries,
surveys, focus-group interviews and one composition. The following section describes
how each type of data was collected.

Journal entries: Students’ periodic reflections on the children’s books.
In Classes #1 and #2, students wrote four journal entries, and in Class #2, students
wrote two journal entries. The objective of the journal entries was to have students
periodically reflect on their experiences and explore their thoughts, feelings and
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perceptions of the children’s books. Students wrote approximately one page in English
for each journal entry. Students completed the journal entries at home. I asked students to
complete the journal entries in English because I wanted them to freely express their
thoughts and views of the children’s books without their imperfect knowledge of Spanish
preventing them from conveying their perceptions of their experiences reading the books.

Surveys: Students’ overall reflections on the children’s books.
Students in Classes #1 and #2 completed three surveys, and students in Class #3
completed two surveys.
Survey #1 was administered at the beginning of the semester before students read
the children’s books. The goal of Survey #1 was to document students’ previous
experiences learning Spanish in order to understand how these experiences might
influence their perceptions of reading the children’s books. On this survey, students
answered biographical questions relating to their academic major(s) and/or minor(s), their
previous experiences learning Spanish, their future goals in Spanish, and their
perceptions concerning reading children’s literature in the course.
Survey #2 was administered after students finished reading Me llamo María
Isabel. The survey was administered in the middle of the semester in Classes #1 and #2
and at the end of the semester in Class #3. The purpose of Survey #2 was to provide
students an opportunity to summarize their experiences reading Me llamo María Isabel
and to note connections to language and culture they made with the book. On the survey,
students explored their thoughts, feelings and impressions about Me llamo María Isabel

140
and their experiences reading the book. Additionally, students were asked to document
aspects of language (grammar and vocabulary) they noticed while reading Me llamo
María Isabel as well as cultural connections they were able to make with the book.
Survey #3 was administered in Classes #1 and #2 at the end of the semester after
students finished reading Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos; this survey was not
administered to Class #3 since students in this class did not read the book. The purpose of
Survey #3 was to provide students a chance to evaluate their experiences reading Béisbol
en abril y otros cuentos. On this survey, students explored their thoughts, feelings and
impressions about Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos and their experiences reading the
book. As with Survey #2, students were also asked to explore linguistic and cultural
connections they made with the book.
Students completed the surveys at home. I asked students to complete the surveys
in English because I wanted them to freely express their thoughts and views of the
children’s books despite their lower proficiency in Spanish.

Focus-group interviews: Expanding students’ overall reflections on the
children’s books.
Two focus-group interviews were conducted with each class during the research
project. Each class was divided into two groups of approximately thirteen students each,
thus creating four focus groups, two groups per class. Thus, each focus-group interview
was conducted four times. Since there were approximately twenty-five students in each
class, each class was divided into two focus groups in order to simplify the logistics of
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conducting the interviews and also to maximize student responses. The focus-group
interviews were semi-structured in nature. In a semi-structured interview, the researcher
devises a list of prepared questions to ask before the interview begins. Although the
interview is initially guided by these questions, respondents may share information
during the course of the interview which the researcher did not anticipate; the researcher
may then generate new questions in response to this information. According to Glesne
(2010), new questions may emerge during the interview which may add to or replace preestablished questions (p. 102).
The goal of the focus-group interviews was to give students a chance to explain
their responses on each survey so that students would be prompted to explore their
responses at a deeper level when exposed to responses from their classmates. Each
interview lasted approximately one hour and were videotaped; significant quotes from the
interviews were subsequently transcribed. The interviews were semi-structured in nature
in order to document answers concerning the research questions while still allowing
students the opportunity to freely express their views concerning their experiences with
the children’s books.
The first focus-group interview was conducted at the beginning of the semester
before students began reading the children’s books, and the second focus-group interview
was conducted at the end of the semester after students finished reading both books. In
the first focus-group interview, students were asked to comment on and expand their
answers on Survey #1. In the second focus-group interview, students were asked to
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comment on and expand their answers on Surveys #2 and #3 for Classes #1 and #2 and
on Survey #2 for Class #3.
The focus-group interviews were completed during class time and video-recorded.
The interviews were conducted in English because I wanted students to freely express
their thoughts and views of the children’s books without their imperfect knowledge of
Spanish preventing them from conveying their experiences with the books.
It is important to note that the focus-group interviews were held in the normal
classroom. It is conceivable that students may have felt more constrained and less
comfortable sharing their ideas during the interviews than if the interviews had been held
in a more neutral site.

Composition: Exploring connections between students’ names and María
Isabel’s names.
As part of the curriculum for Spanish 102, students write three compositions in
Spanish during the course. For Composition #2, students write a description of the
significance and the importance of their name. When writing Composition #2 during this
study, in addition to the requirements for Composition #2, students were asked to
compare and contrast the story of their name to that of María Isabel. The goal of the
additional requirement for the composition was to provide an opportunity for students to
reflect on María Isabel’s experiences with her own name in order to help them make
connections between María Isabel’s experiences about her name and their own
experiences about their name. Students wrote the composition in Spanish since, in
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addition to being a data collection instrument, it was also a class assignment. Students
wrote the initial draft of the composition in class, their drafts were peer-edited by other
students in the class, and they typed the final versions of their composition at home.

Data Analysis Procedures
Both quantitative data (questionnaires) and qualitative data (journal entries,
surveys, focus-group interviews and a composition) were collected as part of the research
study. This section describes how each type of data set was analyzed.
The questionnaires allowed students to periodically document their impressions of
their communicative skills in Spanish throughout the semester. The same questionnaire
was administered three times during each course: at the beginning, in the middle, and at
the end of the course. When taking the questionnaire, students were asked to circle which
statement in each set of statements they felt best reflected their communicative ability
level in Spanish at that point in time. The number of times each statement was circled
relative to the total number of students responding to the questionnaire in each class was
tabulated; percentages of the total number of responses for each statement individually
and the statements related collectively to each communicative skill were calculated
against the total number of students in the class who completed the questionnaire.
The qualitative data collected in the study (journal entries, surveys, focus-group
interviews and the composition) were analyzed using the following process. First, I read
through the surveys, journal entries, focus-group interviews and compositions and made
initial notes of things I found important or significant in these data sources. I then began
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doing an initial analysis of the data. To do this I went through the data sources and found
significant themes and wrote an initial analysis memo with a short title of the theme, a
brief explanation of the theme, and several quotes taken from the data sources that
exemplified these themes. The themes were broadly grouped into two main categories:
language learning or curricular engagements. As I reviewed the categories, however, I
found that there were too many individual themes (about thirteen in all) and that I needed
to group similar themes into broader categories in order to perform a deeper analysis of
the data. Based on these new categories (five), I then reshuffled the themes and
reorganized them by grouping related themes into broader categories. Finally, I re-read
the journal entries, surveys, focus-group interviews and compositions to triangulate these
categories amongst all the qualitative data sources. The analysis of the qualitative data
was analyzed together and not separated out by class or group.

Techniques for Addressing Validity and Trustworthiness
This study employed several techniques for addressing issues of validity and
trustworthiness. Firstly, triangulation was used in the data collection and data analysis
phases of the study. According to Creswell (2009), triangulation involves the inclusion of
multiple data sources in order to build a coherent justification for the findings of a study
(p. 191). Convergence of findings from several different data sources provides more
justification of a study’s claims than if the data derive from only one source. The data for
the study were triangulated since they were obtained from multiple sources. After
completing a preliminary analysis of each data source separately, the data sources were
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then analyzed in order to compare and contrast students’ responses across the data
sources; thus, findings for the study were drawn from multiple sources.
Secondly, negative case evidence was used in this study. Creswell (2009) argues
that negative or discrepant information is data that runs counter to the main themes
originating from the data. Creswell argues that providing findings which are contrary to
the proposed findings lends credibility to the study’s findings. Although data for the
study were analyzed for evidence of students’ positive comments regarding the children’s
literature, students’ negative reactions to the children’s literature were included in the
data analysis as well.
Thirdly, I continually reflected on my biases as a researcher and how my biases
influenced the study. According to Glesne (2010), researchers must be conscious of how
their presence and their actions may unduly influence participants’ responses in a study.
Consequently, researchers need to be constantly aware of what their biases are, how they
may potentially manifest themselves during the study, and how the researcher will
control for these biases. I reflected on my biases during the study in several ways. Full
course credit was given to students for completing the journal entries and surveys
regardless of their opinions. Also, while conducting the analysis of the qualitative data, I
included both positive and negative reactions students indicated with respect to the
children’s books and the curricular engagements.
Fourthly, thick description was used in this study. Creswell (2009) argues that
providing a detailed description of the setting of a study helps readers to better
understand a study’s findings and lends credence to the researcher’s interpretations. In
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this study, thick description was used to describe the context of the study and the
participants on the study. Also direct quotes from students are included in the findings in
order to give voice to students’ perceptions and to allow readers to draw their own
conclusions concerning the analysis of the study’s data.
Lastly, an external reviewer was used for the study. The role of an external
auditor is to look at the data analysis of a study to ensure that the researcher is drawing
appropriate conclusions based on the study’s results. During the data analysis phase of
this study, my advisor contributed additional perspectives on the data by showing how
certain themes and categories were related; thus, she ensured that I had sufficiently
explored and triangulated the study’s findings.

Conclusion
This chapter described the context for the research study, the theories which
framed the design of the study and the collection and analysis of the study’s data. The
chapter also provided a brief summary of the two children’s books used in the study. The
next chapter presents the findings of the research study.
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CHAPTER 4 – STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF THEIR COMMUNICATIVE
ABILITIES IN SPANISH
Malloy (1999) describes her experiences using picture books in German with her
sixth, seventh and eighth graders. She shared an office with other elementary teachers
using children’s literature with their own students. One day, one of these teachers was
looking on Malloy’s bookshelf and found a children’s book in German. The teacher was
excited because the book was written by Eric Carle, author of The Very Hungry
Caterpillar. Malloy thought that the book Theobald der Brezelbäcker (Walter the Baker)
“would just be nice to have for myself, not for teaching. It would be way too hard for
them. There’s too much text and we haven’t covered enough grammar yet. Besides, mine
[my students] aren’t little kids, you know” (p. 170; emphasis in original). Several days
later, her friends informed her that a colleague was giving a seminar on children’s
literature and invited Malloy to the seminar. The seminar had an enormous impact on her
teaching because she saw how she could use children’s literature in German with her
students.
My personal journey into children’s literature followed a similar trajectory. In
2000 I received a Master of Arts degree in French and Spanish literature and enrolled in a
Ph.D. program in second language acquisition and teaching. During my doctoral studies I
have been concerned with how to integrate my knowledge of French and Spanish
literature with my knowledge of language teaching. I originally designed my dissertation
as a self-study of my own teaching; the goal of the project was to examine the process by
which researching my teaching would inform me about my own teaching practices.
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Children’s literature was included only as a minor aspect of the project as a way
to collect data on my teaching. As my students began to read Me llamo María Isabel,
however, I soon discovered that I quickly became more interested in the children’s
literature part of my research than the teacher research part. I became interested in
students’ experiences reading the book and the pedagogical implications of including
children’s literature in the language classroom. Thus began my interest in exploring
children’s literature in foreign/second language education.
This chapter explores findings based on analysis of data collected during the
research study. Both quantitative data (descriptive statistics) and qualitative data were
collected as part of the study. The quantitative data was collected via questionnaires
which asked students to periodically indicate their proficiency level in Spanish in various
skill areas throughout each course. The qualitative data was collected via students’
journal entries, surveys, focus-group interviews and compositions; the goal of collecting
the qualitative data was to ask students to document their experiences reading Me llamo
María Isabel and Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos.
The study attempted to answer the following research questions:
(3) What are elementary-level university Spanish students’ perceptions of the
influence of reading children’s literature in Spanish on their language learning?
(4) What are elementary-level university Spanish students’ perceptions concerning
their experiences reading children’s literature in Spanish?
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Quantitative data was collected to answer research question #1, and qualitative
data was collected to answer research question #2. The findings from each data set are
separately discussed and interpreted.

Influence on Language Learning
To answer the first research question, quantitative data (descriptive statistics)
were collected via questionnaires to examine students’ perceived communicative abilities
in Spanish throughout each course. The questionnaire was constructed using LinguaFolio
checklists (http://www.doe.virginia.gov/linguafolio) for each of the five areas measured:
interpretive communication (reading and listening), interpersonal communication
(speaking), and presentation communication (speaking and writing). Each questionnaire
consisted of twenty sets of three statements per set. When completing the questionnaires,
for each statement set, students selected which of the three statements they believed
matched their current proficiency level in Spanish at that point in time. For each
questionnaire, the percentage of response for each statement was then calculated along
with the percentages of responses across each communicative skill area.
The following series of five tables show the percentage of students’ responses for
each questionnaire across all three classes for each communicative skill. Classes #1 and
#2 were the two Spanish 102 classes participating in the study during the fall semester
2008 and Class #3 is the Spanish 102 class participating in the study during the spring
semester 2009. Classes #1 and #2 are considered the “comprehension” group since class
activities focused on students understanding the children’s books. Class #3 is considered
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the “interpretation” group since the reader-response engagements centered on students
developing their own interpretations of the children’s books.

Interpretive communication (reading).
Table 4.1 indicates students’ perceptions of their reading level in Spanish during
the study. The table shows the percentage of students’ responses for each level by class.
Percentages which are boldfaced indicate the highest response rate for that category.

Table 4.1: Student Reponses to Questionnaires (Interpretive Communication,
Reading)
Class

Questionnaire

Novice Mid

Novice High

Inter Low

1

#1

42.3%

48.6%

9.1%

#2

35.4%

39.6%

25.0%

#3

38.6%

44.3%

17.1%

#1

28.8%

46.0%

25.2%

#2

35.3%

38.6%

26.1%

#3

16.9%

50.6%

32.5%

#1

36.9%

38.9%

24.4%

#2

21.6%

58.0%

20.5%

#3

15.4%

37.3%

46.7%

2

3
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The majority of students in Classes #1 and #2 reported that their reading ability
was at the Novice Mid level on Questionnaire #1. This majority percentage stayed at the
Novice Mid level for Questionnaire #2, but the percentage lowered. On Questionnaire #3,
the majority percentage of students still rated themselves at the Novice High level, and
this percentage was higher than on Questionnaire #2 but lower than the percentage for
Questionnaire #1. This trend held for Class #2; on Questionnaire #3, however, more
students rated themselves at the Novice High level on this questionnaire than on
Questionnaire #1. Class #3, on the other hand, followed an entirely different trend. The
percentage of students rating themselves at the Novice High level increased between
Questionnaires #1 and #2, the opposite of the other two classes. At the end of the course,
the majority of students rated themselves at the Intermediate Low level.
The lower percentages between Questionnaire #1 and #2 in Classes #1 and #2 is
potentially due to the fact that for many students in both classes, this was their first
opportunity to read an entire book in Spanish. They may have been intimidated by this
experience and hence felt that their reading ability in Spanish was not very high. The
increased percentages in both classes on Questionnaire #3 were possibly due to students’
increased comfort level reading in Spanish after having completed Béisbol en abril y
otros cuentos; it is possible that, after having read this book which was far above their
proficiency level in Spanish, they were able to see how far their reading ability in Spanish
had progressed throughout the semester.
Surprisingly, the trend of percentages in Class #3 is different than that of Classes
#1 and #2 in two aspects. Firstly, the percentage of students rating themselves at the
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Novice Mid level increases from Questionnaire #1 to #2, while for Classes #1 and #2,
this percentage decreases. Secondly, this increase not only continues, it continues into a
higher proficiency level (Intermediate Low), a trend that never happens in Classes #1 and
#2. Several explanations are possible for this trend. Firstly, Class #3 met twice a week
from 7:00 pm to 8:40 pm; consequently, it could be argued that the students who enrolled
in this section were more serious students who possessed a higher level of academic
ability and proficiency level in Spanish. Secondly, the curricular engagements were
different between Classes #1 and #2 and Class #3. Classes #1 and #2 were considered the
“comprehension” group since the curricular engagements for these two classes were
comprehension questions intended to promote students’ comprehension of the children’s
books. Class #3, in contrast, was considered the “interpretation” group since the
curricular engagements for this class were response engagements asking students to
create their own understandings and interpretations of Me llamo María Isabel. The trend,
however, is surprising considering the fact that Class #3 read less than half the amount of
Classes #1 and #2; Classes #1 and #2 read Me llamo María Isabel in its entirety and two
short stories from Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos, while Class #3 only read five chapters
of Me llamo María Isabel, or one-half of the book.
These findings concur with results found by Elley, Cutting, Mangubhai and Hugo
(1996). As part of the REAP (Reading and English Acquisition Program) put in place in
Singapore, Elley, in consultation with other educators, implemented a book flood
program from 1985 to 1989 in Singapore. The goal of the book flood program was to
expose students to “an abundant supply of high-interest, illustrated reading books” (p. 4).
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The authors hypothesized that, in comparison with other Year 1 (6-7 years old) students
learning English through traditional programs, those students participating in the book
flood programs would learn English at a faster rate. Elley found that those Year 1
students in Singapore who engaged in the book flood programs performed significantly
higher on reading tests compared to other students who learned English through
traditional audio-lingual programs. In Sri Lanka, Elley found that Year 4 and Year 5
students (9-11 years old) participating in book flood program demonstrated reading gains
at three times the rate of those students not engaged in the book flood program.

Interpretive communication (listening).
Table 4.2 represents students’ perceptions of their listening ability in Spanish during the
research study.

.
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Table 4.2: Student Reponses to Questionnaires (Interpretive Communication,
Listening)
Class

Questionnaire

Novice Mid

Novice High

Inter Low

1

#1

40.9%

49.5%

9.6%

#2

22.9%

60.4%

16.7%

#3

40.9%

47.7%

11.4%

#1

29.2%

51.6%

19.3%

#2

22.3%

51.6%

26.1%

#3

26.9%

51.3%

21.9%

#1

38.1%

46.9%

15.0%

#2

22.7%

59.1%

18.2%

#3

23.8%

46.3%

30.0%

2

3

All three classes rated their listening ability in Spanish at the Novice Mid level
through each course. Classes #1 and #3 followed a similar trend in that approximately
half the students in each class rated their listening ability at the Novice High level at the
beginning of the semester. This percentage increased somewhat in the middle of the
semester and dropped somewhat at the end of the semester. The trend in Class #2,
however, is different. The exact percentage of students rated themselves at the Novice
Mid level at both the beginning and middle of the semester, and this percentage
decreased very slightly at the end of the semester; thus, in Class #2, this percentage
remained constant throughout the course.
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The decrease in perceived listening ability in Spanish in Classes #1 and #2 at the
end of the semester could potentially be explained by the fact that many students
struggled to understand Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos. Students did not actually read
the short story “Béisbol en abril”, instead, I read it aloud to them while they followed
along in their books. In the surveys and journal entries, many students indicated that they
had difficulty understanding the book, and this may possibly explain this decrease. The
decrease in Class #3 could perhaps be due to the fact that we only read half of the book
Me llamo María Isabel.
These findings concur with results found by Elley, Cutting, Mangubhai and Hugo
(1996). In Sri Lanka, Elley found that Year 4 and Year 5 students (9-11 years old)
participating in book flood program who demonstrated reading gains in English also
demonstrated gains in their listening skills compared to other students who did not
participate in the book flood program.
These findings also match results obtained by Cho and Krashen (1994). In their
study, four adult learners of English participated in a free reading program. They were
asked to read books from the Sweet Valley High book series for several months. The
Sweet Valley Kids book series is written at the sixth-grade level and explores the
adventures of two identical twins living in Sweet Valley, California. Since they were
reading the book series for pleasure, it was up to each participant to determine how many
books she wished to read. In addition to becoming eager readers, the authors found that
“it was clear from the four women’s reactions that their ability to understand everyday
English improved as well [in addition to vocabulary]” (p. 666). One of the participants,
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Mi-ae reported that “reading helps me understand TV better” (p. 667). Additionally, the
four women felt that reading helped their oral/aural language proficiency in English.

Interpersonal communication (speaking).
Table 4.3 shows students’ perceptions of their interpersonal speaking level in Spanish
during the study.

Table 4.3: Student Reponses to Questionnaires (Interpersonal Communication,
Speaking)
Class

Questionnaire

Novice Mid

Novice High

Inter Low

1

#1

62.5%

26.6%

10.3%

#2

45.1%

41.3%

13.5%

#3

43.6%

39.4%

17.0%

#1

50.0%

27.1%

20.8%

#2

50.0%

34.8%

15.2%

#3

37.1%

41.3%

21.7%

#1

62.5%

25.4%

12.1%

#2

51.9%

31.4%

16.7%

#3

32.1%

43.6%

23.6%

2

3

The majority of students in Class #1 consistently rated themselves at the Novice
Mid level in speaking with others in Spanish across all three questionnaires, and they felt
that that their interpersonal speaking abilities decreased throughout the course. Classes #2
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and #3, however, show a different trend; in these classes, many students indicated that
their ability to speak with other in Spanish increased throughout the semester, as
indicated by the majority percentage moving from the Novice Mid level to the Novice
High level in both classes. There is a slight variation between these classes, as the
percentage from Questionnaire #1 to Questionnaire #2 stays constant in Class #2 but
drops in Class #3.
The percentage in Class #1 continuously dropped potentially because students
increasingly struggled to understand the children’s books and hence their interpersonal
speaking ability was affected as a result. The opposite trend in Classes #2 and #3 possibly
occurred because students believed their interpersonal speaking abilities in Spanish were
at a higher level to begin with; based on personal observations of both classes, I would
tend to agree with this belief. Additionally, despite the fact that the trend is similar in
Classes #2 and #3 the curricular engagements for each class were different; students in
Class #2 completed comprehension questions and discussed their answers to these
questions, while students in Class #3 participated in reader-response engagements.
These results agree with results obtained by Cho and Krashen (1994). One
participant in the study, Alma, believed that her speaking skills in English improved as a
result of free reading: “[my younger brother] thought my English had improved because
of speaking with native speakers. But he was wrong. After I read [from the] Sweet Valley
Kids [book series], I speak more correctly” (p. 666). Two other participants, Jin-hee and
Su-jin, agreed. Jin-hee indicated that she felt “her confidence in casual English
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conversations increased” (p. 667), while Su-jin reported “much more confidence and
competence in everyday situations, such as shopping and in conversation” (p. 667).

Presentational communication (speaking).
Table 4.4 indicates students’ perceptions of their presentational speaking ability in
Spanish during the research study.

Table 4.4: Student Reponses to Questionnaires (Presentational Communication,
Speaking)
Class

Questionnaire

Novice Mid

Novice High

Inter Low

1

#1

51.3%

42.3%

6.4%

#2

29.9%

52.8%

17.4%

#3

30.3%

53.8%

15.9%

#1

45.1%

41.0%

13.9%

#2

40.0%

42.8%

17.4%

#3

25.8%

39.2%

35.0%

#1

51.7%

36.7%

11.7%

#2

28.8%

50.0%

21.1%

#3

----------*

----------*

----------*

2

3
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* = Because of photocopying issues, the sets of statements relating to presentational
speaking did not appear on the questionnaire. Students were thus unable to respond to the
statement sets relating to this area.
The majority of students in all three classes rated themselves progressively from
the Novice Mid level to the Novice High level during the semester. In Classes #1 and #3,
this percentage remained about the same throughout each course, but in Class #2, this
percentage continuously decreased throughout the semester.
Students’ increased self-ratings of their ability to present themselves orally in
Spanish were potentially due to their confidence about engaging in class discussions of
the children’s books, an increase in their reading ability in Spanish and hence their
understanding of the children’s books, as well as a perceived increase in their overall
abilities in Spanish. Interestingly, students in Class #1 felt less confident in their
interpersonal speaking ability in Spanish throughout the semester, while students in Class
#2 believed that their interpersonal speaking ability increased during the same period.
With respect to presentational speaking, the trend is reversed; students in Class #2
believed that their presentational speaking ability increased during the semester, while
students in Class #1 did not. This trend may potentially be due to the fact that according
to my impressions and students’ anecdotal responses, students in Class #1 generally felt
that their presentation speaking skills in Spanish were at a lower level compared to the
presentation speaking skills of students in Class #2; consequently, students in Class #1
may potentially have seen more progress in their presentation speaking skills than
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students in Class #2, who may have believed that since their presentational speaking
skills were already established, there wasn’t much room for progress in this area.
These results match those obtained by Cho and Krashen (1994). The previous
section on interpersonal speaking indicated that three participants in their study, Alma,
Jin-hee and Su-jin, believed that their speaking abilities in English improved as a result of
reading from the Sweet Valley Kids book series. The speaking situations these
participants were engaged in required them to not only speak in English with others
(interpersonal speaking); these situations also required them to speak about themselves
(presentational speaking). Consequently, it could be argued that the improvements the
participants documented with interpersonal speaking in English may also hold true for
their presentational speaking skills in English as well.

Presentational communication (writing).
Table 4.5 points out students’ perceptions of their writing level in Spanish during the
study.
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Table 4.5: Student Reponses to Questionnaires (Presentational Communication,
Writing)
Class

Questionnaire

Novice Mid

Novice High

Inter Low

1

#1

47.4%

43.6%

9.0%

#2

27.1%

50.7%

22.2%

#3

36.4%

47.7%

15.9%

#1

45.1%

43.8%

11.1%

#2

21.7%

50.0%

26.8%

#3

20.0%

48.3%

31.7%

#1

42.5%

47.5%

10.0%

#2

33.3%

33.3%

33.3%

#3

5.0%*

70.0%*

25.0%*

2

3

* = Because of photocopying issues, only one set of statements relating to writing
appeared on the questionnaire. The statements students circled on this set of statements
were tabulated.
In Classes #1 and #2 students perceived their writing ability in Spanish had
progressed from the Novice Mid level to the Novice High level during the course with a
slight decrease at the end of the semester. In contrast, students in Class #3 believed that
their writing ability had decreased from the beginning to the middle of the course with an
equal percentage across all three proficiency levels at the middle of the semester. This
percentage increased at the end of the semester, but since the questionnaire only included
one set of statements concerning writing instead of three, it is not known whether this
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percentage would have been remained at 70% if the questionnaire would have included
all three statement sets.
In the Spanish 102 course, students were required to write three compositions of
approximately three-quarters of a page per composition. Thus, the progression of
students’ perceived ability in writing from the Novice Mid to the Novice High level in
Classes #1 and #2 and the increased percentage of students’ self-rating at the Novice
High level in Class #3 may be due to the fact that students felt more confident in writing
during the semester. It is also possible that students’ perceived increase in their reading
ability in Spanish may have positively influenced their perceived ability in writing
Spanish as well.
These results concur with those found by Elley (1991). In conjunction with
educators in Niue, Fiji, Elley implemented a book flood program with Class 4 and 5
students (9-11-year-olds). Other students learned English via the Tate Syllabus which
taught English through the audio-lingual approach. Elley discovered that students
participating in the book flood program not only improved in their reading abilities in
English but that this improvement carried over into other communicative skills as well,
including writing.

Conclusion
This chapter explores students’ perceptions of their communicative abilities in
Spanish in each course. Students’ responses on the questionnaires indicated that they
believed that their communicative abilities in Spanish increased throughout the semester.
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Students in Classes #1 and #2 believed that their reading ability in Spanish developed
little during the course of the semester, whereas students in Class #3 believed that their
reading ability in Spanish improved from the novice-high level to the intermediate-low
level. Students in all three classes felt that their listening ability in Spanish did not
improve during the research study. Students in Class #1 concluded that their interpersonal
speaking ability in Spanish did not improve during the study, while students in Classes #2
and #3 concluded that their interpersonal speaking ability in Spanish improved from the
novice-mid level to the novice-high level. Students in all three classes conjectured that
their presentational speaking ability in Spanish also improved from the novice-mid level
to the novice-high level. Additionally, students in all three classes speculated that their
writing ability in Spanish improved from the novice-mid level to the novice-high level.
Students’ responses on the questionnaires demonstrated that, in general, they
believed that reading the children’s books increased their reading proficiency in Spanish,
a finding that is not necessarily unexpected. In Classes #1 and #2, these percentages at
the novice-high level either slightly increased or slightly decreased over the course of the
semester. However, in Class #3, not only did the percentages continue to increase over
the course of the semester, students also believed that their reading proficiency in Spanish
increased from the novice-high level to the intermediate-low level, a finding not obtained
from the other two classes. This perceived jump in proficiency level in Class #3 is
somewhat remarkable considering the fact that (1) students in Class #3 read only one
children’s book (Me llamo María Isabel) instead of two children’s books (Me llamo
María Isabel and Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos) as Classes #1 and #2 had done, and
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that (2) due to constraints of time, Class #3 only read one-half of Me llamo María Isabel,
while Classes #1 and #2 read the book in its entirety.
Several scenarios may possibly explain this finding. Firstly, according to their
responses relative to the other four communicative areas on the questionnaire, students in
Class #3 tended to conclude that their overall proficiency level in Spanish was higher
than responses by students in Classes #1 and #2. Although there is no specific data to
substantiate these claims, my anecdotal observations tended to confirm this feeling.
Secondly, because Class #3 met twice a week at night for 100 minutes, it is possible that
this class format attracted serious students who were more proficient in Spanish and more
dedicated to learning Spanish. Thirdly, it is conceivable that the reader-response
engagements used with Class #3 contributed to students’ reading proficiency in Spanish
because the engagements promoted their own interpretations of Me llamo María Isabel
and that their reading ability in Spanish improved because they were able to construct
their own meanings of the book.
The next chapter examines students’ perceptions of their experiences reading the
children’s books.
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CHAPTER 5 – STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF READING CHILDREN’S
LITERATURE IN SPANISH
This chapter and the next chapter explore students’ perceptions of their
experiences reading the children’s books. This chapter discusses students’ perceptions
understanding Spanish within the contexts of the children’s books, communicating in
Spanish for real-world purposes, making connections between learning Spanish through
the textbook and learning Spanish through the children’s books, and using curricular
engagements to support their comprehension of the children’s books.
To answer the second research question, qualitative data were collected via
surveys, journal entries, focus-group interviews and compositions. This qualitative data
was collected to give students the opportunity to document their perceptions of their
experiences reading the children’s books.
Students completed the journal entries approximately every two weeks; the goal
of the journal entries was to ask students to periodically describe their impressions of
their experiences reading the children’s books. Students wrote their journal entries in
English; because of students’ limited ability to write in Spanish at the Spanish 102 level,
my impression was that students would be able to better express their thoughts and would
feel more comfortable doing so in English.
Students filled out three surveys as part of the research study. Survey #1 asked
students about their biographical information and their previous experiences studying
Spanish. Survey #2 was administered after students finished reading Me llamo María
Isabel; for this survey, students documented their overall impressions of reading the book
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and any vocabulary, grammatical and cultural information they noticed while reading the
book. Survey #3 was administered in Classes #2 and #3 after students finished reading
Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos; as with Survey #2, students documented their overall
impressions of reading the book and any vocabulary, grammatical and cultural
information they noticed while reading the book. Students completed their surveys in
English.
Students participated in two focus-group interviews as part of the research project.
The goal of the focus-group interviews was to give students the opportunity to expand on
their answers in the surveys and think through their experiences reading the children’s
books with other students. The first focus-group interview was completed at the
beginning of the semester before they read the children’s books; the purpose of this first
interview was to ask students to expand on the answers they gave in Survey #1. The
second focus-group interview was completed at the end of the semester after they read
both children’s books; the purpose of this second interview was to ask students to expand
on the answers they gave in Survey #2 (all three classes) and Survey #3 (Classes #1 and
#2). The focus-group interviews were conducted in English.
This section of the chapter explores five broad categories identified through the
analysis of the study’s qualitative data: understanding language in context, engaging in
authentic language use, making connections between explicit language instruction and
language in context, going beyond knowledge about culture to experiencing culture, and
using curricular engagements to support comprehension and understanding. Each
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category is described below including direct quotes from students together with
interpretations of these quotes.
In this section of the chapter, several abbreviations will be used when presenting
students’ direct quotes. This information is given in brackets, including the student’s
number followed by the source of the quotation. “C’ refers to the class the student was
enrolled in, “S” refers to surveys, “J” refers to students’ journal entries, “FG” refers to the
focus-group interviews, and “CP” refers to students’ composition. Since students wrote
their compositions in Spanish, the section presents direct quotes from their compositions
in Spanish accompanied with English translations provided by myself; additionally,
students’ errors in Spanish are preserved in order to give students a more authentic voice
in their comments. All students’ names in this chapter are pseudonyms.

Understanding Language in Context
An important scholar in second language acquisition, Stephen Krashen, argues
that the process of acquiring a second language is similar to the process of acquiring
one’s first language. As part of his Monitor Model, Krashen (1982) makes a distinction
between learning, conscious knowledge of the grammatical rules of a language, and
acquisition, a subconscious process which is “…similar, if not identical, to the way
children develop ability in their first language” (p. 10). Krashen also postulates that
learners acquire a second language when they are exposed to what he terms
“comprehensible input”, or language that is the next level above learners’ current level of
competence. Krashen’s notion of comprehensible input is frequently represented by the
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mathematical formula “i + 1”, with “i” indicating students’ current proficiency level and
“+1” indicating a proficiency level slightly above students’ current proficiency level. In
sum, Krashen argues that learners must be surrounded by comprehensible input, which
will in turn promote learners’ acquisition of the target language. In this study, I affirm
that children’s literature provides students with comprehensible input in that it presents
language at a level closer to that of language students. Consequently, the children’s books
provided students with both comprehensible input and naturalistic contexts to learn
vocabulary and grammatical structures in Spanish.
In the course textbook, ¡Dímelo tú!, language is presented in a decontextualized
fashion. A given grammatical point is presented as discrete points of information with
several examples demonstrating how the grammar point functions, but no context is
given for making sense of how the grammar point is used to express meaning in the target
language. Conversely, the children’s books students read as part of the research study
contained numerous examples of grammatical features of the language in use in order to
demonstrate how these language features express and convey meaning.
Firstly, a number of students in all three classes affirmed that they were able to
learn new vocabulary words by seeing them in use in authentic and meaningful contexts,
namely, the children’s books. Several students believed that they learned new vocabulary
words because they were engaged in attempting to figure out the meanings of certain
words through the context of the rest of the sentence.
 [reading Me llamo María Isabel] gave me new vocabulary, some of it I could get
just reading out of context (Jamie, C#2, S#2)
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 There were many words I didn’t know in the text, but…you could put words
around that you knew to get a sense of what they were saying. (Caden, C#2, S #2)
 By reading the book [Me llamo María Isabel] I see how the [Spanish] language is
used and how it is written. (Adrian, C#2, S#2)
 One thing I have liked from reading the book [Me llamo María Isabel] is learning
how to grasp the idea of a passage by looking at the sentences and words around it
and trying to get the main idea, which then helps me better understand what I
originally did not. (Lara, C#2, J#2)
Other students felt that although they may not have been able to understand
everything they were reading, they found the act of deciphering and decoding unknown
vocabulary words a beneficial and worthwhile activity. Nancy explained, when reading
Me llamo María Isabel, that
 I found it to be very interesting, and at times rewarding, to attempt to figure out
what was occurring in each of the chapters. (Nancy, C#1, S #2)
These students indicated that they were able to learn new vocabulary words in
Spanish by reading the children’s books. According to them, reading the children’s books
allowed them to learn vocabulary naturally; instead of relying on English translations,
they deciphered the meanings of new words based on context.
Secondly, several students indicated that reading the children’s books allowed
them to see the Spanish language used in new ways. For example, Evelyn notes that
 I am actually enjoying [reading my first Spanish novel] because it gives me
another resource to see Spanish in. (Evelyn, C#2, J#2)
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In summary, numerous students believed that reading the children’s books helped
them learn both vocabulary and grammar in Spanish because they were able to see
vocabulary words and grammatical features of Spanish in use in authentic contexts.
Several studies have uncovered similar findings. Cho and Krashen (1994) found
that adult learners of English acquired a large quantity of vocabulary words in English by
reading books from the Sweet Valley Kids series. The authors hypothesize that the
increases in these learners’ vocabulary were due to their exposure to comprehensible
input in English and that “it is likely that much of the vocabulary growth of our
participants came from reading” (p. 666) since they learned vocabulary in a natural
context. Another study, García (2007), asked students in a fourth-semester Spanish
course at the university level to read folktales in Spanish as part of the course. A number
of students commented that their learning of Spanish improved because they were able to
see vocabulary and grammar contextualized in these stories.
These findings additionally confirm Adair-Hauck and Cumo-Johanssen’s (1997)
claims about explicit versus implicit grammar instruction. They explain that the language
used in explicit grammar instruction is typically “unnatural, decontextualized and
unauthentic” and that students in these lessons are frequently exposed to “fragmented
discourse” (p. 53). They stress that the focus of these lessons is on “codebreaking” or
understanding language forms rather than the meanings of these forms (p. 54).
Conversely, implicit grammar instruction provides students with input that focuses more
on the meanings grammatical structures express than on their form. Also, when used
within a Whole Language framework, this type of grammar instruction develops
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students’ comprehension skills while simultaneously exposing them to extended
discourse (p. 59).

Engaging in Authentic Language Use
In the mid 20th century, the Audio-Lingual Method became a popular language
teaching method. Inspired by behaviorist psychology and B.F. Skinner, proponents of this
method argued that language learning could be reduced to a set of learned behaviors that
could be repeated over and over again until students mastered these behaviors. An
essential component of the Audio-Lingual Method was the memorization of chunks of
language learned during repeated dialogues (Omaggio-Hadley, 2001). Language teachers
soon found that although students mastered the dialogues repeated in class, they were
unable to use the target language when they encountered situations they had not been
previously exposed to.
In response to this drawback of the Audio-Lingual Method, language teachers
were searching for a method that would promote authentic and natural communication in
the target language. Inspired by speech act theory, the Communicative Language
Teaching (CLT) Approach became popular in language teaching circles. CLT was
different from the Audio-Lingual Method in two important ways. Firstly, as a method, the
Audio-Lingual Method was prescriptive in nature; teachers followed manuals which
delineated the steps they needed to follow. As an approach, however, CLT is not
prescriptive; teachers are free to select activities they believe promote the development of
students’ communicative abilities in the target language. Secondly, although the Audio-
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Lingual Method did promote language learning, the method only promoted the language
students had previously memorized; as a result, students were unable to communicate
with other speakers outside of the language they had been exposed to. CLT, however,
focuses specifically on facilitating the development of students’ communicative abilities
by having students practice reading, writing, listening and speaking in natural and
authentic contexts (Omaggio-Hadley, 2001).CLT was utilized in this study as a curricular
framework in that engaging in curricular engagements related to the children’s books
would promote the development of students’ communicative abilities in Spanish.
Additionally, Terrell (1977) suggests that “students are rarely confronted with situations
which approach real life language use” and that “few textbooks deal in any systematic
way with the teaching of comprehension” (p. 332); the presents study aimed to fill these
gaps by encouraging students to communicate in Spanish for the purpose of making sense
of the children’s books and explicitly engaging students in class activities which would
promote their comprehension skills in Spanish.
Since class activities were completed in Spanish, the process of reading the
children’s books was intended to help students develop their communicative skills in
Spanish (namely, reading, listening and speaking) as well as their pronunciation of
Spanish. Additionally, students were engaged in communicating in Spanish for realworld purposes; in this case, attempting to comprehend the children’s books. Many
students noted that the process of reading the children’s books helped them develop their
communicative abilities in Spanish.
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Firstly, many students indicated that their reading ability in Spanish increased
through reading the children’s books.
 The positive experiences I received from Me llamo María Isabel were the fact
that I have a greater reading comprehension and I can generally get the gist of the
sentences I am reading. (Isaac, C#1, S #2)
 I liked reading Me llamo María Isabel because it helped me with reading Spanish
and understanding what I am reading in Spanish better. (Tabatha, C#1, S #2)
 Reading fiction helped expand my reading comprehension in the Spanish
language. (Teresa, C#3, S #2)
 [Me llamo María Isabel] has helped me with my understanding of both
conversation and literary Spanish. (Roger, C#3, S #2)
 [Reading Me llamo María Isabel] has gotten me used to reading full-length
paragraphs in Spanish. (Jason, C#1, J#4)
Several students believed that reading the children’s books increased not only
their reading ability in Spanish but also their reading speed in Spanish.
 Because of reading Me llamo María Isabel, my Spanish reading speed increased
greatly. (Adam, C#2, S #2)
Several students believed that their reading skills in Spanish increased due to
reading out loud to other classmates.
 I like to read the book [Me llamo María Isabel] out loud to my group because not
only am I learning and comprehending more by reading, but it improves my
reading skills. (Jacob, C#2, J #2)
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Other students, however, felt that the difficulty level of the children’s books
inhibited the development of their reading ability in Spanish.
 Although [Me llamo María Isabel] was still a children’s book, I found myself
stuck in certain parts and at times had trouble answering the questions.
(Mackenzie, C#1, S #2)
 To be honest, I didn’t really understand much of [Me llamo María Isabel] on my
own. The story seemed (sadly enough) almost too complicated. (Karen, C#1, S
#2)
Students’ inability to develop their reading skills in Spanish became particularly
acute in Classes #1 and #2 when reading Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos because of the
difficulty level of the book.
 I thought that Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos was too difficult to understand.
There was a lot of unknown vocabulary and I felt, at times, that the sentences
were too complex. (Nancy, C#1, S #3)
 Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos for me was significantly more challenging than
Me llamo María Isabel. (Keith, C#2, S#3)
 To me Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos was really hard to understand. The words
used were too big and complex for my understanding in this Spanish class.
(Damon, C#2, S #3)
The principal explanation for the differences between students’ experiences
reading Me llamo María Isabel and Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos is that many students
found that Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos was a much more difficult book to read than
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Me llamo María Isabel; consequently, students had more opportunities to develop their
reading skills in Spanish when reading this book than with Béisbol en abril y otros
cuentos.
Many students indicated that the process of reading the children’s books
contributed to the development of their listening skills in Spanish. They believed that this
increase was due to the fact that they were exposed to authentic Spanish and that they
were expected to read texts longer than a paragraph in length. This perceived increase in
reading ability, however, was dependent on the difficulty of the children’s book; in the
case of Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos, many students felt that the book was difficult,
and they consequently indicated that their reading ability in Spanish decreased as a result.
Secondly, several students commented that listening to their group members read
the books out loud contributed to their understanding of the books.
 I enjoyed reading [Me llamo María Isabel] out loud because it was easier for me
to comprehend. (Katherine, C#1, S #2)
Another student established this linkage through the repetition of vocabulary words in the
story:
 At the beginning of reading Me llamo María Isabel it was difficult to read. This
was due to the fact that most of the words were hard to pronounce and I didn’t
understand them. After hearing repetitive words it became easier to understand
the text. (Mia, C#2, S #2)
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These students established connections between the development of their listening
skills in Spanish and their comprehension of the children’s books. They believed that as
their listening skills in Spanish improved, so did their understanding of the books.
Thirdly, a number of students commented that their speaking abilities in Spanish
increased due to reading the children’s books. According to these students, this was
mainly due to reading aloud to their peers in small groups.
 So far, reading [Me llamo María Isabel] is really helping me with comprehension,
and has been an effective way to improve my Spanish speaking skills. (Evelyn,
C#1, J #2)
 The success I have had [while reading Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos] is an
improved speaking ability, while reading aloud in groups. Reading aloud has
helped me in forming the wording and helps me get a better feel for speaking
aloud in Spanish. (Isaac, C#1, J#6)
 [Reading Me llama María Isabel] offers an excellent way to practice speaking
basic Spanish (Sam, C#3, J#4)
 [Reading Me llama María Isabel] has helped me out a great deal in terms of
conversational and day-to-day use of Spanish. (Roger, C#3, J#4)
However, some students found that their inability to understand the children’s
book contributed to their further inability to participate in class discussions, thus missing
the opportunity to practice their speaking skills in Spanish.
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 Sometimes my group and I did not understand parts [of Me llamo María Isabel],
so it would make it difficult to interact in the discussions in class after reading
with my group. (Molly, C#1, S #2)
According to these students, engaging in group and class discussions of the
children’s books increased their speaking abilities on Spanish because they were engaged
in authentic communication for real purposes, in this case, attempting to make sense of
what they were reading. As with listening, students saw connections between the
development of their speaking abilities in Spanish and their understanding of the
children’s books.
Fourthly, several students noted that reading the children’s books out loud to their
classmates improved their pronunciation of Spanish.
 The group reads the chapter out loud. This makes me read out loud which
improves my pronunciation and helps me speak Spanish with more confidence.
(Evelyn, C#1, J#4)
 I think that it does help reading out loud because it gets the reader used to the
correct pronunciation of words that they wouldn’t really ever think about saying.
(Zeke, C#2, J#6)
 Reading out loud helped me out a lot with pronunciation and feeling more
comfortable with reading/speaking out loud. (Caitlin, C#1, J#3)
 I think reading aloud was very useful because we don’t spend a lot of time
reading or speaking Spanish out loud so it was good practice with pronunciation.
(Lara, C#2, J#3)
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According to Evelyn, reading the children’s books aloud to her group members in
Spanish contributed to the improvement of her pronunciation of Spanish.
One student, Kathleen, saw a connection between an increase in her readhing
skills in Spanish and a corresponding increase in her writing abilities in Spanish:
 By reading Spanish, you get a general idea of how sentences flow. Reading
Spanish helps you learn how it supposed to go together and helps you write
Spanish. (Kathleen, C#1, FG#4a)
In summary, many students believed that reading the children’s books contributed
to the development of their communicative skills in Spanish. Specifically, students
affirmed that reading the children’s books contributed to the development of their reading
ability in Spanish. They concluded that reading the children’s books also contributed to
the development of their interpersonal communicative skills in Spanish (listening and
speaking) due to reading the books aloud in groups. In addition to promoting their
listening and speaking skills, several students also indicated that reading the children’s
books aloud to their classmates facilitated the improvement of their pronunciation in
Spanish. However, students indicated that two factors tended to impede the development
of their communicative skills in Spanish. Firstly, many students believed that the
perceived difficulty level of the children’s books may have prevented the development of
their communicative skills in Spanish. Secondly, a number of students noted that the
development of their own language abilities in Spanish depended on the language
abilities of their group members and, consequently, the input they were receiving in
Spanish; students at higher proficiency levels in Spanish could potentially provide other
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group members with more accurate input in Spanish, whereas students at lower
proficiency levels in Spanish would likely provide other group members with less
accurate or incomprehensible input in Spanish.
Several scholars concur with these findings. Moffit (1998) argues that reading
children’s literature promotes the development of students’ linguistic proficiency in the
target language in that it “supports all four proficiency skills of the ACTFL Proficiency
Guidelines” (p. 117). She also suggests that students learn to communicate in the target
language when they are exposed to language in authentic contexts; since children’s
literature consists of authentic texts in real-world contexts, reading children’s literature
contributes to students’ communicative competence in the target language. García (2007)
found that many of her students commented that their linguistic skills in Spanish
improved due to reading folktales in Spanish and that “all students…found that children’s
literature helped their Spanish” (p. 117). Additionally, studies conducted by Elley and
Mangubhai (1983), Elley (1991) and Elley, Cutting, Mangubhai, and Hugo (1996) found
that elementary school students who participated in book flood programs in numerous
countries consistently showed marked gains in reading and other skills areas in English in
comparison with students who learned English via the Audio-Lingual Method.
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Making Connections between Explicit Language Instruction and Language in
Context
Krashen’s Monitor Model (1982) proposes that learners acquire language when
they are exposed to comprehensible input in the target language. Rather than seeing
language as discrete bits of information, this comprehensible input provides learners with
contexts where they can see how the target language is used naturally and authentically.
Adair-Hauck and Cumo-Johanssen (1997) concur, arguing that “grammatical structures
by themselves are rather useless. Grammatical structures take on meaning only if they are
situated in context and in connected discourse” (p. 37). Consequently, students read the
children’s books so that would be able to see vocabulary and grammatical features of
Spanish in use in a natural and authentic way; the children’s books supported and
reinforce the vocabulary and grammatical features students learned through the course
textbook.
In all three classes, the children’s books were used in conjunction with the course
textbook, ¡Dímelo tú!. Numerous students documented that reading the children’s books
had a positive impact on their language learning because they were seeing certain
grammatical features of Spanish in the children’s books that they had previously studied
in the course textbook; in other words, the children’s books reinforced what students
learned in the course textbook and vice versa.
 [Reading Me llamo María Isabel] challenges me to learn new Spanish and has
even helped me with some QUIA activities [online workbook]. (Evelyn, C#1,
J#4)

181
 The in-class text was very helpful because it helps you understand the main parts
of the chapters [in the children’s books]. (Larry, C#2, J#4)
Students’ responses typically focused on two language features, namely
grammatical points and vocabulary words. Students’ responses also focused on cultural
elements from the course textbook they noticed while reading the children’s books.
Firstly, several students indicated that their vocabulary level in Spanish increased
because it recycled the vocabulary they were learning in the course textbook.
 The vocabulary I noticed while reading Me llamo María Isabel is a lot like the
vocabulary we have learned in class. (Eddie, C#2, S #2)
 [Me llamo María Isabel] is easy to read because of some of the similarities is
vocabulary we have been learning in class. (Evelyn, C#1, J #2)
 [Me llamo María Isabel] reinforced what I have learned in that it served as a
reminder of grammar concepts and vocabulary that were taught all the way from
the beginning of the class to the present. (Savanna, C#3, S #2)
 I recognize some words [in Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos] that I already know
and also some key phrases that look familiar from this class. (Erika, C#2, J#6)
These students indicated that reading the children’s books reinforced their
learning of vocabulary; reading the children’s books supported the vocabulary they had
already learned through the course textbook.
Secondly, numerous students believed that the children’s books helped expand
their understanding of Spanish grammar because it reinforced grammatical points they
were studying in the course textbook. When asked about grammatical features they
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noticed while reading both children’s books, many students were able to notice grammar
points we had previously studied in the course textbook, including the present tense, the
pretérito, the imperfecto, the future tense, the conditional tense, the subjunctive mood,
formal command forms, and the present progressive tense.
 What I notice about the language in [Me llamo María Isabel] was stuff that I
learned in class. Throughout the book I saw the different [verb] conjugations that
we were learning about in class. (Hannah, C#3, S#2)
 There are many times in [Me llamo María Isabel] where it was hard for me to
understand. With the recent [studying] of [the] pretérito and [the] imperfecto, I
was able to understand the book more clearly. (Keith, C#2, J#4)
 Recently I’ve been able to understand more wording because we are going over
[the] pretérito and [the] imperfecto in class, and that [has] broadened my
vocabulary and conjugation ability. (Damian, C#2, J#4)
 I was happy to understand the verb tenses in the book [Béisbol en baril y otros
cuentos] that we had just learned. That gave me more practice in those tenses.
(Mia, C#2, J#6)
 Learning [the] imperfect [has] helped immensely in understanding [Me llamo
María Isabel] better (Sam, C#3, J#4)
A number of students noted that reading the children’s books buttressed their
knowledge of Spanish grammar because they were able to learn more about the
grammatical structures they had previously learned through the course textbook.
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Several students, however, felt that the difficulty level of the children’s books was
high because they were exposed to grammatical features of Spanish they had not yet
studied. At the beginning of the semester, Nancy commented on the fact that the initial
difficulty of Me llamo María Isabel was due to the book’s use of the past tense, which we
had not yet studied in class:
 The fact that the book is written in the past tense causes my peers and I to become
easily confused as to the happenings in the book. I think that it may have been
more advantageous to read the book after we had discussed past tenses in greater
detail. (Nancy, C#1, J#4)
Later in the semester, she indicated this initial difficulty reading the book eased after we
had studied the pretérito and the imperfecto in class:
 Towards the end of [Me llamo María Isabel], we, as a class, had become more
familiar with the pretérito and the imperfecto. However, during the early chapters,
the conjugations of the verbs were intimidating and somewhat distracting.
(Nancy, C#1, S #2)
Another student commented that the grammatical level of the book was high for a
children’s book:
 Some of the sentence structure [of Me llamo María Isabel] was harder than I have
seen before, even if it was a children’s book. (Erika, C#2, S #2)
Thirdly, several students noted that reading the children’s books reinforced
cultural information they had previously learned in the course textbook. For example, in
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Chapter 9 of the textbook, students learn about Latinos living in the United States and
their contributions to American culture. For instance, Madison commented that
 When reading Me llamo María Isabel I noticed a connection to the section we
read about Hispanics living in the United States. (Madison, C#2, S#2)
Chapter 14 of the course textbook explores the country of Cuba. The chapter
includes a small cultural note indicating that baseball is one of the most popular sports in
Cuba. When reading the short story “Béisbol en abril”, these students remarked that
baseball was important in the short story, just as in Cuba.
 The connections that I made to culture were…in the textbook it says baseball is
one of the largest sports watched and played in Cuba. (Jason, C#1, S#3)
 We just read about Cuba and baseball [in the textbook]. (Louise, C#2, S#3)
These students indicated that reading the children’s books supported their
knowledge of Latino culture they had previously read about in the course textbook. More
specifically, they noted connections between the importance of baseball among Latino
youth (“Béisbol en abril”) and the importance of baseball in Cuba (course textbook).
These quotes demonstrate that reading the children’s books bolstered the
knowledge of Spanish they had previously gained through the course textbook. Reading
the children’s books allowed students to see these vocabulary and grammatical features in
use in an authentic context, thus extending their knowledge of the Spanish language. In
addition, reading the children’s books deepened students’ knowledge of Latino culture by
allowing them to apply their previous cultural knowledge in a new context.
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Using Curricular Engagements to Support Comprehension and Understanding
The curricular engagements students participated in when reading the children’s
books were intended to support students’ linguistic comprehension of the children’s
books as well as their understanding of Latino culture. In the fall semester 2008, the
curricular engagements focused on promoting students’ comprehension of Me llamo
María Isabel and Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos. In the spring semester 2009, the
curricular engagements focused on students’ initial comprehension of Me llamo María
Isabel and the subsequent development of their personal understandings of the book.
Many students from all three courses noted that the curricular engagements they
participated in either contributed to or impeded their comprehension of the children’s
books in important ways. Students identified four ways in which the class activities
related to their understanding of the children’s books: the availability of resources in the
class community, the level of students’ participation in the class community, students’
engagement with the Spanish language, and the teacher’s role in providing structure and
focus.

Availability of resources.
A number of students observed that the curricular engagements provided them
with resources they could use to understand the children’s books. Students identified
three important resources they drew on to understand the children’s books: connections
with others, group knowledge, illustrations in the children’s books, and access to the
children’s books themselves.
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Firstly, several students commented that reading the children’s books together
with other classmates created an atmosphere in which they felt a connection with their
classmates. Through the curricular engagements, they felt a close connection with others
in the class, an important preliminary step to sharing resources with others in the class
community.
 I really liked bonding with people in the class with the group activities. (Karen,
C#1, S#2)
This quote lends support to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theoretical construct of
communities of practice. Lave and Wenger define a community of practice as “…a set of
relations among persons, activity, and world, over time…” (p. 98). A community of
practice involves ”…participation in an activity system about which participants share
understandings concerning what they are doing and what that means in their lives and for
their communities” (p. 98). It could be argued that students were in the initial stages of
developing a community of practice at several levels, namely, interpreting children’s
literature in Spanish as a class community as well as becoming part of a larger
community of readers who can read texts in Spanish.
Secondly, many students commented that they were able to comprehend the
children’s books because they were able to share their knowledge of Spanish with other
class members who were struggling to understand the books.
 I personally like working with group members because we get to share each
other’s ideas with one another to understand each sentence. (Tabatha, C#1, S#2)
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 The only thing that helped me understand [Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos] a
little better was the fact that we read it in groups. We were able to discuss what
we read afterwards which helped me connect the dots in the reading. (Eddie, C#2,
S#3)
 Most of the activities helped me understand, especially when we were in larger
groups. I strongly believe that the more brains you put together, the more you can
understand. (Barry, C#1, J#4)
 The greatest part is being able to work on the activities as a group. I felt as if in a
group, we can understand more because each person knows some words the other
person may not, so putting our heads together caused us to understand the story a
little more than if we were to do it individually. (Lydia, C#1, J#4)
 [Some]thing I have found very helpful was the group discussions pertaining to
[Me llamo María Isabel]. Talking amongst my classmates and receiving different
views about what is going on, both emotionally and literally in the story, helps
give me a better understanding of the situations [in the book] as a whole. Working
with a team definitely heightens my ability to learn new information. (Roger,
C#3, J#2)
 The group I read with always discussed it afterwards. This helps me understand
what I just read a lot better than if I tried to do it on my own. (Eddie, C#2, J#6)
 If I was reading Me llamo María Isabel on my own, I wouldn’t have done
anything at all. Just being in a group with some people who knew some words
that I didn’t know or I knew words that they didn’t know, and we were able to
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quickly share information without having to go through the process of looking up
every individual word, because that can be very frustrating in a long chapter. I got
some understanding out of the book whereas I wouldn’t have if I was reading it
by itself. (Patricia, C#3, FG#6)
Students in Classes #1 and #2 commented that the Say Something engagement in
particular allowed group members to pool together their knowledge of Spanish in order to
make sense of Chapter 6 of Me llamo María Isabel.
 I think [the Say Something engagement] helped a lot to get both of my partners’
opinions in what the chapter was about, because in the end between all our ideas it
was easy to put together the chapter and what we have just read. I liked the fact
that we got time to talk about the chapter [in groups] because I wasn’t sure what I
thought the chapter was about, but once my partners and I talked it over we made
sense of what we were reading, and I was able to comprehend better what I had
just read. (Kayla, C#1, J#3)
 Reading out loud causes each person in the group to be on the same pace rather
than everyone being in different spots. This causes the group to end up working
together more and everyone has to pay attention and take part. (Lydia, C#1, J#3)
 I think this activity was very useful because it helped me to understand what
others thought was happening in the chapter. (Emma, C#1, J#3)
 Discussing [the chapter] afterwards was helpful because I was able to hear how
other people in the class comprehended it, and they could hear what I got from the
readings. (Katherine, C#1, J#3)
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 That’s what was always good about the groups, you could see everyone else’s
reading level and how well they could comprehend [the books]. (Eddie, C#2,
FG#4b)
Students made similar comments about the Written Conversation engagement:
 I liked the Written Conversation because I got to see what the other person was
thinking about the book. We got to discuss the book and what helped us the most.
(Ethan, C#3, FG#6)
Other students commented that the Say Something engagement helped them
improve their pronunciation of Spanish.
 I think that [the Say Something strategy] was a very good learning activity. I got
help from my other [group] members on how to pronounce words, and I was able
to help them as well. (Louise, C#2, J#3)
 I liked reading out loud because I was able to hear how the other members of my
group pronounced certain words, and I was able to follow along with what was
being read. (Lara, C#2, J#3)
These quotes lend support to the theory of the Zone of Proximal Development (or
ZPD) outlined by Vygotsky (1978). According to Vygotsky, the ZPD consists of three
zones: what the learner cannot do, what the learner can do by him/herself, and what the
learner can do with the aid of others. Vygotsky argues that learners are better able to
complete difficult tasks with the aid of others than if they attempt to complete them on
their own. This argument was borne out in the findings of this study; many students
commented that they were better able to understand the children’s books because they
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could pool their own knowledge of Spanish with that of other classmates, thus extending
the knowledge base students could draw on to understand the books.
However, several students noted that their group members were unable to help
them if the group as a whole was unable to comprehend the books.
 Sometimes my group and I did not understand parts, so it would make it difficult
to interact in the discussions in class after reading with my group. (Molly, C#1,
S#2)
 When you put us into individual groups, the other group members would not
know what [Me llamo María Isabel] was saying, so in essence we really did not
get anything out of that. (Wyatt, C#3, S#2)
 I don’t like it when all we do is focus on the groups because sometimes nobody
really got the idea if the chapter we read, so it’s pointless to try and help each
other when we don’t know [what’s going on] ourselves. (Adrian, C#2, J#4)
 Us reading [Me llamo María Isabel] [in groups] isn’t very useful. We have to
know what is going on in the text. But, many of us were unsure of what the text
said. (Kathleen, C#1, J#3)
 In theory, [the Say Something engagement was] a very good plan; in our group
(and I expect others), not so much, because none of us were adept in Spanish, we
became lost and distracted easily. (Jaime, C#2, J#3)
 When Kaleb and I were together, we would read [the chapter] six times, and
neither one of us know very much, so we didn’t get anything out of what we were
reading. (Mason, C#1, FG #3a)
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These quotes demonstrate that their understandings of the children’s books
improved because they could draw on other students’ knowledge of the Spanish
language. Their comprehension of the children’s books did not improve, however, if
other group members did not possess such knowledge.
Thirdly, several students indicated that I as the teacher was part of the class
community by facilitating students’ comprehension of the children’s books.
 It is very beneficial when Señor Hibbs helps us out. He can explain the material in
a simpler way in which we can understand the material. (Louise, C#2, J#4)
 It was helpful that sometimes I would overhear Señor Hibbs giving the outline or
subject of the chapter. That way when I read it in Spanish it made more sense.
(Mia, C#2, J#4)
Fourthly, a number of students commented that the illustrations included in Me
llamo María Isabel facilitated their understanding of the book because the illustrations
either filled in their comprehension gaps or extended their understandings of the book.
 The pictures helped me to understand the content. (Kylie, C#2, S#2)
 In [Me llamo] María Isabel] the pictures really helped me to decipher what was
happening. (Miriam, C#1, S#3)
 Having the few pictures in [Me llamo] María Isabel] always helps to understand
the story a little it better in case I miss paet of the story due to a lack of
understanding some words in Spanish. (Jillian, C#3, J#2)
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 I think having the few pictures in Me llamo María Isabel is very helpful to get
more of an idea of what’s going on in the book when I am a little unsure what is
being written. (Jillian, C#3, J#4)
Alternatively, several students commented that the lack of illustrations in Béisbol
en abril y otros cuentos impeded their understanding of the book because they were
unable to rely on the illustrations fill in their comprehension gaps or extend their
understandings of the book.
 In [Me llamo] María Isabel the pictures really helped me to decipher what was
happening. In Béisbol en abril [y otros cuentos] there were no pictures and that
also made it increasingly hard to know what was going on. (Miriam, C#1, S#3)
Several students wished that Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos contained pictures.
 If ‘Béisbol en abril’ had pictures I also believe that understanding the book would
be much easier to grasp the main idea of the chapter or at least on the page.
(Tabatha, C#1, S#3)
 I thought that it was a little challenging that there were no pictures in [Béisbol en
abril y otros cuentos] so I could not get the stories as well as I would with
pictures. (Jacob, C#1, S#3)
 Another disappointment was that there were [no] pictures [in Béisbol en abril y
otros cuentos] to guide the reader on what exactly the situation [in the book] is.
(Zeke, C#2, S#3)
When using folktales in Spanish with her fourth-semester students, García (2007)
found similar results. A number of students commented that the illustrations in the stories
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helped them in “figuring out the context of the story” and deciphering “words that I do
not understand” (p. 114).
These quotes show that many students used the illustrations in Me llamo María
Isabel as a resource to understand the book to compensate for their lower level of
knowledge of the Spanish language. These same students found it difficult to understand
Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos because the book did not contain illustrations; as a result,
students could not use the illustrations to supplement their lower level of knowledge of
Spanish in order to understand the book.
Fifthly, certain students felt that their level of comprehension of the children’s
books depended on the availability of class time to read the books, namely Me llamo
María Isabel, in their entirety. In the fall semester 2008, many students felt (including
myself) that reading the children’s books took away class time to learn other class
material students were ultimately responsible for. In the spring semester 2009, I strove to
compensate for this by attempting to achieve a better balance between class time reading
Me llamo María Isabel and class time devoted to other course material. As the semester
progressed and the course material became more complicated, more class time was
necessary for course material, and less time was available for the book. Consequently, we
were unable to read Me llamo María Isabel in its entirety; we were only able to read the
first five chapters of the book. As a result, several students in Class #3 felt that this
situation impeded their comprehension of the book because they were unable to get a
complete picture of the context of the book.
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 The only negative [experience] was not finishing reading [Me llamo María
Isabel] in class. (Teresa, C#3, S#2)
According to Teresa, her difficulty in comprehending Me llamo María Isabel was
partially due to the unavailability of class time to read the book in its entirety.
Sixthly, several students were able to use their knowledge of English and other
languages as well as references to mainstream culture to understand the children’s books.
 I find [Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos] easy to read when I see English words
thrown in every once in a while, like when they were talking about watching
Double Dare on TV and eating Cracker Jacks. (Linda, C#2, J#6)
 I also liked discussing what we had just read because we were able to discuss in
English what was written in Spanish, and that helped me to understand better
what was being said. (Lara, C#2, J#3)
One student, Sabrina, commented that her knowledge of French contributed to her
understanding of the children’s books.
 Having a strong background in French is one reason that I think [Me llamo María
Isabel] has been relatively easy for me to read. (Sabrina, C#3, J#2)
Sabrina also mentions, however, that her knowledge of French posed problems
for her at times because similar words in French and Spanish can possess different
meanings.
 I think [knowing French] also becomes a problem as I will assume a word means
one thing when it may very well mean something completely different in Spanish.
(Sabrina, C#3, J#2)
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These quotes show that students drew on a number of resources to facilitate their
understanding of the children’s books, including the creation of a class community, the
sharing of knowledge between classmates, the illustrations in the children’s books, and
the availability of class time to read the children’s books in their entirety. According to
students, the presence of these resources contributed to their understanding of the
children’s books; in contrast, the lack of these resources resulted in students’
miscomprehension of the children’s books.

Level of participation.
A second factor which affected students’ comprehension of the children’s books
was the level of participation of other members of the class community. Firstly, students
noted that those class members organized in smaller groups tended to participate more
than other class members organized in larger groups. Secondly, students felt that the level
of participation of their group members directly affected their own participation. Thirdly,
students observed that their own level of participation was related to their comprehension
of the children’s books.
Firstly, a handful of students felt that reading aloud in groups with fewer members
improved their understanding of the children’s books rather than groups with more
members.
 Some of my best experience[s] came while working in small groups of two [or]
three where there weren’t enough people to screw around and the perfect amount
of people to figure out what was being said in the book. (Damian, C#2, S#2)
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Damian’s quote reflected the comments of a number of other students that
participation was higher amongst groups with fewer members compared to groups with
more members, or “supergrupos”, as they came to be known in the two classes in fall
semester 2008.
Secondly, a number of students noted that the lack of participation of certain
members of their reading groups impacted negatively on their experiences reading the
children’s books. Several students struggled with reading Me llamo María Isabel in
group because
 not everyone participated so some group members were left do all of the work.
(Evelyn, C#1, S#2)
Other students agreed with Evelyn’s observations.
 Sometimes my group wasn’t as committed to reading each chapter, causing me to
fall behind on the reading. (Angela, C#1, S#2)
 When reading in groups there was a lack of cooperation from other people.
(Kathleen, C#1, S#3)
 The idea of working in groups to make reading Béisbol [en abril y otros cuentos]
easier to follow and understand is great, but when executed correctly. In this class
that is difficult to do because there is a large portion of the class that, excuse my
French, could give 2 shits about learning Spanish. It becomes frustrating, to a
certain extent, when some [students] are genuinely interested in that language and
would like to excel, but are slowed due to their classmates. (Gabe, C#1, S#3)
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 I have found that oftentimes, because students do not understand what they are
reading and are overwhelmed with pronunciation, they give up and do not
contribute to group discussion. This results in incomprehension of the story and
less empathy for the characters, creating a lack of appreciation for the issues it
addresses. (Savanna, C#3, J#4)
Several students felt that the non-participation of group members may have been
due to the fact that students were not graded on their learning of the children’s books and
hence didn’t take their reading seriously.
 My experience with Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos was something of a joke. No
one took it serious because a) we didn’t understand [the book], and b) we were
never graded on any aspect of the reading. (Jamie, C#2, S#3)
These students observed that the level of their group members’ participation
contributed to their understanding of the children’s books. If group members engaged
actively in reading the children’s books and worked together to understand the books,
their level of comprehension rose; by contrast, if group members did not participate
actively in the curricular engagements, their group members’ lack of participation
contributed to their lack of comprehension of the children’s books.
Thirdly, several students remarked that listening to other group members read
aloud the children’s books improved their comprehension of the books because they were
able to focus on the text they were listening to.
 During [reading in groups] we would take turns reading a paragraph in the chapter
we were reading. This was helpful because I got to look at what I was reading.

198
Looking at what I’m reading really helps me understand better. (Hannah, C#3,
S#2)
A few students felt that this situation was also true when they discussed the
children’s books with their classmates.
 Discussing what was read as a group was helpful because it made me pay more
attention to what was going on in the story. It made me follow the plot closely.
(Jason, C#1, J#3)
Other students, however, indicated that listening to their reading groups impeded
their understanding of the children’s books because it was difficult to focus their attention
to what was being read.
 I did not benefit when we read the story aloud. My mind tended to wander when
listening to the story. I prefer to read silently to myself because I can stay focused.
(Tim, C#2, S#2)
 My negative experience with Me llamo María Isabel was the difficulty I found in
listening to the book as it was being read. It was hard to determine what was
going on, especially when we were reading in a group and other students were
reading. (Sabrina, C#3, S#2)
Some students lost focus when reading aloud to their groups because they were
concentrating more on correct pronunciation and less on the content of the stories.
 Reading the story aloud made it harder for me to understand what I was reading. I
had to focus on pronouncing each word correctly rather than what the words
meant in relation to the story. (Madison, C#2, S#2)
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 The method [reading aloud] was also ineffective in certain ways though. While
reading aloud, I was focusing so much on pronouncing the words correctly that I
would not gain any understanding of the material I had just read. Also, when other
individuals are struggling to read the material out loud, it is difficult to follow
along with them. (Gabriella, C#2, S#3)
 When you’re reading [the books] out loud, it’s harder, for myself at least, to get
the meaning because I’m concentrating on pronouncing the words correctly.
(Mackenzie, C#1, J#3)
Class #3 began reading Me llamo María Isabel by completing a Graffiti Board
while I read aloud their first chapter. Several students indicated that listening to my
reading aloud of the chapter impeded their understanding because they were unable to
follow along with the text.
 It was hard for me to follow what was going on when you read aloud and we were
not looking at the book to read along. I am a visual person so that was somewhat
difficult for me. (Kendall, C#3, S#2)
Other students commented that the reading groups impeded their comprehension
because they were unable to focus due to the noise created by other groups.
 I felt that it was better reading [Me llamo María Isabel] as a class than in small
groups because the classroom would end up getting too loud and I wouldn’t be
able to hear myself or my group members reading. (Lance, C#3, S#2)
Additionally, a few students believed that the content of the children’s books did
not match their interests as young adults.
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 I think the subject matter in [Me llamo María Isabel] is not as interesting for the
average 20-year-old in our class reading it. (Lance, C#3, S#2)
Furthermore, since the children’s books were not part of the regular course
material, and since the three classes were reading the children’s books as part of this
research study, several students were unable to see how reading the children’s books was
relevant to learning the course material and felt that I was furthering my academic career
at the expense of their learning of course content.
 Once I knew that we were only reading [Me llamo María Isabel] as somewhat of
a test run and having to write journals about it that weren’t for our learning
benefit, but for the department’s, I grew less interested in the book. (Lance, C#3,
S#2)
These students observed that the level of their own participation in the curricular
engagements contributed to their comprehension of the children’s books. At certain
times, the curricular engagements allowed students to focus on understanding the
children’s books, and as a result, their comprehension level rose; at other times, the
curricular engagements impeded students’ ability to concentrate on their understanding of
the books, and consequently, their comprehension level was lower.

Engagement with the Spanish language.
A third factor which influenced students’ comprehension of the children’s books
was their access to the Spanish language in the class community. Several students
believed that the children’s books proved them with an additional resource with which to
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learn Spanish. Additionally, many students noted that their contact with aural input in
Spanish was related to their understanding of the children’s books.
Firstly, several students noted that the children’s books facilitated their learning of
Spanish because it provided an additional resource students could use to learn Spanish
other than simply the textbook.
 [Reading Me llamo María Isabel] was enjoyable as a different activity to do
during class other than just learning everything in the textbook throughout the
entire class. (Jillian, C#3, S#2)
 I like reading Me llamo María Isabel because it provides another resource to pull
information from in regard to learning Spanish. (Naomi, C#2, J#2)
These students felt that the children’s books could be used in addition to the
course textbook as an additional resource to learn Spanish.
Secondly, a number of students indicated that listening to the children’s books as
they were read aloud by other classmates facilitated their comprehension of the books
because they were either auditory or visual learners.
 The helpful aspects of the group readings were the ability to follow along with the
story while listening to someone else read. This was especially helpful to me, as
an auditory learner. (Gabriella, C#2, S#3)
 I think that [the Say Something engagement] was very helpful. I think reading it
[Chapter 6 of Me llamo María Isabel] and hearing it helped us retain the
information better. I am a visual learner, and reading it and reading along when it
was being read aloud helped me to remember the chapter. (Naomi, C#2, J#3)
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Other students felt this was an effective strategy because they could follow along
while their classmates read the books out loud.
 I thought reading out loud was effective because when a person was reading out
loud I was going over in my head what [s/]he was saying. (Caden, C#2, J#3)
Several students believed, however, that their understanding of the books
depended on the speakers’ correct pronunciation of Spanish. On the one hand, if the
pronunciation of their classmates was less accurate, they were not able to understand the
books very well.
 I felt that reading aloud in groups only made it more difficult to understand. Most
students do not know how to accurately pronounce many of the words and that
just caused a great deal of confusion. (Nancy, C#1, S#3)
 Another negative experience I had with ‘Béisbol en abril’ was that when my
classmates read it aloud, I couldn’t understand or comprehend what they were
trying to say. I definitely preferred when Professor Hibbs read because of his
pronunciation and emotion. (Katherine, C#1, S#3)
 It was hard to understand my classmates because we didn’t know how to
pronounce some words, which made it hard to follow the story. (Evelyn, C#1,
J#3)
In contrast, if the pronunciation of their classmates was more accurate, their
comprehension of the books was higher. One day in November in Classes #1 and #2, we
went outside and sat down on the grass, and I read aloud the short story “Béisbol en
abril” from Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos. Several students noted that they were better
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able to understand the book when I read aloud because my pronunciation tended to be
more accurate than that of their classmates.
 When we read outside and Mr. Hibbs read the entire time, I felt like I picked up
much more due to his correct pronunciation. If we would have continued this
method of reading it would have been better. (Bailey, C#1, S#3)
 Having [Mr. Hibbs] read the sections to us is helpful, as he is able to read with
proper pronunciation and emotional inflection, which does make it easier to
understand meaning. (Teresa, C#3, J#2)
 Hearing the story out loud and hearing how the words were pronounced allowed
me to pay attention better, and my comprehension of [Me llamo María Isabel] has
probably doubled. (Barry, C#1, J#3)
These students noted that listening to the children’s books read aloud in Spanish
may have contributed to their understanding of the children’s books; however, their level
of comprehension was related to the accuracy of the speaker’s pronunciation in Spanish.

Providing structure and focus.
A fourth factor which influenced students’ comprehension of the children’s books
was the level of structure in the curricular engagements. Firstly, some students believed
that certain class activities facilitated their comprehension because the activities provided
them with the narrative structure of the books which in turn allowed them to verify the
comprehension of the books by recording their understandings of the books as well as
documenting their personal connections to the books. Secondly, a number of students felt
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comfortable with the structure of the curricular engagements because the engagements
guided them in their quest to understand the children’s books. Other students, however,
believed that the curricular engagements provided them with too much structure which
forced them to focus more on completing the activity than understanding the books.
Thirdly, several students remarked that more class time was devoted to reading the
children’s books at the expense of learning the course content which they were ultimately
responsible for learning.
Firstly, a number of students believed that comprehension questions facilitated
their understanding of the children’s books because the questions provided them with the
structure of the chapter, thus helping students focus on what was important and
significant in the chapter.
 I liked getting plot-based questions about [Me llamo María Isabel] because it
made me really try to understand what I have been reading. Usually when I read
in Spanish I have no clue what it going on, but when I can follow plot-based
questions it encourages me to try to understand. (Tabatha, C#1, S#2)
 I think that all of the activities we have done in class have been helpful because
they outline the chapter we are about to read or give us a focus for the chapter and
help keep us on the right track. (Naomi, C#2, J#2)
 I used [the comprehension questions] to guide me through [Me llamo María
Isabel]. – (Louise, C#2, J#2)
 The [comprehension] questions act as a guide to steer us on the right direction as
to what the chapter is going to be about. (Naomi, C#2, J#4)
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 I think that the most effective thing we have done so far is to answer questions
regarding the chapter. I think that the questions help to outline the chapter, and
they give us something to look for while reading. (Nancy, C#1, J#3)
 I think that [comprehension questions] act as guidelines and give hints about what
the chapter is about. (Naomi, C#2, J#3)
 [The comprehension questions would] make you go back to the text, you’d have
to go back to the text and re-read stuff and see if [things] made sense. And
sometimes the questions would build off each other. (Jamie C#2, FG#3b)
According to these students, certain curricular engagements facilitated students’
understanding of the children’s book because the engagements allowed them to see the
narrative structure of the chapters and short stories they were reading.
Due to the open-ended nature of the response engagements, several students in
Class #3 indicated that comprehension questions would have given them more structure
and focus as they read.
 Sometimes I was a little frustrated, and I think it would have been nice to have
something to go with it, maybe if we were to answer questions or something I was
forced to figure out. (Samantha, C#3, FG#6)
One student, Savanna, suggested that a combination of both comprehension
questions and the response engagements would have proved effective:
 I think that using [Graffiti Boards] and reading comprehension questions on and
off could be beneficial. (Savanna, C#3, FG#6)
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Students made similar comments about the Say Something engagement. Students
in groups read one page of a chapter in Me llamo María Isabel and stopped for one
minute making comments and asking questions about that page before reading the next
page. Several students believed that this engagement was effective because it helped
them process the content of the chapter as they went along instead of waiting until they
had finished the chapter before discussing it.
 [The Say Something engagement] was probably the most helpful for me because
we went page by page, so I knew that chapter really well. (Lara, C#2, FG#4b)
 I thought [the Say Something engagement] helped because after each page we had
to summarize it, and it was easier to follow along and stay on track. If you read
the entire chapter and tried to summarize it at the end, you would be lost and
forget everything that happened. (Eddie, C#2, FG#4b)
Several students would have preferred to complete the Say Something
engagement together as a whole class:
 I think if we as a class had gone over paragraphs or pages and stopped and
discussed and then moved on, it would have been more beneficial. (Roger, C#3,
FG#6)
Secondly, certain students indicated that the curricular engagements facilitated
their comprehension of the children’s books because they could compare their
understandings of the books with others.
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 I liked discussing the chapters read as a group and class because that way I could
compare what I understand to my classmates’ and teacher’s comprehension.
(Katherine, C#1, S#2)
Other students noted that reading the children’s books in groups allowed them to
compare their proficiency level in Spanish with that of their classmates.
 [During the Say Something engagement] we got a chance to get to know each
other and see where one another is at in their level of Spanish and how we
compare. (Michelle, C#1, J#3)
Another student, Savanna, enjoyed participating in the in-class discussions of Me
llamo María Isabel because she could verify her comprehension of the book.
 What I did like was the in-class discussions and activities that were conducted
after each reading experience. These allowed the class to make sure that they
understood each chapter, and it also permitted critical thinking about occurrences
in María Isabel’s life. (Savanna, C#3, S#2)
These students observed that the class discussions contributed to their
understanding of the children’s books; through their participation in these discussions,
they were able to check their level of comprehension of the books.
Thirdly, several students noted that certain curricular engagements, particularly
Graffiti Boards, aided their comprehension of the children’s books because it helped
them record their understandings of the books.
 I think that the whole Graffiti Board when you were reading to us helped me
understand a little more. The purpose of that was to jot down what got out of the
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readings and record some familiar words to help us understand the book better.
That Graffiti Board helped me and is definitely something that you should do with
other classes. (Wyatt, C#3, S#2)
 While Señor Hibbs read to us, we had to write or draw anything that came to our
minds while we were listening to him. At the end of him reading, we talked about
what we wrote or drew. This helped me understand the chapter we just got done
reading. (Hannah, C#3, S#2)
 I liked that we were jotting down whatever we felt like while we were listening to
the book because that gave me a chance to write down things I remembered in the
book and also gave me a chance to write down questions as well. (Kendall, C#3,
J#2)
 The Graffiti Boards helped me understand what was going on in the story. I
would catch words or phrases and then draw a picture, and the Graffiti Board
would help me visually understand what was going on. (Candace, C#3, FG #6)
 One thing that I really like about reading Me llamo María Isabel is using the
Graffiti Boards as a response. Using these seems like a good way to accurately
express immediate reactions to the text. (Savanna, C#3, J#2)


The Graffiti Boards helped me understand what was going on in the story. I
would catch words or phrases and then draw a picture, and the Graffiti Board
would help me visually understand what was going on. (Candace, C#3, FG#6)
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 I felt the Graffiti Boards helped me because if you had a question about
something, instead of trying to remember it later, you could write it down.
(Kendall, C#3, FG#6)
Some students also indicated that, when responding to the children’s books, the
Graffiti Boards helped them overcome their lower proficiency in Spanish. In other words,
the Graffiti Boards helped them display their thinking through sign systems other than
language.
 I do think that the Graffiti Boards are valuable because sometimes you don’t
know how to say certain things in Spanish, but if you can draw a picture or write
even just a few words, you can as a teacher understand how much we got from
our reading just by looking at those. (Savannah, C#3, FG#6)
 I liked the Graffiti Boards because sometimes we don’t exactly know the Spanish
word for what we just heard, but being able to draw it or make our own symbolic
representation really helps. (Patricia, C#3, FG#6)
A few students commented that completing Graffiti Boards helped them make
personal connections between their life experiences and those of María Isabel.
 At the beginning [of Me llamo María Isabel] we had to write or draw Graffiti
Board[s] and this helped me connect my feelings to those María [Isabel] may be
experiencing. (Ethan, C#3, J#4)
This feeling was shared by other students who believed that the comprehension
questions facilitated their understanding of the children’s books for the same reason.
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 I think with the [comprehension] questions [we] were able to pick out what they
mean because we’re comparing the questions to ourselves (Mackenzie, C#1, J#3)
These students noted that certain curricular engagements, specifically the Graffiti
Boards, contributed to their understanding of the children’s books because they were able
to document their thought processes as they read the books.
Conversely, due to their lower level of proficiency in Spanish, several students
believed that the Graffiti Boards impeded their comprehension of the children’s books
because they were unable to concentrate simultaneously on listening to the children’s
books read aloud and completing their Graffiti Boards.
 I didn’t really see the point of the Graffiti Boards. I found myself catching a
phrase or word and drawing that, and then as soon as I finished the drawing, I
would catch the next sentence and draw something for that, and it would turn out
to be more of an exercise in drawing than paying attention to what’s going on in
the book. I enjoy drawing too much, and I wasn’t doing any analysis. (Phillip.
C#3, FG#6)
 I felt the Graffiti Boards were a distraction because you’re drawing while so much
of the story is passing by, and by the time you’ve finished the drawing, you have
no idea what’s going on. (Jay, C#3, FG#6)
Fourthly, some students considered that the curricular engagements contributed
to their understanding of the children’s books because they were able to make
connections between the events in the books and their personal lives.
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 I really liked how on the worksheets we did, you asked us questions about our
lives, which allowed me to better understand the question[s] about the book. (Tim
C#2, S#2)
These students believed that the curricular engagements contributed to their
comprehension of the children’s books because the engagements allowed them to make
connections between experiences in their personal lives and those of the characters in the
books.
Fifthly, several students indicated that the curricular engagements did (not)
contribute to their understanding of the books, depending on whether they or I controlled
the structure of the engagement. A number of students commented that they preferred
participating in the curricular engagements as a class community because, in their view,
students were more likely to participate in these activities as a whole class than in smaller
reading groups, since the teacher was in control. They believed that the class discussions
facilitated their understanding of the children’s books because students were more
focused and engaged as a class than in the reading groups.
 I did like [it] when we did class activities on the board because it got everyone
involved and the teacher was controlling the situation. Most of the time, if not
forced, students wouldn’t really do much. (Michelle, C#1, S#2)
 Our group completed [the Say Something engagement] as we were directed, but
we were unable to sustain a full discussion because one of my group members
refused to complete the activity and chose to make revisions on his exam instead.
(Kylie, C#2, J#3)
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Numerous students believed that certain curricular engagements facilitated their
comprehension of the children’s books since the teacher (I) was in control of the
engagement and that, as a result, students were more likely to participate in the
engagement. Other students, however, felt that certain curricular engagements did not
promote their understanding of the children’s books when I controlled the engagements
because they were not able to participate in the engagement in personally meaningful
ways.
In contrast to these positive experiences with the curricular engagements, many
students noted how certain curricular engagements impeded their comprehension of the
children’s books. Firstly, some students felt that the comprehension questions impeded
their understanding of the children’s books because the questions forced them to answer
the questions rather than understand the chapter as a whole.
 The negative experiences I had [reading Me llamo María Isabel] was when you
gave us a sheet of questions to answer. I would read for the answers, not to
understand the book. (Barry, C#1, S#2)
 Reading in groups was more helpful than when we used the comprehension
questions because we weren’t trying to understand [the chapter], we were just
trying to pick out certain words from the questions and go find them in the text.
(Barry, C#1, FG #3a)
 I feel like just answering the [comprehension] questions makes me find the
answers but not understand what is going on [in Me llamo María Isabel]. (Amy,
C#2, J#4)
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 I also prefer [the Say Something engagement] over answering [comprehension]
questions because we are so worried about answering them that we just look for
any words and try to get it [answering the questions] done rather than understand
what is going on. (Damon, C#2, J#3)
 When given a worksheet, you tend to focus only on the parts of the chapter that
specifically relates to the questions. (Gabriella, C#2, J#3)
Secondly, a few students commented that a contributing factor to their loss of
focus was the gap in time between reading chapters of the children’s books.
 The hardest part for me has been to connect past chapters with the current one we
are reading. I don’t know if that is because we read the chapters a week
apart…although I can understand the main concepts and most of what is being
said in a chapter, I don’t fully understand and therefore cannot connect the ideas.
(Lara, C#2, J#4)
Thirdly, a number of students saw connections between their lower proficiency
level in Spanish and the loss of their ability to focus on class activities.
 [I] cannot get more than half a sentence [while reading Me llamo María Isabel]
before running into a word or phrase I am not familiar with. When that happens, I
kind of psych myself out and lose track of where I was. (Erika, C#2, J#2)
 Me llamo María Isabel seems to get more difficult when I don’t know what is
going on for a paragraph or more, and this is when I become disinterested,
causing me to lose focus. (Larry, C#2, J#4)
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 I don’t understand the chapters in whole so I tend to just get lost and only know
certain events in the books, which makes the book[s] boring. [Adrian, C#2, J#4]
 I think [reading aloud] helped the person that was reading because you had to
struggle through it, but the people who were listening didn’t learn anything. When
someone’s stumbling through it and you’re trying to follow along, it’s a lot harder
to stay focused and follow along. I started to drift and stop reading. (Tim, C#2,
FG#4b)
Some students felt that engaging in class discussions in English would have
helped them overcome their difficulties in understanding the children’s books and, as a
result, maintained focus when participating in class activities.
 After we read we could go through [the] chapter, we could have a bigger
discussion about what happened in English. I just find it really easy to lose track
of what is going on, and then my mind wanders…and I have to constantly pull it
back. (Parker, C#3, J#4)
Fourthly, certain students explained that they were unable to focus on the
storyline of the children’s books when reading out loud to their group member because
they were focused on their pronunciation in Spanish.
 When I read the story aloud, I couldn’t focus on what word[s] I was saying and
understanding them, but rather focusing on how I was pronouncing the words and
could not comprehend what I had just said. (Madison, C#2, J#4)
 A disadvantage that I have noticed that applies to myself is that when I read [Me
llamo María Isabel] out loud, then I am concentrating too hard on the
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pronunciation of the word[s] rather than what is taking place in the book. When I
read it out loud I have to go back over it again silently in my head in order for me
to comprehend the events taking place in the book. (Kendall, C#3, J#4)
 I didn’t think that reading aloud was too useful to me because I have a hard time
reading Spanish aloud and was so concerned about the pronunciation of the words
that I did not comprehend the reading. (Mason, C#1, J#3)
 While reading [out loud], I tend to focus more on pronouncing each word
correctly rather than comprehending what I just said. (Madison, C#2, J#3)
 I know that when I was reading, I was focused so much on pronouncing the words
that I wasn’t understanding what I was reading and I didn’t know what was going
on in the plot line because I was trying to make sure that I was saying the words
correctly but I wasn’t understanding the content. (Lara, C#2, FG#4b)
Fifthly, several students noted that they would have been better able to focus on
participating fully in class activities if they could have read the children’s books on their
own rather than reading the books with other students.
 I have not had success in hearing and recognizing everything that is going on.
Once I start to lose what is happening in the book when it is being read to me, it
then goes downhill from there, and I start to just miss everything. I think if I sat
down and read chapter 1 to myself I would understand it more because I would be
looking at it and going slower, rather than having the instructor read it to us
without following along [Graffiti Board] and reading at a faster pace than we can
comprehend. (Lance, C#3, J#2)
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 In my opinion it’s harder to follow along when someone is reading aloud as
opposed to -- me reading [on my own] after class. (Joel, C#3, J#2)
 I have a hard time following [Me llamo] María Isabel] when it is read out loud in
class. I don’t feel that this is as beneficial as reading it on my own because I am
no longer able to dissect the text that I am having trouble with. When I read the
book at home, I spend time translating the text that I do not understand, which
allows me to expand my knowledge of Spanish. (Samantha, C#3, J#2)
 I find it difficult to really pay attention to what is going on in the story when
someone is reading aloud. I find it much more helpful to read the story to myself.
That way, I can take my time to understand what is occurring in the chapter.
(Nancy, C#1, J#3)
A related factor several students mentioned was that they were unable to
concentrate on listening to their group members’ reading of the children’s books because
they could overhear the other groups near them.
 Throughout the reading I could barely hear what was being said due to the
overflow of other groups reading. (Bailey, C#1, J#3)
 It was difficult to hear the readers because everyone in the class was reading
aloud at the same time. (Gary, C#1, J#3)
Sixthly, certain students felt that their loss of focus was due to the length of the
chapters in the children’s books.
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 The length of the chapters [is] also hard to understand. They are sometimes way
too long, and after a short period of time you lose interest in what is being said,
especially when I don’t understand much of it. (Amy, C#2, J#6)
 The [short stories] [in Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos] are too long to read aloud
without stopping and talking about what is going on, I find myself getting bored
when others are reading because [the short stories] [are] so long. (Tim, C#2, J#6)
 After reading a few [short stories] [in Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos] I found
that it is more difficult to understand what I was reading because of how long the
[short stories] are. (Adam, C#2, J#6)
A related factor a few student mentioned was that it took more class time to read
Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos because the short stories in the book were longer in
length than the chapters in Me llamo María Isabel and the short stories were more
difficult to read than Me llamo María Isabel due to the difficult vocabulary in the short
stories.
 A negative thing about Béisbol en [abril y otros cuentos] is that it takes so much
longer to read because the text is a lot harder. An example would be about two
class periods ago…“El Karate Kid…took about two class periods to read. I got
kind of lost reading [the short story] because it was so long. (Caden, C#2, J#6)
Seventhly, several students believed that they were unable to focus on Béisbol en
abril y otros cuentos because of the narrative structure of the book. Unlike Me llamo
María Isabel, in which each chapter builds on the pervious chapter in the book, Béisbol
en abril y otros cuentos is a collection of independent short stories.
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 [Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos] seems like it jumps around a lot because it has
stories inside of the book, but maybe it’s that way because I don’t understand
most of what [the] chapter is about. (Damon, C#2, J#6)
 Because [Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos] is just a bunch of short stories together,
the story line doesn’t necessarily make it easy to follow along. (Erika, C#2, J#6)
In Damon’s case, his lower proficiency level in Spanish caused him to not only
misunderstand what the short stories were about but also misunderstand the narrative
structure of the book.
Other students, however, commented that they preferred the narrative structure of
Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos since the shorter length of the short stories allowed for
coverage of different topics and themes and they didn’t have to remember the story line
of previous chapters in order to understand the present text, as they did with Me llamo
María Isabel.
 I’m glad that Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos is a collection of short stories
because I think that will allow us to cover more themes and topics than Me llamo
María Isabel did. Also, since we’ll start and finish stories in class, we don’t have
to re-read the end of the last chapter to remember what happening in the plot.
(Kylie, C#2, J#6)
Eighthly, a number of students felt that the time spent reading the children’s
books was at the expense of class time devoted to learning other class material that they
were responsible for knowing.
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 I felt like we never had enough class time to learn the material for the upcoming
tests. I would not spend as much class time as we did on the book [Me llamo
María Isabel]. (Kayla, C#1, S#2)
 I thought [Me llamo María Isabel] took away from quality class time which we
could have used to study the material for the test and the culture. (Emma, C#1,
S#3)
 I would rather class time be used to learn material that we will be tested on later. I
feel that reading [Me llamo] María Isabel shouldn’t be a priority and could be
used in class after we have finished going over the important material for the day
along with the homework. (Samantha, C#3, J#2)
 Sometimes I felt when we were reading [the children’s books] like we were not
getting the skills we should have been studying for on the exams or the D2L
quizzes. We barely worked on some of the stuff [before the exams]. Sometimes I
wouldn’t know what would be on the exam until we did the practice exam the day
before [the exam]. (Lydia, C#1, FG #3a)
 Since the exercises in class are not graded and Me llamo María Isabel is being
read exclusively by our class, I feel like we could be applying ourselves more
efficiently to studying material that is on the tests and the department[al] final
[exam]. (Jamie, C#2, J#4)
Numerous other students commented that reading the children’s books, although
valuable, took away class time that could have been devoted to learning other course
material they were ultimately responsible for learning.
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These quotes demonstrate that the curricular engagements contributed to students’
understanding of the children’s books in important ways. The engagements helped
students see the narrative structure of the chapters and short stories they were reading,
afforded them space to verify their comprehension level of the books, record their
understanding of the books, and make connections between their life experiences and
those of the characters in the books. However, other students concluded that the
curricular engagements did (not) contribute to their understanding of the books,
depending on who controlled the engagement. Lastly, numerous students affirmed that
reading the children’s books took away valuable class time; they believed that more class
time should have been devoted to learning other course material they needed to learn for
the course quizzes and exams.

Discussion
Several important findings emerged from analysis of the data obtained for the
study. Firstly, students suggested that the children’s books exposed them to
comprehensible input in Spanish targeted to their lower proficiency level. Shook (1996)
affirms that “college foreign language students typically receive little exposure to foreign
language literary works until their advanced levels of language study” (p. 201). In order
to analyze this trend, Shook conducted a survey of fifteen popular college-level textbooks
in Spanish and found that eleven of the fifteen textbooks did not contain literary texts or
authentic materials. Based on these findings Shook argues that literary texts should be
incorporated into lower-level language courses for several reasons: students learn more
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about language and culture, they see the target language in use, they move beyond
stereotypic views of the target culture. In sum, literary texts provide lower-level language
students with “a model for expansion and innovation in learner language use” and “leave
a lasting impression and allow beginning learner-readers to integrate something of the
L2/C2 [target language/target culture] into their emerging repertoire” (p. 207). In other
words, literature moves students beyond classroom use of the target language and
promotes the incorporation of linguistic and cultural knowledge into students’
interlanguage. Shook’s remarks match arguments put forward by Krashen’s (1982)
theory of comprehensible input; Krashen asserts that learners acquire language when they
are surrounded by comprehensible input, and Shook suggests that literature is one way of
providing students with comprehensible input. Students participating in the study
affirmed that the children’s books provided them with comprehensible input in Spanish
and that they developed their communicative abilities in Spanish based on this input.
In addition, Shook’s assertions also affirm Short’s (2012) conclusions about story
as world making. Short indicates that literature promotes intercultural understanding
because readers enter the story worlds of the books they read and experience first-hand
the characters’ life experiences. Thus, students are immersed in “cultural input” in the
same way that children are exposed to linguistic input; consequently, by reading literary
texts, students can acquire both cultural and linguistic input. Students’ comments suggest
that the children’s books provided them with cultural input by immersing them in the
story worlds of the books and that, as a result, students learned about Latino culture in a
deep and profound way.
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Secondly, many students believed that reading the children’s books contributed to
their reading development in Spanish. Since students at the beginning and intermediate
levels often do not read literary texts, and since many basal college textbooks in Spanish
do not include literary selections (Shook, 1996), reading children’s literature in the target
language is one way of promoting the development of students’ proficiency in reading by
not only having access to literature but, more specifically, literature that provides these
students with linguistic input that matches their proficiency level in Spanish.
Another aspect of the above finding is that, in all three classes, students indicated
on the questionnaires that, in general, a perceived increase in reading ability in Spanish
matched perceived increases in writing, listening and speaking in Spanish as well. This
finding tends to suggest the interconnectedness of the four communicative skills and that
perhaps reading is the foundational skills upon which the other communicative skills are
based.
Findings suggest that including children’s and adolescent literature into lowerlevel language courses may be one possible solution to the curricular divide between
lower-level and upper-level language courses. Traditionally, lower-level courses focus on
developing studens’ speaking skills, while upper-division language courses focus on
developing students’ reading and writing skills. Thus, using children’s and adolescent
literature in the target language with lower-level students can contribute to overcoming
this curricular split.
The findings also suggest that, due to the interconnected nature of the four
communicative skills, focusing exclusively on one communicative skill may not be
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beneficial to the development of students’ communicative abilities. Advanced language
courses are commonly separated by language skill (i.e. advanced conversation, advanced
composition). These courses focus on the development of students’ abilities in one
communicative skill specificially. Kern (2002) concurs, noting that “reading and writing
are commonly framed as separate skills to be practiced along with the skills of speaking
and listening”. Kern argues that this separation of commuicative skills “shortchanges our
students at both the lower-division and the upper-division levels” (p. 22). Due to the
interdependence of the communicative skills (Kern, 2000), students’ comments propose
that, rather than teaching communicative skills in isolation, language instruction should
focus on developing students’ communicative skills simultaneously.
Numerous scholars and language organizations have moved away from a
traditional separation of the communicative skills and have worked towards
understanding the interdependent nature of the communicative modalities. For example,
in 1986, the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (also known as
ACTFL) published proficiency guidelines in which the prganization delineated what
students at specific proficiency levels should be able to do in reading, writing, listening
and speaking. At that point, each communicative modality was seen as a distinct entity.
In 1996, ACTFL published the Standards for foreign language learning, also known as
the “5 Cs”. Rather than seeing each communicative modality as distinct, one of the “5Cs”
in the Standards focuses on communication. This standard describes communication not
as discrete skills but in three modes: interpersonal (the ability to communicate with
others), interpretive (the ability to understand and interpret language) and presentational
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(the ability to present ideas about oneself and one’s world). Thus, while language
organizations such as ACTFL have promoted the interdependence of the communicative
modalities, the language teaching profession, particularly at the post-secondary level, still
tends to view communication as distinct and separate skills.
Thirdly, numerous students considered that the children’s books provided them
with natural and authentic contexts for understanding Spanish and that reading the
children’s books was a natural way to learn Spanish. Since many textbooks present
language as discrete points of information in a decontextualized fashion, this finding is
important in that the books allows students to see how the Spanish language is used
within natural contexts. Also, rather than being taught as isolated bits, language in the
children’s books is inextricably tied to the meanings it expresses. This finding concurs
with the tenets of a holistic approach to language learning . According to Freeman and
Freeman (1992), lessons should proceed from whole to part because “students need the
big picture first. They develop concepts by beginning with general ideas and then filling
in the specific details” (p.7). In this study, the children’s books gave students the “big
picture”, the contexts for understanding Spanish; students were then exposed to
grammatical features of Spanish in relation to this big picture, which promoted
connections between these grammatical features and the meanings they express. This
phenomenon is significantly different from textbooks, which typically present grammar
points outside of any context and provide examples of how the grammar points function
without making explicit connections between the grammar points and how they are used
to convey meaning.
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This finding also matches several major principles of the Natural Approach. In his
Monitor Model, Krashen (1982) argues that second language acquisition should mimic
the processes of first language acquisition as much as possible. A child learning his/her
first language does not learn the language by memorizing decontextualized language
features (learning). Instead, children learn their first language through exposure to the
language (acquisition); they see how features of the language are used to express
meaning, and they gradually appropriate these features in order to express their own
meanings. Thus, reading the children’s books immersed students in Spanish
(comprehensible input), and students were able to see how specific features of the
Spanish language were used by the characters to express meaning within specific
contexts.
Fourthly, a number of students indicated that the children’s books reinforced the
vocabulary, grammar points and cultural information they learned in the course textbook.
These comments demonstrate that children’s literature is an effective way to reinforce the
linguistic input and grammatical knowledge students learn through other course
materials, including the course textbook. Children’s literature provides students with
examples of how linguistic features of the target language are used to express meaning by
seeing language “in action”; thus, this type of literature reinforces connections between
linguistic features of the language and the meanings these features express. Children’s
literature also furnishes natural and authentic contexts within which specific features of
the target language are used; as a result, students see particular situations in which these
features can be used and how these features express meanings within these contexts.
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Finally, many students commented on the nature of the curricular engagements
and the extent to which the engagements either facilitated or impeded their
comprehension of the children’s books. In general, students felt that reading the books
together in groups was beneficial since students supported each other by pooling their
resources together and filling in gaps in other group members’ knowledge. However,
students were often divided over whether a given class activity helped or hindered their
understanding of the children’s books.
For example, in Classes #1 and #2, students completed comprehension questions
as they read the books. Numerous students indicated that the comprehension questions
facilitated their understanding of the books because the questions provided them with a
structure which allowed them to focus on important events in the books; other students,
however, noted that the questions impeded their comprehension because they read in
order to answer the questions and they didn’t read for understanding. These comments
suggest that the comprehension questions focused students’ attention on the main events
in the books but did not push them to develop their own interpretations of the books.
Students are frequently taught that reading equals comprehension and that reading is
limited to understanding facts about a story. In other words, reading teachers often focus
more on efferent reading (“focus[ing] primarily on what is to be retained after the reading
event”) (Rosenblatt, 2005, p. 98) and less on aesthetic reading (focusing on
readers’emotional and psychological experiences as they read). As Rosenblatt’s (1980)
title suggests (“What facts does this poem teach you?”), students’ experiences with
literature largely center on comprehending texts rather than developing their own
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interpretations of these texts. Kern (2002) concurs by pointing out that literacy is
traditionally defined as “the ability to inscribe and decode written language and argues
that literacy instruction in foreign language teaching should focus less on inscribing and
decoding and more on “creating and interpreting meaning through texts” (p.22).
Consequently, students need to participate in activities that push them beyond
merely comprehending texts towards encouraging them to respond to and interpret texts
in ways which are meaning to them, such as the response engagements used with the
“interpretation group”. One solution to this dilemma is to ask students to read a chapter of
the children’s book at home with comprehension questions to guide their reading. Class
discussion could begin with students’ answers to the comprehension questions and
subsequently deepen students’ understanding of and transaction with the chapter.
In Class #3, when reading Chapters 1 and 2 of Me llamo María Isabel, students
listened as I read the chapters aloud, and they documented their thoughts and connections
to the chapters through Graffiti Boards. Numerous students pointed out that the Graffiti
Boards helped them understand the chapters because they were able to document their
thinking about the chapters; in contrast, other students remarked that the Graffiti Boards
impeded their comprehension because they were unable to read along and they had
difficulty simultaneously listening to the chapters and completing the Graffiti Boards.
One solution to this dilemma is to give students the option to either complete Graffiti
Boards while they read or immediately after they read or, in other words, allowing
students to choose whichever option they feel most comfortable with.
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Many students stated that reading the children’s books aloud in groups helped
them improve their speaking, listening and pronunciation skills in Spanish; other students
found, though, that reading aloud in groups impeded their comprehension of the books
because they could not read aloud and attempt to understand what they were reading at
the same time. This finding concurs with Smith (2012) who argues that “reliance on
phonics involve[s] readers in so much delay and confusion that short-term memory will
be overloaded, and they lose the sense of what they are reading” (p. 146). Smith’s
arguments helped me to see that reading aloud focuses students’ attention on
pronunciation and thus inteferes with their comprehension. In the future I will ask
students to first read a text silently to themselves and then ask them to form groups to
discuss the text.
When listening to other group members read aloud, their level of comprehension
was dependent on the accuracy of the group members’ pronunciation. To further develop
students’ listening skills in Spanish and support their understanding of the children’s
books, I would include an audio version of the children’s books rad by a native speaker
that students could listen to at their leisure. Another alternative is to ask students to read a
chapter from the children’s book at home and be prepared to read aloud one particular
section of the chapter aloud in class.
Students also made similar comments with respect to the level of participation of
the group members. In addition, a number of students felt that reading the children’s
books took away precious class time they felt would have been better devoted to covering
course content they were ultimately responsible for knowing. To alleviate students’
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concerns, I could have done a better job of initially explaning to students how reading the
children’s books would benefit their language learning generally and also help them meet
specific course objectives so that they could better understand the relevance of the
children’s books to the Spanish 102 course.
There are several possible explanations for this discrepancy in students’
perspectives on the curricular engagements. The extent to which a given engagement
contributed to students’ understanding of the children’s books may be related to their
proficiency level in Spanish. For example, students with lower proficiency levels may
have needed more structure and guidance (i.e. comprehension questions) to make sense
of the children’s books; students at higher proficiency levels, however, may have needed
less structure and more opportunities to read for understanding on an individual level.
Students in Class #3 at lower proficiency levels may have struggled with the Graffiti
Boards because they were unable to follow along with me as I read the chapters; these
students likely needed to see the written words to support the language they were hearing.
In contrast, students at higher proficiency levels were probably able to understand most
of what they heard and could concentrate on documenting their thoughts on the chapters
they heard. Another possibility is that students had difficulty listening to the story and
completing the Graffiti Boards simultaneously; as stated above, one solution is that
students could choose if they wish to complete their Graffiti Boards while they read or
immediately after they read.
In addition, students at lower proficiency levels may have struggled with reading
aloud because they were likely focused almost exclusively on correct pronunciation to the
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exclusion of comprehension; students at higher proficiency levels, however, were
possibly able to focus less on their pronunciation and more on their understanding of the
books. Also, students at lower proficiency levels were likely dependent on the accuracy
of group members' correct pronunciation of the children’s books in order to understand
the books; in contrast, the level of comprehension of students at higher proficiency levels
may not have been as dependent on group members’ correct pronunciation. Another
factor to consider is that when reading aloud, students were often focused more on
correct pronunciation than on comprehension; as a result, focusing on correct
pronunciation may have interfered with their comprehension of the children’s books.
The extent to which the curricular engagements contributed to students’
understanding of the children’s books may also have been a question of learning style.
Auditory learners, for instance, may have felt that listening to group members as they
read aloud the children’s books facilitated their comprehension of the books, while visual
learners may have needed to use the support of the written words to make sense of the
books and read the books on their own. Auditory learners may have depended more on
the accuracy of their group members’ pronunciation than visual learners. Also, visual
learners may have believed that the Graffiti Boards were helpful in that they were a
visual support to the chapters they were hearing; auditory learners, however, may have
concluded that the Graffiti Boards were an obstacle to understanding the books because
their attention was diverted from listening to the chapters as they were read aloud.
Additionally, the extent to which the curricular engagements contributed to
students’ comprehension of the children’s books may be related to students’ previous
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instructional histories. Because of students’ previous experiences studying Spanish,
certain students may have expected a more traditional curriculum for the Spanish 102
course focusing on learning and practicing grammatical features in Spanish, Thus, when
they learned that they were going to read children’s books in Spanish in my courses, they
may not have been open to learning Spanish using a non-traditional approach and may
have felt that reading the children’s books did not contribute to the development of their
communicative abilities in Spanish or their understandings of Latino culture. Conversely,
other students may have been more tolerant of a non-traditional approach to learning
Spanish and thus may have believed that reading the children’s books improved their
communicative abilities in Spanish and their appreciation of Latino culture.

Conclusion
This chapter analyzed the data collected for the research study. The chapter began
with a review of the research questions the study explored. The chapter then presented
the percentages of students’ responses on each questionnaire in each class. The
percentage tables showed that students generally felt their reading skills in Spanish
improved during the course of the semester, with Class #3 believing that their reading
skills improved one proficiency level. Students in all three classes indicated that their
listening skills in Spanish either stayed at about the same level or improved slightly
throughout the course. Students in Class #2 noted that their interpersonal speaking skills
in Spanish decreased slightly during the semester, while students in Classes #2 and #3
indicated that their interpersonal speaking skills had improved by one proficiency level
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during each course. Students in all three classes believed that their presentational
speaking skills in Spanish improved by one proficiency level throughout the semester.
Additionally, students in all three classes felt that their writing skills in Spanish improved
during the semester, with Classes #1 and #2 reporting that their writing improved by one
proficiency level. Although it may be difficult to conclude that these improvements were
directly due to reading the children’s books, it may be inferred that reading the children’s
books potentially played a role in the development of students’ communicative abilities
in Spanish.
The chapter also presented the analysis of the qualitative data collected for the
research study. Through analysis of the journal entries, surveys, focus-group interviews
and compositions, students indicated that the children’s books provided them with
contextual situations in which to learn vocabulary and grammatical structures in Spanish.
Reading the children’s books allowed students to develop their communicative skills in
Spanish and reinforced vocabulary, grammatical structures and cultural information they
learned in the course textbook. In addition, depending on the availability of resources, the
level of other students’ participation, their engagement with the Spanish language, and
the level of structure and focus of class activities, the curricular engagements either
contributed to or impeded students’ comprehension of the children’s books.
The next chapter explores students’ perceptions of the contribution of the
children’s books to students’ understanding and appreciation of Latino culture.
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CHAPTER 6 – GOING BEYOND KNOWLEDGE ABOUT CULTURE TO
EXPERIENCING CULTURE
The previous chapter and this chapter explore students’ perceptions of their
experiences reading the children’s books. This chapter discusses students’ perceptions of
the role of the children’s books in the development of their understanding and
appreciation of Latino culture.
Nieto and Bode (2008) define culture as
the values, traditions, worldview, and social and political relationships created,
shared, and transformed by a group of people bound together by a common
history, geographic location, language, social class, religion or other shared
identity. (p. 171)
An important characteristic of their view of culture is the concept of hybridity, or
“the fusion of various cultures to form new, distinct, and ever-changing identities” (p.
173). Banks (2006) concurs with the dynamic and fluid nature of culture: “individuals
belong to many different cultural groups, their level of identity with a particular cultural
group varies greatly and is contextual” (p. 132).
Although mainstream (White, middle-class) culture and Latino culture share
important values, Nieto (1997) argues that Puerto Rican cultural values differ from
mainstream values in important ways (p. 64); this observation also applies to Latino
culture in general. Thus, the children’s books exposed students’ to the values of Latino
culture and, as a result, students learned about important aspects of non-mainstream
culture.
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In addition to providing students with comprehensible input in Spanish,
promoting their communicative skills in Spanish, and reinforcing the vocabulary,
grammar and culture learned in the course textbook, the children’s books allowed moved
students beyond learning about culture; the children’s books provided students with
multiple opportunities to experience culture through the lives of the characters in the
stories. As a result, students not only observed the transitional nature of culture in the
lives of the characters, they experienced this phenomenon themselves because they were
exposed to non-mainstream perspectives of American culture. Matos (2011) argues that
reading literary texts from the target culture exposes students to alternative points of view
and hence help readers break out of their own cultural beliefs and assumptions; this
intercultural experience is thus “important as a means of learning with and through
foreign cultural practices instead of the limitations of learning about foreign cultures” (p.
34; emphasis in the original). Additionally, literary texts also function as a cultural
experience in which students are immersed in the cultural worlds of the texts; these
literary texts thus create a “virtual space of travel for readers of a foreign culture” (p. 47).
As a result, literary texts and children’s literature become a sort of virtual study abroad
experience where students imagine living in other cultural worlds without leaving home.
The course textbook, ¡Dímelo tú!, presents culture in an informational manner.
Each chapter focuses on a particular country in the Latino world. Tidbits of cultural
information are presented throughout the chapter, and each chapter ends with a short
literary selection from an author of that country, but the main cultural information is
presented in the Noticiero Cultural section of the chapter. This section provides a brief
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reading selection in Spanish which gives students a brief overview of salient cultural
points in the country. Since ¡Dímelo tú! presents students with an etic (outsider)
perspective on Latino culture, students may have difficulty understanding the
complexities of Latino culture. In contrast, the children’s books provided students with an
emic (insider) perspective of Latino culture.
By reading the children’s books, students understood issues Latinos typically face
through the eyes of the characters and experience these issues vicariously through the
characters. Rosenblatt (1995) notes that “literature makes comprehensible the myriad
ways in which human beings meet the infinite possibilities that life offers” (p. 6).
Students saw how Latinos faced several life challenges because the children’s books
afforded them an opportunity to enter into the story world of the books (Short, 2012); in
contrast, since the textbook presents culture in an informational genre, students were
unable to do this with the course textbook.
 You [the class] learned of some of the things that she [María Isabel] felt were
important and what life was like for her. (Mackenzie, C#1, S#2)
 I actually really felt like I knew María Isabel as if she is a real person.
(Tabatha, C#1, S#2)
Several students commented on the fact that learning culture via children’s
literature is a more authentic experience that learning culture via course textbooks.
 We were able to read [Me llamo María Isabel] told from a Spanish
perspective. There is a big difference in the way a story is told in terms of
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culture and characters when it is told by a native Spanish writer. (Gabe, C#1,
S #2)
The quotes above show that students were able to enter into the story world of Me
llamo María Isabel and experience her struggles with her cultural identity through her
own eyes; as a result, they experienced culture in a more authentic and personal fashion.
After having read the children’s books, students noted two important issues
relating to the development of the characters’ cultural identities: maintaining cultural
identity and negotiating a new cultural identity. Additionally, students were able to adopt
intercultural perspectives which allowed them to perceive similarities and differences
between mainstream culture and Latino culture.

Maintaining Cultural Identity
As these quotes demonstrate, students were able to experience María Isabel’s
efforts to forge her own identity in a new country, culture and society. Experiencing
culture is a crucial and beginning step to promote the development of students’
knowledge of other cultures.
While reading Me llamo María Isabel, several students commented that the book
gave them an insider’s view of Latino culture. In addition, many students noticed that an
important aspect of María Isabel’s persona was the maintenance of her cultural identity
while living in a new country. Students felt that María Isabel accomplished this in several
ways, namely connections between her names and her identity as well as with her
heritage culture and her cultural pride and perseverance.
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Firstly, several students felt that Me llamo María Isabel gave them an intimate
look in Latino family life.
 I saw how a Puerto Rican family was raised. (Caden, C#2, S#2)
Caden indicates that reading the book allowed him to gain an authentic
perspective of life within a Puerto Rican family.
Secondly, a number of students recognized the importance of names in Latino
culture and made the connection between María Isabel’s names and her identity.
 I did not realize how important family names were for [Latino] families until
we did the name research on María Isabel. (Ethan, C#3, J#2)
 María Isabel talked about her name. This connection explained her
background which gave an explanation of where she came from. (Evelyn,
C#1, S#2)
 [María Isabel] really liked her name a lot because it came from other people in
her family who had been named these names before. (Michelle, C#1, S#2)
 El nombre de María [Isabel] es importante porque es de su familia [María
Isabel’s name is important (to her) because it comes from her family].
(Michelle, C#1, CP)
 María Isabel le gusta su nombre porque es de su familia [María Isabel likes
her name because it comes from her family]. (Gary, C#1, CP)
 I think that it is easy to forget, as Americans, that we need to welcome people
from other countries and help them learn about our culture. It was plain to me
that María [Isabel’s] teacher did the opposite when María came into her
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classroom. She took away María’s identity by giving her a different name. She
failed to realize the importance that name had to María, in feeling like a
unique individual with a personal connection to her family members.
(Savanna, C#3, S#2)
Students tended to notice the importance of María Isabel’s name due to the fact
that in Chapter 2 of the book, María Isabel details her full name and the derivation of her
names: “María” for one of her grandmothers, “Isabel” for her other grandmother,
“Salazar” for her father and paternal grandfather, and “López” for her mother and her
maternal grandfather.
Once María Isabel becomes aware of the derivation of her names from her family,
she is able to construct her cultural identity in the United States; this knowledge of the
provenance of her names allows her to understand her cultural heritage and forge her own
path to create her won cultural identity. Students noticed connections between María
Isabel’s names and her identity; specifically, they observed linkages between her names
and her family heritage.
Thirdly, several students noted that periodically throughout the book, María Isabel
would daydream and have flashbacks of her previous life in Puerto Rico; this is one
mechanism María Isabel uses as she attempts to find her way in her new country.
 I learned a little more about the differences in culture when María Isabel
moved to the US and she would do flashback kinda things that involved her
old life. (Isaac, C#1, S#2)
 [María Isabel] talked about her home in Puerto Rico. (Kayla, C#1, S#2)
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Isaac and Kayla, and other students as well, noted that María Isabel reflected on
her previous life in Puerto Rico and that this was an initial step into her coming to terms
with her cultural identity in a new country.
Fourthly, several students observed that when María Isabel talks and thinks about
her previous life in Puerto Rico, she demonstrates pride in her cultural heritage.
 María [Isabel] talks a lot about her culture. María is proud of her culture and
talks a lot about her culture in the book. (Tabatha, C#1, S#2)
 María [Isabel] was very proud of where she came from. The Hispanic culture
is strong and the people within are proud of their history. María was very
proud of her family history. (Mia, C#2, S#2)
Several students believed that María Isabel demonstrated her cultural pride
through her appreciation of her names.
 It was interesting to read how important her real name (not Mary) was to her. I
think that is a good thing because she takes pride in her name, representing
her family, ethnic background and traditions. (Lydia, C#1, S#2)
 Pienso que cada persona debe ser orgullosa de su nombre y no deben dejar a
ninguna persona cambiarlo (I think that each person should be prud if his/her
name and shouldn’t let any other person change it). (Barry, C#1, CP)
 Yo pienso que María Isabel se gusta sus nombre porque ella fue malo cuando
sus profesora no llama María Isabel. María Isabel es orgulloso de sus nombre
y…María Isabel fue entusiasma cuando ella presenta se a como María Isabel
(I think that María Isabel likes her names because she was sad when her
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teacher didn’t call her ‘María Isabel’. María Isabel is proud of her name
and…María Isabel was enthusiastic when she presents herself as María
Isabel). (Angela, C#1, CP)
These quotes demonstrate that, as María Isabel begins to forge her own identity in
a new country, she initially waxes nostalgic about her previous life in Puerto Rico. As she
gains her footing in the United States, and particularly when she is forced to adopt a new
identity because of her teacher, María Isabel discovers and treasures her Puerto Rican
identity.
Fifthly, several students noted that María Isabel’s family lives in a low
socioeconomic status when they move to the United States; María Isabel’s father gets a
job as a superintendant for the apartment building they live in, and the family receives
free rent in exchange, while María Isabel’s mother must look for a job outside the home
to make ends meet. Bailey, for example, commented that Me llamo María Isabel deals
with a number of “intense topics”, including
 [María Isabel’s] family not having enough money. (Bailey, C#1, S#2)
Bailey pointed out that María Isabel and her family had to work hard and
persevere to make a new life for themselves in the United States. Nothing was handed to
them; they had to struggle to make their way in their new country.
Sixthly, several students admired María Isabel’s perseverance in her journey to
find her place in a new country.
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 I learned that it is hard for a little girl to go to a different country and try to
speak their language. María [Isabel] wanted to quit so many times, but she
stuck through it and made it to the end. (Damon, C#2, S#2)
 [María Isabel] comes to this country [the United States], and it seems to her
that she is an “outsider”, which must be a lot to deal with, especially for a
little girl. (Wyatt, C#3, J#2)
 [María Isabel] seems to have all the usual childhood worries about new
schools, as far as making new friends. But in María Isabel’s case she also has
the added stress of a new school AND a new language (emphasis in original).
(Teresa, C#3, J#2)
These students explained the difficulties immigrants face as they learn to adapt to
the cultural practices in a new country and that this process can be especially difficult for
children. Damon commented that as a new immigrant to the United States, and
particularly as a young girl, María Isabel shows great strength and resolve in the face of
many struggles to find her way in the United States.
These quotes explore different ways María Isabel maintained her Puerto Rican
identity. Through the discovery of the origins of her own names as well as by
remembering her pervious life in Puerto Rico, she became proud of her Puerto Rican
heritage, and she understood how she could include her Puerto Rican heritage as part of
her new cultural identity. By working hard and persevering, María Isabel and her family
created their new lives in the United States.
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Negotiating a New Cultural Identity
One important aspect of María Isabel’s persona was that she worked to maintain
her Puerto Rican cultural identity while living in the United States. In addition to
maintaining her cultural identity, María Isabel was simultaneously negotiating her new
cultural identity in the United States. Because students were able to enter the story world
of the book, they were able to experience María Isabel’s struggles to maintain her Puerto
Rican heritage while simultaneously finding her space in a new culture. Students
remarked that María Isabel was able to negotiate her new cultural identity in several
important ways.
Firstly, a number of students pointed out the fact that throughout the process of
finding her identity in a new country, María Isabel must trace this psychological journey
by herself, and as a result, throughout the book, María Isabel feels out of place in
numerous situations.
 [María Isabel] feels a bit left out when she cannot understand a lot of stuff the
teacher talks about. (Tabatha, C#1, S#2)
 There are many times when María Isabel did not feel like she fit in with
everyone else. (Keith, C#2, S#2)
 [Me llamo María Isabel] emphasized how María [Isabel] felt out of place, like
she didn’t belong. (Savanna, C#3, S#2)
 I connected to the fact that she [María Isabel] felt out of place and didn’t feel
like she belonged because of her background. (Amy, C#2, S#2)
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These students noted that María Isabel initially experienced difficulty finding her
“place”, that is, her new cultural identity when she first arrived in the United States. More
specifically, Tabatha saw a connection between identity and linguistic competence.
Secondly, several students noted that María Isabel was expected to lose her Puerto
Rican heritage and conform to mainstream American cultural norms. In Chapter 2 of Me
llamo María Isabel, when María Isabel first meets her new teacher and introduces
herself, her teacher responds: “In this class we already have two Marías…so it’s better if
we name you Mary” (p. 9). This quote shows that the teacher (who interestingly remains
anonymous throughout the book) does not value María Isabel’s identity and expects her
to reject her former identity and assimilate to American society. Several students noticed
this situation and felt that María Isabel needed to maintain her original identity in the face
of this cultural assimilation.
 Immigrants need to be accepted for who they are and should not be forcefully
Americanized. María Isabel came from another country and her new teacher
could have cared less what her nationality or language was. Everyone should
be accepted everywhere. (Naomi, C#2, S#2)
 The teacher wanted to change María [Isabel’s ] name to Mary. I think this
shows how our culture tries to change other cultures to fit our own, even if
they don’t like or want the change. (Lara, C#2, S#2)
 I saw aspects of assimilation in Me llamo María Isabel such as her name
change to Mary. This example shows how American culture sometimes tries
to drive out our cultural backgrounds. (Parker, C#3, S#2)
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These students noted that mainstream American society, exemplified by María
Isabel’s teacher, expected María Isabel to leave her Puerto Rican heritage behind and
assimilate to mainstream cultural expectations.
Thirdly, numerous students noted the importance of holidays in Me llamo María
Isabel. More specifically, her knowledge of Spanish helped her establish her cultural
identity in the United States. Toward the end of the book, María Isabel’s class makes
preparations for their Christmas play, and María Isabel initially does not volunteer to
participate in the play since she doesn’t know what role she might play. Later, the
Argentinian singer and songwriter Suni Paz comes to her class and sings “Una velita, dos
velitas…” (“One candle, two candles…”), a song celebrating Hanukkah. María Isabel
learns this song and sings it in Spanish as part of her class’s Christmas play. By using her
knowledge of Spanish to sing this song, María Isabel is able to mediate her new cultural
identity in the United States by showing how her Puerto Rico heritage (in this case, her
knowledge of Spanish) can contribute to mainstream culture.
Fourthly, while reading Me llamo María Isabel, several students noted that
throughout the book, María Isabel attempted to negotiate her identity between two
different cultural spaces, namely, Puerto Rico and the United States. As a result of
finding her place between these two spaces, María Isabel creates a “third space” in which
she maintains her Puerto Rican identity while simultaneously discovering her identity in
her new country, the United States. In other words, this third space allows María Isabel to
forge her bicultural identity. Damian, for example, wrote that
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 It seemed like she was stuck between her old culture and America’s culture.
(Damian, C#2, S#2)
Several students believed that María Isabel was successful in negotiating these
cultural spaces despite the difficulties in negotiating her identity between these cultural
spaces.
 María Isabel’s family moved from Puerto Rico to the United States and
adopted many customs from the United States while still keeping their old
customs. (Madison, C#2, S#2)
 María Isabel enjoys some of her new culture, such as Hanukkah, but still
hangs on to the old [culture], her name. (Tanner, C#2, S#2)
Several students alleged that one reason Latino immigrants have difficulty finding
their place in American society is because they have difficulty adjusting to American life.
 Reading [Me llamo María Isabel] helped me to better understand how
Hispanics have to adjust to life in America. Obviously, the transition is not
easy. (Gabriella, C#2, S#2)
 María Isabel was working to adapt to [a] new culture in a new country, city
and school. I could understand her struggle to move to a new place and have
some difficulties in trying to adapt to new ways and new people. (Lance, C#3,
S#2)
 María [Isabel] is a young girl, she is struggling to keep her Hispanic heritage
while blending into an Americanized culture. It’s amazing that even at such a
young age, she already feels the culture “tug-of-war”. (Kaylee, C#1, J#2)
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According to Nieto (1997), an important characteristic of Puerto Rican children’s
literature is that, although at times it presents the painful realities of life, this literature
also explores “the small triumphs that individuals and the community can achieve in spite
of overwhelming odds” (p. 75). These quotes demonstrate that students empathized with
María Isabel’s conflict between maintaining her Puerto Rican identity and negotiating her
cultural identity in the United States and appreciated her success in doing so.
These quotes also show that María Isabel’s struggles to maintain her Puerto Rican
heritage while simultaneously attempting to find her space in a new culture. This site of
struggle creates a “third space” where María Isabel is in limbo between her Puerto Rican
identity and her identity in mainstream culture. In this third space, she is attempting to
negotiate between these two cultures.

Developing Intercultural Perspectives
Byram (2000) argues that someone who is interculturally competent possesses the
ability “to see relationships between different cultures – both internal and external to a
society – and to mediate, that is, interpret each [culture] in terms of the other, either for
[himself] or for other people” (p. 10). The Modern Language Association (2007) concurs
with this view by suggesting that language programs should promote the development of
students’ translingual and transcultural competencies; that is, students’ ability to operate
between languages (and between cultures) (pp. 3-4). In order to describe the complexity
of intercultural competence, Fennes and Hapgood (1997) developed a seven-step model
describing the stages of the development of intercultural competence, from ethnocentrism
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(a lack of awareness of other cultures in the world) to full intercultural competence (a
recognition that learning about other cultures helps one learn about his/her own culture
and vice versa). In addition to promoting students’ communicative abilities in Spanish, it
was hoped that reading the two children’s books would facilitate the development of
students’ intercultural competence.
The children’s books promoted the development of students’ intercultural
competence in two ways. Firstly, students were able to note the development of the
characters’ cultural identities as they read the children’s books, particularly María Isabel;
they could see how María Isabel developed her own intercultural competence as she
negotiated her cultural identity in a new country. Secondly, because students recognized
the evolution of the development of characters’ intercultural competence in the books,
they were also able to negotiate their own cultural identities as well. Students were able
to begin the process of developing intercultural competence by reading the children’s
books since they were able to not only notice important themes in Latino culture but also
compare and contrast these themes with mainstream culture. In addition, students also
began to develop intercultural competence by reading the children’s books in that they
were engaged in the process of comprehending and analyzing Latino cultural narratives.
Students were able to develop these intercultural perspectives because they were
able to see similarities and differences between Latino culture and mainstream culture
(the second stage in Fennes and Hapgood’s model) and make connections between their
own personal life histories and the experiences of the characters in the two children’s
books. As a result, they began the process of acquiring intercultural competence by
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negotiating between their mainstream cultural backgrounds while simultaneously
empathizing with non-mainstream cultural perspectives. Students began to adopt a nonmainstream perspective in two ways: understanding the economic struggles of immigrant
families, and recognizing the immigrant experiences of immigrant children.

Learning about issues faced by immigrants.
Firstly, several students noted that María Isabel’s family lives in a low
socioeconomic status when they move to the United States. María Isabel’s father gets a
job as a superintendant for the apartment building they live in, and the family receives
free rent in exchange, while María Isabel’s mother must look for a job outside the home
to make ends meet. Bailey, for example, commented that Me llamo María Isabel deals
with a number of “intense topics”, including
 her [María Isabel’s] family not having enough money. (Bailey, C#1, S#2)
Bailey demonstrates through his quote that he is beginning to perceive the
economic struggles immigrant families typically confront while working to provide for
their families.
Secondly, certain students noted that reading Me llamo María Isabel helped them
better understand the plight of children who emigrate to the United States and the
difficulties they face.
 Culturally, I think [María Isabel’s] experiences of being in a new country and
a new school were eye-opening. I guess I hadn’t thought as much about the
experiences of the children of new immigrants. (Teresa, C#3, S#2)
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 Overall, I think [Me llamo María Isabel] gave us a glance into cultural
difficulties through the unique perspective of a child. (Savanna, C#3, S#2)
 I think [Me llamo María Isabel] shows an uncommon side of culture not
usually noticed by university students. In this book María is young when she
moves to the United States and has to go through cultural integration. The
book shows how young people are more affected by culture moves than older
people. (Ethan, C#3, S#2)
 I can relate to some of María [Isabel’s] feelings. I also had to switch schools at
a young age and learn to meet new people and learn a new style of teaching.
However, María Isabel’s experiences must be a lot more difficult than mine
because I did not have a language barrier or culture barrier. Those are vast and
intimidating things to overcome when you are nine years old. (Ethan, C#3,
J#4)
Another student commented on the fact that immigrant children lose part of their
identity when living in the United States, in María Isabel’s case, her name:
 I didn’t think about the implications of children coming from Latin America
to the United States in terms of losing part of their last name. (Kylie, C#2,
S#2)
Me llamo María Isabel offers readers a unique perspective on immigrating to the
United States, specifically, that of a child. These students believed that reading the book
helped them better understand the acculturation process of immigrant children when they
come to the United States.
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These quotes demonstrate that reading the children’s books supported the
development of students’ intercultural competence in that reading the books helped them
adopt non-mainstream perspectives of Latino culture. Specifically, students were able to
empathize with the economic struggles immigrant families face and the experiences of
immigrant children.

Learning about Latino youth culture in the United States.
In addition to noticing issues faced by Latino immigrants while reading Me llamo
María Isabel, several students also recognized that Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos gave
them a unique perspective on Latino youth culture in the United States.
 Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos opened our eyes to youth and youth culture in
Spanish countries. We were able to see the way friendships are portrayed
through the eyes of a Spanish writer. (Gabe, C#1, S#3)
According to Gabe, reading Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos helped him to
understand the role of friendships in Latino culture; consequently, he was able to
compare and contrast his previous knowledge of youth and friendships in mainstream
culture with his knowledge of these concepts in Latino culture.

Seeing connections between Latino culture and mainstream culture.
In addition to these new cultural perspectives, students were also able to
recognize similarities and differences between their own cultural identities and those of
the characters in the children’s books. Many students indicated that, when reading Me
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llamo María Isabel, Latino culture and mainstream (White, middle-class) culture are
similar in important ways.
For some students, this process of seeing connections between Latino culture and
their own culture began with empathizing with María Isabel’s situation and how they
might feel if they were her.
 I think my feelings would be similar to [those of] María [Isabel] if I had to
adopt a different name than my own. (Parker, C#3, J#2)
 Me gusta mi nombre, y si una persona intentara cambiar el nombre porque
alguien tenía el mismo nombre, conseguiría enojado (I like my name, and if
someone tried to change my name because someone else had the same name
(as me), I would be mad). (Barry, C#1, CP)
 En el libro Me llamo María Isabel, María Isabel habla sobre el significado de
su nombre para ella. Es comprensible que ella se siente mal cuando la maestro
cambia su nombre para hacer su trabajo más fácil. Quiero ser muy molesto si
alguien trato de cambiar mi nombre (In the book Me llamo María Isabel,
María Isabel talks about the meaning her name has for her. It is
understandable that she feels bad when the teacher changes her name in
order to make her work (the teacher) easier. I would be bothered if someone
tried to change my name). (Teresa, C#3, CP)
 Pienso que María Isabel se gusta su nombre pero es difficil para ella para
proteger su identidad cuando su profesora no la llaman por su nombre real.
Para mi, mi nombre no es solomente me identidad. Soy todas las experiencias,
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mi personalidad y mis pensamientos. Pero todavia no me gusta cuando alguien
me pide un nombre diferente. Creo que es el mismo para su. Comprendo las
frustraciones de María Isabel (I think that María Isabel likes her name but it is
difficult for her to protect her identity when her teacher doesn’t call her by
her real name. For me, my name is not only my identity. I am all my
experiences, my personality and my thoughts. But I still do not like it when
someone calls me by a different name. I think it is the same for her (María
Isabel). I understand the frustrations of María Isabel). (Sabrina, C#3, CP)
Some students commented on the fact that Latino families and mainstream
families share important values.
 María [Isabel’s] family had the same family values as my own family. (Gary,
C#1, S#2)
Many students were able to see similarities between Latino culture and
mainstream culture because they were able to make connections between their own
personal life histories and those of the characters in the books. Students made personal
connections to the books in several ways.

Connections to school.
Firstly, a number of students made connections between their personal
experiences in school and those of the characters of the children’s books.
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 Since María [Isabel] is a young girl going to her first day at a new school, it is
easy for me to think back to when I was around her age and what it felt like to
go to a new school. (Jillian, C#3, J#2)
 In the first chapter of [Me llamo] María Isabel I found myself reliving
experiences from the past. Her story reminded me of my first day of school
after I had just moved up into a new school district. Obviously I didn’t have
the change in culture or language like María [Isabel] had, but it was a very big
change for me at such a young age. I can only imagine how much worse
María might have felt. (Ethan, C#3, J#2)
 I can relate to some of María [Isabel’s] feelings. I also had to switch schools at
a young age and learn to meet new people and learn a new style of teaching.
(Ethan, C#3, J#4)

Connections to childhood activities.
Secondly, numerous students made connections between the activities they
engaged in and the sports they played as children and those played by the characters in
the children’s books.
 I could make a connection to the kids playing jump rope during recess [in
Chapter 3 of Me llamo María Isabel] because I frequently played outside
during elementary school. The class descriptions of the children sounded very
familiar to me and what my elementary school environment consisted of.
(Kendall, C#3, S#2)
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 [Me llamo María Isabel] reminds me a lot of my childhood memories of
elementary school. The most prominent memory is that of recess. The girls
would play jump rope [as María Isabel and her friends do in Chapter 3] and
the guys would play basketball and football. (Parker, C#3, J#4)
 I really enjoyed reading the [short story] titled “Béisbol en abril”. It actually
reminded me of my childhood days. [I] did nothing but either played outside
or watched Nickelodeon or [the] Disney Channel. Also the fact that they
played baseball. (Linda, C#2, J#6)

Connections to popular culture.
Thirdly, students were able to connect with the characters in the children’s books
because of references popular in mainstream culture.
 I’m excited to keep reading the book [Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos]
because I can relate to certain things in the book. The book makes references
to common American culture. (Adrian, C#2, J#6)
 On a positive note it was cool to see pop culture references that I was familiar
with. (Tanner, C#2, J#6)

Connections to names.
Fourthly, several students perceived similarities between the situation of María
Isabel’s names and their own names.
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 Tenía una experiencia similar a Maria Isabel. Cuando era niño, mis maestros
españoles se llamo Mateo. No me gusta el nombre Mateo pero mi nombre es
Matthew o Matt. Como María Isabel, confundí cuando la maestro llamé un
otro nombre (I had a similar experience to María Isabel. When I was younger,
my Spanish teachers called me Mateo. I don’t like the name Mateo because
my name is Matthew or Matt. Just like María Isabel, I was confused when the
teacher called me/her another name). (Madison, C#2, CP)
 Cuando leyo Me llamo Maria Isabel, comprendo comó Maria Isabel nota.
Cuando fui un niño, mis amigos no fueron pronunciar mi primer nombre.
Estuvé avergonzado y no me gusté mi nombre. Yo fui un extranjéro comó
Maria Isabell fue. Vivié en Israel y veía en EEUU cuando tenía 9 años. Fue
muy difícil y aprendie mucho (When I read Me llamo María Isabel, I
understand how María Isabel feels. When I was a child, my friends couldn’t
pronounce my first name. I was ashamed and I didn’t like my name. I was a
foreigner like María Isabel I lived in Israel and I came to the United States
when I was 9 years old. It was very difficult and I learned a lot). (Roger, C#2,
CP)

Connections to identities.
Fifthly, certain students empathized with María Isabel’s struggles to forge her
own identity as they themselves had worked to forge their own identities.

256
 I enjoy [Me llamo María Isabel] because I can relate to [having] two different
identities, coming from a very wealthy high school but not a very wealthy
family. María Isabel is coming from a Spanish family to an American society.
(Amy, C#2, J#2)
Several students of Latino origin were able to make personal connections to the
book because their struggles with identity as Latinos were similar to those of María
Isabel.
 I am Hispanic and I could relate to María Isabel. For example, having your
name depict something from your family, or having family play a huge part in
everyday life. (Adrian, C#2, S#2)
 [Me llamo María Isabel] relates to my family. María [Isabel] must be going
through the same thing that my mother went through. My mother was born in
Spain and moved to Mexico when she was still a young child. After a few
years in Mexico she moved to the United States during her middle school
years. So I do imagine that my mother wnet through something like this, and
that is why I am intrigued with this story, to see another person’s struggle with
moving to this country and enduring all the struggles. (Wyatt, C#3, J#2)
A number of students commented that the theme of identity connects to readers in
a general way.
 I found that segment in [Me llamo María Isabel] where María [Isabel]’s
teacher proceeds to call her Mary was very interesting. It stressed how this
teacher tried to change María’s identity and her background. María is very
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proud of her name and where she has come from, and for the teacher to just
change her as an individual could really relate to some people. In my
understanding this book related to a broader topic that lots of migrants could
relate to. (Wyatt, C#3, J#4)
 I have found the book Me llamo María Isabel to be interesting. I think it
addresses topics that are relevant to everyone, especially as it addresses the
identity of María Isabel and her reactions to her new surroundings. (Sabrina,
C#3, J#4)
 I find it interesting how the author [of Me llamo María Isabel] presents the
struggle of identity to a young audience. They may not understand “identity”
as a general theme, but a young audience is very aware of things they like and
don’t like and realizing it or not – those are some of the things that define
them. (Sabrina, C#3, J#4)
 Many of [María Isabel’s] hardships were things that most people have to deal
with at some point or another in their life. In this aspect, everyone has a
common bond or connection to María Isabel. (Sabrina, C#3, S#2)
These quotes suggest that students were beginning to become intercultural
learners in that they were able to perceive both commonalities and differences between
the characters’ experiences and their own personal life experiences as well as their
knowledge of the world. It is important to note that intercultural competence involves the
recognition of both commonalities and differences between cultures. These quotes also
support Nieto’s (1997) view of Puerto Rican children’s literature. She argues that
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although Puerto Rican children’s literature stems from specific experiences, this literature
also has universal applications (p. 75); this comment could also apply to Latino children’s
literature in general. Students’ quotes demonstrate that, although their life experiences
were different from the characters in the children’s books, they were able to empathize
with the situations the characters faced.

Appreciating similarities between mainstream culture and Latino culture.
Just as with Me llamo María Isabel, many students were able to notice similarities
between Latino culture and mainstream culture in Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos
because of connections they were able to make between their own experiences and those
of the characters in the short stories. They were able to notice similarities between Latino
culture and American culture because of the references to American culture found in
Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos. These naturally occur because the book is a collection of
short stories about Latino teenagers growing up in California.
 The kids [in the short stories] all seemed very American. (Erika, C#2, S#3)
This quote demonstrates that Erika was able to see commonalities between Latino
culture and mainstream culture. Students made these cultural connections around specific
Latino and mainstream cultural themes, including baseball, 7-11, Double Dare, and The
Karate Kid.
Firstly, students established connections between their own experiences and those
of the Latino characters through the sport of baseball. The second short story in the book,
“Béisbol en abril”, explores the story of two teenage Latino boys, Michael and Jesse, who
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try out for their local baseball team. A number of students were able to make personal
connections to this story because they themselves played baseball when they were
children.
 In the first story about the kids playing baseball [“Béisbol en abril] some of
the situations that the kids faced were similar to when I was younger playing
baseball with my friends. (Jacob, C#1, S#3)
 I also can sort of connect baseball with culture because I have played baseball
my whole life. (Damon, C#2, S#3)
 The connection to culture I got from reading “Béisbol en abril” [is] the game
of baseball. Being a huge sport in the Mexican culture, the boys play as well.
If they did not play they would be like the weird boys in the city. (Linda, C#2,
S#3)
 I really connected with the culture in ‘Béisbol en abril’ because of baseball
and sports in general. I played baseball when I was young and I have played
sports my entire life. This allowed me to really relate to the story and what the
characters were experiencing. (Tim, C#2, S#3)
Several students noticed that baseball is a popular sport among both Latino and
American adolescents.
 [The characters] play baseball like we do in the United States. (Isaac, C#1,
S#3)
 Baseball is a big sport in Latin American countries like in the [text]book.
(Naomi, C#2, S#3)
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Gabriella remarked that, although she was aware of the importance of baseball in
mainstream culture, she was unaware of its importance in Latino culture:
 I learned more about the importance of sports in Hispanic culture, particularly
baseball. I’ve always thought of baseball as such a strictly American sport –
‘America’s favorite pastime’ – but this helped me realize its influence on
Hispanic culture and Hispanic culture’s influence on it. (Gabriella, C#2, S#3)
These quotes show that students gained a deeper understanding of the life
experiences of the Latino characters in the book because they perceived the commonality
of baseball between both cultures.
Secondly, a number of students were able to make connections between Latino
culture and mainstream culture through the cultural reference of 7-11, a convenience
store popular in both Latino and mainstream culture. These students made personal
connections to 7-11 because they either used to go to the convenience store as a child
and/or they still presently go to the store.
 [The characters in Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos] talked about 7-11 which I
thought was funny because I go there all the time. (Kayla, C#1, S#3)
Through the common cultural reference of 7-11, students were able to establish
important connections between Latino and mainstream cultures.
Thirdly, various students made connections between their own culture and Latino
culture through the children’s game show Double Dare. Several students noticed that the
Latino adolescent characters in Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos watched similar
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television programs they did as children, including Double Dare, a children’s game show
on the Nickelodeon channel.
 I noticed when they mentioned shows like Double Dare 2000, then that means
they watch the same shows as kids in America do. (Zeke, C#2, S#3)
Zeke pointed out that since Latino teenagers watch mainstream television shows
just as he does, Latino culture and mainstream culture possess certain cultural
commonalities.
Fourthly, students were able to make connections between mainstream and Latino
cultures through the movie The Karate Kid. The eighth short story in the book, “El
Karate Kid”, details the story of Gilbert who one night watches the movie The Karate
Kid with his cousin Raymundo. Gilbert, who is a scrawny kid who gets beaten up at
school because of his small size, is inspired by the movie to enroll in a karate class so he
can learn how to defend himself. Many students were able to make personal connections
to this story because they saw The Karate Kid when they were children.
 The second connection [I made] was the story ‘El Karate Kid’. I watched that
movie many times when I was a kid on [the] Disney channel. (Kayla, C#1,
S#3)
 Another connection I made was when we were reading the short story “El
Karate Kid”. I have seen The Karate Kid and the Spanish story seemed
similar. (Evelyn, C#1, S#3)
 I could relate to this book [Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos] because I used to
watch The Karate Kid movies all the time. (Jason, C#1, J#6)
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Lara observed that although she personally did not connect with the movie, the
connection between the short story and the movie is a universal one:
 The Karate Kid is a movie that everyone knows and the connections were
very obvious. (Lara, C#2, S#3)
Numerous students observed similarities between Latino culture and mainstream
culture in Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos because several phenomena are similar
between both cultures. Several students noted these similarities.
 Spanish-speaking children live a similar life as Americans. (Jacob, C#1, S#3)
 The connections to American culture [in the book] helped demonstrate that
close relation between Hispanic and American cultures. (Gabriella, C#2, S#3)
 I realized how similar Hispanic culture is to American [culture]. (Peter, C#2,
S#3)
 In ‘Béisbol en abril’ I got the idea that Hispanic culture is not very different
[from mainstream culture]. (Tanner, C#2, S#3)
A number of students noted, however, that they were unable to see connections
between Latino culture and mainstream culture due to the difficulty level of the book.
Students’ inability to make connections to the children’s books relates to the difficulty
level of the book, this affirming the connection between the level of students’
connections to the book and their reading level in Spanish.
 I was not able to make any connections to culture in the book because I did
not understand what was going on in the book. (Mason, C#1, S#3)
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 I had a hard time connecting [the short story] to culture. I really had a hard
time understanding what I was even reading. (Mackenzie, C#1, S#3)
 I did not make any connections to culture. [Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos]
was too hard to understand. (Tabatha, C#1, S#3)
Additionally, several students noted that both children’s books contained cultural
phenomena relating to cultures other than Latino culture or mainstream culture. In Me
llamo María Isabel, because of Suni Paz’s visit to María Isabel’s class, and because of
María Isabel’s role singing Paz’s song in the class’s Christmas play, several students
remarked on elements of Jewish culture in the book. Additionally, in the short story “El
Karate Kid” in Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos, because Gilbert enrolls in a karate class,
several Japanese terms used in martial arts are included in the story, including kata
(karate movements) and dojo (karate training facility). Several students observed these
elements of Japanese culture in the story.
 ‘El Karate Kid’ used elements from Japanese culture and used Japanese words
such as dojo. Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos tells stories about places where
cultures have mixed. (Tanner, C#2, S#3)
While reading both Me llamo María Isabel and Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos,
students were beginning to develop as transcultural learners in that they were able make
connections between Latino culture and mainstream culture. Students were able to
accomplish this because they could perceive cultural commonalities between their
personal experiences as members of mainstream culture and those of the books’
characters as members of Latino culture.
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In addition, to noticing similarities between Latino culture and mainstream
culture, a number of students also noticed differences between the two cultures. For
example, Jason noted that María Isabel herself was able to notice differences between the
two cultures:
 I noticed how María [Isabel] discussed the two different cultures between
New York and [Puerto Rico]. (Jason, C#1, S#2)
Several students noted that the representation of a Latino family in Me llamo María
Isabel was different from a typical American family.
 The family ties [in Latino families] are closer than that of an American family.
(Zeke, C#2, S#2)
In conclusion, in contrast to the course textbook which focuses on informational
knowledge about Latino culture, students went beyond mere knowledge of Latino culture
towards experiencing Latino culture by reading Me llamo María Isabel and Béisbol en
abril y otros cuentos. Students experienced Latino culture by entering the story worlds of
the children’s books and living Latino culture through the experiences of the characters in
the books. Students drew on the own life experiences as they established connections
between their own mainstream culture and Latino culture. They also perceived
differences between mainstream culture and Latino culture. As a result, they began the
process of developing their intercultural competence by becoming aware of cultural
perspectives other than their own (stage two in Fennes and Hapgood’s model) and sought
to understand these cultural differences.
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Several studies concurred with the findings of this study that children’s literature
can promote students’ intercultural competence. Moffit (1998) argues that children’s
literature can “serve as an ideal vehicle for the extrapolation of the cultural values and
beliefs of the culture under study” (p. 117) because of the didactic nature of children’s
literature. In her study, Moffit used the book Oya with her high school students. The book
tells the story of Oya, a 16-year-old Turkish girl raised in Germany who returns to her
homeland with her father; the book explores Oya’s negotiation of these two worlds.
Moffit states that reading the book can help promote students’ intercultural competence
because the book “challenges the validity of their [the students’] beliefs and values
because it [the book] confronts them with other belief systems and life choices” (p. 119).
Ho (2000) describes a research study she completed that included the use of
children’s literature with adult Chinese learners of English. In addition to promoting
language acquisition, Ho discovered that the children’s literature facilitated the
development of students’ intercultural competence because it “heightened student
awareness of some of the moral, ethical values and issues with which they are
unfamiliar” such as empathy, compassion, charity and cooperation (p. 266). The
children’s literature students read came from a Western tradition, and so “reading
children’s literature opened my students’ eyes to social, economic, and cultural problems
of worldwide communities” (p. 267).
When García (2007) used folktales in Spanish with her fourth-semester students, a
number of students commented that reading texts with an explicit Latino cultural
presence was “interesting, important, enriching and motivating” (p. 123). Several

266
students noted the cultural authenticity of the folktales they read, “’added a new
dimension in reading’”, and “made the readers ‘more accepting of beliefs that you don’t
have’” (124). Schwarz (1996) agrees with the views of these scholars and argues that
“foreign YA [young adult] literature can open up the world to American readers, creating
new understanding of and appreciation for other cultures” (p. 1).
In addition to noticing how the children’s books supported their learning of the
Spanish language, many students also noted how the children’s books bolstered their
knowledge of Latino culture. One possible explanation for this finding is that, as Short
(2012) argues, stories are the principal way we as humans make sense of our world since
“literature illuminates what it means to be human and makes accessible the most
fundamental experiences of life…” (p. 11). Rosenblatt (1995) concurs, noting that
literature is “a potential means for social understanding” (p. 226) and that “literature
offers not merely information, but experiences” (p. 236). In other words, literature
provides readers with opportunities to experience other worlds vicariously through the
characters. It is arguable, then, that the children’s books augmented students’ knowledge
about Latino culture because they were able to enter the story worlds of the books and
live through the identical experiences as the characters because “literature provides the
opportunity to ‘live through’, not just have ‘knowledge about’ life” (p. 13).
Short (2009) contends that reading literature provides students with opportunities
to see the world from different perspectives by living other lives through the characters,
reflecting on the characters’ decisions and considering if they themselves would act
similarly or differently if they were in the characters’ position. Consequently, it is
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conceivable that the children’s books contributed to students’ knowledge of Latino
culture in ways that other curricular materials could not.
In their surveys, journal entries and focus-group interviews, students mentioned a
number of salient points in relation to culture. Overall, students mentioned that the
children’s books pushed them to go beyond learning about Latino culture to actually
experiencing Latino culture. This experiencing of Latino culture was accomplished in
several ways. While reading Me llamo María Isabel, a number of students appreciated
María Isabel’ efforts to maintain her Puerto Rican identity in the face of mainstream
culture that attempted to force her to renounce her Puerto Rican heritage in favor of a
new identity. Numerous students commented that, rather than taking the extreme
positions of either maintaining her Puerto Rican heritage or losing it in favor of a new
bicultural identity, María Isabel chose an intermediate position, one which would allow
her to negotiate her own identity by fusing her Puerto Rican heritage with her mainstream
identity to truly become bicultural. Several students were touched by this move,
especially considering the fact that she was only a nine-year-old girl.
The children’s books also promoted the development of students’ intercultural
competence by moving them beyond the ethnocentric stage of Fennes and Hapgood’s
(1997) model towards the second stage of the model, awareness: students became aware
of other cultural perspectives through the recognition of similarities and differences
between mainstream culture and Latino culture. The children’s books facilitated growth
in students’ intercultural competence because they moved beyond their own mainstream
perspectives of Latino culture and began to understand Latino culture on its own merits.
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In other words, most students did not “translate” the values of mainstream culture onto
those of Latino culture and see these cultures as two sides of the same coin; instead,
students began to appreciate the unique qualities of Latino culture. Reading Me llamo
María Isabel helped students develop an appreciation for the difficulties Latinos face as
they attempt to negotiate their own cultural traditions and the values of mainstream
culture. Reading Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos helped students understand that, while
mainstream culture and Latino culture are not identical, they share important features.
Class activities which focus only on the common characteristics between cultures
mask the inherent complexities of these cultures; conversely, class activities which focus
only on the differences between cultures obscure common values intrinsic to all cultures.
In response to this dichotomy, the curricular engagements used with the students in this
study attempted to promote a balance between analyzing the unity and diversity of
mainstream and Latino cultures. Students’ comments suggest that the curricular
engagements did support this balanced analysis of Latino and mainstream cultures.

Conclusion
This chapter examined students’ perceptions of the relevance of children’s books
to students understanding and appreciation of Latino culture. When reading Me llamo
María Isabel, students noted María’s Isabel struggles as she negotiated her cultural
identity as a child immigrant to the United States. Students also made connections
between their own mainstream culture and Latino culture and, as a result, understood that
mainstream culture and Latino culture share important values.
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The next chapter, the final chapter of this dissertation, will include concluding
remarks about the research study and directions for future research.
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CHAPTER 7 – SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS
My experiences as a graduate teaching assistant have involved implementing the
curricular decisions made by supervisors, and so I was rarely given opportunities to
understand my students’ learning or my own pedagogical practices. Consequently, the
first goal of this research study was to implement the inclusion of children’s and
adolescent literature in Spanish as part of the Spanish 102 curriculum and investigate
students’ perceptions of this curricular implementation. Specifically, I wanted to better
understand students’ perceptions of reading children’s and adolescent literature in
Spanish and to what extent the curricular engagements students participated in while
reading the children’s books contributed to or impeded their understanding of the books.
Additionally, in my experience teaching elementary and intermediate courses in
French and Spanish, many language materials present inauthentic language out of
context. These materials tend to focus on developing students’ communicative abilities
one at a time and center on only developing students’ linguistics skills. To remedy these
gaps, the present study aimed to engage students studying elementary Spanish with
authentic materials (in this case, children’s and adolescent literature in Spanish) that
would help them see natural Spanish used in authentic contexts. I also asked students to
read the children’s books in order to promote the holistic development of their
communicative abilities in Spanish for naturalistic purposes. Lastly, I hoped that reading
the children’s books would facilitate students’ acquisition of Spanish and their
intercultural competence as well.
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This chapter provides a summary of the dissertation, a discussion of the study’s
major findings, and implications of the study for future researchers and teachers. The
chapter then ends with a final thought concerning the study overall.

Summary of the Study
The purpose of the study was to better understand, from students’ point of view,
how reading children’s and adolescent literature in Spanish influenced their acquisition of
Spanish and their awareness and appreciation of Latino culture. It explored the role
children’s and adolescent literature can play in the development of students’ acquisition
of the target language and the development of students’ intercultural competence. The
study provided research which suggests that the inclusion of literary texts in language
classrooms may offer a solution to the traditional language-literature bifurcation that
currently exists in many university language departments across the United States. The
study explored research which proposes that reading children’s and adolescent literature
in the target language offers students several benefits: exposure to authentic language and
culture, preparation for future literacy study, helping students to become part of the
community of readers in the target language, and reading enjoyment.
The research study was based around four theoretical frameworks: reader
response theory, Communicative Language Teaching, the Natural Approach and
intercultural competence. The study utilized teacher research and qualitative research as
research frameworks in order to better understand students’ perceptions of reading the
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children’s books and the curricular engagements intended to support their understandings
of the books.
Findings from the study show that students overall believed that their reading
proficiency in Spanish increased over the course of the study. This perceived increase in
their reading ability in Spanish matched a perceived increase in other communicative
abilities as well. Students felt that the children’s books gave them a context for
understanding Spanish and that reading the children’s books and participating in the
curricular engagements around the children’s books allowed them to use Spanish for
communicatively authentic purposes. In their view, the children’s books helped reaffirm
and extend their knowledge of vocabulary and grammatical features of Spanish they
learned through the course textbook.
Students affirmed that the children’s books pushed them beyond merely learning
about Latino culture towards experiencing Latino culture by living vicariously through
the life experiences of the characters in the books. Reading Me llamo María Isabel
helped students understand and appreciate the life struggles Latino immigrant children
face as they work to find their place in a new country. Reading Béisbol en abril y otros
cuentos encouraged students to see similarities between Latino culture and mainstream
culture so that students could understand that both Latino culture and mainstream culture
share important values.
Additionally, depending on students’ proficiency level in Spanish, level of
participation in reading groups and other factors, the curricular engagements around the
children’s books either supported or impeded their comprehension and understanding of
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the children’s books. Students in Classes #1 and #2 with higher proficiency in Spanish
tended to view the discussion questions as an obstacle to comprehending the children’s
books since the engagements restricted their ability to form their own understandings of
the books. Students in Classes #1 and #2 with lower proficiency levels, on the other hand,
often believed that the discussion questions facilitated their comprehension of the
children’s books because the questions provided them with a structure and focus for
understanding the books. Many students in Class #3 indicated that the curricular
engagements (Graffiti Board, Written Conversation, Save the Last Word for Me)
facilitated their comprehension of Me llamo María Isabel since the engagements helped
them see connections between María Isabel’s life experiences and their own. A few
students, however, felt that these engagements impeded their comprehension of the book
because they found it difficult to devote their attention simultaneously to understanding
the book and completing the engagements.
Another factor which may have contributed to their difficulty with the
engagements is their lack of experience with the engagements. Additionally, when
reading the children’s books in groups, the level of students’ comprehension of the
children’s books was related to the level of group members’ participation. Students
indicated that they tended to comprehend the books better when other group members
participated actively in the curricular engagements and understood the books less when
other group members did not participate in the engagements.
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Discussion of Findings
Several significant findings emerged from this research study. Firstly, the
curricular engagements used with students in the “comprehension” group were intended
to help them determine the main points in the children’s books; in contrast, the curricular
engagements used with students in the “interpretation” group were intended to push them
to move beyond merely understanding the children’s books towards developing their own
interpretations of the books. As a result, comments from students in the comprehension
group show that the discussion questions helped students focus on the most salient points
of the books. For example, Tabatha suggested that “I liked getting plot-based questions
because it made me really try to understand what I have been reading. Usually when I
read in Spanish I have no clue what it going on, but when I can follow plot-based
questions it encourages me to try to understand” (Tabatha, C#1, S#2). Naomi concurred,
noting that “the [comprehension] questions act as a guide to steer us on the right direction
as to what the chapter is going to be about” (Naomi, C#2, J#4). These students believed
that the comprehension questions provided the structure for their understanding and
focused their attention on the important details in the chapters. Since students are usually
accustomed to answering comprehension questions due to their previous instructional
histories, this finding is not surprising.
In contrast, comments from students in the interpretation group show that the
curricular engagements contributed to their perspectives and understandings of the books.
For example, in regards to the Say Something engagement in which students shared their
thoughts about the book chapters with their classmates, Kayla indicated that “I think [the
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Say Something engagement] helped a lot to get both of my partners’ opinions in what the
chapter was about, because in the end between all our ideas it was easy to put together the
chapter and what we have just read” [Kayla, C#1, J#3]. This comment was shared by
other students who felt that the engagement help them become aware of their classmates’
understanding of the book chapters which subsequently contributed to their own
understandings of the chapters. Some students indicated that, rather than simply helping
them understand the books, the curricular engagements facilitated the development of
their interpretations of the books by raising their awareness of their own personal
connections to the books. For example, Ethan felt that “at the beginning [of Me llamo
María Isabel] we had to write or draw Graffiti Board[s] and this helped me connect my
feelings to those María [Isabel] may be experiencing” (Ethan, C#3, J#4). According to
Ethan, the Graffiti Board engagement contributed to his empathy for María Isabel and her
struggles as an immigrant child to the United States.
Thus, curricular engagements focusing on the main points of a text may force
students to focus on what the text means and hinder the development of their own
understandings of the text. Ethan’s quote suggests that recognizing personal connections
he had with the children’s books helped him understand the books. This finding suggests
that, contrary to popular belief, comprehension does not necessarily precede
interpretation. In fact, it may be that interpretation precedes comprehension; in other
words, students may need time and space to make their personal connections with a text
before they are able to understand the main points of the text.
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Also, rather than attempting to uncover what a text “means”, students need
opportunities to first develop their own understandings of a text that subsequently help
them comprehend the salient points of the text. Many literature teachers today believe
that comprehension precedes interpretation; that is, students need to understand the
meaning of a text before they are able to develop their own interpretations of the text.
Rosenblatt (1982) argues against this idea: “the notion that first the child must
‘understand’ the text cognitively, efferently, before it can be responded to aesthetically is
a rationalization that must be rejected” (p. 273). Additionally, many teachers teach
literature using the transmission model of reading in which textual meaning moves from
the text into students’ minds. Based on Rosenblatt’s transactional theory, Santman (2005)
proposes a transactional model in which “a relationship develops between the reader and
the text that defines meaning” (p. 63). Rosenblatt (1995) clarifies that textual meaning “is
not ‘in’ the text or ‘in’ the reader” and that “both reader and text are essential to the
transactional process of making meaning” (p. 27). In other words, rather than focusing on
comprehending a text’s meaning, students should be encouraged to transact personally
with texts and that such transactions will help students understand the potential meanings
of these texts.
Secondly, students’ perceived increase in reading proficiency was matched by
students’ perceived increases in other proficiency areas. In other words, students felt that
they had become more proficient in reading Spanish and that their proficiency in
listening, speaking and writing in Spanish had also increased. This finding supports the
theoretical claims of holistic approaches to reading by suggesting that reading children’s
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literature in a foreign/second language not only increases students’ reading ability but
their communicative abilities in other areas as well. Moffit (1998) comments on the
interrelatedness of the communicative skills by arguing that reading young adult
literature in the target language “supports all four proficiency skills of the ACTFL
Proficiency Guidelines” (p. 117). Thus, students’ communicative abilities may be
interrelated in important ways, and students’ development in one communicative area
may influence their development in other communicative areas as well.
Thirdly, the curricular engagements students participated in while reading the
children’s books were not intended to help them develop their communicative abilities in
Spanish per se; instead, the goal of the curricular engagements was to encourage them to
communicate in Spanish for real-world purposes. Although language materials frequently
include communicative activities, these activities are often not intended to develop
students’ communicative abilities but are meant only as grammatical practice to reinforce
students’ knowledge of specific grammatical features of the target language. In addition,
these activities may ask students to practice such grammatical features decontextually, or
the activities may require students to practice these features in contexts that they are
unlikely to encounter in the real world. The curricular engagements students participated
in as they read the children’s books, however, encouraged students to communicate in
Spanish for an authentic purpose: to understand the children’s books. Consequently, the
curricular engagements provided students with opportunities to authentically
communicate in Spanish for real-world purposes.
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Fourthly, students indicated that the children’s books extended their knowledge of
the vocabulary and grammatical features of Spanish by reinforcing those features of
Spanish they learned through the course textbook. For example, Larry acknowledged that
the course textbook supported his understanding of the children’s books: “the in-class
text was very helpful because it helps you understand the main parts of the chapters [in
the children’s books]” (Larry, C#2, J#4). Some students suggested that the children’s
books strengthened their knowledge of Spanish vocabulary: “I recognize some words [in
Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos] that I already know and also some key phrases that look
familiar from this class” (Erika, C#2, J#6). Other students indicated that the children’s
books helped them better understand certain grammatical features of Spanish they were
learning in the course textbook:” I was happy to understand the verb tenses in the book
[Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos] that we had just learned. That gave me more practice in
those tenses” (Mia, C#2, J#6). Some students specifically noted the fact that the
children’s books buttressed their knowledge of Spanish gained through the course
textbook: “[Me llamo María Isabel] reinforced what I have learned in that it served as a
reminder of grammar concepts and vocabulary that were taught” (Savanna, C#3, S #2).
Hannah concurred: “what I notice about the language in [Me llamo María Isabel] was
stuff that I learned in class. Throughout the book I saw the different [verb] conjugations
that we were learning about in class” (Hannah, C#3, S#2).
Many textbook publishers provide a myriad of materials that accompany the
textbook in order to support the language students learn in the course textbook. One
drawback of these materials is that students learn language only within the confines of the
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context of these materials, and students are thus not exposed to language input in other
contexts. The children’s books overcame this limitation by providing other contexts for
students to practice Spanish. Additionally, textbook materials limit their presentation of
language to example sentences intended to illustrate the functions of certain grammatical
features of the language. In contrast, the children’s books provided students with input in
Spanish used in authentic and natural contexts. Many students pointed out that reading
the children’s books supported the vocabulary words and grammatical features of
Spanish they were learning in the course textbook. In other words, the children’s books
allowed students to see linguistic features of Spanish in new contexts.
Fifthly, the course textbook contained short reading selections in Spanish which
provided a brief overview of the history and important cultural features of the countries in
the Hispanic world. As a result, students learned about Latino culture in an informational
sense, but they did not learn about Latino culture in a deep and meaningful way. In
contrast to the course textbook, the children’s books allowed students to experience
Latino culture by living vicariously through the life experiences of the characters on the
books. Numerous students commented that reading Me llamo María Isabel helped them
understand and appreciate María Isabel’s struggles as she works to find her place in her
new country: ”reading [Me llamo María Isabel] helped me to better understand how
Hispanics have to adjust to life in America” [Gabriella, C#2, S#2].
Many students also believed that reading the children’s books contributed to their
awareness of similarities between Latino culture and mainstream culture in relation to
school, childhood activities and popular culture. Additionally, several students
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empathized with the characters in the books with respect to the importance of names and
the development of identity in Latino culture. Because these students underwent similar
situations in their own lives, they empathized with the struggles of the Latino characters
as they underwent these struggles. These comments suggest that, for many students, the
children’s books contributed to their understanding and appreciating important facets of
Latino culture in ways that the course textbook did not.
Lastly, students differed on their perceptions concerning the extent to which the
class activities facilitated their understanding of the children’s books. Some students felt
that the curricular engagements provided them with the support necessary to make sense
of the children’s books, while other students felt that the engagements prevented them
from developing their own understandings of the books. This finding highlights the role
proficiency level, knowledge of Spanish and learning style may play in students’
understanding of children’s and adolescent literature. Students’ comprehension of the
books not only depended on their proficiency level, knowledge of Spanish and active
participation of themselves but also their classmates as well. Students frequently
commented that they tended to understand the books better when working in groups with
other classmates who possessed a higher proficiency level in Spanish, who were more
knowledgeable of Spanish, and who participated more actively in groups. In contrast,
students often commented that working with classmates who possessed a lower
proficiency level in Spanish, who were not as knowledgeable in Spanish, and who did not
participate actively in groups impeded their understanding of the children’s books. This
finding suggests that students’ proficiency level, knowledge of Spanish and level of
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participation are factors which may either facilitate or impede students’ understanding of
children’s and adolescent literature. Another possibility is that in this situation, other
instructional strategies may have been more effective when used in conjunction with the
children’s books.

Implications of This Research
The findings of this study suggest several important implications. These
implications concern two areas: action research and language curricula.

Research implications.
This study offers insights into one teacher’s efforts to conduct action research in
the classroom. Traditional views of education hold that researchers produce knowledge
about education while teachers implement the knowledge produced by researchers. This
perspective on education views teachers as consumers of knowledge only. Action
research is one way teachers can claim their place in the educational arena. Through
action research, teachers can work to invert this paradigm by producing knowledge,
investigating the classroom consequences of others’ research findings, and adding their
voices to the conversations currently taking place in education. Additionally, action
research helps teachers understand and improve the teaching and learning occurring in
their classrooms through collecting and analyzing data rather than relying on their own
assumptions.
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This situation is even more apparent with university instructors in teacher
education or teacher training. Despite the fact that university instructors frequently help
teachers solve teaching and learning dilemmas in their own classrooms, they often do not
examine the teaching and learning dilemmas occurring in their university classrooms.
Consequently, university instructors should consider conducting action research in their
own courses to better understand the teaching and learning processes existing in their
classrooms; this knowledge can then be used to promote the professional development of
the teachers they work with.
This study also addresses the role of action research in understanding factors that
facilitate or inhibit language acquisition and intercultural understanding. Additionally,
my hope is that this study may inspire other language educators to undertake action
research in order to better understand the teaching and learning processes occurring in
their own language classrooms. More specifically, I also hope to inspire instructors
teaching foreign/second language courses in university basic language programs in order
to take responsibility for their own professional development and become aware of who
they are as teachers.
This study contributed to my personal scholarly knowledge in important ways.
The study helped me better understand how to evaluate the implementation of curricular
innovations in my own classroom. Rather than relying on anecdotal evidence, the study
provided me with actual data to better understand students’ perceptions of their
experiences reading the children’s books. The study helped promote my professional
development as a language teacher and fortify my skills as a researcher. Lastly, although
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initially proposed as a self-study of my own teaching, the study helped me discover my
true passion: the role of literary texts in language classrooms.

Pedagogical implications.
The study also suggests implications for foreign/second language curricula. The
study proposes that the inclusion of children’s and adolescent literature into
foreign/second language curricula is one way to transcend the disciplinary bifurcation
that exists in many university language departments today. Including such literature in
language classrooms encourages collaboration among faculty members in both language
and literature. Including children’s literature in language curricula would help rise above
the traditional language-content split common in lower-level language classrooms. My
recommendation thus is that lower-level language teachers consider including a myriad
of children’s and adolescent literature in multiple genres in the target language to
overcome these disciplinary and curricular splits.
Including children’s and adolescent literature in the foreign/second language
curriculum would also work to challenge faculty members’ views on reading. Many
language scholars hold the traditional view that reading is a skill which must be taught
and that understanding text involes the decoding and extraction of meaning. Recent
scholars in second language reading (i.e. Kern, 2000) have challenged this notion by
commenting on the sociocultural and sociocognitive nature of literacy, arguing that
literacy is the “use of socially-, historically-, and culturally-situated practices of creating
and interpreting meaning through texts” (Kern, 2000, p. 16). Faculty members in
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language departments should be encouraged to move beyond a traditional notion of
literacy, and including children’s and adolescent literature into the foreign/second
language curriculum may be one way to facilitate faculty members’ reconceptualization
of literacy.
A similar recommendation can be made concerning graduate students in
literature. Despite the fact that many graduate students in foreign language departments
become faculty members in literature, they often receive little to no training in teaching
literary texts. Consequently, including children’s and adolescent literature in lower-level
language courses can provide graduate students with training in teaching literature.
The study proposes that using children’s and adolescent literature in language
courses can contribute to students’ reading proficiency in the target language as well as
the development of students’ communicative abilities overall. Reading this literature
encourages students to use the target language to communicate for the real-world purpose
of understanding the books. Children’s literature exposes students to authentic materials
because the intended audience of such literature is children and young adults in the target
culture, not language students. Also, when reading children’s literature, lower-level
students are exposed to input in the target language that matches their lower proficiency
level. Consequently, children’s literature can play an important role in developing
students’ acquisition of the target language in ways that other literary texts cannot.
Reading children’s and adolescent literature can support students’ acquisition of
vocabulary and grammatical features of the target language because this literature
provides new contexts for understanding these features of the language and shows
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students how these features of the language are used to express and convey meaning.
Thus, I recommend that, beyond mere inclusion of children’s and adolescent literature in
the target language, teachers should also consider how to pair this literature with
vocabulary and grammatical features of the language such that the literature reinforces
students’ understanding of these linguistic features of the language in new contexts.
Additionally, this finding supports lower-level language students’ belief that
understanding language consists primarily of understanding vocabulary words and
grammatical structures of the target language. Once students gain confidence in their
language abilities, students depend less on understanding individual words and structures
and are subsequently able to focus on understanding the overall meaning of a text.
In contrast to Krashen’s comprehensible input hypothesis, also known as “i + 1”,
Day and Bamford (1998) define comprehensible input as “i - 1”. In other words, rather
than selecting texts which are slightly above students’ current proficiency level, Day and
Bamford conjecture that reading materials should contain vocabulary and grammatical
features of the target language that are slightly below students’ current proficiency level.
Since students will already be familiar with various linguistic features of the text, they
can then focus their attention on other textual features that are beyond their current
proficiency level.
Day and Bamford’s arguments echo the sentiments of a number of students who
commented that Me llamo María Isabel was a somewhat difficult book for them but was
within their language learning capabilities, while Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos was too
linguistically difficult for them. They felt that the children’s books were too complicated
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for them and that they would have preferred to start with a text that was linguistically
simple and contained a storyline they were already familiar with. Consequently, teachers
wishing to use children’s and adolescent literature with their students might take such
findings into consideration when selecting children’s books to use with their own
students. In the first-semester course, for example, teachers might consider using picture
books and books which use predictable sentence and linguistic patterns. In the secondsemester course, books which are somewhat more linguistically difficult, longer in
length, and intended for an adolescent audience might be chosen. At the intermediate
level, teachers might consider books such as Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos which are
intended for a young adult audience, linguistically complex, and longer in length.
Another important consideration in text selection is the extent to which a given
children’s book is culturally authentic. Mo and Shen (2003) define cultural authenticity
by distinguish it from cultural accuracy. They understand cultural accuracy as the
avoidance of cultural stereotyping and argue that while this is important in children’s
books, it is not sufficient; children’s books also need to present cultural values, issues and
practices that are accepted as norms within a given cultural group (p. 200). Teachers
should select children’s books which present a balanced view of the target culture; these
books should demonstrate unifying values of the culture while also presenting diversity
within the culture.
These findings are supported by claims made by Maxim (2002). Maxim included
a 142-page German romance novel (Mit dem strum kam die Liebe) as part of the
curriculum of a first-semester university German course. Based on the study’s findings,
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Maxim concludes that using longer-length texts with lower-level students need not be a
concern. He argues that “by providing its own background, a longer text may be able to
supply students with the information necessary to override their limited L2 proficiency”
by focusing on the “recurring vocabulary, characters, themes, and contexts inherent in
longer texts” (p. 21). Maxim’s claims refute the traditional notion that lower-level
students can only read linguistically-simplified texts of short length. This study’s findings
concur with Maxim’s findings in refuting this notion.
Results of the study also show that another important factor in selecting children’s
books is the contribution of the books to the development of students’ understanding of
the target culture as well as their own culture. Students’ responses demonstrate that the
books were a first step in developing their understandings of Latino culture as well as
their own mainstream culture. When reading Me llamo María Isabel, many students
empathized with María Isabel’s struggles to merge her Puerto Rican heritage with her
new American identity. As students read Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos, students were
able to see important values present in both Latino culture and mainstream culture.
Therefore, in addition to linguistic complexity, teachers should also consider the extent to
which the children’s and adolescent books they may use with their students contribute to
students’ understanding and appreciation of their culture.
In addition to facilitating language acquisition, children’s and adolescent literature
can promote the development of students’ intercultural competence. Because students in
the study were immersed in the cultural worlds of the children’s books, they were able to
experience culture via the characters in the books. Students vicariously lived the life
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experiences of the characters in the books and, as a result, they understood and
appreciated important facets of Latino culture and compared and contrasted Latino
culture with their own culture. As a result, children’s and adolescent literature in the
target language immerses students in both linguistic input and cultural input.
This finding is important in that many language curricula present the target
culture from a tourist perspective. Teaching culture often consists of a factual approach to
the target culture (i.e. the Frankenstein approach, the 4-F approach, the Tour Guide
Approach, and the “by-the-way” approach). These approaches frequently focus on
superficial and visible aspects of the target culture (the tip of Fennes and Hapgood’s
(1997) iceberg model); as a result, rather than fighting against establishing stereotypes
about the target culture, such approaches actually reinforce cultural stereotypes by
making generalization about the target culture. Additionally, these approaches do not ask
students to consider underlying and invisible aspects of the target culture (the bottom
section of the iceberg). This study suggests that reading children’s and adolescent
literature is one way of moving students beyond a factual approach to learning about the
target culture. Students’ quotes demonstrate that, rather than learning superficially about
Latino immigrants in the United States, reading Me llamo María Isabel helped students
better understand the Latino immigrant experience through the eyes of an immigrant
child. Additionally, reading Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos helped students learn about
values shared by both mainstream culture and Latino culture. However, students didn’t
simply learn about these shared values superficially; they made connections between
their own lives and those of the characters in the books.
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Malgesini (2010) indicates that intercultural competence involves an “awareness
of cultural differences and the ability to interact smoothly with others from different
cultures” (p. 222). Einbeck (2002) agrees by defining cultural fluency is “the ability to
mediate between one’s own culture and that of the host country” (p. 60). These scholars
argue that intercultural competence is built through relationships between interlocutors
from different cultures. Students frequently have difficulty functioning in intercultural
encounters since students often have not been prepared for such encounters.
Consequently, the development of intercultural competence is built through relationships
between interlocutors from different cultures. In this study, although students did not
participate in intercultural encounters with actual Latinos, they did experience Latino
culture through the lives of the characters in the books and thus built relationships
between their own mainstream culture and Latino culture through the books’ characters.
Despite the fact that intercultural competence is increasingly being seen as an important
component of foreign and second language curricula, many language teachers have
difficulty creating activities which promote students’ intercultural competence. This
study proposes that children’s and adolescent literature is one avenue teachers can utilize
to promote students’ intercultural competence.
An additional implication concerns students’ experiences with literary texts. The
participants in the study were divided into two groups: the “comprehension” group and
the “interpretation” group. The goal of the curricular engagements used with students in
the comprehension group was to facilitate their understanding of the children’s books. In
contrast, the goal of the curricular engagements used with students in the interpretation
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group was to move students beyond comprehension of the children’s books towards the
development of their own interpretations of the books. Results from the questionnaires
indicated that, according to students in the comprehension group, their reading ability
improved from the novice-mid to the novice-high proficiency level, while students in the
interpretation group believed that their reading ability improved from the novice-mid to
the intermediate-low proficiency level.
Although potentially due to other intervening factors, one possible conclusion of
this finding is that the curricular engagements used with students in the interpretation
group facilitated the development of their reading proficiency in Spanish. This finding
suggests that curricular engagements which focus on promoting students’ own
interpretations of literary texts may contribute more to developing students’ reading
proficiency than curricular engagements which center merely on students’
comprehension of these texts. As stated earlier, this finding also conjectures that, contrary
to popular thought, interpretation may precede or go alongside comprehension. Thus, my
recommendation is that teachers concentrate on helping students develop their own
interpretations of literary texts instead of primarily focusing on students’ comprehension
of these texts.
Many students indicated that the comprehension questions helped them better
understand the children’s books because the questions focused their attention on
important events in the books. While this may have been the case, it is important to
consider that the comprehension questions likely reinforced students’ view of reading as
a process of decoding and extracting meaning. This traditional view of reading likely
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stems from their instructional and educational histories. In other words, students often
have much more experience with comprehension questions that with response
engagements, which subsequently shapres their views and beliefs concerning reading.
Additionally, the comprehension questions promoted my understanding of the children’s
books and hence prevented students from constructing their own understandings of the
books. Consequently, the comprehension questions bolstered rather than challenged their
views of the reading process. Since many students in Class #3 held traditional notions of
literacy, this many also explain why some students in the class encountered difficulties
with the reader-response engagements.
This situation was also reflected in cours exams. Although students enrolled in the
Spanish 102 courses I was teaching read the children’s books as an additional course
requirement, the course exams were departmental and did not include questions
concerning the children’s books. Since the course exams focused heavily on students’
vocabulary and grammatical knowledge, the exams reinforced students’ beliefs about
language learning in that language learning involves the memorization of linguistic
features of the target language. Just as with curricular engagements, teachers need to
design tests that more adequately evaluate students’ communicative abilities in the target
language and that challenge students’ notion of language learning.
As a result, I recommend that teachers consider activities that ask students to
question their views of reading. For example, at the beginning of the semester, students
could read a short story in English at home. In class, students would be separated into two
groups and answer questions about the text. One group would answer comprehension
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questions about the text, while the other group would answer questions about their
personal response to the text. Students would then reflect on their experiences reading the
story and the view of reading espoused by each type of question. In this way, students
would have an opportunity to enlarge their views on literacy which would better prepare
them to participate in the reader-response engagements.
One last implication concerns the role of literary texts in lower-level language
classrooms. Traditional thought holds that students at lower levels of proficiency are not
able to understand literary texts and that these texts should not be used with students until
they acquire sufficient proficiency to handle them. This study shows that, contrary to
traditional belief, literary texts can indeed be used with students at lower proficiency
levels but that the difficulty level of this literature should match students’ proficiency
level in the target language. This finding supports research completed by Maxim (2002)
who found that, despite the lower proficiency level of students enrolled in a first-semester
German course, they were able to successfully read a 142-page romance novel in
German. Consequently, “perhaps reading’s role in the lower-division curriculum needs to
be reconsidered” (p. 31).
Maxim (2002) argues that integrating extensive reading into lower-level language
courses promotes not only the development of students’ reading abilities but also their
grammatical and communicative competencies as well as their vocabulary knowledge.
His research demonstrates that, rather than supplanting language curricula, children’s and
adolescent literature can be integrated into existing language curricula. García (2007)
concurs with Maxim’s findings. By including children’s literature in Spanish as part of a
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fourth-semester university Spanish course, she found that children’s literature can be used
with students at all proficiency levels as long as teachers take students’ proficiency levels
into account when selecting such literature. She argues that by including children’s
literature in lower-level language courses, “even students in the first year could be
exposed to the benefits of literary texts” (p. 191). Thus, my final recommendation is that
language teachers consider including children’s and adolescent literature into their lowerlevel courses in order to promote students’ acquisition of the target language. In these
courses, students could read these texts silently at home before coming to class; class
time could then be devoted to deepening students’ experiences with the text.
Completing this research study has changed my teaching in profound ways. The
study has reinforced my belief in encouraging students to use the target language
communicatively for real-world purposes. The study has solidified my conviction that the
basis of language acquisition is exposure to comprehensible input in the target language.
The study also showed me the role of intercultural understanding in language courses.
Rather than visualizing language competence and cultural competence as two separate
processes, I learned that true language learning is the fusion of these two processes.
Based on knowledge gained through the study, I would make significant changes
to the Spanish 102 curriculum. I would not only include children’s and adolescent
literature in the course, but I would work to integrate this literature in order to support the
grammatical features of Spanish and the cultural aspects of the Hispanic world students
learn through the course textbook. I would devote more class time to reading the
children’s books to ensure that students engaged with the books in different ways at
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multiple levels. I would design class activities to help students make initial connections
with the texts which would then support the development of their personal interpretations
of the texts. Students would engage in activities which would help them make
connections between the content of a given children’s book and their lives. Students
would engage in a series of response engagements to develop their initial interpretations
of the book and share their interpretations with their classmates to enlarge the pool of
possible interpretations. Using models such as Hanauer’s (2001) Focus-on -Cultural
Understanding model, students would then compare and contrast their interpretations of
the book with interpretations of native speakers. Additionally, the children’s book would
be paired with specific chapters in the course textbook; the children’s book would be
used as a springboard to reinforce the grammatical features and vocabulary words
students learned in a given chapter in the textbook. In the post-reading phase, students
would participate in a series of activities intended to put them in the position of the
characters in the book in order to compare and contrast their personal life experiences
with those of the characters.
Additionally, a number of literay scholars, mainly from a phonic orientation to
literacy, advocate for activities to help students refin their pronunciation of key words in
texts. Firstly, even though many students did read aloud to their group partners, I did not
specifically direct students to read aloud to their group members; this was how the
students themselves decided to read the book in groups. Despite the fact that some
students indicated that reading aloud helped improve their pronunciation in Spanish,
many more students pointed out that that reading aloud was a distraction and prevented
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them from concentrating on what they or their group members were reading. Although
pronunciation practice may be a worthwhile activity, students’ comments suggest that
pronunciation is an activity which should not be used in conjunction with reading. In
addition, the goal of the research project was to provide students with an authentic
reading experience. Since reading is often a silent activity and few students read aloud as
they read, it is conceivable that reading aloud and focusing on pronunciation prevented
students from truly engaging in an authentic reading experience. Thus, in the future I
would ask students to first read the book chapters silently by themselves and then have
them work in groups to share their responses with their group members.

Further Research
The present study proposes several avenues for further research. Since this study
did not measure students’ actual reading gains in Spanish, researchers need to investigate
the contribution of reading children’s and adolescent literature to the development of
students’ reading proficiency in the target language. A subsequent study could include
participants separated into experimental groups (students reading children’s and
adolescent literature in the target language as part of a language course) and control
groups (students completing a traditional language course) at the same level and compare
reading gains of students in the experimental groups and control groups. In a similar
study, students in a given class who are reading children’s and adolescent literature in the
target language might complete pre- and post- tests measuring their gains in reading
proficiency during the semester and collect various types of data to measure students’
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proficiency in other areas. Additionally, since the participants in this study were
elementary-level students studying Spanish in a Southwestern university in the United
States, researchers need to attempt to replicate the study with participants studying
language other than Spanish, participants at higher proficiency levels, and participants in
other contexts to verify that the findings of this study hold with other student populations.
Subsequent studies could attempt to replicate this study’s findings with second-semester
students in Spanish or other languages at the high school or in other universities across
the country or in other countries.
An additional limitation is that, due to their previous instructional histories,
students are usually more comfortable with answering comprehension questions than
with response engagements. Future studies should explore which activities contribute to
the development of students’ responses and interpretations to texts and how the activities
accomplish this.

Conclusion
Findings from this study suggest that children’s and adolescent literature
contributes to the development of students’ reading proficiency in the target language as
well as the development of other communicative skills. Reading children’s and
adolescent literature in the target language helps reinforce vocabulary words and
grammatical concepts students learn through other course materials by providing them
with contexts for understanding the functionality and the potential meanings of these
features.
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Most importantly, children’s and adolescent literature can contribute to the
development of students’ intercultural competence. Reading children’s and adolescent
literature helps students understand and appreciate important facets of the target culture
and encourages them to analyze their own culture in relation to the target culture.
Rosenblatt (1995) argues that literature helps students understand who they are:
“literature treats the whole range of choices and aspirations and values out of which the
individual must weave his own personal philosophy” (p. 19). As students read literature,
they begin to understand more about themselves and about life: “the literary work is a
mode of living. The poem, the play, the story is thus an extension, an amplification of life
itself” (p. 264). In addition to helping students learn more about themselves and about
life, literature can also help students make connections with cultural worlds other than
their own. Short (2011) points out that this is a primary goal of literature: “literature
provides a means of building bridges of understanding across countries and cultures” (p.
131). Thus, literature helps students understand themselves and the world they live in.
Zapata (2005) states that “it remains to be seen how feasible intercultural understanding
is in the context of American higher education L2 classes in which students have had no
study-abroad experiences” (p. 262). Results of this study suggest that developing
language students’ intercultural understanding is indeed feasible and that reading
children’s and adolescent literature may be a first step in doing so. In the final analysis,
results of the study demonstrate that children’s and adolescent literature may be a viable
way to engage students in natural and authentic language and culture learning.
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APPENDIX A: QUESTIONNAIRE
Questionnaire #_____
Name: _________________________________________________________________

For each set of statements below, determine which one best applies to you, and circle the
number of the statement that best fits you.

A1. Interpretive Communication (Listening)

1a. I can understand when someone speaks very slowly and carefully to me about
familiar topics, but I may need to have the information repeated and have time to think.
1b. I can understand what is said clearly, slowly, and directly to me in simple everyday
conversation with persons accustomed to non-native speakers.
1c. I can follow clear everyday conversation, though I sometimes have to ask for
repetition.

2a. I can understand words, phrases, and expressions related to familiar topics.
2b. I can catch the main point in short, clear, simple messages and announcements.
2c. I can understand the main points of clear standard speech on familiar matters.
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3a. I can understand carefully phrased questions related to personal and family
information as well as likes and dislikes.
3b. I can generally identify the main topic in short recorded passages dealing with
predictable everyday matters provided the passages are spoken slowly and clearly.
3c. I can understand the general idea of what is being said in short conversations
dealing with familiar topics when the speech is slow and clear.

4a. I can understand and follow simple classroom instructions and directions.
4b. I can generally understand the essential information of a conversation around me
when people speak slowly and clearly about familiar topics.
4c. I can understand longer conversations and narratives on unfamiliar topics.

A2. Interpretive Communication (Reading)

5a. I can understand familiar words, phrases, and simple sentences in authentic written
materials, rereading as required.
5b. I can understand a simple personal letter or email in which the writer tells or asks
me about aspects of everyday life on familiar topics.
5c. I can understand familiar words, phrases, and sentences in authentic written
materials with minimal re-reading.
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6a. I can understand basic questions on standardized forms well enough to give the
most important information about myself (name, date of birth, nationality).
6b. I can understand short narratives about everyday things dealing with topics that are
familiar to me if the text is written in simple language.
6c. I can understand the main points and some details in simple authentic written
materials about familiar topics.

7a. I can understand short simple written messages such as greeting cards, holiday
wishes, etc.
7b. I can understand simple authentic written materials and identify the main idea(s)
such as ads, menus, etc.
7c. I can understand the description of events, feelings and wishes on somewhat
familiar topics.

8a. I can distinguish between questions, statements and exclamations.
8b. I can follow short simple written directions and instructions.
8c. I can skim authentic written materials to find relevant, basic facts such as prices,
locations, times, etc.

301
B. Interpersonal Communication (Speaking)

9a. I can introduce myself and others and use basic culturally-appropriate greetings.
9b. I can make simple transactions in real-life situations such as stores, restaurants,
post offices or banks, sometimes hesitantly or in incomplete sentences.
9c. I can often start, maintain, and end a simple face-to-face conversation on topics that
are familiar or of personal interest, but I have difficulty expressing exactly what I want
to say.

10a. I can ask memorized questions and answer simple questions, on very familiar
topics such as leisure activities, family, food, school, and weather using memorized
phrases.
10b. I can ask for and give directions referring to a map or plan.
10c. I can ask for and follow simple directions and instructions.

11a. I can handle numbers, quantities, cost, time and dates in simple situations.
11b. I can make social arrangements that include date, time, and place.
11c. I can express and react to feelings such as surprise, happiness, sadness, interest
and indifference.
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12a. I can make myself understood in a simple way, and understand the other person
provided s/he talks slowly and clearly and is prepared to help.
12b. I can interact with others using simple language in real-life situations.

12c. I can create simple sentences and deal with uncomplicated situations.

13a. I can in simple fashion ask somebody to repeat what he or she says or ask him or
her to speak more slowly.
13b. I can ask people questions about where they live, people they know, things they
have, etc. and answer such questions addressed to me, provided questions are
articulated slowly and clearly.
13c. I have a sufficient vocabulary to engage in conversation in complete sentences on
most topics pertinent to my everyday life such as family, household tasks, hobbies,
interests, and work.

14a. I can ask and answer in simple terms questions about likes and dislikes.
14b. I can exchange information about what I like and dislike.
14c. I can deal with some situations likely to arise when traveling to an area where the
language is spoken.

C1. Presentational Communication (Speaking)
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15a. I can give personal information about myself (address, telephone number,
nationality, age, family, etc.)
15b. I can give a basic description of myself, my family, other people using simple
sentences and phrases.
15c. I can describe myself, my family, and other people using several simple sentences.

16a. I can talk about simple things I like and dislike.
16b. I can give a basic description of my hobbies and interests using basic sentences.
16c. I can describe my interests, activities, and personal experiences using several
simple sentences.

17a. I can describe myself simply.
17b. I can give a basic description of my activities and personal experiences using
simple sentences and phrases.
17c. I can talk about my needs, wants, and preferences.

C2. Presentational Communication (Writing)
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18a. I can fill in a standardized form with my personal details (i.e. name, age, address,
telephone number).
18b. I can write lists, short messages, postcards, and simple notes.
18c. I can write a series of simple sentences about myself and aspects of everyday life
(i.e. family, school, leisure activities).

19a. I can write about myself using learned phrases and memorized expressions.
19b. I can write using memorized phrases to discuss aspects of my everyday life (i.e.
family, school, and leisure activities).
19c. I can write simple questions about aspects of everyday life (i.e. family, school,
leisure activities, basic needs)

20a. I can write lists based on familiar material.
20b. I can write simple sentences describing myself and others.
20c. I can write about unfamiliar topics using familiar phrases.

305
APPENDIX B: QUESTIONS FOR JOURNAL ENTRY #1 (FALL 2008 / SPRING
2009)

- What are your general impressions of the book "Me llamo María Isabel"?

- What are your general impressions of reading "Me llamo María Isabel"?

- What positive experiences have you had while reading "Me llamo María Isabel"? What
negative experiences have you had reading the book?

- What successes have you had reading "Me llamo María Isabel"? What problems have
you encountered when reading the book?

- In what way(s) is (are) "Me llamo María Isabel" easy for you to read? Why? In what
way(s) is (are) "Me llamo María Isabel" difficult for you to read? Why?

- Have the activities we've done in class while reading "Me llamo María Isabel" been
helpful for you? Why (not)? What activities would you like to do when reading the book?
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APPENDIX C: QUESTIONS FOR JOURNAL ENTRY #2 (FALL 2008)

I would like you to write about a page or so in English discussing today's group activity
reading "Me llamo Maria Isabel". Please comment on

a) how your group completed the activity,

b) if you think reading aloud was useful for you and for the group or not and why or why
not,

c) what you discussed in your group after reading aloud each page,

d) if you think discussing with your group after reading aloud each page was useful for
you and for the group or not and why or why not, and

e) if you think the activity was useful for you or not and why or why not, and if you
would like to do this activity again in the future.
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APPENDIX D: QUESTIONS FOR JOURNAL ENTRY #3 (Fall 2008 / Spring 2009)

- What positive experiences have you recently had reading "Me llamo María Isabel"?
What negative experiences have you recently had reading the book?

- What successes have you recently had reading "Me llamo María Isabel"? What
problems have you recently encountered when reading the book?

- In what way(s) has "Me llamo María Isabel" been easy for you to read? In what way(s)
has "Me llamo María Isabel" been difficult for you to read?

- Are the activities we’re doing in class reading "Me llamo María Isabel" helpful for you?
Why (not)? Which in-class activity (activities) have you enjoyed the most? Why? Which
in-class activity (activities) have you enjoyed the least? Why?

Feel free to address other topics not covered by the questions above that you feel are
relevant.
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APPENDIX E: QUESTIONS FOR JOURNAL ENTRY #4 (Fall 2008)

- What are your general impressions of the book "Beisbol en abril"?

- What are your general impressions of reading "Beisbol en abril"?

- What positive experiences have you had while reading "Beisbol en abril"? What
negative experiences have you had reading the book?

- What successes have you had reading "Beisbol en abril"? What problems have you
encountered when reading the book?

- In what way(s) is (are) "Beisbol en abril" easy for you to read? Why? In what way(s) is
(are) "Beisbol en abril" difficult for you to read? Why?

- Have the activities we've done in class while reading "Beisbol en abril" been helpful for
you? Why (not)? What activities would you like to do when reading the book?

Feel free to address other topics not covered by the questions above that you feel is
relevant.
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APPENDIX F: SURVEY #1 (Fall 2008 / Spring 2009)

Survey #1
Name:
________________________________________________________________________

A. Biographical Information

1. My age is _______.

2. My sex is
a) male

b) female

3. I identify my ethnicity as ______________________________.

B. Biographical Academic Information

1. My major(s) at the University of Arizona is/are
a) _____________________________________
b) _____________________________________
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2. My minor(s) at the University of Arizona is/are
a) _____________________________________
b) _____________________________________

C. Previous Language Learning Experiences

1. I have been studying Spanish for
a) one year

b) two years

c) three years

d) more than three years

2. I have principally learned Spanish
a) at school
b) at home
c) other (please specify): ________________________________

3. I studied Spanish in high school for ______ years.

4. I have previously studied Spanish at another college/university for ______ years.

5. The year I completed my last Spanish course is (yyyy) _____________.

6. The grade I received in my last Spanish course was (letter) ___________.
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7a. I have lived/studied in a Spanish-speaking country.

_____ Yes

_____ No

b. If you have lived/studied in a Spanish-speaking country, what country/countries did
you live in? __________________________________________________________

c. I have lived/studied in this/these Spanish-speaking country/countries
a) for one month

c) between three and nine months

b) between one and three months

d) for more than nine months

8. Identify two strengths you have in Spanish.
a) ___________________________________________________________________
b) ___________________________________________________________________

9. Identify two areas of difficulty you have in Spanish.
a) ___________________________________________________________________
b) ___________________________________________________________________

D. Future Goals

1. Name three goals you hope to achieve in this course.
a) ___________________________________________________________________
b) ___________________________________________________________________
c) ___________________________________________________________________
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2. a1) Do you use Spanish in your everyday life?

_____Yes

_____ No

a2) If so, in what ways(s)? _____________________________________________
b1) Do you plan on using Spanish in the future? _____Yes

_____ No

b2) If so, in what ways(s)? _____________________________________________

E. Children’s and Adolescent Literature in Spanish

1. When you first learned that we would be reading children’s books in Spanish in this
course, what was your initial reaction?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
2. How do you think reading children’s books in Spanish in this course might influence
your learning of Spanish?
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX G: SURVEY #2 (Fall 2008 / Spring 2009)

Survey #2
Name: ________________________________________________________________

1. What were your experiences (both positive and negative) reading Me llamo María
Isabel?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

2. What aspects of language did you notice in reading Me llamo María Isabel
(grammar, vocabulary, etc.)?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
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3. What connections to culture did you make in reading Me llamo María Isabel?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX H: SURVEY #3 (Fall 2008)

Survey #3
Name: ________________________________________________________________

1. What were your experiences (both positive and negative) reading Béisbol en abril y
otros cuentos?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

2. What aspects of language did you notice in reading Béisbol en abril y otros cuentos
(grammar, vocabulary, etc.)?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
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3. What connections to culture did you make in reading Béisbol en abril y otros
cuentos?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
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APPENDIX I: QUESTIONS FOR FOCUS-GROUP INTERVIEW #1 (FALL 2008 /
SPRING 2009)

A. Previous Language Learning Experiences

1a. How have you previously learned Spanish (school, family, etc.)?

1b. What were these experiences like for you?

1c. What was most effective in helping you learn Spanish?

1d. What was ineffective in helping you learn Spanish?

2. What type(s) of teaching methods were used (communicative, grammar-translation,
etc.)?

3. What percentage of class time did your previous instructor(s) typically speak English?
What percentage of class time did your previous instructor(s) typically speak Spanish?

4. What type(s) of language learning materials were used (textbooks, worksheets,
audiotapes/CDs, videotapes/DVDs, books in Spanish, etc.)?

5. What type(s) of cultural activities did you engage in (cooking Hispanic food, making
Hispanic artifacts, etc.)?

B. Experiences with Reading
1. Describe yourself as a reader. What kind of reader are you?
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2. What type(s) of texts do you typically read in English?

3. What type(s) of texts do you typically read in Spanish?

4. What type(s) of texts do you typically read apart from assigned course readings?

5. What type(s) of reading strategies do you use when you read texts in English
(skimming, scanning, etc.)?

6. What type(s) of reading strategies do you use when you read texts in Spanish (reading
aloud, using a dictionary, etc.)?

7a. In what way(s) do you think reading in English is similar to reading in Spanish?

7b. In what way(s) do you think reading in English is different from reading in Spanish?
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APPENDIX J: QUESTIONS FOR FOCUS-GROUP INTERVIEW #2 (FALL 2008 /
SPRING 2009)

1. What were your experiences reading the children’s books we read?
2. Which book did you prefer reading? Why?
3. How has reading the children’s books influenced your language skills in Spanish?
4. What aspects of language did you notice in reading the children’s books (grammar,
vocabulary, etc.)?
5. What connections to culture did you make in reading the children’s books?
6. How would you rate the level of difficulty of the children’s books we read?
7. Do you think reading children’s books is appropriate for beginning-level language
students? Why (not)?
8. Do you feel prepared to read more advanced texts in Spanish in the future? Why (not)?
9. How has reading the children’s books helped you achieve the goals of the course? How
has reading the children’s books helped you achieve your personal goals for the course?
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