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Children’s Literature as Cultural Content in a Spanish Language Immersion Program

Cristal Herrera and Rosario Obregon

We formed the Lakeside Global Community in San Diego County, California to best serve 
students in our schools. Our main goal was to enrich the cultural component of our language 
immersion programs through children’s literature by acquiring picturebooks that truly 
represent the diversity, culture, and depth of the Spanish language in all its variations.

Each member of our global literacy program teaches in the Spanish language immersion 
programs that our school district offers, but at different school sites. Our district has a total of 
eight schools, two of which are middle schools. The language immersion programs are offered 
at both middle schools and three of the elementary schools. Students who are enrolled in the 
immersion program are predominantly white from English-speaking households and they 
enroll in the immersion program in kindergarten, first grade at the latest. They are fully 
immersed in the language since their first day of kindergarten and by the second trimester of 
second grade, they start receiving an hour of English instruction within their school day. Each 
school year the percentage of English instruction increases and the percentage of Spanish 
instruction decreases until they reach fifth grade. By that point they should be receiving 
50/50 instruction in both languages.

Once students enter middle school, their classes are in English except for two periods of the 
day when they have social studies and Spanish literature in Spanish. Most of the books to 
which students have access are merely translated from English to Spanish rather than having 
been written, and illustrated, by an author who authentically speaks the language and lives in a 
Spanish-speaking country. Students had been missing out on the richness of being exposed to 
other cultures through illustrations that depict a different way of viewing the world, as well as 
learning about different ways of expressing emotions, ideas, thoughts, and so forth.

Our group sought out books that would represent as many Spanish-speaking countries as 
possible in order to provide students with access to a wider variation of expressing oneself in 
Spanish by learning about the different Spanish-speaking cultures that exist through 
picturebooks.

Learning about New Resources as a Study Group

Initially our focus was to use children’s literature to enrich the language learning experiences 
of students through offering books by authors and illustrators from countries in which 
Spanish is spoken. However, we quickly realized that it was us, teachers, who needed to learn 
more about these resources in order for our teaching to be truly effective. In our group, many 
of us became teachers in a language immersion program because we are native Spanish 
speakers; however, we are not necessarily trained on how to teach in a language immersion 
program. We found ourselves in a situation where we learned by teaching in this context.
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In the elementary school setting, we use district-adopted curriculum and guide our teaching 
through the California state standards. The district-adopted curriculum has always been 
designed for use with native Spanish speaking students. We have not used any other 
curriculum specifically developed for students who are learning Spanish as a foreign language 
at the elementary school level. The new books we are now being exposed to offer us a window to 
a different way to see the world. We have found these new authentic picturebooks to have a 
sense of magic, mystery, and excitement due to the way in which the illustrations depict 
faraway lands that we know little about. From our team, three members who were born abroad, 
had already been previously exposed to these kinds of books, but the rest of our members are 
Spanish native speakers who were born and raised in the U.S. and as a result have had different 
experiences.

The discovery of these new sources of children’s literature was significant for us since we were 
used to acquiring materials from district sources which have not been authentic texts 
traditionally. Our group worked together to find the type of books that would depict a richness 
of the different types of cultures that exist within the Spanish-speaking world and in the 
process we learned a lot about ourselves and about each other. One of our members was able to 
bring picture books back directly from the countries of Colombia and Perú. Also having the 
realization that right in our neighborhood El Fondo de Cultura Económica has its U.S. 
headquarters was a discovery and a new source of materials.

Also, we had the opportunity to learn more about organizations, both public and private, as well 
as academics, researchers, and publishing houses, whose work will help us have a better 
understanding of the field of children’s literature in the Spanish speaking world. A list of these 
sources can be found at the end of this article. As a study group, we found that conflicts of 
personal and work schedules to plan meetings was at the top.

Our main discovery was that we, the teachers, became the students. Our field trip took place to 
the offices of El Fondo de Cultura Económica on a Saturday morning, where we were given a 
dedicated visit. They kindly adjusted their schedule to meet our needs on a weekend. Teachers 
who attended the meeting were able to decide which books to purchase from this publishing 
house. They guided us through their collection, and we discussed the possibility of having their 
book truck visit our school sites, possibly during open house night, the International Fair and 
Fall Festival. None of these materialized due to the pandemic, but we want to pursue these 
opportunities in the future.
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Figure 1a. Study group visit to El Fondo de Cultura Económica

Figure 1b. Study group visit to El Fondo de Cultura Económica
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Classifying the Books

When we met together as a study group, we discussed what types of books we thought we 
needed in order to improve our instruction with regard to culture. We worked together to 
classify them and decide how we might use each book to deliver instruction depending on our 
focus. This remains an ongoing task.

The themes that are present in our new collection force us to consider topics that we have not 
yet discussed with students due to limitations placed upon us by the school district or by 
those who believe that children shouldn’t be exposed to sensitive issues. Although we see 
these books as strong, we are unsure about whether we can bring all of them into the public 
school system. No matter what, the books have been a source of rich and meaningful 
conversations among those of us in the Lakeside Global Community. Within our group, 
although all of us are Spanish Immersion teachers, we did not always agree on which books 
would be acceptable to introduce to our students. Some members of our group have been 
more assimilated than others and felt that many of the picturebooks that are common in 
Spanish speaking countries were not appropriate for our students, due to concerns about 
parent complaints.

We divided the books we located according to:

Grade Levels: K-12

Literary genres: science fiction, fiction, non-fiction, informational, comics, fantasy, poetry 
themes, folktales and myths

Levels of language acquisition: language immersion, language enrichment, ELA (For instance a 
K-2 book in the language immersion program could be used in the upper grades for language
enrichment. And the books in the immersion middle grade level could be used for younger
English learners.)

Multiple purposes or functions: the books have multiple purposes that vary by grade level and 
language acquisition level. Some books lend themselves easily for grammatical use, so that an 
ABC book could be used for the alphabet or for experiences around adjectives. Another small 
picturebook focused on verbs and nursery rhymes was perfect for the upper grades in 
grammatical study as well as to enjoy with young children. These books could also be used for 
content delivery for social studies, Spanish literature, science, geography, art.

Visual content/appeal: categorized by illustrations that depict challenging subjects such as 
violence, war, poverty, neglect, migration. An important category was about migrant 
experiences. Other categories included race, point of view, respect towards nature, popular 
sayings and local expressions, daily life, and informational books with depictions of 
landscapes and wildlife of Latin America.
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This link (https://wowlit.org/wp-content/media/Herrera-booklist.pdf) provides a pdf of 
the books we purchased in our trip to El Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Final Reflections

Due to the pandemic, our school year was cut short, and we were not able to carry out our 
next steps to fulfill our plan of action. Now we are trying to figure out ways to adapt the 
use of these books in our classrooms. We have been informed that if we do go back to the 
classroom, there will be no sharing of any items allowed, and so we might have to share 
our books virtually without infringing on copyright laws.

Given the circumstances, we feel that we are just beginning; that our discoveries and 
learnings have just started. As we learn as educators, our students’ chances of receiving 
more insightful experiences in the new language they are acquiring is bigger and better. 
Beyond these borders resides the richness of our common humanity along with our 
unique differences and characteristics. When exposed to the best we can offer, children 
become aware of the nuances in language and culture and, as a result, are more aware of 
what unites us than what separates us, more willing to build bridges than walls. That is our 
hope for the future.

Resources for Books in Spanish

1. Fundación Cuatrogatos based in Miami, Florida (https://www.cuatrogatos.org/)

2. Adolfo Córdova, from Mexico, and his blog about children’s literature in Spanish, Linternas
y Bosques (https://linternasybosques.wordpress.com/)

3. Ana Garralon from Spain and her blog (https://anatarambana.blogspot.com/)

4. Mar Benegas from Spain and El Sitio de las Palabras (https://www.elsitiodelaspalabras.es/)

5. Fundación Mempo Giardinelli from Argentina (http://www.fundamgiardinelli.org/)

6. Fundalectura from Colombia (https://www.fundalectura.org/)

7. Fundación Había una Vez from Chile (https://fhuv.cl/)

8. Fundación La Fuente from Chile (https://www.fundacionlafuente.cl/)

9. Casa de la Literatura from Peru (http://www.casadelaliteratura.gob.pe/)

10. Revista Emilia from Brazil (https://revistaemilia.com.br/)

11. Academia Boliviana de Literatura Infantil from Bolivia (https://www.ablij.com/)

12. Banco del Libro from Venezuela (http://bancodellibro.blogspot.com/)

13. Revista Babar (http://revistababar.com/wp/)

14. Centro Regional para el Fomento del Libro en América Latina y el Caribe bajo los auspicios
de Unesco, CERLALC (https://cerlalc.org/)
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Recommended Publishing Houses:

Babel Libros from Colombia 

Tecolote from Mexico

Amanuta from Chile

Polifonía Editora from Peru

Ekaré from Venezuela, Chile and Spain

A Buen Paso from Spain

Media Vaca from Spain

IAMIQUE from Argentina

Editorial Gato Malo from Colombia

Barbara Fiore from Spain

Libros del Zorro Rojo from Spain

Pequeño Editor from Argentina

Fondo de Cultura Económica from Mexico

Cataplum Libros from Colombia/Venezuela

Kalandraka from Spain

Appendix: Recommended Books

Orozco, R. (2018). Aeiou. Raeioul.

Orozco, R. (2019). ABC abecedario animalario 27 illustraciones de la A a la Z. Raeioul.

Yockteng, R. (2016). Papá oso. Ediciones Ekaré.

Suzan, G. (2008) Mis cosas. Nostra Ediciones.

Da Coll, I. (2011). Chigüiro: vaija en chiva. Babel Libro.

Isol. (2009). Tener un patito es útil. Fondo de Cultura Económica

Pellicer López, C. (2009). éstas son las mañanitas. Fondo de Cultura Económica

Cottin, M. (2013). Ni tanto.EDICIONES TECOLOTE INFANTIL

Galán, A. (2018). Si yo fuera un camaleón. Illus. M. Nemitz. Almadraba.

Galán, A. (2017). Si yo fuera un delfín. Illus. M. Nemitz. Almadraba.

Galán, A. (2018). Si yo fuera un koala. Illus. M. Nemitz. Almadraba.

Galán, A. (2017). Si yo fuera un elefante. Illus. M. Nemitz. Almadraba.

Galán, A. (2019). Si yo fuera un pingüino. Illus. M. Nemitz. Almadraba.

Galán, A. (2017). Si yo fuera una jirafa. Illus. M. Nemitz. Almadraba.

Galán, A. (2019). Si yo fuera una ardilla. Illus. M. Nemitz. Almadraba.

Galán, A. (2017). Si yo fuera un león. Illus. M. Nemitz. Almadraba.
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Rubio, A., & Fernández, F. (2016). Aurelio. Kalandraka.

Moreno, J. (2017). ¿Sabes cuáles son?. El salmón editores.

Soderguit, A. (2018). Soy un animal. Libros del Zorro Rojo.

Isol. (2018). Piñatas. Fondo de Cultura Economica.

Isol. (2010). Cosas que pasan. Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Ruiz Johnson, M. (2010). Irupé y yaguareté. Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Sastrias, M. (1999). Queta la vaca coqueta. Illus. E. Martinez. Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Schimel, L. (2010). ¡Vamos a ver a papá! Illus. A. Marina Rivera. Ediciones Ekaré.

Vasco Moscovitz, I. (2019). La joven maestra y la gran serpiente. Illus. J. Palomino. Editorial 
Juventud, S.A.

Pellicer López, C. (2003). Juan y sus zapatos. Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Martínez, R. (2008). De cómo nació la memoria de el bosque. Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Pantoja, ó. (2019). Cómbita. Illus. J. Pluk. REYNAR.

Zocca, B. (2018). Radar. Illus. D. Castellano. Rey Naranjo Editores.

Ycaza, R., & Fernanda Heredia, M. (2015). Los días raros. Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Obeso, C. (2016). Adiós. Illus. J. Camilo Mayorga. Cataplum Libros.

Montejo, E. (2013). Disparate – eugenio montejo, gerald espinoza. Lectorum Pubns

De Sousa, Y. (2018). Mamá adivina. Illus. L. Uribe. Ediciones Ekaré.

Hinojosa, F. (2006). Hoja de papel. Illus. R. “El Fisgón” Barajas. Fondo de Cultura Económica.

José Ferrada, M. (2014). Mi barrio. Illus. A. Penyas. Alboroto Ediciones.

Sitja Rubio, C. (2016). ¿Qué hacer un domingo? Cataplum Libros.

Murugarren Barrio, M. (2016). El animalario vertical. Illus. J. Sáez Castán. Fondo de Cultura 
Económica de España.

Da Coll, I. (2000). Supongamos. Grupo Editorial Norma.

Meschenmoser, S. (2013). Martín y la primera nevada. Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Lago, A. (1999). De noche en la calle. Erake.

Gruß, K. (2014). La zapatilla roja. Illus. T. Krejtschi. Lóguez.

Dubois, C. K. (2015). Akim corre. Lóguez.

Danowski, S. (2012). El principio. Illus. P. Carballeira. Kalandraka.

Wittner, L. (2015). Eso no se hace. Illus. C. Junowicz. Editorial Gedisa.

Minhos Martins, I.(2013). ¿Eres tú? Illus. B. Carvalho. Fondo de Cultura Economica USA.

Pawagi, M. (2005). La niña que odiaba los libros. Illus. L. Franson. Editorial Juventud, S.A.
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Lewis, J. P. (2003). El último refugio. Illus. R. Innocenti. Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Servant, S. (2012). Refunfuña. Illus. A. Montel. cidcli.

Browne, A. (2006). Ramón preocupón. Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Leaf, M. (2006). Ferdinando el toro. Illus. W. Klemke. Lóguez.

Ballesteros, X. (2017). Las pescadoras. Illus. N. Menotti. Kalandraka.

Carritt, E. Frederick. (2018). La jardinera. Illus. P Valdivia. Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Núñez, A. (2013). ¿Cómo se escriven las cosas? Illus. V. Gallo. cidcli.

Altan, F. (2009). Samanta coge el tren. Almadraba Infantil y Juvenil.

Altan, F. (2009). Samanta da un paseo. Almadraba Infantil y Juvenil.

Altan, F. (2009). Tino va al colegio. Almadraba Infantil y Juvenil.

Vignale, S. (2009). ¡Buenas noches, tuco! Almadraba Editorial.

Chiarenza, D. (2009). El pato renato. Almadraba Infantil y Juvenil.

Vignale, S. (2009). Las olimpiandas en el estanque. Almadraba Editorial.

Vignale, S. (2009). Las estaciones en el estanque. Almadraba Editorial.

Traini, A. (2009). La vaca sara. Almadraba Infantil y Juvenil.

Costa, N. (2009). El árbol presumido. Almadraba Infantil y Juvenil.

Costa, N. (2009). El árbol juan. Almadraba Infantil y Juvenil.

Franz Rosell, J. (2013). Concierto no. 7 para violín y brujas. Illus. J. Cicero. Fondo de 
Cultura Económica.

Montes, G. (2018). La venganza de la trenza. Illus. C. Legnazzi. Fondo de Cultura 
Económica.

Mansour Manzur, V. (2010). El enmascarado de lata. Fondo de Cultura Económica

Granados, A. (2002). Este era un lápiz. Illus. R. Valderrama. Fondo de Cultura 
Económica.

Granados, A. (1995). El rey que se equivocó de cuento. ill. A. Espinosa. Fondo de Cultura 
Económica.

Villoro, J. (2018). El hámster del presidente. Illus. L. San Vicente. Ediciones SM.

Malpica, T. (2018). El primer día. Illus. J. González. Ediciones SM.

Cristina Ramos, M. (2018). De coronas y galeras. Illus. S. Lavandeira. Ediciones SM.

Ungar, A. (2018). Corazón de león. Illus. S. Guevara. Lectorum Pubns (Juv).

Negrin, F. (2014). Frida y diego: en el país de las calaveras. Editorial Ateneo, Grupo Ilsha, 
S.A. DE C.

Fromental, J. (2017). El misterio de huesópolis. Illus. J. Jolivet Fondo de Cultura 
Economica.
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Alberto Torres, M. (2011). Así soñaron los antiguos: el relato de las máscaras míticas. Illus. L. 
Myriam Gutiérrez. Viento Ediciones.

Rivera, M. (2019). Sueños de una matriarca. Ediciones Tecolote.

Jodorowsky, A. (2013). Leonora carrington leche del sueño. Fondo de Cultura Económica.

Cristal Herrera is a Spanish language immersion teacher at Tierra del Sol Middle School in 
Lakeside, CA.

Rosario Obregón is an involved parent and member of the community at Lakeside as well as 
founder of Mi Primer Libro Perú, an organization that promotes reading in early childhood in 
Perú.
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