
Cecilia Lobato Eppler 

1 
 

How can the use of culture as the vehicle to deliver the content of foreign 
language instruction develop and enhance boys’ engagement and achievement 
in the study of Spanish? 

     By Cecilia Lobato Eppler 

Abstract 

The role of culture in foreign language instruction has been the subject of many discussions. 
Teachers have a difficult time determining to what extent and when culture should be integrated 
into the content of their class. An eight week research project tried to answer the question: How 
can the use of culture as the vehicle to deliver the content of foreign language instruction 
develop and enhance boys’ engagement and achievement in the study of Spanish? 

Nineteen Fifth Grade male students from The Gilman School in Baltimore, Maryland, in the 
USA, were chosen for this study.  The students were not new to the school, and had studied at 
least two years of Spanish. All students were aged ten to eleven and belonged to the same 
homeroom. Prior to the study, the students were used to having classes in which the grammatical 
content and the cultural aspects of the language were taught either at separate times, or in 
different classes. In some activities the grammatical content and the culture were combined, but 
this occurred more in an opportunistic and non-consistent way. At Gilman School, the students 
are exposed extensively to Spanish cultures during their years in the Lower School. However, 
when the students are taught cultural aspects of Hispanic countries, a portion of the delivery is 
done in the English language, or at particular times set aside for this specific purpose.  

To foster the engagement of the students to learn Spanish and to foster their desire to use the 
Spanish language effectively, I chose a specific topic (The Bicentennial Celebration of the 
Mexican Independence) as the vehicle to deliver specific curricular instruction to the students. 
Activities that included specific curricular content and that were geared to foster conversation 
were designed for this study. Spanish instruction at Gilman’s Lower School is limited to 30 
minute classes, three times a week, and there are almost no opportunities for the students to 
practice their Spanish at other times during the school day. The topic had to be interesting and 
exciting for the students so that they would feel compelled to speak in the Spanish language 
during the time allocated to instruction.  A variety of conversational activities, short reading 
comprehension exercises, and homework tasks included the curricular content which circled 
around the cultural topic. After the action was implemented, the results of a survey taken by the 
students indicated increased enthusiasm and confidence to use Spanish. Overall, the students 
enjoyed getting to know more about Mexican culture, and conversing on a real theme which 
provided some cross curricular association with the social studies topics being studied in their 
homeroom, as well as with current events. 
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Introduction 

The role of culture in teaching in the foreign language classroom has been the subject of many 
discussions (Tang, 1999). Teachers have a difficult time working out to what extent and when 
culture should be integrated into the content of their class 
(http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/integratedcontent.html).  In the United States there are 
currently three popular methods for teaching foreign language at the elementary and secondary 
levels. These methods are known as FLES (Foreign Language in the Elementary School), FLEX 
(Foreign Language Experience) and Immersion (Crystal, 2007). The three methods vary in the 
level of proficiency that the students are expected to achieve, and they also differ in the 
importance that is given to the culture from which the specific language derives.   

The National Center for Cultural Competence defines culture “as an integrated pattern of human 
behavior that includes thoughts, communications, languages, practices, beliefs, values, costumes, 
courtesies, rituals, manners of interacting and roles, relationships and expected behaviors of 
racial, ethnic, religious or social groups, and the ability to transmit all of these to succeeding 
generations” Furthermore, it states that a student cannot master a language until he has integrated 
and mastered the cultural contexts in which this particular language occurs 
(http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/030). This definition is in keeping with the anthropologist 
Ruth Benedict who in her work emphasized that culture is what binds people together (Brown, 
1963) Therefore if language is culture, foreign language learning is linked to the learning of 
foreign culture (Thanasoulas, 2001). These concepts are not new. However, what is debatable 
and currently the subject of interest is how, and which aspects of the culture should be integrated 
into foreign language learning and teaching. Language is not made up of an arbitrary set of 
conventions it is a whole way of thinking and representing the world to oneself and to others. It 
is important that teachers understand that they cannot pretend to integrate the culture of a 
particular language by simply finding a few classes in which ethnic food items are brought to 
class, or where some folk holidays are celebrated. Culture in language learning is not simply an 
“attached item” that can be added when, and if there is time left in the curriculum after teaching 
listening, speaking and writing skills. Culture should always be in the background, present in 
every foreign language skill taught (http://www.encuentrojournal.org/textos/8.3.pdf). 
Communicative competence cannot be fully achieved if we continue not to teach our students the 
context and circumstances in which their second language can be used accurately and 
appropriately (http://www.cal.org/resources/digest/int-for-k8.html). I am interested in the 
integration of culture in the foreign language classroom, using different aspects of various 
Hispanic cultures as the vehicle to deliver the daily curricular content of the class in order to 
offer a more realistic and contextualised setting to the students. The aim is to develop an exciting 
and realistic curriculum that will attract and interest the students, and promote their desire to 
learn and speak a foreign language. 
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For this study a mixed method assessment was made of the engagement and achievement of 
Fifth Grade students during Spanish class while specific curricular content was taught using the 
cultural topic, the Bicentennial celebration of the Mexican Independence. Engagement and 
achievement were understood as the enthusiasm and participation of the students during class 
activities for the duration of the study, as well as using the language effectively. Students’ 
participation was recorded, videotaped, and observed, and their opinions were recorded in a 
survey and formed the subject of a class discussion.     

 Gilman School is a Kindergarten through Grade 12 independent school located in Baltimore 
City, in the State of Maryland, USA. It serves families from a broad variety of neighborhoods in 
the greater Baltimore metropolitan area. There are three school divisions. Lower School, grades 
kindergarten through five; Middle School, grades six through eight; and Upper School, grades 
nine through twelve. The programs and curriculum are specifically designed to be 
developmentally appropriate for boys and follow a logical sequential progression leading from 
one grade to the next. Gilman School is a diverse community dedicated to educating boys in 
mind, body, and spirit through particular emphasis upon academic excellence, athletic 
participation, and aesthetic appreciation. Gilman seeks to produce men of character and integrity 
who have the skills and ability to make a positive contribution to the communities in which they 
live and work. 

 Foreign languages are taught beginning with basic exposure at the Kindergarten and Pre-First 
levels, and moving to organized sequential instruction from the First Grade and continuing 
through Grade 12. Foreign Language at the elementary level is taught with appropriate 
recognition of the role of culture as a very important part of learning a new language. Over the 
years the elementary students’ increasing interest for cultural units has been evident. It is because 
of this interest, and from reading information about integrating culture in day- to- day instruction 
that I chose a group of students who had some prior Spanish instruction, to try and deliver some 
of the core curricular content of their grade by using a particular cultural unit as the backbone for 
the instruction. 

 Nineteen Fifth Grade male students aged ten to eleven who had studied at least two years of 
elementary school Spanish were chosen for this action research. There was a diverse range of 
ability to speak and understand the Spanish language between the students, but they were all 
familiar with the language and commands used during class. The total homeroom population was 
the same population used for this study, and no additional students were present during the 
activities and observations required for this action research. 

Research methods 

The goal of this study was to provide the students with a realistic and interesting setting in which 
a particular set of curricular units would be taught in a way that would be exciting and that would 
stimulate their desire to speak Spanish. By implementing this action I wanted to test whether 
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students would become more engaged and enthusiastic during class, and whether they would 
improve their ability to speak Spanish by incorporating newly acquired vocabulary and phrases 
into their conversations and exercises. 

A cultural-historical unit was designed specifically for this study in keeping with the curricular 
content that the students had to learn and practice. The content included learning the 
geographical location of particular places and countries, verbs (ser and estar), the personal 
pronouns, specific adjectives, and the manipulation of phrases and vocabulary learned in 
previous units. All of the content was integrated into the topic of the Bicentennial Celebration of 
the Mexican Independence. 

A short video of the Independence movement was shown in order to set the stage for the study so 
the students could learn the timeline of events. 

The students were assessed using a mixed method approach that included personal and peer 
observations, and videotaped recordings of the students’ conversational activities using specific 
curricular content. Analysis of the student work (written exercises and the development of 
conversational scripts), a survey questionnaire and a discussion session to determine the attitude 
of the students after eight weeks of participation in the study were included too. 

Results 

The goal of this study was to determine if teaching Spanish within a specific cultural context 
would enhance and improve the achievement of students. 

The participation of the students, their conversational activities, observations, opinions, and 
responses to the questionnaire were analyzed using the process of triangulation in which the 
observations and opinions of observers, the participants, and mine were compared. The 
following themes were identified: 

Foreign Language learning can be fun and stimulating if it is interesting for the students 

 Finding a topic that is attractive for the students makes them excited about participating and 
learning (10). When asked what they thought about the topic of Mexican Independence, most of 
the students responded that it was an interesting topic, although a couple of them were not 
particularly interested, and one found it boring. However, the majority enjoyed it. 

The battle and people we learned about really interests me 

We are learning about real Spanish history in Spanish class 

I liked learning about something real 

Learning about Mexican Independence was interesting because I never really learned 
about Mexico, only in Spanish class 
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                          Fifth Grade students having conversations in Spanish 

 

                                     

                            Fifth Grade students creating dialogues in Spanish                               

 

Foreign Language learning can be fun and stimulating if the students make an association 
with other cultures and subjects within the school curriculum 

Foreign language instruction can be sterile and boring for students when it is taught out of 
context. Many times foreign language teachers give endless lists of words which are to be 
memorized and used in isolated and unrelated sentences. Connecting features of the subject 
matter and its culture, in this case Spanish, with curricular activities in other subjects can 
contribute to break the monotony of instruction (8). By integrating other curricular topics and 
authentic target language cultures into the foreign language curriculum, teachers can expand the 
general knowledge of the student and encourage his communicative competence (4). The foreign 
language becomes a tool for learning information rather than being just an object of study, and 
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provides a common base for learning. During this study, the students were able to make 
connections to their social studies curriculum (they were studying the colonial period in the 
USA). 

We got to learn how the American Independence was connected to the Mexican      
Independence and that was cool. 

 The students were asked to prepare short presentations in which they had to incorporate facts 
from the Mexican Independence. They could represent heroes of this movement, people from 
that time, or “visitors” from the American colonial period. Having a contemporary event (The 
Bicentennial Celebration that took place in Mexico) associated with learning Spanish made the 
subject more realistic for the students. The excitement of the students when producing material 
that was fun, interactive, and at times funny was evident during the preparation of their 
dialogues. Students were sitting in small groups, speaking Spanish, having fun, and more 
importantly “wanting” to speak and create a good presentation. I recorded this interaction 
between the students, and also had two colleagues observe the process at different times.  

Observing the boys in Spanish class here at the Gilman School was a great pleasure.  

Throughout the lesson the boys were attentive, responsive, and totally immersed in 
the Spanish language. 

Most of the students exhibited a little nervousness, but all enjoyed the chance to speak 
in front of the class. The lack of dependence on the script had benefits in that the 
students seemed to maintain the flow of conversation without worrying about exact 
details. 

Foreign Language instruction should be taught in context and using real cultural facts but its 
primary focus should be on the students’ communicative skills in the target language 

The teacher must understand that presenting facts and information to lay out the cultural 
backbone for instruction does not mean that the students must memorize these facts. Rather, they 
must use the material to enhance their language ability 
(http://ims.ode.state.oh.us/ofr/ims/rrt/research/content/connections_FL/what _we know). Desire 
to speak, participation, comprehension and clarity of the language should be the focus of the 
teacher’s assessment. I explained to the students that this was not a social studies project and that 
I was interested to see how and to what extent they would use the Spanish language. They were 
relieved to know that they were not going to be “tested” on their knowledge of the facts, and that 
they were rather free to select the information that they found most appealing to do their oral 
presentations and skits. An exciting personal observation was the fact that during the course of 
this study most of the students had the desire to speak Spanish during class, and if the 
opportunity presented itself, they spoke Spanish out of class too. When asked what they thought 
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about having to create and present different conversations in front of the class, once again most 
students reported enjoying being able to speak in Spanish in a way that they thought was fun. 

I liked presenting in front of my friends. It is like a real conversation and it was awesome 
and fun 

It was fun to see my friends have a good time while they were listening to me speaking 
Spanish 

I like it because I got to be creative. It was fun to set the mood and have humor in the 
conversation 

The culmination of the study was when the students had to manipulate the new content which 
included some verbs, new adjectives, and idiomatic expressions extrapolating it to daily life and 
routines which were not within the context of the cultural unit. At the end of the study when 
students were asked how they felt about their ability to understand and communicate in Spanish, 
18 out of 19 students reported increased understanding of the language and a desire to practice 
more to become more proficient.  

My Spanish is much better, my speed is better and my best is now my pronunciation 

My Spanish is better I can use it more easily. I know more words and can use them in 
sentences 

A colleague who was invited to observe the students during class reported: 

The boys came to the front of the class in pairs and, in an impromptu manner, practiced 
the dialogue they created. I was impressed with the boys’ authentic Spanish accents and 
intonations, and the personalization of the scripts by each group. In each segment of the 
lesson, the boys were engaged and enthusiastic about their ability to speak and respond 
in Spanish 

…the goal was to have a brief conversation that would help students practice speaking. 
The goal was not to memorize, but to have enough structure and planning that they could 
exchange words quickly without getting overly worried about grammar or the exact 
details of the plot. The students were able to read aloud decoding the words in Spanish 
and understanding the text related to Mexican History, and make further associations 
with US history using the Spanish language 

 

Conclusion 

Language is a key element, if not the most important element of a culture (9, 13), and without the 
inclusion of culture, language instruction is inaccurate and incomplete. Teaching a foreign 
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language without integrating it to the cultures where it is spoken becomes artificial and boring, 
and results in the lack of achievement and proficiency of the students. 

In recent years modern foreign language teaching has tried to move away from a setting based 
solely on memorization and repetition, and the importance of culture has been underlined by 
many experts. In many instances, culture is taught as part of teaching the language, as separate 
units, or as means of having a day or week of integration in the classroom. However, allowing 
students to work with high-interest authentic cultural topics and materials on a class by class 
basis encourages students to go beyond the current lesson, and increases their desire to learn by 
fostering their enthusiasm to become proficient in that language, and further exploring their own 
interests. 

As a result of this action research study it is evident to me that foreign language needs to be 
taught in context and that culture can and should be used as a vehicle to deliver the curricular 
content of the foreign language classes. Using the theme of the Bicentennial of the Mexican 
Independence celebration students were able to learn geography, and the history of the 
Independence movement and their heroes, besides learning specific structures and applications of 
the Spanish language. More importantly, the students were enthusiastic about learning, improved 
their conversational and comprehension skills, and expressed the desire to become more 
proficient in the Spanish language getting to know other countries and cultures. Because of the 
success of this action, I went ahead and implemented the same action with the other two Fifth 
Grades, as well as designing a similar activity for the Third Grade. The results were similar. The 
boys were completely engaged in the class activities and achieved more proficiency when it 
came to using the language in a meaningful and effective way. In the future I will continue to 
pursue this avenue teaching culture and content concomitantly designing activities that will 
promote the engagement of my students and their desire to acquire (achieve) good levels of 
proficiency in Spanish. 
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Language acquisition and the complex processes that are involved in it have always interested 
me. Second language acquisition is fascinating and involves a complex series of events that 
ultimately have to become meaningful to the learner in order for it to occur. As a language 
teacher I have become interested in what makes the foreign language meaningful for the young 
students at the elementary level. Culture and everything it involves revolves around language. So 
it is natural to think that in order for language to be learned appropriately it must be learned 
within its cultural context. I have passion for learning about different cultures and traveling, so 
when I teach I find it easy to relate different aspects of my classes to culture. However, 
delivering the expected curricular content through the constant use of fun, interesting and 
authentic cultural material requires preparation and a set up that is appropriate for the ages being 
taught. In this study delivering content through culture was an overall success in the group that 
participated in this study. Because of this success and the enormous enthusiasm displayed by 
most of the participants, I went ahead and implemented the same action to the other two Fifth 
Grade homerooms, and designed a similar activity for Third Grade students just to see the same 
results. Most students were excited to come to class, they kept rising their hands to participate in 
class whether the activity was to speak, answer specific questions, read aloud, or improvise a 
dialogue. There were very few students in the three Fifth Grade homerooms  (four out of fifty 
five) who were not interested in the cultural topic chosen for the study, or who reported  not 
caring whether they participated or not. However, those are always a good challenge for me as a 
teacher, because I will continue to try to reach them to make them enthusiastic about learning 
Spanish. 

 I am glad that I had the opportunity to participate in this action research because it has made me 
re-evaluate some of the methods that I have used in the past to teach cultural aspects of the 
Spanish language and the people that speak it. I enjoyed trying a new approach, and will 
continue to pursue this avenue next year hopefully refining more the way the content is delivered 
and expanding the methodology. I enjoyed being able to collaborate with some of my colleagues, 
and also meet other educators who teach the same subject as I do, and who have contributed new 
ideas, and helped me better understand what it takes to be a good foreign language teacher. 
Finally, participating in the preconference workshops, and in the IBSC conference gave me 
many new ideas which have made me pursue new ways of teaching and collaborating with 
teachers around the world.  
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