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How can a study of artworks develop and enhance boys’ 
engagement and achievement in Spanish? 
 
Susana Epstein, Collegiate School, NYC, USA 
 
Abstract 
My sample group for this action research was a 5th grade Spanish class of 13 ten year olds 

from Collegiate, an all-boys’ school in New York City. Even though some of the boys 

spoke a language other than English at home, for most of them this was their first year of 

formal language instruction in Spanish. The project took place during the first two 

trimesters of the school year, which in the Northern hemisphere starts in the month of 

September. Aware that they were participating in a special project, the boys were 

collaborative and enthusiastic for the most part. My research question, How can a study 

of artworks develop and enhance boys’ engagement and achievement in Spanish?, moved 

our actions away from the school’s textbook towards viewing, discussing, and making art 

a means of promoting a different kind of language-learning experience. The boys grasped 

the required vocabulary and grammar topics of our program through art images that came 

from books, the Internet, i-Pad applications, art postcards, photocopies of artworks, our 

project-dedicated interactive website, art gallery trips, my collaboration with the Chair of 

the Collegiate’s Art Department, and the boys’ own artistic creations. Individual and 

group progress was documented in various ways, including video, photography, my roll 

book, and a project journal. As their exit questionnaires attest, the results were positive: 

the boys learned Spanish through the medium of the artworks we studied; they enjoyed 

the process and, at the same time - something I had not planned - they became 

appreciators of art. Another result I had not foreseen was that by the end of the project, 

the boys were able to draw cultural inferences from the imagery they worked with. The 

significance of my findings will lead me to continue using art in my language classes and, 

in my position as Chair of the Foreign Languages Department at my school, I will 

promote and support similar projects for French, Mandarin, and the Classical languages.     
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Introduction 
 
Memorizing long vocabulary lists and grammar charts was the least attractive aspect of 
my own experience as a foreign language student. Despite pedagogical changes in 
language education over time and the increasing role of technologies in the classroom, I 
still rely, to some extent, on rote memorization and repetition when teaching a new verb 
conjugation or starting a topic unit. By framing my research with the study of artworks to 
develop and enhance the boys' engagement and achievement in Spanish, I aimed at 
breaking the circle of boredom (Carr, 2005). With this intention in mind, I conceived 
engagement as the boys’ positive response to the activities I devised, in addition to their 
growing interest in learning the target language under the stimuli of the artworks on 
which I had based the curriculum. In this process, their achievement - their cumulative, 
developing language skills - was measured at different stages using traditional as well as 
teacher-generated tools.  
 
Following Stringer’s guidelines in Action Research in Education (2008), I sought “to 
devise educational teaching and learning strategies more attuned to the realities of 
students’ lives” (p. 24) - activities they could relate to, have fun with, build relationships 
among one another with, and maintain their interest and enthusiasm in the study of 
Spanish throughout the process. I faced the conceptual challenge of having to design an 
art-based visual program to teach my students the required language skills I ordinarily 
teach with the help of the textbook series and its supplementary materials. I was 
concerned about whether I would be able to cover the basic topics, grammar and 
vocabulary. Another initial preoccupation was being able to record accurately the 
students’ responses to the array of materials I chose to present to them. My lesson plans 
relied entirely upon images of artworks by a variety of Spanish and Hispanic artists of 
different periods as visual aids, which prompted the types of language skills I would aim 
at introducing in my teacher-generated worksheets.  
 
The data I collected is mostly qualitative and stems primarily from my notes, my 
students’ as well as my colleagues’ comments, and the boys’ work. My data sources also 
included photos, videos, our intra-net art blog, and activities such as field trips, 
collaborative games, co-teaching with the Chair of the Art Department, and the boys’ 
final presentations on their favorite artists. Therefore, this analysis is subjective and 
interpretative in essence. However, there were also quantitative aspects to the research, 
such as numerical results on quizzes and the students’ feedback on their exit 
questionnaires, which involved a mixture of narrative and numerical answers. 
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Literary Review 
 
Since "little has been published about the visual arts and second language acquisition" 
(Defferding & Berhó, p. 27), I realized from the very beginning that my project was 
bound to navigate fairly uncharted waters. I was stimulated by the challenge, however, 
because this gave me an opportunity to widen my research focus. With a broad spectrum 
of investigation in front of me, I embarked on a search for materials. Although I have 
compiled a comprehensive bibliography for this report, I want to mention three specific 
books that helped me navigate different aspects of the task. The first was Mosaic of 
Thought, by Ellin Oliver Keen and Susana Zimmermann (2007). This provided me with a 
rationale to better understand the process of learning how to read and write in one’s own 
native language, a rationale I found surprisingly similar to the same processes in foreign 
language acquisition. The authors even resort to the use of art to exemplify that the 
“sensory and emotional images that surface as we read are a kind of impressionism of the 
mind. The images are like dabs of paint on a canvas...” (p. 174).  Keen and Zimmermann 
chose a reproduction of Edgar Degas’ Uncle and Niece to describe the range of sensory 
images a piece of artwork can elicit in a young reader and how that improves her/his 
development of reading skills. This association of art and literacy somehow validated my 
research question.  Secondly, Cynthia Freeland’s But is it art? (2001) helped me identify 
the different kinds of visual arts that have influenced the Western world view. I was 
particularly taken with the discussion of art as a universal language, an idea supported by 
John Dewey, whose work in education is widely known.  And thirdly I consulted 
Francoise Barbe-Gall’s How to Talk to Children About Art (2005), a well-laid-out 
catalogue of how to initiate a conversation with children about art. This book has 
excellent visuals and appropriate tips, organized by age groupings (5-7; 8-10; and 11-13), 
such as how to answer questions like, “What is a portrait for?” (48), “Who poses as 
nudes?” (49), “Why are there so many religious paintings?” (42), etc. These questions 
gave me general guidelines about what pieces of artwork would be appropriate to suit the 
boys’ developmental stages and interests. 
 
Data Collection  
 
Following Stringer’s lead again, I organized my data by dividing it into five parts, in an 
attempt to isolate specific aspects of the project prior to analyzing the material: 
 
Observations 
I kept a journal in which I recorded my observations as well as my lesson plans.  
Occasionally, I recorded my colleagues’ and students’ comments. The following are 
quotations from two boys, at the end of their favorite artists’ presentations, which marked 
the end of the project:    
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J: “I chose James de la Vega because I saw some of Picasso’s Guernica in his mural in 
the Bronx, and this was so cool!”   
 
F: “I like Antoní Gaudí’s buildings because they make me think of fairy tales.”  
 
Since these explanations were expressed in Spanish, after only two trimesters of study, it 
gave me a sense of accomplishment; not only were the boys speaking in the target 
language, but they were also making connections and expressing their thoughts in it. 
There had been a lot of questions in English throughout the project, but I had decided to 
allow this in order to give the boys the freedom to ask questions they could not in their 
second language. This was a major adjustment in my teaching, since my classes are 
traditionally conducted almost entirely in Spanish from the first day.  The questions 
included:  “Why is Frida Kahlo so serious in every self-portrait?” “Why are Salvador 
Dali’s clocks always melting in his paintings?” or “Why are Fernando Botero’s figures so 
fat?” (my notes). The boys posed many such questions that prompted discussions about 
the artists’ works, their intentions, and their cultural contexts, and continued to inform 
and enrich their language experience.       
 
Events 
I organized three trips for the group: one to the Time Warner Center, another to the 
MoMA, and a third to a Mexican restaurant to celebrate the end of the project. The two 
field rips to the art galleries were very different from each other.  
 

Time Warner Center 
I attributed the boys’ preference for the trip to the Time Warner Center - as 
recorded in their exit questionnaires - as a symptom of the openness of the 
center’s space, which is a public, commercial place where the boys could wander 
off as well as gather around the pieces we looked at, without the typical 
restrictions of a museum. I thought it was amusing that most of the boys could not 
stop giggling when they saw the monumental nudes Adam and Eve - with 
exposed, huge genitalia, breasts, and buttocks - by Fernando Botero. Although 
they had already seen these statues online before the trip, the actual pieces were 
no match for their virtual versions. At the Center the boys were less receptive to 
the reproductions of Salvador Dalí’s pieces of sculpture, which, according to our 
subsequent talks, they found distant and somewhat cold in their surrealistic 
representations of concepts such as of time and love.    
 
The MoMA  
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Our trip to see the Picasso Guitars 1912-1914 exhibit was a less attractive outing 
for some of the boys due to the required museum etiquette. To my surprise, a few 
boys had never been to an art gallery before, despite living in New York City. 
Being at the museum, however, brought to life the images of Picasso’s work they 
had seen only in class on the museum’s website. They had a lot of fun looking at 
dissembled guitars which often appeared to be people’s faces, “with eyes, noses, 
and mouths ‘messed up,’” as one of them put it, or figuring out where the guitars 
were hidden in some compositions. In subtle ways, the boys had already become 
the “cultural detectives” Peggy Boyles talks about in her article, “Building 
Communication through Art” (Spring 2010), when she quotes Picasso saying, “I 
paint objects as I think them, not as I see them” (p. 17-18). 

    
Teacher and student presentations 
The videos and photos of presentations attest to the atmosphere of respect among the 
boys and between them and the adults. Although the boys rated the Art Chair’s talk very 
low on their questionnaires, I noticed that they capitalized on his lecture/demonstration 
by incorporating some of his terminology into their lexicon and remembering his pieces 
of advice when looking at artworks, regardless of what period, what artist, or what 
medium they were discussing.  
 
My presentations were part of our routine work; I kept them short. The structure was: 
visual aids + pertinent worksheets, followed by some TPR (Total Physical Response) 
activity to reinforce. Although I tried to use as much Spanish as possible, there was a lot 
of English as well, roughly 75% Spanish, 25% English.   
 
The boys’ presentations formed the culmination of my project. Their performances 
allowed me to assess comprehensively their growth in the study of the language. These 
presentations were also an opportunity for them to demonstrate and share the learning 
that had taken place since the beginning of the year. The project evolved during the 
second trimester of classes with a variety of checkpoints to gauge their progress. Each 
boy was asked to choose a Spanish or Hispanic artist to present to the group. The art 
gallery trips certainly informed their choices, as one boy chose Botero and another one 
chose Picasso. Most of the selections stemmed from the artists whose artworks we had 
looked at in class, with the exception of two boys who did their own research and chose 
contemporary Latin American artists. I provided the students with a template that was the 
required framework for their presentations. Once the boys completed the information on 
their templates with my assistance, their assignment was to bring images of their artist’s 
work to mount a poster in class. Their next task was to practice their lines. Their 
presentations are documented on video tape and reveal a diverse level of comfort with 
both the language and the material. Students who were very confident about their work 
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read hardly any lines from their sheets; those who were more nervous or insecure, 
resorted to some reading; and the weakest boy in the group chose to read throughout. 
Presentations were about one to two minutes long, followed by a few extemporaneous 
questions I posed each boy, aimed at testing his listening comprehension and speaking 
skills, separate from the prepared oral text. Out of 13 boys, 10 were able to answer my 
questions, demonstrating a strong, developing ability to understand the language, while 
three of them seemed to be confused and needed additional assistance in answering.  
      
The Monsters’ Art Show 
I organize this collaborative project every year in the Middle School. It involves the 5th 
grade Mandarin, French, and Spanish students, and it marks the end of the study of the 
human body, which is part of our first-year language curriculum. Students are asked to 
design their own characters and label the corresponding body parts in the target 
languages. Although the study of the vocabulary is done in class, the actual projects are 
made at home. This is another long-term project, as students are given two weeks to 
complete it. This year I decided to incorporate the Monsters’ Art Show into my project to 
add a creative component to the process, and it proved most worthwhile. Thanks to our 
focus on art the boys came up with the most creative examples of “monsters” I had ever 
seen. Inspired by the many examples of artworks we had looked at, described, and 
discussed, my Spanish group’s designs were far more inventive and interesting than those 
from the other classes, who had not studied art. One boy from my class made a collage 
reminiscent of the Picasso Guitars’ exhibit; another built a robot using cardboard and 
clay and claimed it was a “surrealist scientist;” and my favorite one was the monster cake 
a boy baked and decorated with multiple colors of icing (he labeled the body parts on an 
accompanying sketch of the cake). Since their creations were original designs, I had to 
teach many terms that were not part of the traditional body parts unit, such as CUERNOS 
(horns), COLA (tail), ALAS (wings), ESCAMAS (fish scales), so they learned lots of 
new vocabulary as well.  
 
Artifacts  
Visual teaching materials 
I used the Internet extensively. I had book-marked specific artists’ sites to examine their 
work from time to time in class; we visited museum websites regularly as well. With the 
help of the technology department, I designed a blog for the boys to respond to some of 
my questions regarding the specific pieces of art I would post periodically; I also used art 
books and photocopies and postcards reproducing artworks for a wide variety of 
individual and collaborative drills, serving various pedagogical purposes. Through these 
materials I sought to make the boys sharper visual observers as they studied Spanish. 
Briefly, we started by looking at self-portraits to focus on the first person (themselves) as 
they learned descriptive words and their first regular and irregular verb conjugations 
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forms; then we moved to portraits of “others,” to incorporate the third person into our 
dialog and further vocabulary units (mainly, articles of clothing, colors, and shapes).  
Subsequently, we tackled group paintings (royal families, social gatherings, etc.) and 
landscapes to increase vocabulary about the family, the house, and outdoor spaces while 
continuing to absorb verbal forms. Amidst these language and culture objectives, always 
discussed in Spanish, English was also used every so often in anecdotes, such as how 
Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera met, how Francisco de Goya lost his mind, or in 
discussions about Picasso’s different artistic periods. In John Dewey’s spirit, art gave us 
an extraordinary window into other cultures by showing us the life of different 
communities, a plethora of world-views, and the power of human imagination (Jackson, 
1998). From my notes, more questions: “Why do Spaniards like bull-fighting” and “Is 
James de la Vega an urban artist or a criminal?” He is a contemporary Hispanic New 
Yorker who paints street garbage cans, murals, etc. and whose motto is realiza tu sueño 
(become your dream). I gathered plenty of examples of the boys’ curiosity and reflections 
that gave me an indication of their increasing interest in the project and their developing 
cultural awareness as their language skills were maturing.        
 
Students’ work 
This category consists of the boys’ class-work, homework, special projects, and quizzes.  
In an attempt to build a portfolio of the collective work we did, I have compiled samples 
of in-class worksheets, homework assignments, videos, photos, and quizzes that show the 
students’ progress. Collegiate does not give letter grades to 5th graders, so in order to 
assess their work I have a record of checks (V good, V+, excellent, and V- below 
expectations), and percentages on their written and oral quizzes, which is another, less 
formal way of grading. The boys responded well to each stage of this action research 
project. Their written work was typical multiple choice, fill-in the blank exercises 
incorporating the material covered, along with lots of examples of paintings to describe 
and, later in the term, to compare. All of this was teacher-generated, but although I had 
chosen not to use the 5th grade textbook, I occasionally implemented exercises from its 
accompanying workbook as a way to monitor the boys’ learning in accordance with the 
program. I also designed questionnaires for them to answer, and towards the end of the 
project, they were asked to write original sentences to express what they liked or disliked 
and why. I found that the poorest performances were directly connected to unclear goals 
in my planning. Pacing the project was another big challenge for me. I occasionally 
designed drills for which the boys were not yet ready. In addition, I faced technological 
difficulties with our blog, which I had initially conceived as a means for the boys to post 
comments from home on teacher-selected pieces. Since the blog was not a graded 
activity, I resorted to using it as an in-class group drill: the boys would take turns to go up 
to my computer and type in their individual responses to an image I had projected on the 
wall-size screen from the site, while others would raise their hand and add their 
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comments, even argue among themselves until they reached a consensus, which was 
finally entered by the boy at the computer. The discussions were in English, the writing 
on the blog was in Spanish.  There were also plenty of in-class activities involving 
coloring in and even adding drawings to specific reproductions of artworks (see the 
Picasso’s bullfight sample).         
 
Photos and Videos  
In retrospect, I regret that I did not take as many photos as I could have to document the 
process and that I did not videotape the boys as often as I should have. I was usually too 
immersed in the tasks at hand. I did take photos of trips and of each of my presenters, and 
I also videotaped their presentations. This provides enough visual samples to illustrate the 
boys’ developing language skills as well as their progressive engagement with the 
material.  
 
Data Analysis   
 
The true advantage of this action research project emerged as the study unfolded. While I 
often felt side-tracked by the boys’ responses to specific tasks, I sought to remain focused 
on the growth of their language skills based on their appreciation of artworks. 
    
1. Impact of visual images 
The strongest trend that emerged from the first activities was the impact of the visual 
images on the boys’ attention span, speaking directly to their engagement. Whether on 
the large screen, in art books, handouts with photocopies of art pieces, or other media, the 
boys were immediately attracted to their colors and shapes and made interesting 
observations, posed questions, and talked among themselves in English, which was a 
license I allowed during the initial stages of the project, with the intention of weaning the 
boys from the host language as their Spanish became stronger.   
 
2. Introduction of the boys to the world of art appreciation and cultural awareness 
In conjunction with the impact of visual images, it became clear to me that by using 
paintings, sculptures, and architecture, I was introducing the boys to the world of art 
appreciation, in addition to touching on John Dewey’s view of art as a window into 
another culture (1934).  I had not foreseen these results in my initial planning, and since I 
am not qualified to teach art, I invited my school’s Arts Department Chair to give the 
boys a talk about what to look at and how to look at art. The students appeared to be 
mesmerized by the imagery my colleague prepared in his lecture/demonstration (he chose 
samples from Mexican art), making many wise observations while displaying a sharp eye 
for both the artistic and the social components of some of the paintings they saw.  Again, 
I sacrificed target language time for the greater objective of this A.R., but I did not mind, 
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since I was planting the seeds for the future stages of the project: “When will all the 
pieces of this project start coming together?” (my notes). 
 
3. Fast grasp of grammar concepts and art-specific vocabulary   
Another obvious trend emerged showing that stimulated by the visual imagery and the 
discussions on art, the boys seemed to absorb new vocabulary and grammar concepts at a 
fast pace.   
 
4. Development or reasoning and critical thinking skills   
In two trimesters, the boys had quickly gone from the immediate Yo veo… (“I see…”) to 
describe, to the more complex Yo pienso… (“I think…”) to interpret, passing through the 
even more complex  porque… (“because…”) to explain, and Me recuerda… (“It reminds 
me of…”) to connect, to the eventual Esto representa…(“this represents…”), to analyze. 
Consequently, implementing art gave me the unplanned advantage of promoting the 
students’ critical thinking and reasoning skills, which together with their developing 
ability to perceive cultural markers stemming from the imagery they were exposed to, 
helped broaden and nurture their language experience.  
 
5. Oral skills vs. reading and writing skills 
The faster development of their oral skills, however, compared to their ability to read and 
especially write, showed a clear imbalance in their learning process: “The majority of the 
boys are not associating what they say to how those words are spelled, and they cannot 
read the same words correctly nor can they write them down without making mistakes” 
(my notes). Towards the end of the first term, I could better see this disparity at work in 
the messy postings the boys were entering in class in our art blog: “How to even up their 
performance in reading, speaking, listening, and writing?” (my notes). I was intrigued by 
the fact that some of these results seemed to mirror the literacy process young children go 
through when learning how to write and read in their native language (Phillips, 1984). 
Obviously, I needed more time, and further planning and practice, before I could see any 
meaningful results in the boys’ abilities to read and write with accuracy.       
 
6. Audio-proficiency vs. oral proficiency 
Despite the boys’ superior ability to speak vs. reading or writing, I noticed half way 
through the project that they were able to understand most of what I would say to them in 
Spanish while they were prompt to reply in English. Was this an indication that their 
listening skills were more developed than their speaking skills?  I was reminded that in 
my own Spanish-speaking household my children traditionally resisted the use of Spanish 
by always talking back to me in English, despite my insistence. As I recall, in their own 
words, “it was faster!” and not an indication of not knowing how to speak. Although I 
was initially disheartened by this result in my classes (my notes: “Had I sacrificed too 
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much language instruction to focus on the artworks?”).  Judging by the boys’ 
participation in a wide array of activities and the results on their regular quizzes, their 
aural and speaking skills were growing at a quick pace. I suspected I was in the presence 
of a process similar to what happens with first and second language acquisition in “real 
life,” but this is a topic beyond this study.   
 
7.  Students’ work  
The collective portfolio that I organized allowed me to see the best and the worst of the 
assigned work, whether in class or in homework, in short or in long-term projects. The 
portfolio consists of hard copies as well as photos and videos, and is a useful sample of 
what worked, what never to do again, and what needs to be improved in the future. It also 
tells me that there is plenty of room for further exploration and discovery.   
 
8. Team work 
Another important element that had an impact on learning was the team spirit that 
emerged among the boys as well as between the boys and me. This team spirit was the 
product of the off-campus trips as much as the planned individual and collaborative 
activities aimed at having fun with art while practicing what the boys were learning in 
class. Some of the ideas for these activities came from my own repertory of pedagogical 
drills which I have developed over the years; others were the consequence of my A.R. 
experience. The Education Department at the Metropolitan Museum was invaluable in 
providing me with materials to use in my classes. In most instances, these activities gave 
the students a chance to move around, which for 10 year-old boys is always a plus, 
regardless of one’s lesson plan.  
 
9. Art Trips: a “real” experience  
The two visits to the art galleries exposed the boys to the direct appreciation of art in a 
dedicated environment: the artworks had now ceased to be virtual and became real. I was 
taken by the expressions of surprise, admiration, and occasional indifference on their 
faces, when they saw the two monumental Botero pieces of sculpture at the Time Warner 
- Adam and Eve - or the Picassos at the MoMA.  Referring to a Picasso collage during 
the visit, one boy said: “This is not how I had imagined it; it is so much better!” Another 
boy’s comment in front of the cardboard guitar sculpture featured in the exhibit: “It looks 
much bigger than the one online, and so real! But the color is different.” After these trips, 
the boys were always eager to learn new words to describe what they had seen: “¿Cómo 
se dice…en español?” (How do you say…in Spanish?) became their routine question.  
 
10. Presentations 
Every time I watched the videos I made of the boys’ presentations, I found more elements 
to take into consideration regarding their level of engagement with the material and their 
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achievement in the study of the language. The boys showed their visual preferences by 
choosing one artist instead of the other to present to the group, and they also showed their 
artistic personalities in the designs of their individual posters. Their developing language 
skills were tested while they were presenting, and their comprehension skills were also 
tested by their ability to understand my final questions and to answer them, both in 
Spanish. During their presentations, the boys’ confidence about using the language 
surpassed my expectations.  
 
11. The Monsters Project: an unexpected outcome 
This annual project in my 5th grade program added a layer to this study that I had not 
originally planned. The boys were now the artists in charge, putting their creativity at 
work to build, draw, paint, and bake imaginary figures whose body parts they were asked 
to label. Knowing that their work was going to be exhibited in the school’s Common 
Room added the dimension of an art gallery with an audience for them, and they worked 
very hard to impress their viewers.  
 
12. Exit questionnaires  
I designed an exit questionnaire for each boy to rate the activities he did throughout the 
project (1-5, 1 being the best and 5 the worst). The boys were also asked to make lists of 
art-related words and verbs they learned as well as new vocabulary not necessarily 
connected to art, and there was a space for comments at the end. As informative as I 
found these assessments, I quickly realized a mistake on my part. Since some boys did 
not remember the activities they had embarked on five months previously, I should have 
used assessment questionnaires at various points during the process, instead of a single 
one at the end of the action research. Although I had the results of their quizzes and 
extensive notes in my journal about the activities we did, my observations were no 
replacement for the students’ direct feedback. That said, there are interesting trends in the 
exit questionnaires, such as the fact that all 13 boys rated presentations as their most 
valuable learning experience, only eight boys enjoyed the preparation process, and the 
Time Warner Center was their favorite outing, with seven boys rating the trip 1 or 2. The 
group was split over the talk given by the Arts Department Chair and last, they did 
acknowledge learning a lot of vocabulary, both art-related and other, as well as a great 
deal of grammar concepts. In the comments slot, only three boys chose to write 
something, and they wrote about their monsters project as an activity they thoroughly 
enjoyed working on.  
 
Conclusion 
This action research project was a very positive experience for both the students and for 
me. The use of art gave me a lot of opportunities to pursue the required pedagogical 
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objectives through an array of imagery that kept the boys focused and often ignited their 
imaginations. I can honestly say that these boys were never bored in class!  
   
By eliminating the use of our regular textbook, however, the artworks I chose to work 
with became our only curriculum source. This choice put a lot of strain on my daily 
planning, forcing me to generate almost all of the materials from scratch as well as devise 
teaching strategies to cover the 5th grade program. As worthwhile as it was, in the future I 
will limit the interplay of art and language to a smaller unit in both time and scope, 
instead of the two ambitious trimesters I dedicated to this study. 
 
Among my findings, the intersection of native and foreign acquisition literacy is one of 
the most compelling for me, and something I would like to continue exploring in the 
future. The similarities between these two processes informed my action research and led 
me to rethink the steps I took in selecting appropriate materials to retain the boys’ 
attention and better guide their progress.   
  
Another finding was that in an era of ubiquitous virtual reality, the boys were always 
appreciative of “the real” artworks on the occasions I took them to art galleries. Pieces of 
sculpture, collages, and paintings they had studied online prior to our trips became alive 
for them in ways they never had on the computer screen, and I was delighted at the 
expressions of wonder and surprise on their faces. They would also ask thoughtful 
questions and make poignant comments during gallery visits. Not only had they learned a 
lot of Spanish, but now they were also better critical thinkers and sharper art observers.     
 
Last, this action research project made the case for embodied learning, something I 
strongly believe in. “Learning by doing,” again a John Dewey approach to education 
(Jackson, 1998), proved to be an effective way of teaching by engaging our students’ 
bodies and minds in the process.  Whether doing a TPR activity, coloring in a worksheet, 
or discussing a painting, the boys enjoyed being actively involved in their learning, and 
consequently, they acquired a lot of Spanish. I am pleased that they rated their artists’ 
presentations and the Monsters Show as their favorite activities on their final assessment. 
Both projects share the pedagogical objective of putting the boys at the center of their 
learning.       
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Reflection 
 
I am very grateful to have had the opportunity of conducting an action research               
project under the auspices of the I.B.S.C. with the support of my home school, Collegiate. 
It was a year of hard work and discovery as well as collaboration and learning. As much 
as I regret that I was not able to keep in touch with my team members on a regular basis, 
I am appreciative of the valuable professional exchanges we managed to have, especially 
the personal words of encouragement that often informed my study. I am also particularly 
grateful to our team leader, Margot Long, who kept me on task at all times and provided 
me with constructive criticism, clear guidelines, and reassurance when I was feeling lost 
or behind. 
 
Although my action research project is over, in reality it is not. I was fascinated with the 
boys’ reactions when we came back from our spring break, which had marked the end of 
the work. “Why are we not looking at artworks any longer?” “Why are we using this text-
book now?” “Can we go online to look at more Boteros?” (their absolute favorite artist). 
The boys were missing the style of instruction they had been part of and at first they were 
finding it hard to accept the change; so much so that their comments inspired me to bring 
art back into our lessons every so often to continue to harness the energy and enthusiasm 
generated for Spanish during this action research. 
 
What I also observed, with great pleasure, was that these boys had acquired a facility for 
the language that in my 25 years of experience is not usual at the beginning level. New 
vocabulary and grammar concepts flowed throughout the rest of the term, and their 
accent and pronunciation was also better than most other 5th grade classes I had taught in 
the past.  
 
Although I would do many things differently next time, I remain re-energized by the 
intensity of the experience, especially the agonizing excitement of planning new material 
for each class (“what if it does not work?”), in addition to the warm memories of the 
boys’ comments and the expressions on their faces while I led them as much as they led 
me during the realization of this action research project. My biggest accomplishment is 
hearing in the hallways, in the target language: “el español es mi clase favorita” (Spanish 
is my favorite class).        
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Student celebrating the end of his artist’s presentation 
 

 
 
Monster cake! from the Monsters’ Art Show  
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