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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?
Cecilia Lobato Eppler

Gilman School

Introduction

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?

The aim of this action research was to develop an exciting and
realistic curriculum that attracted, interested and promoted the
students’ desire to learn and speak 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.

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 action
research.

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.

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.

The Action

Results and discussion

The following themes were identified:

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

We are learning about real Spanish   
history in Spanish class.

I  liked learning about something real.

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

We got to learn how the American   
Independence was connected to the 

Mexican Independence and that was cool. 

• 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.

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.

• The students had to manipulate the new content which
included some verbs, new adjectives, and idiomatic
expressions and extrapolate this to daily life and routines
which were not within the context of the cultural unit.

• At the end of 8 weeks 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.

Conclusions

Data collection and analysis 
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Language is a key element, if not the most important element , of
a culture and without the inclusion of culture, language instruction
is inaccurate and incomplete. Teaching a foreign 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.

This project was undertaken as part of the International Boys’
Schools Coalition (IBSC) Action Research Program in
conjunction and with the support of Gilman School.
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For more information on this project contact me at
ceppler@gilman.edu. The full report of this and similar projects
undertaken as part of the IBSC’s Action Research Program can
be viewed at http://www.theibsc.org/. An online copy of this poster
is also available on the IBSC site.
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