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How can a study of artworks develop and enhance boys’ engagement and achievement in Spanish? 
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Collegiate School is an all-boys day school with 640 students, K-12, 
located in the Upper West Side of Manhattan, New York City. It was 
founded in 1628 by Dutch settlers. My sample group for this action 
research was a beginning 5th grade Spanish class of 13 boys, ages 
10-11. The project took place during the first two trimesters of the 
school year under the auspices of the I.B.S.C.’s (International Boys’ 
Schools Coalition) Action Research Program.  

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 that has often characterized 
my own experience as a language learner.  With this intention in 
mind, I conceived engagement as the boys’ positive response to the 
activities I devised under the stimuli of the artworks I chose, while I 
saw achievement as the boys’ ability to display their cumulative, 
developing language skills, which I measured at different stages of 
the project using traditional as well as teacher-generated tools. 

My research question moved our activities 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  Collegiate’s Art Department, and the 
boys’ own artistic creations.

My data came from:

•Observations
•Field trips
•Students’ work (in-class and homework)
•Presentations
•Photos and videos
•Our art blog
•Quizzes
•Exit questionnaires

Given the nature of the data, my analysis was subjective and 
interpretative in essence. 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. Some of the trends or 
themes that emerged during the process: 

•Impact of visual images on the boys’ learning experience
•Fast grasp of grammar concepts and art-specific vocabulary
•Development of reasoning and critical thinking skills
•Fast development of oral skills over their ability to write
•Introduction of the boys to the world of art appreciation and cultural 
awareness

For more information on this project I can be contacted at 
sepstein@collegiateschool.org.  The full reports 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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My sample group of 13 boys in this beginning 5th grade class 
learned Spanish faster than any of the groups I have taught in my 25 
years of experience. This study opened my eyes not only to the 
impact of visual imagery in education nowadays, but specifically to 
the power of using artworks to develop and enhance boys’ 
engagement and achievement in the foreign language classroom.  

These findings will impact my future teaching at all levels as well as 
the language programs at Collegiate. In my capacity as the Head of 
the Foreign Languages Department, I intend to make art part of our 
French, Mandarin, Spanish, Latin, and Greek curricula. 

My biggest accomplishment during this action research was hearing 
in the hallways, in the target language: el español es mi clase 
favorita! (Spanish is my favorite class). 

•The boys’ enthusiasm for the world of art images, which stimulated 
their language learning
•The boys’ ability to appreciate “real” vs. “virtual” art, becoming 
sharper observers 
•The compelling similarities and differences in the intersection 
between native and second language acquisition
•Fast development of oral skills in the target language
•The impact “learning by doing,” inspired in John Dewey’s approach 
to education, i.e., engaging the boys’ bodies and minds in the 
classroom

Some of the boys’ comments and observations: 
- Referring to a Picasso collage during a field trip to the MoMA: “This 
is not how I had  imagined it; it is so much better!”  

- At the same Picasso exhibit: “Why are the body parts of the man so 
messed up?”

- From our art blog, after a field trip to the Time Warner Center, 
where they saw Salvador Dalí’s and Fernando Botero’s pieces of 
sculpture :  “ I like Botero’s better because they are funny.”

- In class:  “ Was El Greco a sad guy? All the people in his paintings 
look so sad!”

- In the hallway, a couple of  boys: “Can you show us again the 
James de La Vega mural that looks like the Guernica?”

On of the most important outcomes during this process were the 
stimulations of the boys’ curiosity with their repetitive ¿Cómo se dice 
en español? (How do you say… in Spanish?) to describe what they 
were seeing or to express themselves, which immensely enriched 
their developing vocabulary skills. 

Figs. 4 and 5: Students celebrating after presenting

Figs. 2 and 3: Students’ “Picassos” 

Fig. 1: Cake from “Monsters” Art Show
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