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Activities for the Classroom

Class Project: The Spanish-speaking Countries:
A Collaboration Between Language and Social Studies

There was a
genuine
community
atmosphere
everywhere in
our Middle
School Center
with adults and
children
engaged in a
very

informative
activity.

Submitted by:
Susana Epstein

The Collegiate School,
New York, NY
sepstein@collegiate
school.org

Langnage: Spanish

Grade Level: Grades 5 and 6

Lesson Topic: The Spanish-speaking Countries: A
Joint Language/Social Siudies Project

Ohjectives: Language and Social Studies Integration
Final Product: A presentation in both the History
and the Spanish classes

Materials: Research tools (icachers’ presentations,
text-books, library, and Internet), poster boards,
markers, scissors, glue

+ Standards: Cultures, Collaboration, Communica-

tion, Communities, Connections

Assessment: Grades given throughout the process
and feedback sheets designed by teachers were com-
pleted by both teachers and classmates during the
presentations.

CONTEXT:

Students are assigned a country (either indi-
vidually or in teams) in both their History and
Spanish classes. They study this “country of adop-
tion” for a sustained period of time (one or two
terms, or as long as the teachers see fit). History
classes lead the research in English while language
skills are taught in the Spanish class to comple-
ment what the students learn in History. The His-
tory and Spanish teachers will have to perma-
nently plan on the pace and contenis of their les-
sons to ensure that each curriculum is eoherent

_ with the other. They also requite checkpoints for
- the students to keep up with the process of gath-

ering the necessary data on their countries. The
final product is two presentations: one in History
class and the other in their Spanish class. This
educational unit enhances:

1. -Learning of basic research skills

2. Learning of basic langnage skills

- 3. Learning of basic data about the assigned

counfry and an acquaintance with his/her
classmates’ countries

4. Ability to present one’s work to an andience

5. Ability to work collaboratively (when orga-
nizing the presentation in teams)
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Note: This project has a two-fold pedagogical goal:

1. 'To provide students with a comprehensive
educational expetience in a cross-disciplin-
ary setting in which they can learn Spanish
as well as a wealth of cultural information
on their assigned countries.

2. To empower students in the study of a for-
eign language by creating many opportimni-
ties for them to display their strengths and
tackle their weaknesses, as they build their
optimum level of comfort with the material.

PROCEDURE: SIMULTANEQUS STEPS

1. IntheHistory classroom, the teacher lectures,
provides handouts, and suggests research
strategies in order to teach students how to
use lbrary resources and other research tools.
A CD ROM encyclopedia is recommended to
teach how to find and extract information as
well as scan images.

2. Inthe Spanish classroom, the teacher designs:

a. Dixercises to be completed in the target
language that matches the progressive
data being gathered in the History
classes. This is done in sync with the
required grammar. Sample sentences in-
clude:

iHola! Me llamo {name of the student).

Mi pais es la Argentina. T.a capital de la

Argentina ¢s Brenos Airves. La Argentina

estd en América del Sur. Las fronteras de
La Argentina son: Rolivia y Paraguay al
" mnorte, la Antdrtida al sur, Brasil y
Paraguay al este y Chile al ceste. En la
Argentina hay demacracia .El presidente
de 1a Argentina se llama Eduardo
Duhalde. T.a unidad monetaria de la
Agentina es el peso. Los colores de la

bandera argentina son celeste y hlanco.
Una persona de la Argentina es un

argentine o wna argentina. Fl producto
més importante de la Argentina es la
carne. Otro producto importante es el trigo.
El deporte mds popular de la Argentina es
el fiithol,
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Pous: Chife

* This drill is an adaptation of Jean Rincon’s “Mu-
tal de Actividades: 4% Grade Spanish Project” from
Hunter Elementary School, NYC, which was pre-
sented at the Northeast Conference on the Teaching
of Foreign Languages held in NYC, 1997.

b.  Games and activities that allow students
to practice the cumulating oral language
unit as well as to enhance their listen-
ing comprehension should he incorpo-
rated at this point in the lesson.

FINAL PRODUCT: A PRESENTATION
The culmination of this project is two three-fold

presentations:
1. Written:
a. A lengthy essay in English for the
History class.

b. A shorter essay in Spanish for the

Spanish class.
2. Oral:

¢. A lengthy report in English presented

in the History class
d. A shorter report in Spanish presented
in the Spanish class
3. Visual:
A poster (tourist-like) displaying the map of
the assigned country, its national flag, the
president, prime minister, or other prontinent
" officials, and the relevant data accumulated
throughout the process. This visual aid must
be in Spanish and English to be used in hoth
presentations.

Note: Some students might choose to present
their visuals in Power Point or other computer
formats.

VARIATION ON THIS PROJECT:

In the 1999-2000 academic year, my colleague
Ray Chambers from the History depattment and

e
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Imoved the oral and visual students’ final presen-
tations outside our classrooms. We organized a
“Spanish-speaking Countries Fair” in a large space,
our Middle School Center, to which we invited the
parents of both our 5% and 6 grade students who
contributed ethnic foods and drinks, at our re-
quest. The structure of the fair/presentations was
as follows: The 5t graders, in teams of twos, were
in charge of the presentations. Their target audi-
erice was the 6% graders, who were asked to take
notes, as part of their History assignment for the
next day. Also the parents, the teachers, and other
special guests were invited to be part of the audi-
ence. Basically, the representatives from cach of
the countries stood in designated spaces display-
ing their posters and taking turns to deliver the
information on their specific country while groups
of fellow 6™ grader classes approached them to col-
lect data and ask questions. Consequently, the pre-
senlers had to repeat their text several times per
team. There were extra points granted to every-
body involved if they asked and answered ques-
tions in Spanish. One of my colleagues and I pa-
trolled all the sites, keeping an eye on the target
language, There was a genuine community atmo-
sphere everywhere in our Middle School Center
with adults and children engaded in a very infor-
mative activity, The presenters and their parents
took a lot of pride in the event. Their audience
had fun, learned a lot, and planmned to repeat the
project the following year. My History colleague
and T also liked the idea of having empowered our
5% graders who, being younger than the 6% grade
students, hiad assumed the role of lecturers, put-
ting their fellow 6* graders in a position of depen-
dency to complete their homework. It was indeed
a very productive collaborative project across
grades and across disciplines, which we hope to
continue developing in the years to come,
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The News as a Textbook in the Spanish Classroom:
A Language/Social Studies Approach to Teaching

Susana Epstein, The Collegiate School, New York City

introduction

During the past six years at the Collegiate
School, | have been exploring a variety of
techniques to teach Spanish, looking for
the best ways of engaging young minds
in the foreign language classroom. These
efforts, combined with my personal inter-
est in “real language,” helped me develop
a variety of pedagogical units geared
towards building a foreign language/
social studies curriculum. | call “real lan-
guage” the Spanish of everyday life and
the media, as opposed to the generic
quality of the language used in most tra-
ditional texibooks directed at English
speakers learning Spanish.

The news — in print, on TV, on the radio,
or through the Web — provides an ideal
framewaork to teach language because by
nature, the news is always “in flux," is usu-
ally interesting, and is real. By exploring
the news from a given Hispanic country
or from anywhere else for that matter, |
have also aimed at goals beyond linguis-
tic proficiency and cultural understanding.
With a personal investment in promoting
citizenship and social awareness in my
classrooms, | maintain that by using the
news as a textbook, students are stimu-
lated to develop affective, cognitive, and
critical thinking skills in a captivating
learning environment. Regardless of
what subject matter we teach, we should
probably always pay attention to these
aspecis of our students'growth when
planning our lessons. However, to avoid
chaos in a foreign language classroom
ruled by such a mobile, somewhat cpen-
ended working. tool, a clear, carefully
thought out pedagogical agenda is need-
ed and must be reassessed at all times.

How Does This Foreiyn Lanyuage
Curriculum Work?

This foreign language- curriculum relies on
the use of the news as disseminated by
radio, television, magazines, newspapers,
and the Internet. The media have the
power of enhancing foreign language
acquisition from the perspective of provid-
ing real language in more provocative ways
than are found in the most commeoniy used

“I maintain that by using
the news as a textbook,
students are stimulated to
develop affective, cognitive,
and critical thinking skills”

“...Textbooks ... become
Sriendly allies in the
process, instead of main
sources of information...”

textbooks on the market. Students may
respond faster and betier fo the real world
around them than to school textbooks,
which often present them with removed,
generic school-like, family-like, and com-
munity-like situations. Far from suggesting
that we should get rid of all textbooks, my
language/social studies approach to teach-
ing aims at re-energizing the students’
experiences in the foreign language class-
room. Textbooks, therefore, hecome friend-
ly allies in the process, instead of main
sources of information, white the media are
incorporated as the primary teaching tool.
In my view, texbook-based language
insfruction is partly responsible for those
"successful’ generations of students who,
although they have graduated from our cur-
rent educational system scoring high
marks in standardized testing, are fre-
quently incapable of holding a simple con-
versation in the target language. | call the
results of such teaching/learning practice
“laboratory language,” as opposed to my
notion of real language.

For What Levels Is This instructional
Approach Suitable?

This approach works best at the middle
and high school [evels. Extensive prepara-
tion by the teacher is required for every
meeting in order to meet the academic
needs of a given curriculum. The idea is not
simply "to learn the news in the target lan-
guage” If completed without appropriate
planning, the matetial may be as removed
from the students as the readings from the
worst textbooks in the market. Students
must be exposed gradually to increasingly
complex ]anguage concepts as they inter-
act with the news in a meaningful, careful-
ly planned manner. Every lesson should
focus on the integration of different areas of
the language as needed — grammar
andfor syntax and vocabulary — with the
contents of the chosen news siory. Oral
and written drills must be designed to learn
and practice the new material. The stu-
dents’ pragress is measured with appropri-
ate rubrics for each level. | adjust these
rubrics during the school year, using a
basic layout of 25% for hemework, 25% for
class participation, 25% for quizzes and
tests, 20% for special projects, and 5% for
behavior. For presentations, which fall
under the category of "special projects,” |
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like to involve the whole class in assessing
each student’s work (See Appendix D).

Although advanced studenis may seem
the logical beneficiaries of this approach to
teaching, the students’ level of language
proficiency is not crucial in accessing infor-
mation. A language curriculum that is
based on the news has the advantage that
most of us are familiar, fo a greater or less-
er extent, with what is happening around
us, either nationally or internationally. It is
the teacher’s job to use these “real’ facis
as a contextual framework to help stu-
dents make progress in all areas of the
language acquisition. The focus, however,
should remain multi-layered, with an
emphasis on current events in Spanish-
speaking countries, in addition to relevant
news from the United States as well as
from other countries. This framework is
particularly efiective in intermediate- and
advanced-level courses in generating dis-
cussions ahout what is happening in the
students’ own city, their schools, and often
amaong their families and friends.

Some Examples

Two years ago | used the Elian Gonzalez
case in my fifth grade class, a beginners
course, as a thematic framework to pur-
sue the linguistic and cultural objectives
that | had chosen for the group. The lin-
guistic objectives were to reinforce the

irregular verbs Jr, fener, ser and estar, 1o -

teach the regular -ar verbs; to introduce
vocabulary on the family and the house;
and to enhance physical descriptions. The
cultural objectives were to develop a
social studies unit on Cuba (See
Appendices A & B). We worked on this
unit for an entire trimester as the Cuban
boy’s saga was in the news, becoming
almost a national obsession. Since begin-
ning students cannot read Hispanic news-
papers in Spanish, | used the articles |
chose as reading practice in class, trans-
lated some sections into English, pre-
pared simplified versions of the ongeing
information in Spanish on a regular basis,
and designed a variety of drills to help the
studenis assimilate the material. In addi-
tion to using newspaper and magazine
articles, | showed recorded video clips of
the on-going news about Elidn's case, not
more than five minutes per day, in order to
establish the tone for the day’s activities.

Last year, we followed the presidential
elections with a similar language/culture
agenda in mind, adapting the information
to suit the grammar and vocabulary skills
that | wanted to teach. We have also fol-
lowed sports news, particulatly the World
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Series, which helped the students learn
sporis-related terms. The results were
exiraordinary across the board, with fifth
graders practicing their verb conjugations
and a selection of words pertaining to vot-
ing, living in a democracy, and baseball, for
example, in addition to cultural topics con-
nected to these events, the range of which
is impossible to acquire through ordinary
textbooks at the middle school level.

In my twelith grade elective course, | typ-
ically keep up with a number of news sto-
ties as my core curriculum, using similar
resources: TV clips, prinfed materials,
and the addition of pre-recorded radio
news and Internet activities. The contents
of these resources are subject to change,
replacement, and expansion, according
to what happens at either the local,
national, or international levels during the
semester (See Appendix C).

Some of the main topics that | have cov-
ered in my senior class are the conflict in
Puerto Rico regarding the presence of the
U. S Navy in the island of Vieques; the
social changes in Mexico with the arrival of
President Vicente Fox (we have kept a
close eye on the Zapatistas’ tour to the
Congress); the crisis in Peru with the sud-
den resignation of President Fujimeri and
the subsequent presidential elections; the
national and state elections in the U.8,;
and the crisis in the Middle East. For these
topics, | have relied on the students’ gen-
eral knowledge (or sometimes ignorance)
to build a dynamic curricutum integrating
language and culture. We had the unfortu-
nate addition of the school shootings in
California and other states, but we used
the opportunity to debate issues in the tar-
get [anguage and to learn new terms.

Debating is an important component of a
language/social studies curriculum.
Students are part of an interactive setting
in which they must speak in Spanish to
express themselves on controversial top-
ics. By doing so, they apply affective, cog-
nitive, and critical thinking skills, which
are all invaluable. learning avenues in a
classroom. :

Tools

The following are some of the resources
that | have found to be effective in my
classes:

1. A journal is the basic tool for this type of
course, regardless of the students’ lan-
guage proficiency level. It is the place
for taking notes, recording one’s opin-
ions, gluing newspapers cutouts, sum-
marizing arficles, and planning short
and/or long essays to be submitted
later in the term. Clearly, English will be
fairly predominant at the lower levels —
no doubt, a controversial factor for
many educators — whereas the target

“...1 bave relied on the
students’ general knowledge
(or sometimes ignorance)
to build a dynamic
curriculum integrating
language and culiure.”

language is mandatory for intermedi-
ate- and advanced-level students. For
these latter groups, journals are also
the place to describe their daily rou-
tines as a means of “building an autobi-
ography in progress.” [deally, by the end
of the school year, all intermediate and
advanced students’ journals should
consist of a fair amount of entries in
which they record their daily lives as
well as their opinions on current affairs,

2. Access to the media in the target lan-
guage

3. Access to authentic cultural products,
such as realia, videos, movies, music,
dance, photography, and foods.

4. Internet access to read the news, surf
specific sites in search of assigned
information, and E-mail.

5. Access fo native speakers through
interviews, key-pals, visits, and special
cultural events.

Teaching Sirategies

For this section, | will focus on my experi-
ence working with both intermediate and
advanced students so that | can list a
wider range of strategies. When working
with beginners, | must adjust these same

" guidelines to suit their developing lan-

guage skills and interests.

* Choose the coverage of a current event
of importance preferably, but not exclu-
sively, from somewhere in the Spanish-
speaking world. Photocopy or download
it, and bring it to class.

* Introduce the grammatical topics you
need to teach within the context of the
particular news story, in accordance
with the linguistic objectives you have
established for the class. For instance,
if you are explaining the subjunctive,
provide elementary hints about its for-
mation for students to work as “verb
detectives” and discover the subjunc-
tive forms in the given piece of news.
For the following class, they should
repeat the process with a different arti-
cle about the same event. On a later
date, you will present the subjunctive to
your students, offering tables of conju-
gations, plenty of examples, and drilis.
By then, they would have already been
exposed to these vetb forms in the

meaningful narrative of a particular
piece of news traced through at least
two or more articles.

Assign students to buy a local Hispanic
paper and follow the pre-selecied
event. If buying papers in Spanish is not
easy, provide photocopied materials for
students to read on a regular basis.

Alternatively and/or simultanecusly,
assign specific Internet sites for stu-
dents to visit sc that they can kesp up
with the latest developments concern-
ing their piece of news. If the Internet is
not a viable resource, download infor-
mation from [nternet sites of your
choice to distribute in class as often as
necessary.

If your school has the means, take your
class to the computer room and ask
your students to get into specific Latin
American and Spanish newspapers
pages on the Internet that you should
have previously bookmarked for them
to save time. Assign them to readfollow
their topic in these newspapers and
require a summary in their journal for
the next class. They may print the infor-
mation they read on their screens to
take home, if needed.

Organize Infernet scavenger hunis on
culture in the computer room. Divide
your students into teams and hand them
15-20 questions to be ahswered during
the class period. Those who complete
the work timely and accurately will earn
points, prizes, a grade, whatever suits
your own or your school’s policies. A
brief example from my unit on the ongo-
ing conflict In Vieques: ;Cudndo se
estableci6 la Marina Estadounidense en
Ia isla de Viegues? [When did the U.S.
Navy establish a base on the island of
Vieques?] ;Como se flama la gober-
nadora de Pueric Rico? [What is the
Puerto Rican Governor's name?] ;Qué
significa la palabra “boricua™? [ What is
the meaning of the word “boricua"?]
£ Quignes son los Tainos? [Who are the
Tainos?] Nombra 3 escritores promi-
nerifes puertorriguefios. [Name three
prominent Puerto Rican writers).

Ask students to summarize the material
on the assigned event in thelr journals
on a regular basis. Periodically, ask them
to add a personal response, not longer
than a paragraph (50 words, maximum)
to thelr summaries. They must make the
effort of including the targeted grammat-
ical concepts at all times.

“Organize Internel
scavenger bunts on culture
in the computer room.”
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Prepare lisis of vocabulary and/or circle
the chosen words in the articles that
you have previously photocopied from
Papers/magazines, or downloaded
from the Internet to hand out. Practice
these target terms in class, asking stu-
dents to make sentences with them.
Also, make a point of including thess
terms when asking questions to your
students. As extra practice, you might
want to ask them to write sentences
using the same terms in their journals
for the next mesting.

Assign students to watch the news on
any of the local Hispanic channels at
least once a week. In this way, not only
can they follow the particular topic, but
they can also have a sense of what
slse is happening in the world ... in
Spanisht If this is not possible, tape and
edit the news before showing a specitic
segment to your students (no longer
than 5 minutes of your class time).

While these tasks are being accom-
plished, have a list of cultural topics of
interest regarding the country or coun-
fries where the news you are following
originates, and assign individual stu-
dents and/or groups to research and
present the material to the rest of the
class. Suggestions include geography,
history, the current form of government,
arts, foods, prominent contemporary
and/or historical figures. The students’
presentations should involve oral and
written texts as well as relevant visuals.

Hold routine conversations on the ass-
signed cultural topics and design peri-
odic written questionnaires to check on
the students’ understanding of the
news they are following as well as the
grammar and vocabulary you intend to
cover. Continue to stress the introduced
language skills throughout the unit.

Some Sugyestions for News Projects

In my experience, news projects in the
target language are most successful
when carried out collabotatively. Students
enjoy gathering information and deciding
on the format of their presentations in a
group setting. Sometimes, individual work
can be more appropriate; it all depends
on the topic/s chosen and, of course, on
the students’ personalities, interests, and
language abilities. Here are some suc-
cessful ideas [ have adopted, after years
of trial and error. Obviously, these sug-
gestions are suitable for-different levels of
language compsetence and should be
adapted by teachers accordingly:

In teams of two to four, have students
prepare spontaneous presentations.
Each team is given a picture of a

famous/prominent person, a set of
questions, and ten minutes to present
their figure to the rest of the class.
Typical questions: : Cdmo se flama esta
persona? [What is this person’s name?]
¢De donde es? [Where is s/he from?]
¢Cudl es su ocupacion o profesion?
[What is this person’s occupation or pro-
fession?] :Ddnde crees que esid en
esta fofo? [Where do you think s/he is in
this picture?] ;Qué estd haciendo?
[What is s/he doing?] Descripcion fisica,
[Physical description] Efernentos de su
personalidad (si los sabes) [Elements of
his/her [personality {if you know them)]
¢éTe gusita esta persona? [Do you like
this person?] ¢ Por qué si o por qué no?
[Why yes or why not?]. Only one student
writes down the answers contributed by
the whole group. When ready, each
group has two minutes fo introduce their
persen to the class.

Have studenis prepare comprehensive
presentations on particular news stories
they have chosen to foliow; a particular
country where important events are hap-
pening; or a relevant figure, sither con-
temporary or historical, preferably but
not exclusively, from the Spanish-speak-
ing world. Students should be divided
into groups of three to five for this task.
Each member of a particular group is
expected to present a section of their
group's topic, using collective and/or
individual visual aids, and distributing
new vocabulary lists to their audience.
Each group should also plan a related
activity for the rest of the class to be
done during their presentation, or to be
assigned as homewark for the next
meeting. These presentations may adopt
a variety of formats, according to the stu-
dents’ interests and abilities. Power Point
and Hyper-Studio presentations are
popular choices among our “Generation
D” (Generation Digital) students, those
who are particularly adept with modern
technologies. However, less technologi-
cally based projects, such as creating
posters with cutout images, photos, their
own drawings, collages, etc., should be
equally encouraged as visual aids.

Have students prepare TV news presen-
tations of the material, organizing the
information as if they were on camera. In
fact, you might want to record your stu-
dents’ performances on video, as if they
were in a studio, and later replay the
tape as a catalyst for discussion and to
slicit student feedback on the project.

Have students write a personal
response to a particular news story in a
paragraph format to be shared in class.

Have students write a comprehensive
essay summarizing the data, taking

“Have students write and act
out a dialogue in which they
relate the facts and make
comments, as if they were
casual passersby caught by
a candid camera.”

sides with the issues dealt with, and
making recommendations for the future.

* Have students deveiop a radio script
and present the material in groups of
two or three, speaking into a fake
microphone, as if they were on air in a
radio station. This is a fun project. You

can also have commercial ads, deliv- -

ered by another two or three students.
In addition, you might want to record
the material so that students can
assess their own work at a later date.

* Have students write and act out a dia-
logue in which they relate the facts and
make comments, as if they were casual
passersby caught by a candid camera.

* Have students participate in debate
sessions, which may follow traditional
debate formats (two teams presenting
their opposite views on a given issue
and a jury who will decide on it), or sim-
piy allowing for as many opinions as
possible o be shared with teacher par-
ticipation as a moderator,

Conclusions

My agenda for a language/social studies
course is to teach the target language in a
meaningful cultural context. With this objec-
tive in mind, my classroom strategy is to pre-
sent grammatical and syntactical rules as
well as pertinent vocabulary within the
framework of the news. Through the news,
students leam information about specific
countries, regions, andfor relevant personal-
fties from those parts of the world where the
news originates. From a language point of
view, | emphasize communication through
reading comprehension, the ability to make
original sentences using the new and old
grammatical structures and vecabulary, the
facility to summarize the information orally
and in wiiting, and compatence at express-
ing one's opinion. From the social studies
perspective, | expect my students to be
aware of current evenis as well as to learn
basic geographic and historical information
about all of the places we discuss in class.
My personal goal is to make Spanish a liv-
ing entity for my students, a real language
they can use to talk about real things that
take place in the real world, instead of a
scoring toal in the standarized testing realm.
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Appendix A: Middle School

Indica Ia respuesta correcta [Indicate the right answer]:

1. Elidn es de
a. la Repulblica Dominicana.
b. Puerto Rico.
¢. Cuba.
d. Venezuela,
2. Elian tiene
a. 8 ahos.
b. 5 afios.
¢. 6 afos.
d. 7 afos.
3. La capital de Cuba es
a. San Juan.
b. Caracas.
¢. La Habana.
d. Santo Domingo.
4. El dictador de Cuba se llama
a. Fidel Castro.
b. Bill Clinton.
¢. Ernesto Zedillo.
d. Hugo Chavez.
5. Elién llega a los EEUU
a. en un neumatico.
b. en avién.
¢. en helicéptero.
d. en bote.
6. Sus familiares de Miami son
. Su herrhana.

a
b. su tio-abuelo.

o

sU mama.

d. su ahuela.

Appendix B: Middle School

Reorganizar la narrativa bésica de la his-
toria de Elidn Gonzdlez escribiendo los
miimeros 1-18 junto a cada oracién. [Re-
organize the basic narrative of Elidn
Gonzalez’ story by writing the numbers 1-
19 next to each sentence]:

Elian va en avién a Maryland con
sU papa.

[Elian goes by plane to Maryland
with his dad.]

1. Elidn is from
a. the Dominican Republic.
b. Puerto Rico.
¢. Cuba.
d. Venezuela.
2. Elian Is
a. 8 years old.
b. 5 years old.
c. 6 years old.
d. 7 years cld.
3. The capital of Cuba is
a. San Juan.
b. Caracas.
¢. Havana.
d. Santo Domingo.
4. Cuba’s dictator is
a. Fidel Castre.
b. Bill Clinton.
¢. Ernesto Zedillo.
d. Hugo Chavez.
5. Elian arrives in the US
a. in an inner-tube.
b. by plane.
¢. by helicopter.
d. by boat.
6. Elidn’s relatives in Miami are
a. his sister,
b. his grand-uncle.

. his mother.

[=

. his grandmother,

Las abuelas de Elian fegan a los
EEUU.
[Elian’s grandmas arrive in the U.S.]

Elian estd en el agua durante 2
dias en un neumatico.
[Elian is floating In the water on an
inner-tube for 2 days.]

Ahora Elian vive con sus familiares
de Miami.

[Now Elian fives with his Miami rel-
atives.]

Los cubanos opinan que Elidn fiene
que volver a Cuba.

[Cubans think that Elian should go
back to Cuba.]

La corte tiene que dacidir el futuro
de Elidn.

[The courts must decide Elidn’s
future.]

Elian va al hospital.
[Elidn goes to hospital.]

El papé de Elidn flega a los EEUU.
{[Elian’s dad arrives in the U.S.]

La mamé de Elian muere [=dies] en
el océano.
[Elidan’s mom dies at sea.]

Los agentes federales sacan a
Elian violentamente de su casa.
[FBI agenis take Elian from his
home by force.]

Los cubano-americanos no estdn
contentos.
[Cuban-Americans are unhappy.]

Dos pescadores sacan a Elian del
agua.

[Two fishermen rescue Elidn from
the ocean.]

Elian y su papd estdn contentos en
las fotos.
[Elidn and his dad are happy in the
pictures.]

El papa de Elidan flega a los EEUU
€on suU esposa y su nueve hijo.
[Eiidn’s dad arrives to the US with
his wife and his baby seon.]

Elién sale de Cuba en un bote con
suU mama y ofras personas.
[Elian leaves Cuba on a boat with
his mom and other people.]

Los cubanos est4n contentos.
[Cubans are happy.]

Los familiares de Miami opinan que
Elian tiene que vivir aqui.

[The Miami relatives think that Elian
must live here.}

Hay muchas protestas en Miami.
[There are lots of demonstrations in
Miami.]

El papa de Elidn desea volver a
Cuba.
[Elidn’s father wants to return to
Cuba.]

Tu opinién: Prepara la siguiente pre-
gunta para discutir en clase.
[Your opinion: Prepare the following
guestion to discuss in class.]

¢Donde tene que vivir Elian, con quién y
por qué?

[Where should Elian live, with whom, and
why?)

‘
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Appendix D: Assessment of Presentations

Presentations are assessed by both the teacher and members of the audience. The stu-
dents in the audience are given evallation forms at the end of each presentation which,
once added up, will constitute 15 % of of the presenter's grade. In turn, their feedback on a i
classmate will be 5% of their own grade as presenters. Therefore, 20% of each students’ !
grade is student-originated while the remaining 80% is based on the teacher's assessment.
Although this system of assessment is rather laborious, it ensures collective involvement,

Appendix G: High School
Examples of required journal entries:
1. (For October 30th, 2000)

a. Si pudieras votar,
votarias y por qué?
[If you could vote, whom would you

por quign

vote for and why?]

b. Tu opinidin sobre el Partido Verde
[Your opinion of the Green Party]

c. Sicrees que no es necesaric votar,

guarantees attention fo the presenters, and gives a sense of fairness in grading.

SAMPLE TEACHER EVALUATION

SAMPLE STUDENT FORM (Distributed
in English in the middle school and in
Spanish in the high school)

1.

Student name

axplica las razones. Euamacliﬂn 2. Other students in the group
{If you believe that voting is unnec- [Evaluation]
lai 2
essary, explain your reasons.] 1. Nombre del estudiante:
d. Predicciones: ¢ Quién ganara? [Student name] 3. Topic
S o
[Predictions: Who will win?] 2. Tl’_tuio de la F’resentaqién: 4. Quality of research [15%)]
. (For Friday, March 9th, 2001) [Title of the Presentation] 5. Pronunciation [10%]
. {+]
Dame tu respuesta personal a la  3- i nombre: , .
tragedia de la escuela secundaria [Your name] 6. Grammatical accuracy [20%]
Santana, en San Diego, California. El 4 Nompra 3 cosas que hayas aprendido 7. Vocabulary skills [15%)
lunes murieron 2 chicos y hay 13, tal durante esta presentacién:
ve;z dmést hgrildg;s.dEl1c(>)rimigal es un [Name 3 things that you have learned 8- Visual aids [10%]
estudiante ael grado 10. 4Lrees que during this presentation :
€s necesario que exista el control de g P ] 9. Vocabulary list [5%)]

iarm_a? en Ioz EIEL.JU? giCé);n‘ogxplicas a 10. Attitude (eye-contact; Does student
avio en.m? nla Juv?n uds ¢ 0,;10095 b. have flash-cards or any cther type of
£ases similares en otros paises? c notes? Is the student confident with

[Give me your personal response to
the tragedy in the Santana high-
school in San Diego, California,
where, last Monday, two students
were killed and at least 13 were hurt.
The attacker was a tenth-grade stu-
dent from the school. What is your
opinion about arms control in the US?
How do you explain the violence
among young people? Do you know of
similar cases in other countries?]

5. 4Habld claramente el presentador?
Indica tu seleccién:
[Did the presenter speak clearly?
Indicate your choice]

Si[Yes] No [No]
Més ¢ menos [More or less]
No tengo idea [No idea]

8. ¢(Mostré entusiasmo por su tema?
[Did the presenter show enthusiasm
for his/her topic?]

Si[Yes] No [No]
Méas o menos [More or less]
No tengo idea [No idea]

7. Indica la calidad del material visual:
[Assess visual aids]

Mejor [Best] Peor [Worst]
1 2 3 4 5

8. Indica la calidad de la lista de térmi-
Nnos NUevos:
[Assess the vocabulary list/s]

Mejor [Best] Peor [Worst]
1 2 3 4 5

9. Indica la calfdad general de esta pre-
sentacion;
[Assess the overall quality of this pre-
sentation]

Mejor [Best] Peor [Worst]
1 2 3 4 5

10. 4 Comentarios? [Comments]

1.

the material?} [5%]

Other students’ feedback [15%]

12. Did student complete histher class-

mates’ evaluation sheets? [5%]
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E-Journals: A Powerful Tool to Advance Communicative
Skills in Foreign Language Acquisition
by Susana Epstein, The Collegiate School

Always worried about offering enough opportunities for my senior students

to improve their ability to communicate in the target language, two years

ago 1 added an electronic task to my elective course “Current Affairs in

Spanish.” This electronic addition consists of having students keep an

electronic journal, which has proved to be an effective means for them to

express their opinions regularly on a variety of topics while being engaged ‘ .
in ongoing conversations in Spanish beyond the classroom. Moreover, 1 ) N
have been pleased to see that this learning resource has contributed to big

improvements in my students’ writing skills as well as their reading

comprehension.

I first thought of adding an electronic Journal component to my teaching
after reading an inspiring piece by Sarah Barnhardt in the “Language
Association Bulletin” ( 1999). In this article called “Guidelines for Logs and
Journals via E-Mail,” Ms, Barnhardt lists a number of electronic
applications for the foreign language classroom. The possibility of using
technology to create a flexible, authentic framework to emphasize
communication immediately struck me. Also, since most students in
independent schools are likely to have computers at home and they spend
time chatting with their friends via e-mail, I was enthused about adopting a
medium that was already part of their daily lives for academic purposes.

Students in the “Current Affairs” course kept a personal journal recording
their daily lives and also fulfilled a weekly requirement of writing 50-word
responses to the issues raised by news articles read in class. My job was to
check both kinds of writing on a regular basis and provide feedback. T
gave just a few rules for this project: 1. All parties had to deliver regularly ]
(the students could not get behind, nor could I slack off with my feed-
back). 2. As long as T could UNDERSTAND what they wrote, their
mission would be accomplished (no punishments for mistakes). 3. Perhaps
the most powerful tool to control the activity, I announced very early on
that their electronic homework would be a third of their trimester grade.

Positive Aspects:
The personal part of the project worked very well. Students enjoyed

From: ATIS Bulletin, 2003

(Association Teachers of Independent Schools)



Kathleen Blaisdell
Text Box
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talking about their day and themselves in Spanish as well as receiving my
responses and comments, often my advice (as if [ were “dear Abbie”}! It
was fun for me too, as I learned a great deal about some of them, in
addition to being able to assess their language competence without the
trouble of carrying notebooks labeled DIARIO EN ESPANOL {Spanish
Journal) back and forth, which I did for many years. Some of the students’
positive comments from the feed-back forms I asked them to fill out half-
way through the year: “I like switching from chatting with a friend to
getting into your account to send you my daily entries; it does not feel like
‘homework’,” “I didn’t realize I knew so much Spanish to talk about so
many things,” “This is fun,” etc. Besides these individual comments, the
overall sentiment was that students felt freer than usual writing in Spanish
since they thought of the computer screen as a friendlier space to practice
the language while retaining a dimension of privacy.

As for the second part of the assignment, which complemented the
_personal tone of their e-journals, it also worked well because students
found it equally ‘liberating’ to write their short compositions in this
medium. At this point, I should clarify that in this senior elective, reading
newspapers in Spanish, either local publications for the Hispanic
community in NYC or foreign ones from Spanish-speaking countries, was
routine. We would also regularly log onto a number of Internet sites,
domestic and/or foreign, to read the news as reported in Spanish. I think of
this exercise as one of the best ways of exposing youngsters to diverse
journalistic writing and reporting styles. Moreover, although I had
originally targeted my students’ reading and writing skills, 1 found out in
the process that their oral proficiency was greatly improved as well. This
was mainly due to our regular conversations about the news (often
informed by my manipulation of their electronic comments which I would
try to recycle in class), the many drills in which I demanded they
incorporate the vocabulary and/or the grammatical structures singled out
from the readings, and our frequent heated debates on current issues.

As the school year progressed and I had a better sense of my students’
interests, I became more flexible regarding the choice of articles to read
and discuss in class as well as topics for them to write about later. Apart
from covering current news topics, I'added sports, the arts, and,
occasionally, comic strips (I discovered that my seniors loved “Garfield” in '
Spanish, which along with some political cartoons, became favorites).




Negative Aspects:

The biggest obstacle that I encountered throughout this project was that
the apparent freedom of the medium prompted careless mistakes in the
students’ writing, which were often hard to overlook. Did T correct them?
Well, Itried to stick to our rule of “As long as I can UNDERSTAND,
but...”

Since comprehension was the goal, T avoided corrections unless mistakes
infringed upon my understanding of the text. At the time, I was the only
one with Spanish software that allowed for accents in the e-mail, so I
insisted they write in Word with accents and cut and paste into their e-mail
accounts. They often ignored this directive because “it took too much
time,” putting me in the uncomfortable situation of decoding messages
riddled with spelling and/or grammatical mistakes. As much as I did not
want to jeopardize the freedom of the activity, T had to redefine its rules
several times during the school year in order to keep high academic
standards, avoid giving low grades, and prevent the students from fixing
errors forever, a dreadful possibility that tortured me knowing how hard it
is to unlearn mistakes in language education.

How did T go about it?

At first [ devised a system of caps for corrections, and later in the term, 1
incorporated writing in different colors to provide my electronic feedback.
However, I was not always as thorough as 1 could have been, finding it
hard to draw the line between what was “comprehensible” and therefore
acceptable, and what was unclear in the flow of a journal entry or a
personal response to a given topic. Occasionally, when I was faced with a
text I had trouble understanding, I printed it out,circled the errors, gave it
back to the sender and asked him to re-send it fully revised. 1 will continue
to look for effective systems next year. To those colleagues who are
reading this article and have suggestions about how to improve this area of
the activity, T encourage you to contact me with your ideas.

Plans for the future: :

With the help of my school technology department, I will introduce a
collective dimension to this project by using bulletin boards to post
questions for the students to answer. I envision a similar format to the one
adopted this past year, with students now able to read their classmates’




answers to my questions. This dimension will allow students to engage in
conversations among themselves, instead of always having me as their sole
e-pal. It will also enable me to choose some of their responses as points of
departure for further discussion either in class or via e-mail. In the same
vein, I would like to have instructional conversations online. This
technological feature would provide further opportunities to build upon the
bulletin boards and/or e-journals exchanges, thus enhancing the
development of the students’ communication skills through writing,
reading, and speaking in both the real and virtual classrooms.

REFERENCES:
1. Sarah Barnhardt (1999). Guidelines for Logs and Journals Via E-Mail.
Language Association Bulletin, Vol. L, No.2, 3-6

2. Kathleen A. Bueno (2002). Creating Community and Making
Connections in the Third-Year Spanish Course: A Content-Based
Approach. Foreign Language Annals, Vol.35, 333-341




	Epstein_Susana_Activities for Classroom.pdf
	Epstein_Susana_The News as a Textbook.pdf
	Epstein_Susana_E-journals.pdf



