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n a world language classroom, children's literature in the target language plays such an important role 
because it allows the student to hone skills, such as critical thinking, experimenting, synthesizing 
and more. Children's literature not only influencesJ10w a student learns but can also play a direct 

role in enhancing reading comprehension of more advanced literature in the target language. 

Word Identification 
At its most basic level, children's literature introduces the student to new vocabulary and grammar 
structures. At the introductory level, in which the student has little to no knowledge of the target 
language, one method often used is word iqentification. In this activity, students must listen care
fully while the teacher reads a thoughtfully selected (i.e., curriculum aligned) story aloud. When 
a student hears the word he or she has in hand (often a card with the word and/or an illustration), 

he or she must then raise the card and pronounce the word to the rest of the class. This technique 
teaches listening comprehension and pronunciation, and the primary objective is for the entire class 
to learn the words that are emphasized by these cards. 
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At the intermediate level when grammatical structures are 
introduced and mastered, children's literature can be very useful 

to help clarify often confused concepts, such as "ser y estar," 
"savoir et connaitre," and the subjunctive and indicative moods. 
The stories provide in-context usage and can generate immense 
discussion as to why certain grammar points are being expressed. 

It is good practice to involve students in thinking about these 
grammar points before, during, and after reading the story. Before 
reading, the students should express what they already know 
about the particular tense or structure being studied. While 
reading, students should compare and contrast usage verbally 

or in writing (i.e., cloze exercise or journal). After reading, stu
dents should use higher-order thinking skills to retell the story 
or perhaps provide concrete reasoning as to why the structures 
are expressed in such a way. 

Interdisciplinary Connections 
One important characteristic of children's literature is that it is 

often interdisciplinary. Stories such as Abran Paso a los Patitos 
(McCloskey, 1996), Marisol y el Mensajero Amarillo (Smith
Ayala, 1994), and the El AutobU.s Magico series (Cole, 1993) 

all teach geography, history, and the sciences, which is vital in 
terms of comprehending the historical context in which the story 
occurs. In I Read It, but I Don't Get It, Tovani (2000) discusses 
"compartmentalized thinking" in terms of reading comprehen
sion and content learning: 

Students rush from class to class every fifty minutes, 
they box up their knowledge according to the course ... 

It's no wonder many students have difficulty connecting 
information from one content area to another. 

Reading in general is all about making connections and activating 
prior knowledge. Using interdisciplinary connections is perhaps 
one of the most important features of children's literature written in 

the target language because it taps into students' interests. Studies 
have shown that any student will learn more efficiently if he or 
she has an interest in what is being taught (Murphy & Alexander, 
2002). In the world language classroom, there is a plethora of 
opportunities to enrich the curriculum using children's literature 

to support and enhance the grammar structure or vocabulary that 
is introduced. Students could demonstrate their ability to apply 
this new learning in an open-response activity, such as writing an 

alternate ending or imagining the perspective of a less prominent 
character. This "across the disciplines" approach also benefits 
the reader by strengthening his or her skills in the other areas 
that are addressed in the reading. After all, it is when a student 
applies learning that he or she truly understands the concept, 
and that is the goal of any lesson a teacher teaches. 
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Critical Thinking 
One wouldn't think a children's story would allow the opportunity 
to think critically. In fact, it's quite the contrary. As previously 
mentioned, in order to truly comprehend the story, not only is it 
helpful for a reader to understand the historical context in which 

it occurs, but an L2 student must also use higher-order thinking 
skills to recall all previously learned language. One example of an 
appropriate activity to gauge whether a student is able to do this 
is the "picture sequence" strategy, in which students are given 

a series of four to eight pictures and they must construct a story 
based on what they see in the images. A more advanced varia
tion would be to present the drawings out of order; the students 

must order them chronologically and tell a logical and clear story 
accordingly. This activity could be written or oral, depending on 
the skill that is being practiced or emphasized. 

Reading in a second language demands that a reader constantly 
be able to recall, translate, and infer the meaning of words. This 

process can be timely at first, but as a reader continues to read 
in the target language, he or she builds confidence and acquires 
the skills necessary to complete the function. One of the most 
important skills language teachers try to teach their students is 

inference: when a student is able to make an educated guess as to 
the meaning of a word based on contextual clues and information. 
This critical thinking skill is essential in a successful journey 
toward achieving proficiency in a second language. 

Oral Tradition 
Among the most interesting cultural themes to teach are traditional 
rhymes and children's songs that are passed on from generation 

to generation, carrying oral tradition. Traditionally, cultures of 
the world have used these songs to teach an important concept, 
such as tying shoelaces or good personal hygiene; however, that 

is not the only reason. Children are taught these rhymes not only 
to remember important information but also to learn language. 
Rhymes are easy to remember, easy to say, and easy to apply to 

their lives; rhymes teach language. As world language teach
ers, there Qouldn't be a more important tool to use in our world 
language classrooms. 

In teaching students rhymes, sayings, and songs, a door is opened 
into the target culture and target language at the same time. When 
L2 students learn (either directly or indirectly) a saying or song 

in the target language, they experience the language directly, up 
close and personal; they are pronouncing, analyzing, recalling, 
translating, and inferring, all the while having fun. In fact, many 
times children's literature can be responsible for teaching a student 

how to read in the target language. What students do not know 
is that by memorizing these rhymes, they are learning important 



grammatical structures and vocabulary indirectly, which they 
will later be able to apply to their studies. There is a wealth of 
traditional sayings that teach reflexive verbs, verb tenses, the use 
of the subjunctive mood, demonstrative adjectives, possessive 
adjectives, etc.-practically any topic that is taught. 

Another interesting feature of using children's rhymes and songs 
in class is that spelling is not necessarily a priority. Normally, 

when you present vocabulary, a student must master the spell
ing of that word as part of the learning process. In contrast, 
the most important part of learning a rhyme or song is the oral 
aspect. Spelling, when learning a rhyme or song, is a secondary 
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to a culture, in-context use of vocabulary, and grammar, as well 

as tradition. By integrating children's literature into curriculum 
and instruction at an early time, a teacher is better preparing his 
or her students to be successful as they read advanced literature 
at the secondary or college level. 

There is no limit to the variety of activities that a teacher can do 
with a children's story as the imagination is let loose and students 
are presented opportunities that are not available from a textbook. 

In this world of imagination, learning opportunities are endless 
and, in the end, foster a tremendous passion for reading, writing, 
listening, speaking, and thinking in the target language. Isn't 

Using interdisciplinary connections is perhaps one of 
the most important features of C'hildren's literature written in 
the target language because it taps into students' interests. 

characteristic. This is to say that at an introductory level, these 

sayings can be taught orally, never having any written component 
whatsoever. At an intermediate level, when these sayings have 
been master~d, it is then appropriate to awaken the student's 

true understanding of why certain grammar is used and how 
certain words are spelled. It is true that a simple, four-line say
ing could provide tremendous learning opportunities for any 

student at any level. 

Children's world literature, or stories that are translated into a 
variety of world languages, provides the traditional critical think
ing activity of compare and contrast. It is quite entertaining to 

be able to compare the classic interpretations of Cinderella or 
The Three Little Pigs in the target language to that with which 
the student is most familiar in the native language. Students are 
often surprised as they witness differences in even the minute 

details. The analysis of the two versions sets the scene perfectly 
for a classic debate in the target language where students have 
to take a side and be able to defend why they believe one version 
is better, or more true, or, perhaps, more believable. 

Conclusion 
In essence, by doing one or more of these activities with a piece of 
children's literature, a student is able to grasp the material-be 

it a concept or grammar rule-easily but also is better prepared 
to read at an advanced level. Children's literature enhances 12 
reading comprehension because it provides the scaffolding a 
student needs, either at a beginning level or as a new concept is 
introduced. By using this scaffolding, students are supported as 
they learn. With a children's book, students have immediate access 

that, after all, what teachers strive for day after day? A teacher 

who is able to effectively incorporate children's literature into 
his or her curriculum will witness overwhelming results: actively 
engaged students who read at a more advanced level. 

Corey T. Henderson teaches Spanish in the world languages depart
ment at Inter-Lakes High School in Meredith, New Hampshire, 
and has seroed as the high school's Differentiated Instruction 
mentor since 2008. 
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