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his atternoon 1 picked up In My Fauily: En i jamilia by

Carmen Lomas Garza (1996). Time being lunited, my pur-
pose was simply to show the new books I had brought o my
fourth graders and to encourage them to investigate and enjoy the
Spanish and English texes, The fever began as a slow burn as we
discussed the wonderful cover illustration depicting an outdoor
dance floor, people of all ages dancing, a musical ensemble and
simple light bulbs strung from posts, T asked my students what
they thought of the cover and where they thought the dance was
taking place. A romr went up, “MEXICO!”

[ decided to read a bit to sce what sort of connections my students
would make with the first short vignette deseribed in the book,
“The Horned Toads: Los chameleons,” The room erupted in
wild conversations during the reading. Students were unable to
contiin their excitement; they had stories to tell and, all decorum
aside, they were going to tell them! They shared with theirneigh-
bors, friends, and, of course, mie. They knew about horned toads,
desert environments and fire ants that “really sting.” By the next
vighette, “Cleaning Nopalitos: Limpiando nopalitos” there was
no way to ¢alm the wonderfully noisy ground swell of story-
telling and sharing. I was entering their culture, a culture and tra-
dition they were passionate to share (I, E. Freeman & Freeman,
2001) p. 109.

 Connecting Students o
Culturally Relevant Texts

These are the words of Suzinne, a
wacher who had been  concerned
that her students, almost all of whom
are Latinos, were not succeeding in
readimg and writing, At recent state
bilinguat education conference, she
fad bought many books, and newrly
all had a Ladno theme because she
knew her classroom library had few
books refated 1o her students” back-
grounds. Though she expected her
students to connect with the bouoks,
she had noidea how miuch culturally
refevant books would excite them.

Suzamne’s goal is tor all her stu-
dents to develop academic proficien-
¢y in English. Her approach to liver-
acy instruction is aimed ae helping all
her scudents succeed. Titde [ of the
“No  Child Left Behind Act”
declares that English learners should
“attan English proficieney™ and
“develop high levels of academic
attainment in English.. "hn addi-
tion, the act calls for “high quality
fanguage  instruction  educational
programs” to serve limited English
proficient and immigrant children
{Gomez, 2001) p.2741

Suzanne ts aware that the key
quakity kupuage nstruction s read-
ing. Krashen (19933 points out tha




the more people read, the more their
reading comprehension will improve
and the more capable they will be of
finding difficult, academic-style texts
more comprehensible. For bilingual
children, the Lest approach is to
develop their first language Titeracy
and be sure they have many opportu-
nities to read in both their first and
second Tinguages  {Cunirmns, 20000

Research shows that

students read better and

read more when they
make personal -
connections with the

hooks they are reading.

Krashen, 1996; Thomas & Collier,
2001, Suzanne knows her students,
who are being instruered in English,
their second language need the addi-
tional suppore thir comes through
engagement with texts that connect
to their cultural backgrounds.
Iesearch shows chat students read
better and read more when they
make personal connections with tlie
books they are reading.  Von
Sprecken  and  colleagues (Von
Sprecken, Kim, & Krashen, 2000)
found that students took off in their
reading once they found a

“home run book.,” a term

they borrowed from Clition
Fadiman.  Suzanne could tell

she had found & home run
book when her students erupt-

ed with such enthustasm to the |
Lomas Garza reading,

The key is to find books that
stiredents connect W in some way.
Francisca camie to the United
States from El Salvador when he
was fourteen. He had first languaage
literacy, but ke was struggling to

develop academic proficiency in
English, He still remembers buying
Villasefior's (1991 ¢epic inmigrant
story,  Rain of Gold for & college
course on multiculuralisn, “lrwas a
huge book of 562 pages and only one
of several we had o read, 1 telt over-
whelmed and hopeless. Reading in
English was slow and such hard
work!?'  That  book  became

Francisco’s “home run”

book. Onee he starred .

reading, he couldn’t put
it down. He admins
today, “Thar was the first
book | ever read fron the
beginming to the end. It

was anmazing. 1 kepr reliv-

ing my own  experi-
ences,” ' ‘
From then on,
Francisco began to read
books in English for
pleasure. He read stories
of the receint period of
history in his native El
Salvador that helped him
understand  why  his
mother emigrated to the
United States including A Pl
Hohere the Sea Remewmbers (Benitez,
1958), Bitter Gromnds (Benitez, 1997)
and The Pleiohe of AUl Things (Benitez,
2002); stories of migrant chiklren
\\‘hOSt‘ Cxpt.‘["lcnc‘.‘s mirrori’d
those of - his family like The
Cirenit (F. Jimenez, 1997) and
Breaking  Through - (Jimenez,
2001); stories of
inner ciy.

[+CIRCUIT]
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Hispanies living in Fresno where e
went to hgh school and college like
Buricd Ouions (Soto, 1997 and Parr
in the Qe {(Martines, 1996), and two
of  Villaseior's more recent hooks
Thirteen Senses (Villasefior, 2001 and
Wild Steps of Hearen (Villaseior,

1997y, The books Francisco chose

are books that he conncets with,
books that draw on his background
and culture. Through this extensive
reading, ‘Francisco developed the
academic English proficiency he

_needed. He graduated from cellege,

becwme a bilingual teacher, and
recently completed  his Master’s
degree. In fact, his MAL thesis
included some of his own imnigrant
stories that he plins to subuiit for

_publication. One book had helped

launch Francisco on his pach to sue-
cess that ultimately has led him to
want to become a published author,
Culturally responsive teaching is
one of six factors the Center tor
Research on Bducation, Diversity,
and Excellence identified as leading
to  the educational
Hispanic seudents (Padrén, Waximan,
& Rivera, 2002), One way o engige
i cudturally responsive teaching is by
using culturally relevant books. For
Suzanne’s students and for Francisco
the reading of one cultwrally refevant

sttecess ol




text paved the way for the kinds of |
extensive reading that’ leads to high
levels of academic English proficien-
cy.  Rescarch by Jimdénez (R
Jiménez, 1997} confirms the impor-
tance of using texts that connect to
students” lives. jiménez  studied
struggling Latinofa readers, These
students” literacy needs seere best met
by wsing culturally funiliar exe:
The links that studenss made
between cultrally relevant text and
their own  backgrounds  created
upportunities for making inferences
amd asking yuestions. These strategic
activities, in turn, provided the par-
ticipatig  students with  farther
apportanitics For developing their
metacogiitive awareness of readiog

(. 2H).

Goodman (1982} reported on exten-
sive reading miscue amalysis research
with ditterent populations of students
across the United States meluding
mative Navajo, Hawaittan Piduin and
Samoan, and Spanish speakers. The
rescarch showed that readers under-
stoond whae they were reading better
when they read books that connecred
to their own expericnees,
.the mrore fumiliae the Linguagy of
Cthe text, the actions of the chatce
ters, the description of the seting,
the sequence o the evengs-—the
closer the readers” predictions will
match the auchor’s expression and
the casier the text will be for the
reacer to comprehend {p. 302).

Clay (1991} notes that emergent
readers need inaterials that are pre-
dictable and that a source of pre-
dictability “comes from the child’s
knowledge of what aakes sense in
the real world of his own experi~ |
ence., . "(183), When readers can |
connect what they read o their
own fives and backgrounid, they we
more engaged and have more suce-
coss in reading. Freire (Fretre &
Macedo, 1987) makes this pon
powertully by telling  us  tha
"Reading does not consist merely
of decoding the written word or
Binguage; rather, it is preceded by
and mrerowined with knowledge of
ehe warld (p.29).

Freennun (A, Freennn, 2000%)
explored the wpie of culturally rele-
vant texes with Fispanic middle and
high school students in an Arizom
barder community. She had students
read the excerpt “Birthday Party}
Cumpleanios” about a birthday cele-
bration with a pifata from Garzi's
Fawily Pictnres: Cuadros de fnilia
{Garza, 1990). Freeman found that
the students made many
personal  connections
with this book.  Buoth
their miscues and their
retetlings ot the story
reflected a high level of
engagentent with  the
wext, In contrast, when
these same students read
a story that was not cul-
tarally  relevant, their
miscues and  reeellings
indicated much lower
fevels of comprehension.

Considerations for

Choosing Culturally

Relevant Texts

Teachers like Suzanne are ¢onvinced
of the importance of hinding cultural-
by relevant wexts for their students,
Suzanne realized that the school
resources were imadeguate, and so she
spent her own money to buy
the books her students necded.
Developing a collection of culturally
relevant texts takes a concentrated
effort. Not all books about Spanish
speakers, for example, are relevant to
all . Hispanic students. Some books
mcrcfy perpetuate stercotypes,
Onthers, especially those published in
Spain, contain sertings and events ehae
are upfamiliar o most Latino students
in the United States, Stll other books
contain tairy tales or legends, and stu-
dents have trouble commecting per-
sonally to such books, However,
there are also an increasing number ot
books being published that students

can connect with, I the next section,

we olter @ rubrie designed o help wea-
chwrs chuose appropriate books.

A Rubric for Cheosing
Culturally Relevant Books

Freerum (AL Freenum, 20001D) points

out “While studies have shown that
culurally relevant texts help support
the reading development of English
Linguage learners, there has been tim-
ited discussion shout how to deter-
nuie the culwral relevance o indi-
viduad students” {p. 28). One way to
decide whether baoks are culturally
relevant s to Involve students in
assessing thent Freennn developed a

Reading does not consist
merely of decoding the
written word or language;
rather, it is preceded by

and intertwined with

knowledge of the world.

rubric {sce Crltunl Refevance: Ruhrir
on the following page) by moditying
an carlter list of questions from
Guodiman (1982}, Students are whed
to rate each book on several eriteria
including sociocultural factors, the
setting, the tinwe peried, the age and
sex of the characters, and the lnguage
characters use. By discussing the
answors with their students, tcachers
can better judge whether or not a
book is cultarally relevane for a par-
ticular group of studenis.

Teachers we have worked with
have used the rubric in vartous ways.
Some have read a book that they
thought might be culturally relevant
to a single English learner and then
asked the guestdons on the rubwic.
They have been excited about how
the children conneet to the events and
can extend the reading by comparing
characters and evenss to their own
fomlies and  experiences. Other
teachers of older students lave read a
book they belicved hie the questions
on the rubric and then had students
individuaily fill out the rubric, Still
others have used the rubric as a basis




Hew close du yuu lhink tha main characters are lu you in age’ . e
- ot Close at ali
A

for class discussion of 3 text they read
aloud to the class or that the class reads
tor a hterature study. In the following
section, we give examples of books
thaar fit cach quesdon from the rubric,

Are the characters in the story
like you and your family?

Francisco, described at the begimning
of the article, is o third grade hilin-
gual eacher working with Flispanic
children in 2

small city on the
California coast.
Fle recently re-
ceived Ada’s ]
Lepe Satnrdays
and demingos
{Ada, 2002y asa
gitt because he

and -his Anglo

wife have just had a baby girl. The
characters in this book mirror his
family situation. The book is abount a
girl who spends Saturdays with her
English speaking Anglo grandparents
and Sundays with her Spanish speak-

ing Hispanic grandparents, Francisco
! read the story and then explained to

his third graders that his baby girl,
Maya [l';mu.}ida has English-speak-
ing and Spanish- spc‘lkm{o grandpar-
ents like che characters in the story.,
This led o a discussion of what the
children in the class did with their
srandparents, whether they spoke
English or Spanish with them, and
lots of questions for the teacher
about his new daughter, what han-
prages he and his wife spoke with
their baby, and how imporant it was
1o be bilingual.

Have you ever had an
experience like one described
in this story?
When Sandra
read La Tortilferfa
(Paulsen, 1995)
1o her limited
formal schooling
newcomers who
conie from rural
Méxica, she discovered how culiur-
ally redevant texts can lead to content
learning, reading, and writing, This
book describes how corn seeds are
phinted, grown, harvested and made
into tortillas which nourish the
workers who then plant more corn,
As Sandra read the book, her indige-
nous students from Oaxaca, Mexico,
kept interrupting her telling her they
had planted corn, they had harvested
it, they ground corn into flour and
made tordllas by hand like the pic-
tures in the book showed. The class
dectded  that the students from
Qaxaca should demonstrate all the
steps from the corn to the tortilliasa
real fife example. After the class had
discussed the process and the materi- -
als needed tor the activity, Sandra
bought the ingredients, and the stu-
dents brought the necessary utensils
from  home. Her  indigenous
Mexican Trigui and Mixteco stu-
dents, who ustally were ashamed of
their culture and language Hmita-
tions, became the oxperts. These
students  demonstrated  the  steps
while the other students took notes
on the whole process.

The entire  classroom  was
engaged, The students observing and
taking notes were respectfud of those
working, and they were attentive to
the whole process. Everybody was
an active participant, and the cooks
shined at being the experts in front of
their peers and the teacher, By draw-
itig on her students” cultural knowl-
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- edge and using a culturally relevant

test, Sandra found a way o help
themr succeed in school. They
espanded their literacy, their conrent

knowledge, and their English,
Another book that relates to stu-
dmt:. expericnces is Frivmds fiom dhe
Confittired on page H




Other Side: Amivos del ot fado
{Anzaldiia, 1993}, This book iy
espectally  appropriate for  third
through fifth graders who live along
the border of the United States and
Mexivo. When teachers in south
Texas read this book about a youny
gitl who helps a young boy and his
mother from “the other side, ™ dis-
cussion often turns to undocument-
ed immgrants, an often-ignored
reality along the border. Students
who were born in the United States
study alongside others who cither
live on both sides of the border or
who live in fear of deportation natil
they can arrange Jegal ULS, rest-
dence papers, Discussion of the
events in this story helps students
think sbout the dynamics in their
own classroom community. The

book brings the hupnn clements of

sulfering and alienation o the sur-

tice and cocourages students 1o talk.

about their prejudices and fears,

Have you lived in

or-visited places like those

in the story?

Orsear, a high schoot reading anad lan-
guage ares teacher ina rural commu-
nity, works with Jong term English

learners who have been in the United .

States from carly elementary swhool,
never received a consistent bilingual
program or fearned o read and write
inn Spanish, and struggle now with
reading and writing in English (Y,
Freenan & Freenwn, 2002}, Oscar

.y reads The Ciratir
=CIRCUTT! (B Jiméner,
e

[997) to and
with his stu-
dents because
their funilics
have worked in
agriculeure  all
their ives. The
author  writes
about the area
Orear's students live in, talks about
plices that these students know, and
deseribes experiences they or their
relatives have had, The seadents are
interested in che short stories in the
book, and they eagerly discuss the
events in the story.

Gould this story take place
this year?

When  Yvonne

read Going Home

{Bunting, 19498)

to her graduate

cass, she realized

quickly that this

book wis especially relevane to edu-
cators, In this story owo children
brought up tn the United States
rehwcrantly  wravel back to rural
Mexive with their parents to spend
Christunas with telatives there, On
the trip they discover their roots and
bgin to understand the sacritices
their parents smade for them, Aler
reading the story, one teary-cyed
teacher raised her hand and said,
“That story taught me how impor-
tant it is that my students go back w
Mexico for the holidays. 've always
compliined and wondered why par-
ents tike their children out ot school,
I understand a bir beteer now.” The
tollowing week, a high school teacher
reported that she had read che book
1o her studenes that week and that

reading led to a discussion that -

cansed several of her siadents w ik
about how their views of living in the
United  States were different from
thedr parents’ views and how hard it
was for -them and their parents o
understand  and  appreciate each
other, The book is especially valuable
because it connects with the current
reality of many Mexican Anwerican
students,

How close do you think

the main characters are to
you in age?

Barbara finds that her nadve Spanish
speaking Orst graders love o hear her
read stories that relate wo their experi-
ences calturtly and socially, and are abso
about children
their own age.
Barbara eaches
i a rural school
where nany of
the students are
migrant chil-
dren. La ni-
gt {(Himdnee,

lsi'i ‘1\1(11‘;1)(’)5“

1998) was orig-

nally part of fiumence” The Cinuir (£
Jiménez, 1997} and s now a chil-
drani’s book beautitully ilustrated by
Stmen Silva, Barbara reads  the
Spanish version of the book firse and
the students discuss it Later tn the
year, while the seudents are cngaged
i an insect unit, she rensnds the stu-
dents of the story she read carlier in
Spanish as 3 preview and reads them
the Eoglish version. Her students well
her, “Es triste porque Francisco no
tene anngos,” {It's sad because he
doesn’t have {ricnds.), and they con-
nect o his brother Roberto helping
Wi “Mi hernano me Neva o la
escueln  tambidn,  maestra” My
brother brings me to school e,
teacher), lo addition, the students
notice the part of the story where the
caterpillar turns into a butterfly and
connpect that o the cocoon they have
been watching i their own class-
room during their science unit,

Are there main characters in
the story who are: hoys {for
hoys} or girls (for girls)?

Linda teaches English as a Second
Language i an urban high school,
She reads her stadents the book,
América is Her Name {Rodriguez,
1997}, This book is about a Puerto
Rican girh in the big city, Linda's
fennale students
find this book
especially rele-
vant because the
character is g
higl school gid -
in a ciry who
strugeles with
teachers and
school ofticials
who don't undesstand her. Linda's
students see the main character,
América, develop pride in her cul-
tural roots. In the book Amdrica has
a teacher Hke Linda who encourages
her students to write poctry and
write about their lives and experi-
vnces. Linda has found other books
that boys in her chss connect to more
fully, One book alimost all the boys
erjoy i Gary Soto’s Buried Opions
{Soto, 1997}, 4 story about a boy who
i tying to escape the violencee in the




big city where he lives. Many ot the

boys in Linda's cliss can see thene
selves in the mam character of this
powerful story.

Do the characters talk like
you and your family do?

Bobbic Salinas™ The Thiee Pigs: Los
s cendos, Nacho, Tite aml Migue!
{Salinas, 1948) served as an exciting
shared reading for Manuel as he
worked with a small group of strug-
gling  middle
school Hispane
readers. These
boys Imunedi-

I

1 MeaTiloaadipd o ately comected

bt pees .1 ta the inguage

e 4 of the charac-

- ters  and  the
detailed art in the ook as well as the
humorous characters _and  events.
They noticed the details in the book
and  one boy commented thar
Nacho's house looked like s

abueks in México. Another com- -
mented  that the souped up car

looked like a primo’s {cousin’s) car,

- and all naticed that the pigs liked to

eat  homenade  tortillas, .« They
laughed that the wolf's nanie was José
and the pigs sald, “"No way, José.”
when they wouldn't fet him into
thetr houses. They even noticed that
one pig. Miguel, had a bilingual tee
shirt  reading “Leer es podern:
Reading is power.” This familiar
story conmected to these readers
because this version includes m the
text fanguage, places and things in
their own lives,”

How often do you read

stories like these?

Recently, as an assigament for
Yvonne's graduate class, students
were asked to read a cultunally rele-

vant book to a student or group of

students and administer the rubric.
Yvette, a bilingual reacher, was
appalled when the student she inter-
viewed anawered, “Nunca."(Newver)
to the guestions, “Fuow often do you
readd stories like these?” ;Nunea?
Yvette asked. “Never.” ler student
msisted. Our concerin and our expe-
rience is that bilingual students in

schools we visit in California and
more recently in Texas are not read-
ing culturally relevant books very
often in schools, Classroom hbraries
do not have enough books and cer-
tainly not enough in students’ pri-
nuary languages. Even when there are
books in English or in native lan-
giages, few of those books have the
charscteristics thae the culturally rel-
evant rubric calls for: few books are
about the present experiences of the
students, few books have characters
that look like and talk like the sw-
dents, foww books have settings the
students recognize, and fow books
include the kinds of everyday experi-
ences the students have.

A few years ago one might have
argued that there were fot many cul-
turally velevant books  available,
However, now, at least for Hispanic
students and especially those with
Mexican origins, there are books that
connect 1o students’ present lives and
realities, Bilingual and ESL confer-
enices at state and national levels dis-
play many such books and on line
resources are available wich simple
searches, '

Paulo Freire (Freire & Macedo,
19873 has sunmmarized for us the
importance of commecting what stu-
dents read to their lives, and we as
educators should not forget his words
as we work 10 make sure that no bilin-
gual chitld is left behind, Freire wrote:
*“Reeading the world ahways precedes
reading the word, and reading the

- word imphes continnally reading the

world” (p.35).  The teachers we
deseribe here have used cultarally rel-
evant books to ensure that their stu-

i odents always conmect reading the
i word with reading their world. @
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