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An Interview with Robert Davis, the Lead Author of Entrevistas
What should the role of culture in the language classroom be? 

Every Spanish teacher I've ever met chose to pursue this profession due to a personal contact with the culture of Spanish-speaking peoples: either they come from a Spanish-speaking area and they want to represent their own experience, or like me, they have visited a Spanish-speaking country and have become enamored of the culture and its people, customs, foods, etc. While language teaching methods come and go, the one constant over the years in teaching Spanish has been the importance of communicating to students this "afán" and deep-seated passion for the cultures of the people who speak Spanish. Culture is the "hook" that will motivate unmotivated students and provide the human connection with students of all backgrounds, levels, and learning styles.

What is "culture"- as it is represented in Entrevistas? 

Overall, Entrevistas assumes a broad definition of culture--we include fine art, popular customs, foods, traditions, music, literature, and different attitudes or ways of viewing the world. But in our textbook project, we wanted to avoid the purely informational approach to culture that we've found in most other textbooks--the now familiar culture boxes that actually lead students to make overgeneralizations or gross stereotypes about other cultures. Instead, we asked people from all over the Spanish-speaking world to tell us the things that  concern them the most about where they come from--both positive associations and negative aspects. Of course, we can't cover every possible cultural topic in a first-year language course, but the interviews serve as the point of departure for students' exploration of each region we study.

How do the Interviews relate to the language presentation and practice in each chapter? 

The interviews in each chapter represent two points of view from the region under study in that chapter. These interviews are the basis for the cultural and linguistic content of that chapter. Instead of "fake" or author-generated dialogues or presentations, with the purpose of highlighting certain structures or vocabulary, we decided to ask the interviewees interesting questions, then took all the vocabulary or grammar from the interviews. Thus, students are exposed to more realistic usage, even if at times it is not the completely controlled language of other textbooks. The goal of each chapter is to have students learn the linguistic tools necessary to answer the same types of questions that the interviewees did, as well as compare their experience to that of the Spanish speakers.

How is this unique among intro language texts? 

Culture drives the study of language in this book. Students develop a broader understanding of the diversity of the Spanish-speaking world and learn to compare and contrast those cultures with their own in a way that goes much deeper than most introductory language textbooks.  

What are the greatest challenges to instructors and students of this approach? 

For teachers and students used to working with "canned" or controlled language, the interview responses might be surprising in terms of their authenticity. However, the text and the ancillaries offer extensive pre- and post-viewing/listening activities so that learners can access the content of the interviews and develop strong listening comprehension skills. 

What are the greatest rewards to instructors and students of this approach? 

This approach offers consistent exposure to authentic language and access to interesting cultural content that will provoke curiosity and questions and motivate learners.

How does this approach fundamentally support the National Standards? 

Our text offers a perfect way to implement the National Standards in the language classroom. The goal of the Standards, as we see it, is to expand our notion of what language study involves, moving away from a focus only on linguistic structure to a broader view of how language communicates content and mediates interactions in a discourse community.

	Communication
	First and foremost, students learn to speak, listen, read and write in Spanish on a variety of topics appropriate for beginning learners.

	Cultures
	As the book's title implies, students spend a majority of their time talking about the cultural realities--the "products and practices"--of people from all over the Spanish-speaking world.

	Connections
	The content for each chapter comes from insights from cultural geography, urban planning, history, and other disciplines in the humanities. These disciplines provide the "tools" that students can use to analyze their own culture and others, with the goal of developing critical thinking skills.

	Comparisons
	Students are constantly engaged in describing, comparing, and contrasting  their own cultural realities with those of Spanish-speaking regions.

	Communities
	We devote one whole chapter to the Spanish-speaking communities in North America, in hopes that Anglophone students will see the possibility of making both intellectual and personal connections to this important part of U.S. and Canadian societies.


Please characterize the approach to language and culture in Entrevistas. 

Entrevistas moves past stereotypes and the "sound byte" approach to culture. Students listen to different voices--from inside the culture (the entrevistas) and from outside (the análisis cultural) to think critically before forming opinions. Students see how we are all fundamentally human beings and learn to describe their own culture to others, and to listen and really comprehend what others say about theirs. This is authentic communication.
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