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Can first year course materials meet the Standards of Foreign Language Learning?
While the Standards of Foreign Language Learning are clear, concise, and appropriate, they pose a challenge for first year course materials to meet.  With increasing use of technology and globalization, this challenge is minimized by new resources are not always used to their full potential.  The textbook and laboratory manual do fall short of the Standards of Foreign Language Learning, but have the potential of meeting them if more technology and global resources were utilized.

The comparison will be between chapter 2 and 10.  The laboratory manual met the Communication Standards for Foreign Language Learning in that it completed Standard 1.1 in both Chapter 2 and 10, but at somewhat different levels for the two chapters with chapter 10 being more advanced content wise.  This first step is essential for language learners to be able to comfortably move onto the next level.  Upon completion of this course, I would say that the student is moving into Standard 1.2 of the Communication component.  (Schrum & Glisan, p. 46)
The culture aspect of the Standards of Foreign Language Learning seemed to be insufficient.  While students were learning about the Spanish culture, they were not presented with opportunities to “demonstrate their understanding of the practices and perspectives”.  At best, they were to demonstrate that they knew of their existence, but not really move on to completing the first Standard 2.1.  (Schrum & Glisan, p. 46)

Students were able to “further their knowledge of other disciplines” in Chapter 10 as it was health focused and it enabled students to reinforce their knowledge of staying healthy while learning new vocabulary.  While Chapter 2 does reinforce the student’s knowledge of the family, it is not another discipline and does not advance the student’s understanding or concept of family other than provides some cultural knowledge of the Hispanic family.  The textbook and laboratory manual overall do appear to bring the student at least to the level of Standard 3.1.  (Schrum & Glisan, p. 46)
At this level, it does not seem that students would be able to complete the comparison component of the Standards of Foreign Language Learning.  The textbook and manual did show comparisons, such as the comparison of [s] between Spanish from Spain versus Latin America in Chapter 10.  Additionally, Chapter 10 provided a list of false cognates for English speakers.  This is stepping towards the Comparison component, but the topics could be more developed.

The textbook and laboratory manual did not move into the Communities component of the Standards of Foreign Language Learning.  This could easily be added by the instructor, but it could have also been added to this course work through an online resource.  There are many opportunities that could be utilized to enable students to get a better understanding of the Spanish speaking community.

Students could be encouraged to interact with native Spanish speakers seeking to learn English via online technology such as VoiceThread, Skype, IM, etc.  Students could also be assigned an activity involving the Spanish speaking community.  As there are many communities needing volunteer work, students could provide volunteer work while learning Spanish in various ways.  One such example would be to assist Red Cross during the winter by handing out donated clothing items to Spanish speakers.  
Upon reviewing the Standards of Foreign Language Learning, it would appear that the lacking components of the standards in this textbook and laboratory manual could easily be remedied by adding more online resources.  Another option would be for the instructor to add activities bringing the course up to the Standards.  In either incidence the textbook, laboratory manual, and online supplemented materials do not currently meet all the Standards.
Creating an Inviting Learning Atmosphere through Color

There is a major difference between reading this text in color and in black and white.  This is the main difference between the old styles textbook which was predominantly black and white and this textbook filled with color.  This is a drastic difference for language learners and provides a more inviting learning atmosphere as a reader.  

Although the previous textbook assignment was regarding the same textbook, it was provided in black and white, possibly to focus more on content than looks, but the appearance of the chapters and their presentation is an improvement from older styled textbooks.  The abundance of color exemplifies the age of the text.  Evaluating the textbooks first in black and white and later in color was quite helpful in creating a unique experience both times as it enabled me to learn first to look at the content, then the quality of the additional aspects of the textbook.

Lacking a Focus on Pronunciation

Chapter 2 has a pronunciation section, while 10 does not.  This additional section in chapter 2 seems necessary for the beginning part of the course and the topic presented of accent marks seems pertinent for a beginning speaker and reader.  The pronunciation section is missing from chapter 10 and knowing this is a beginning year of Spanish, this omitted section in the textbook limits the textbooks effectiveness for learning.  

This omission makes one ask is omitting pronunciation in the textbook a good idea?  Does one really run out of pronunciation topics after just three chapters?  Could the lack of pronunciation emphasis be a detrimental reason as to why beginning speakers have difficulties grasping pronunciation initially?  Could adding descriptive pronunciation sections in each chapter of the textbook to assist with such issues?
In response to the questions I just posed above, I do not feel that omitting pronunciation in the textbook is ideal for first year learners.  This activity is much needed in ensuring their correct responses in class and the real world.  The laboratory manual holds pronunciation activities for all chapters and the textbook could mimic those as well to better explain the sections.  I feel the lack of emphasis on pronunciation is one of the main reasons why students feel insecure about their speaking abilities as well as being a major reason as to what causes their pronunciation errors.  The best course of action to improve the course materials is to add the pronunciation activity to each chapter in the textbook, reflecting the activities in the laboratory manual and better enforcing the importance of pronunciation and speaking.

Repetition versus Discourse Length Listening Activities

A major issue I noted is that for this being a first year course textbook, the audio in the laboratory manual did not repeat long dialogues, but rather only repeated for the short sections.  While this seems backwards, it seems that the idea is to grasp a basic understanding and to learn to capture only parts of a conversation, which is what one might normally experience in person.  In this case, these discourse length sections did well in that the responses and answers focused on the main topics in each activity provided.  

This style of activities was both in the early chapters and later chapters.  This repetition of the styles seems to implicate the above theory that the authors were attempting to simulate situations where the student may not be able to understand the entire conversation and that the speaker may not have the opportunity or desire to repeat themselves for the student.  This style of repeating these activities would theoretically assist the student in learning to grasp the basic concepts of the conversation instead of completing understanding the conversation.

One thing I noted is that in Chapter 2, the discourse length activity was first instead of the second activity which was definitions of the key words in the first activity.  This seemed quite backwards for a student.  Interestingly enough, it seems that the online version was re-edited as the two activities were reversed.  Unfortunately, so were the numbers of these activities without notifying the student.  

For a first year student, it is likely they would notice that the activity was not the correct activity for the section listed, but it is not as likely they would note that the two sections were reversed.  This error as minor as it appears could very likely frustrate students and worse yet, possibly discourse the student from continuing their students especially if the student perceived the activities to be very basic, but yet they are unable to complete.  
Disproportion of Activities Types
There were less speaking activities than listening.  In fact, less than half of the audio laboratory manual activities involved speaking.  One could argue that the student could easily repeat back what was said in most activities that were not discourse length, but realistically, it seems doubtful that most students would do that unless that was part of the assignment.  The laboratory manual is a clear example of the lack of emphasis on speaking.  The proportion of overall audio activities to written activities is about equal, but when you look at how many activities are just speaking, you will note the disproportion of them.  

Given that the book is available as an eBook and the laboratory audio is available online, it seemed that the speaking activities were lacking a way for the student to have their speaking checked.  This would be the first area that I would add to the course.  I would want them to create a journal via recordings of themselves going over the same activities multiple times to help improve their speaking skills as well as providing them with the experience of hearing themselves in Spanish.  I would also require them to turn in final recording as part of an assignment.  Ideally, this would be done in a format where it could be shared with others, as I would like them to evaluate each other and point out areas where the other person could improve.  
Allowing fellow classmates to evaluate one another not only provides them with another audio activity, but it allows the students to note that their common errors are most likely shared by their classmates as well as identifying other areas where they may not have noticed an error before.  This activity also provides the students with positive encouragement as fellow classmates are most likely to be on the same level and can provide positive feedback about accomplishing the activity with fewer errors in particular sections of the activity based on each student.
Apart from the audio activities, there also seems to be fewer reading and comprehension activities than written activities in the laboratory manual.  Possibly the assumption is that the student will experience more reading/comprehension activities in the textbook and other supportive materials provided by the professor, but it seems that the manual’s activities could be more balanced.  Adding a few more of such activities would enable the student to become better rounded in their studies.
When to Use English and When to Omit It
In all of the audio activities, there is a large usage of spoken English used to explain how to perform the activity.  While this is certainly helpful for an English speaker, it seems that this could actually be omitted as the student has the laboratory manual on hand and the online audio is categorized according to its location in manual.  Apart from the first and second activities being reversed in location in the online resources, it would seem that the students could follow along in the laboratory manual and either get the concept of the activity with little written or spoken instructions especially when some of the activities provide the answers in the audio, for example assigning a number to the word that is described.

Another option instead of the use of English for written and audio instructions is to use Spanish either in the written, the audio, or both instead of omitting the instructions.  As the audio activities are aimed at learning how to speak and getting used to hearing Spanish, the ideal solution would be to at least change the instructions for the audio activities to be in Spanish.  This solution would further enable students to get to know the language and most likely better understand their professor who would be using similar instructions for in class activities.  

Leaning towards this solution, it might be most ideal to adjust all the instructions in the laboratory manual for all activities to be in Spanish and write the entire manual in Spanish.  The instructor could then go over how the first few activities work and seeing that the activities repeat styles, the students would become accustomed to performing the activity, even if they did not completely understand the instructions.  This would also provide the students with the ability to visualize written instructions to what might be used in the course during in class activities.

The Need for Video Activities

The weakest part of the audio activities in this manual is that they are only audio files.  The online resources suggest that there is also supportive video, however nothing is listed online, nor is it mentioned in the textbook or laboratory manual.  Providing the fact that the online resources are much more abundant today, adding video to the activities would not only be a huge improvement, but also seems necessary.  Video activities enable students to not only hear the dialogues, but they build context around the conversation for the student to better assist the student in understanding the dialogue.  The discourse length audio activities are the perfect examples of where the video activities might best be utilized.

Although students are able to see their instructor and actively participate in the in class activities, the professor will not always be able to provide a complete atmosphere to replace such video activities as mentioned above.  Video activities outside of the class room not only give students the opportunity to have a break from just listening and reading, but they also show the students how native speakers might hold themselves differently in a particular context.  These much needed video activities would create environment for students to learn about particular settings in an environment or physical gestures that cannot be explained.  
For example, students will not be able to see that Spanish speakers greet each other by kissing each other on the cheek at least once (twice for Spain).  Providing a video activity going over greetings would enable the students to visualize this without an in class re-enactment.  Another reason for video might be to show one’s personal space.  This could be accomplished in several settings so that students might be able to see what native speakers view as their “personal bubble” during business settings, friend activities, and their home. 

One other reason for video is to enable students with the ability of seeing native speaker form words.  Students could learn to mimic the way the mouth is shaped for particular words to better their pronunciation.  Additionally, students might be able to note how Spanish speakers utilize more of the face and mouth to form words than English speakers.  One activity I would do if there was a video activity is to have the students silence the video and simply watch the faces of the speakers.  Then, have them stand in front of a mirror and restate the activity.  Many would find that less movement than the native speaker produced and they might be able to improve upon this with more activities such as this during the semester.
Personalizing the Course Materials

Overall the textbook, laboratory manual and online resources appear to offer the first year student more than prior textbooks may have offered.  These course materials do allow for instructors to adjust the materials to fit their teaching style as well as add their preferred activities.  For example, Russell added writing assignments and guides for the class that I observed.  These materials were outside of the course materials provided above and were great compliments to the course.  Oriol also added much to the course materials through VoiceThread, Twitter, and picture cards in the class I observed.  In evaluating the textbook, it would be nice to see syllabus from the instructors to see what other activities they added to the course.  As mentioned above community activities were lacking in the course materials and may have already been added to Russell’s or Oriol’s course sections.

There is much that I would want to add to personalize or improve the course materials.  Following Oriol’s example, I would like to VoiceThread and Twitter in the classroom; twitter for connecting the students and allowing them the opportunity to use live conversation and think quickly in their responses.  The Twitter activities would not necessarily be graded on grammar and correct responses, but rather in the student’s ability to comprehend and participate in the conversation.  An additional activity of correcting the Tweets would be a nice compliment to the participation activity.  I would like to use VoiceThread or digital recordings in order to get students to do oral presentations and/or evaluations.  

Additionally, I would also like to find several community volunteer opportunities where the students could pick one of the activities as their assignment.  In that activity, they would have to speak, hear, and/or converse in Spanish, depending on their comfort level.  Following the activity, they would need to write a report about what they learned from the activity.
Also, I would like to add video activities as mentioned above to better diversify the activity types provided with the course materials.  Most likely I would pull video from YouTube or movie clips.  These video activities would merely be a way to show a particular setting of a particular topic presented in the course materials.  
For example, Chapter 10 focuses on health and well being, so a good video might be regarding Soccer or Salsa dancing as a sport enabling Spanish speakers to stay in shape.  Another option might be a cooking video explaining how to make a particular dish.  An activity to compliment these videos might be to have the student try out the activity and write their thoughts and feelings about the activity.  This activity might also be another option to the community volunteering activity where if the student performed the above activity in a Spanish speaking setting, then they would be able to write about the activity and the community experience at the same time.
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