
AP Spanish Language and Culture Syllabus  

Course Overview 

The Advanced Placement Spanish Language and Culture class is conducted in Spanish. Students 

are expected to speak Spanish to the teacher and their peers throughout the year. Students use 

their knowledge of the language to: 

• Express themselves orally in Spanish in everyday classroom and laboratory situations, in 

contexts that require explanations, arguments, inquiries, descriptions, persuasion and 

presentations. These contexts require interpretive, interpersonal and presentational modes 

as appropriate.  

• Understand spoken Spanish as they hear it from the teacher, their peers and a variety of 

authentic sources including television news programs, radio programs, prepared taped 

segments from the Temas, videos and testing situations. (See list at end.) 

• Understand, be able to analyze and discuss written Spanish from a variety of authentic 

sources including short stories, newspaper articles, letters, the Internet, the textbook and 

the teacher. 

• Write both formally and informally in Spanish, as is appropriate, given the situation 

presented to them. This includes formal essays, emails, short notes, letters, personal 

responses to or analysis of audio stimuli and narrations. It is expected that students will 

judge the mode of writing that is appropriate (formal, informal, persuasive) and use it 

appropriately. 

• Understand and gain familiarity with the myriad of cultures that exist in the Spanish 

speaking world. This cultural awareness naturally leads to comparisons and contrasts with 

the student’s personal life and cultural experiences. It also leads to a deeper appreciation 

of one’s own culture and those of the Spanish-Speaking world.  

Course Outline 

We use two textbooks and numerous outside materials in AP Spanish. Temas (Vista Higher 

Learning) is a main textbook that provides specific practice geared to the types of activities 

students find on the AP exam itself. This textbook includes access to online practices and 

exercises to enhance the learning experience. Because we are a one-to-one laptop school, 

students have this opportunity outside of the classroom as well. In the classroom and 

language laboratory we practice using the written prompts as well as the listening and 

speaking exercises several times a week. Our text for listening and speaking practice is 

Triángulo Aprobado (Barbara Gatski & John McMullan, Wayside Publishing, 2013, 5th ed.)). 

It provides ample written and listening exercises for practice. Students write one to two 



essays a month. The teacher evaluates each essay by using a system of symbols to point out 

grammatical and vocabulary mistakes. Students then write a corrected version of the essay 

for a final grade. Informal writing occurs most days in the classroom or at home.  In the 

language laboratory students listen, record themselves, evaluate themselves and their peers 

and are evaluated by the teacher. All formal tests include listening, grammar, vocabulary, 

writing, and reading components, pertinent to the Language and Culture Exam. Numerous 

smaller quizzes focus on individual grammar, vocabulary, speaking or understanding skills 

when necessary. Triángulo Aprobado offers essential practice using authentic sources to 

allow students to widen and deepen the comprehensive skills and knowledge tested on the 

exam.  

Semester exams emphasize the cumulative sum of knowledge learned and practiced during 

the semester. In our World Languages department there are no exemptions allowed on 

semester exams. All students in all levels are required to take them. Semester exams in the 

AP class are practice AP exams, evaluated as closely to a real AP exam as possible. The 

exams are given during the scheduled exam time of one hour and a half, as well as during one 

or two class days prior to exams.  I either create exams for AP Spanish that follow the AP 

exam format and/or use material provided through the AP Central website and the Triángulo 

textbook. 

First Semester – special grammar emphasis is placed on correct usage of the 

preterite/imperfect tenses in all activities. 

Chapters from Temas:  

Chapter One – LOS DESAFÍOS MUNDIALES 

• Los temas económicos 

• Los temas del medio ambiente 

• El pensamiento filosófico y la religion 

• La población y la demografía 

• El bienestar social 

• La conciencia social 

Chapter Two – LA CIENCIA Y LA TECNOLOGÍa 

• El acceso a la tecnología 

• Los efectos de la tecnología en el individuo y en la sociedad 

• El cuidado de la salud y la medicina 

• Las innovaciones tecnológicas 

• Los fenómenos naturales 

• La ciencia y la ética 

Chapter Three – LA VIDA CONTEMPORÁNEA 

• La educación y las carreras profesionales 

• El entretenimiento y el ocio 

• Los estilos de vida 

• Las relaciones personales 



• Las tradiciones y los valores sociales 

• El trabajo voluntario 

Second Semester – grammatical emphasis is placed on review and usage of 

subjunctive/indicative moods. 

From Temas: 

Chapter Four – LAS IDENTIDADES PERSONALES Y PÚBLICAS 

• La enajenación y la asimilación 

• Los héroes y las figuras históricas 

• La identidad nacional y la identidad étnica 

• Las creencias personales 

• Los intereses personales 

• La autoestema 

• 

Chapter Five – LAS FAMILIAS Y LAS COMUNIDADES 

• Las tradiciones y los valores 

• Las comunidades educativas 

• La estructura de la familia 

• La ciudadanía global 

• La geografía humana 

• Las redes sociales 

Chapter Six – LA BELLEZA Y LA ESTÉTICA 

• La arquitectura 

• Las definiciones de la belleza 

• Las definiciones de la creatividad 

• La moda y el diseño 

• El lenguaje y la literature 

• Las artes visuales y escénicas 

General Precepts 

Each chapter in Temas explores one of the six themes of the AP exam. The book was chosen for 

this reason and because it exploits those themes in very broad and comprehensive ways. For 

example, the theme of Belleza y Estética includes art, architecture, fashion, literature, movies, 

etc. Each section in the chapter offers vocabulary related to the themes presented, written 

practice, both interpersonal and formal grammar topics, listening and speaking practice from 

authentic sources. Often there is authentic literature or journalistic articles and opinion pieces. 

The level of these practices is such that vocabulary and grammar usually must be previewed, 

allowing for review of more sophisticated grammar areas and for higher-level vocabulary 

acquisition.  The selections are rife with culture from the Spanish-speaking world and allow 

many natural points for classroom discussion. The students are encouraged to compare and 



contrast their personal experiences with those presented in the practices.  Students are also 

assigned supplementary online practices through the book’s online super site. 

Throughout the year, complementary activities are used from online, printed, audio and the 

teacher’s personal sources. Some of these include, but are not limited to:  BBC Mundo, CNN en 

español, news programs from Telemundo and Univisión, local Spanish language newspapers, 

national and international Spanish language newspapers, Hispanic community leaders and our 

Hispanic students’ families and friends. (Our school is 40% Hispanic). 

About a month is spent on each chapter, integrating the activities, spending time in the language 

laboratory and augmenting with outside sources. Appropriate speakers are invited into the 

classroom from the Hispanic community. In the second semester students participate in a 

mandatory weeklong service project at a Spanish-speaking site (see Speaking Skills section for 

more details) and the school sponsors an exchange program with a school in Argentina. When 

the students visit us from Argentina, they are incorporated into Spanish classes, many in the AP 

class. They come prepared with cultural presentations about Argentina (yerba mate, for 

example). These are presented in class, discussed and commented on. Students who host the 

Argentinean students in their homes live an even more intense cultural experience. Those 

students often also go to Argentina for the ultimate cultural experience of spending two weeks 

with the Argentine families in Buenos Aires. 

Our school offers a travel trip to a Spanish speaking country every other year. Recent trips have 

included Spain and Puerto Rico. Students who travel on these optional trips are exposed to 

language and culture. They have a chance to see, taste and hear what we have studied in class. 

We prepare for the trip by discussing the cities and attractions we will see, history, cultural 

experiences they are likely to have and how those relate to what we have studied in class. The 

trip itself offers opportunities to speak Spanish, interact with people in ordinary situations and to 

engage native speakers in conversation.  

Sample Classroom Activities 

Listening Skills 

I select an audio piece, for example, a listening piece about Cartagena de Indias, Colombia 

(“Cartagena de Indias, Colombia”, Proexport Colombia, Promoción de Turismo, 2011) and 

review the theme – how Cartagena’s history and development have made it a popular tourist 

destination and cultural center of Colombia. If appropriate, I give them new vocabulary that 

is important to understanding, especially if it is specific to a region or country. Students keep 

a list of expressions that are different in different countries (for example: jugo de naranja, 

jugo de china, zumo de naranja).  

I allow more repetition of the source and give more help to students at the beginning of the 

year than I do at the end. In the second semester audio clips are presented as they will be on 

the actual AP exam. Vocabulary is not provided in the second semester unless it is absolutely 

crucial to understanding.  At the start, the goal is to understand the overall piece, not to focus 



on individual words that might be unfamiliar. Students could write a short summary of the 

piece or complete a text with words or phrases missing.  Eventually we progress to the 

comprehension questions provided in the book. As the year progresses more attention is paid 

to listening for details as well as overall content along with taking good notes. After a first 

listening, students share their understanding with a partner. Because we have a significant 

number of heritage speakers in our classes at this level, I pair up a native speaker with a 

nonnative so they can help each other. Heritage speakers also share cultural perspectives that 

the other students may not have.  

Other listening opportunities include evening newscasts from Telemundo or Univisión. These 

up to date newscasts offer comprehension opportunities. In order to understand them, the 

students must obtain a certain level of knowledge about current world events and historical 

events. The vocabulary level used in newscasts is high and students are encouraged to learn 

place names, political and geographical terms. All of this becomes part of our study of the 

themes of Los desafíos mundiales and Las familias y las costumbres.  

Reading Skills 

Students are asked to read short stories, newspaper articles and magazine articles that relate 

to the six themes. There are always pre-reading and post-reading activities for each 

assignment. Pre-reading activities include vocabulary prep, discussion of possible themes in a 

story or article and discussion of who the author is (where appropriate). Post-reading includes 

synthesis, reactions to what has been read, analysis and reflections on grammar, vocabulary 

and structure when appropriate. Quizzes are given as a final assessment of the student’s 

understanding and appreciation of the reading piece. Students may engage with others in 

pairs or small groups, particularly during the post-reading activities to share, analyze, 

compare and contrast themes, vocabulary and customs. Large group discussion is also 

employed. 

Reading sources include short literary pieces chosen by the teacher (“No oyes ladrar los 

perros”, “Una carta a Dios”, “La luz es como el agua” “El cantar de Mío Cid”), or longer 

versions of some of the literature pieces included in the Triángulo text. These sources are 

chosen specifically to complement and integrate the six main cultural themes of the exam. 

“Una carta a Dios” is used when studying Los deasfíos mundiales or Las familias y las 

costumbres. A further project investigating some aspect of the immigration/migration 

question is also assigned. Articles used as starting points might come from a variety of 

sources such as “Selecciones”, “People en español”, “Hola” and other authentic magazines 

brought to class by the teacher or local newspapers that are published in Spanish.  

Reading/Listening Skills 

Students practice the combination of audio and written sources that the exam incorporates in 

the language lab. Particular attention is paid to the more difficult tasks of understanding and 



analyzing graphs, tables and other visual sources. This includes vocabulary specific to these 

sources. Pre-reading of the questions is expected. Students are encouraged to develop a 

system of note taking for the audio sources.  In order to enhance the combination of reading 

and listening skills, an audio or visual version of a written literary source might be used. A 

DVD of an author speaking about his/her writings may be used as introduction or as a 

summative activity (Gabriel García Márquez -- “A Witch Writing”). 

Writing Skills 

Students are constantly writing during general class assignments, but these skills are 

specifically honed with formal persuasive essays – one to two per month. The essays’ themes 

are chosen to specifically integrate with and enhance the cultural and thematical area being 

studied.  For example, students might take a stand on the use of cellular phones by teenagers 

in today’s society.  Is it getting out of hand? Should cell phones be banned in certain 

situations (school, for example)?  How do we stop texting and driving? This is an activity 

directly related to the theme of La ciencia y la tecnología. Another situation for a persuasive 

essay in this area is the question of personal privacy and the Internet. How does one draw the 

line to protect personal information? While all grammar is corrected on these essays, during 

the first semester particular attention is paid to the use of the preterite/imperfect tenses and 

second semester more attention is focused on subjunctive/indicative mood usage.  

Students are introduced to written sources in the first quarter. They are expected to learn to 

understand and analyze these sources, not just to summarize. They are also encouraged to use 

prior personal knowledge to understand cultural viewpoints or customs that might be 

different from their own. The students write a first draft of their essays and the teacher 

corrects grammar and content including organization, using a system of symbols. No grade is 

assigned yet. Students are required to rewrite their essays, correcting grammar, vocabulary 

and any other issues that were indicated. A final grade is assigned based on the quality of the 

first draft and the corrections made on the second one. Informal writing occurs on an almost 

daily basis in class, but timed practices are done in class, using the prompts from the Temas 

book or activities that the teacher creates (for example, a Thanksgiving email to their parents 

telling them why they appreciate them). Timed informal or interpersonal writing happens 

about once a week.  

Speaking Skills 

Students are required to speak Spanish exclusively in the classroom. They are encouraged to 

speak Spanish in the hallways with their friends and teacher and any other time that an 

opportunity presents itself (in a grocery story, at a Mexican restaurant or with a friend’s 

family). In the classroom the teacher speaks only Spanish. Oral presentations are a regular 

part of classroom activities. Sometimes they are impromptu – to get up and talk for a minute 

or two on an unannounced topic (their weekend, their pet, a family activity) – and some are 

formal (students might present on a political theme appropriate to a particular country – 

communism in Cuba or Venezuela, the relationships among countries who are geographical 



neighbors – Colombia, Ecuador, Venezuela, Perú). During the first semester formal 

presentations are usually given to the student the night before the presentation is expected to 

be presented. They will include written prompts. Beginning in the second quarter and 

continuing in the second semester, audio prompts are added to the written ones and oral 

presentations are recorded in the language lab for teacher evaluation. The teacher follows the 

AP exam rubric to grade these presentations. In this way students become familiar with 

recording their speaking and comfortable with the equipment in the language lab. They also 

become familiar with the requirements of the AP rubric.  Informal conversations are 

practiced and taped in the language lab as well. These prompts come from the Triángulo 

book. At times, especially at the beginning of the year, students create their own one-sided 

conversations with which to practice. This gives them the opportunity to talk about things 

happening in their own lives (Las familias y las comunidades and La vida contemporánea) 

and to practice writing. 

Students at our school have a unique opportunity to put their language and cultural skills to 

practice when they participate in a mandatory school service program during the second 

semester. AP Spanish students are required to spend their service week at a Spanish-speaking 

site. These sites could include schools, elder care facilities, Hispanic community agencies or 

daycare facilities. This experience directly ties into several of the main AP themes especially 

La Vida Contemporánea, Las Identidades Personales y Públicas and Las Familias y Las 

Comunidades.  Students do pre and post service activities that tie this experience in with our 

class.  Before the service week they talk about their reasons for choosing the site, their 

expectations about their experience and their fears about being required to speak Spanish 

with strangers in a less controlled situation. After the week is done, students write a reflective 

paper about the experience focusing on their triumphs, the surprises the experience has 

provided and their cultural experiences. They are encouraged to reference activities or 

sources read, listened to or seen in class that helped them during this week. If the site allows 

it, they make a short video presentation of the experience or take still photos and do a Power 

Point presentation to show the class. If the site does not allow that, they make a formal oral 

presentation to the class.  

Culture 

Spanish-speaking cultures are at the core of the AP Language and Culture class. Culture 

permeates every activity to one degree or another. Students learn new things about 

themselves, their culture and others everyday. Students of various heritages (Puerto Ricans, 

Mexicans, Guatemalans, and Costa Ricans) share differences in food, vocabulary, customs 

and habits. We discuss what is happening in their countries of origin, for example, the 

economy in Argentina. Because of the themes presented and the activities practiced students 

are required to think about themselves, their culture, other cultures, and other ways of life. I 

believe this requires students to get to know themselves better and through the exposure of an 

AP Spanish Language and Culture class, they begin to become more globally enriched 

people.  

     



Lessons specific to themes: 

1. Science and Technology – Students begin by talking about how they like having laptops 

in school – pros and cons. What would their school experience be like without laptops? Then 

they listen to the audio: Una computadora por niño” (Paraguay Educa, 2009) and answer the 

questions. They then write a reflection on what life might be like for those in other countries who 

don’t have access to technology, taking a stand on whether it is better to have it nor not.  The 

essays would end up in a whole class discussion about the usefulness of computers in the 

classroom. Students might also answer an email asking their opinion about their use of social 

media and whether it has a place in schools. A few students might also debate the pros and cons 

of computers in the classroom. 

2. Contemporary Life – Students are required to do service for a week during second 

semester. Many work in bilingual or Spanish speaking schools or daycare facilities. This offers a 

perfect opportunity to compare their lives and how they were brought up with the students or 

children they meet. Before the service week they talk about their reasons for choosing the site. 

After the week is done, students write a reflective paper about the experience focusing on their 

triumphs, the surprises the experience has provided and their cultural experiences. They are 

encouraged to reference activities or sources read, listened to or seen in class that helped them 

during this week. If the service site allows it, they make a short video presentation of the 

experience or take still photos and do a Power Point presentation to show the class. If the site 

does not allow that, they make a formal oral presentation to the class. 

3. Personal and Public Identities -- This is a perfect opportunity to talk about racism. We 

begin by brainstorming stereotypes. Why do people believe in stereotypes and how does our 

society promote them? How do we as individuals reinforce them?  Students are then assigned to 

talk to someone who is not of their race. Non-native speakers must choose someone Hispanic, 

not necessarily a classmate. It could perhaps be the parent of a classmate or some other adult 

they know.  Native speakers are encouraged to choose someone from a different Spanish 

speaking country that they are not familiar with. They prepare questions for the interview. After 

the interview is completed, they must do a formal oral presentation about what they learned 

(compare and contrast) and write an essay. 

4. Families and Communities – In this section we focus on the history of the Americas. 

Students read “Cruzada por los idiomas nativos latinoamericanos”. (Isabel Soto Mayedo, 

bolpres.com June, 2009) and listen to “Linguicidio” (Radialistas Apasionadas y Apasionados 

February, 2008). They answer the questions given in Triángulo Aprobado and then the 

discussion begins. Why is language important? Is it important to preserve languages that don’t 

have many speakers anymore? What does it mean to a culture to lose a language? How do we 

preserve languages that are in danger? Why does English have such a widespread influence in 

other languages, especially Spanish? Students will write about their personal experiences with 

languages – their native and second languages they are learning.  

5. Beauty and Aesthetics -- The students begin by thinking about the role that physical 

attractiveness plays in our cultures. Then they brainstorm around the idea of “beauty is in the eye 

of the beholder”.  Students listen to the audio source “El arte de mi padre refleja su alegría de 



vivir”. (Margarita Vidal, El Tiempo, noviembre, 2011) This is about the colombian artist 

Fernando Botero.  Students are asked to think about why his art is so popular. How does culture 

influence in the ideas of beauty? How do tattoos fit in with beauty? Are tattoos really art? They 

read “Arte y significaciones perpetuadas en la piel” (Tilce Lovisolo, El Tribuno de Salta, 

Argentina, August, 2012.  Students then informally debate whether tatoos are art and why or 

why not.  

6. World Challenges – We discuss the advantages and responsibilities of having a pet. 

Why do so many people have pets? How important is it to take care of a pet? What does that 

mean? How expensive is it? What are the consequences of not taking care of a pet? What 

happens to pets that are abandoned?  Then the students read an article published in Artemisa en 

Línea (“La sobrepoblación canina: un problema con repercusiones potenciales para la salud 

humana”, 2011) by Antonio Ortega-Pacheco. They then write a persuasive essay, taking a stand 

on the problem of the overpopulation of pets in the world and suggest at least one realistic 

solution. 

Resources (apart from the textbooks cited) 

BBC Mundo. British Broadcasting Corporation.   http://www.bbc.co.uk/mundo/. 

Caracol Radio.   http://www.caracol.com.co/. El País. 

http://elpais.com/.  

Prezi. http://prezi.com/. 

  
Radio Naciones Unidas.. http://www.cinu.org.mx/radio/index.htm. 

RTVE. Corporación de Radio y Televisión Española.. http://www.rtve.es/. 

Telemundo en linea http://www.nintelo.com 

  Univision www.univision.com 
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