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Abstract
Although as teachers we would prefer that
our students read a literary text and “get it”
on their own, allowing them to engage in
spirited discussions about the characters,
the plot or the author’s message, we too
often find that we are reduced to lecturing
about the work because students are not
able to comprehend it. We can, however,
lead our students to gain their own insights
through instruction in good reading strate-
gies coupled with a careful choice of texts.
We need not use long texts, for there
exists a wealth of micro-stories, the short-
est of short stories, which offer a rich basis
for teaching reading skills. A tiny fable by
Augusto Monterroso provides a model for
teachers to design lessons that help guide
students to that moment of comprehen-
sion that can instill in the novice reader a
real appreciation of literature.

Introduction
Mini-skirts, compact cars, instantaneous
communications, quantum physics and
micro-chips: magnificently tiny things have
brought us huge rewards during the twen-
tieth century. Let us add short literature to
this list. While the nineteenth century gave
us extravagant novels like Fortunata y
Jacinta, War and Peace, and David
Copperfield, the twentieth century nur-
tured “persistent cultivator[s] of the frag-
mentary” (García-Posada, 2001) such as
Jorge Luis Borges, Marco Denevi, Julio
Cortázar and Augusto Monterroso.
Indeed, one of the dominant characteris-
tics of twentieth-century literature is its
portrayal of the fragmentation and dissolu-
tion of social and individual identities
(García-Posada, 2001). This manifestation
of post-modern literature has given us mini
short stories—minicuentos, microcuentos
or microrrelatos in Spanish—which we
can use as effective vehicles for the devel-
opment of reading and literary interpreta-
tion skills.

Have you ever listened to a joke that you
didn’t “get?” If so, then you know that even
after someone explains the punch line to
you, and even though you now “get” it, the
joke has lost much of its irony and enter-
tainment value because someone had to
go into a lengthy clarification, leaving it flat
and humorless. Kimberly A. Nance (1994,
p. 23) used this analogy in referring to our
students’ experiences with second lan-
guage reading, as they go through much
the same kind of disappointment when
they read a work of literature in Spanish for
which they are not quite linguistically or

culturally prepared. She notes that
although we may set out to include stu-
dents in a discussion of the significance of
a literary work, we often find that students
are incapable of participating. Nance aptly
describes what many of us have experi-
enced: students listen passively as teach-
ers explain plots and analyze works,
taking notes only to repeat these notes on
a later exam.

We would really rather provide our stu-
dents with the skills necessary to under-
stand on their own. This ability is certainly
the key to the enjoyment of reading, but we
face many obstacles in teaching students
to discern the messages embedded in lit-
erary works. In the past, it was customary
to assign a text and expect students to
read it, understand it, interpret and ana-
lyze it, either independently or with some
guidance, usually in the form of post-read-
ing “comprehension questions.” However,
we often obtained very unsatisfying results
with this approach. The last twenty years
have provided us with a wealth of research
exploring how second language reading
skills should be developed and how the
teaching of reading strategies can trans-
form our students into successful readers
who interact on their own with literary
texts. Despite these advances, however,
we have not significantly changed the way
we teach literature (Bernhardt, 1995;
Tesser and Long, 2000; Gascoigne, 2002).

Authentic versus Simplified Texts: 
A Solution
Current standards for foreign language
learning impose more cognitive demands
upon readers than has traditionally been
the case (Arens and Swaffar, 2000),
requiring that we cultivate in readers the
ability to analyze literary texts with greater
sophistication than in the past. However,
some researchers believe that literary
texts should not be used to teach reading
skills, given their intended audience of
sophisticated adult native speakers who
have spent a lifetime acquiring cultural and
linguistic experience. They believe instead
that undergraduate foreign language stu-
dents do not have the level of competence
necessary to enjoy literature (Lee, 1986;
Friedman, 1992). At the same time, they
complain that the kinds of texts used in
most beginning and intermediate classes
do not prepare students for reading litera-
ture (Lee, 1986). Kern (2000) argues that
introducing literary texts from the begin-
ning of language instruction “can help to
break down lines of division and assure
intellectual stimulation” (p. 8). He maintains

that the idea of teaching language should
include “the stories that are told in that lan-
guage (which serve as exemplars of social
interaction within the particular culture)” (p.
6). There are arguments for extended
reading (Maxim, 2002, p. 21),1 as well as
the assertion that short texts lack the cog-
nitive or cultural complexity that the nation-
al standards require our students to
master (Arens and Swaffar, 2000).
Nonetheless, when we examine extremely
short works, we see that they can be very
comprehensive and often contain as much
substance for literary analysis as longer
texts, making them ideal for our purposes.
Moreover, Friedman (1992) champions
the use of short, “rich” texts to exemplify “a
variety of forms, movements, schemes,
figures, and conventions” (p. 19). For
example, the shortest story known to the
Spanish-speaking world, a one-liner by
Augusto Monterroso of Guatemala,2 can
serve to teach students about allegory.
Indeed, according to one critic, this tiny
story, “El dinosaurio,” contains all of the
elements of the short story in its seven
words (Brasca, 2000). Another writer calls
Monterroso’s stories “finely honed, highly
ironic, sophisticated pieces which are both
very good literature and excellent peda-
gogical devices” (Steele, 2001). In addi-
tion, inspired by Monterroso’s works, the
popular Spanish news magazine El País
Semanal published a series of minicuen-
tos by contemporary authors each week
during the summer of 2000, naming
Monterroso the creator of the most beauti-
ful stories ever written, having “minted”
the “genre of brevity” (“Microrrelatos,”
2000, p. 98).

Friedman (1992, p. 19) contends that stu-
dents, despite frustrations, need to read a
text for themselves, rather than hear about
it from a teacher and that since reading will
become easier with each text, short works
are ideal and will promote the transition to
longer texts in the future. The very short-
ness of minicuentos removes the fear of lit-
erature that many students have and thus
can contribute to student acquisition of
skills and strategies for comprehending
and analyzing literary texts, especially if
teachers create meaningful activities spe-
cific to each story. Our students can be
taught to understand and enjoy literature,
and authentic literary texts may prove to
be the most appropriate means to guide
them to this ability.

Authentic texts are written by native
speakers for an audience of native speak-
ers, and may encompass advertisements,
movie listings, road signs, restaurant
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menus, as well as newspaper and maga-
zine articles, and literary texts. In an effort
to help our students understand literary as
well as non-literary readings, teachers
have tended to use materials edited for
student comprehension. Such editing may
consist of added glosses, simplified lan-
guage, or abridgement. Through this edit-
ing process, however, the “idiosyncratic,
colorful authorial cues that characterize a
genre and sort or label its textual message
system for the reader” may be eliminated
(Swaffar, 1985, p. 17), along with redun-
dancy in the language, making modified
texts more difficult to understand. It makes
sense, then, that many studies (Arens &
Swaffar, 2000; Young, 1993, 1999;
Swaffar, Arens & Byrnes, 1991) have
shown that student comprehension of
authentic texts is greater than that of edit-
ed or simplified texts, in part because
authors create authentic texts to convey
meaning and not to teach language.
Furthermore, the language of authentic
texts is intended to aid comprehension,
and the breadth of subjects treated in
them provides something for everyone.
Nevertheless, some charge that authentic
materials are too difficult for intermediate
students, and may even undo progress
students have made in reading as well as
their confidence (Day and Bamford, 1998,
p. 55; Nutall, 1996, p. 177; Rivers, 1981, 
p. 260). Many students consider literary
texts in general to fall into that realm of 
“difficult” reading. Tesser and Long (2000)
found, and many of us can confirm, that
while students may read magazine articles
and other fairly complex texts without
much anxiety, when faced with a text 
presented as “literature,” students tend 
to ignore all of the strategies they have
previously used, look up every word in a
dictionary, and have little comprehension
of what they have read.

Swaffar, Arens, and Byrnes (1991) assert
that what makes literary texts difficult for
students is the unfamiliar cultural content
and context, compared to the relatively
familiar cultural content found in “trivial”
works such as “Harlequin romances and
thrillers” (p. 214) or other popular culture
texts, as well as in expository texts such as
business letters and newspaper articles.
The content of such texts is predictable,
allowing the reader to absorb familiar con-
cepts easily. In addition to the obstacles
presented by the cultural content in literary
texts, Swaffar and Byrnes (1991) remind
us that “literary texts frequently challenge
readers with discomfiting perspectives and
linguistic techniques that deviate from
standard usage” (p. 213). Narrative point of
view and metaphoric language can pre-
sent tremendous hurdles to students
beginning to read literature; the ability to
infer meaning is required of readers of lit-
erature to a greater extent than for most

other kinds of texts. Aebersold and Field
(1997) add that the difficulties encoun-
tered in reading literary texts, including
“difficult language, complex cultural
issues, and the subtle conventions of vari-
ous genres of fiction [,] may leave students
more frustrated than enlightened” (p. 157).

While lamenting that authentic materials
can “rob” students of the simpler texts that
would allow them to become proficient, 
(p. 56), Day and Bamford (1998) propose
techniques for writing “language learner 
literature” (p. 63) to address the dilemma
of choosing between the difficulty of
authentic texts and the bland, unappealing
nature of simplified texts. But it is difficult to
see how their “language learner literature”
would be exempt from much of the same
criticism aimed at other “simplified texts,”
or how these works would prepare 
students for “real-world” texts. As Nutall
(1996) explains, “However good a simplifi-
cation is, something is always lost”
(p. 178).

Hadley (2001) cites scholars who advo-
cate using authentic texts in the beginning
stages of language learning if they are not
very long, if prereading activities are used,
and the need for activities and tasks for a
given text that are consistent with what the
student can do, whatever their level. The
same text can be used for different levels:
a beginning-level student can be asked to
identify places, characters, events, dates,
etc., while an advanced-level student can
be asked to discern motivations, make
inferences, etc., in the same text.

We have all experienced our students’
negative reactions when they are asked to
tackle long assignments. Shorter literary
texts are less threatening, less intimidating
to them; they view their tasks as being less
tedious and more within their reach if there
is less material to “wade through.”

Minicuentos present a natural solution to
the dilemma presented by the difficulty of
authentic literary texts and the problemat-
ic nature of modified texts. Minicuentos are
authentic, they are literature, yet they are
extremely short, thereby inciting less fear
in readers and reducing some of the com-
plexity presented by other genres.
Minicuentos present unique opportunities
for inference and interpretation, given their
extreme brevity. Epple (2000) points out
that one of the characteristics of many
minicuentos is the implicit nature of their
plots, calling on readers to be able to pro-
vide interpretations. Moreover, since
minicuentos put into play various mecha-
nisms of semantic comprehension, a sys-
tem of cultural references permeates the
text and readers must recognize the mark-
ers, infiltrate them, and dismantle them
(Epple, 2000, p. 3). According to Martínez
Morales (2000), the brevity of  “El

dinosaurio” accentuates the indetermina-
tion and ambiguity of the story narrated
and its possible meanings: few texts, he
declares, can boast as can “El dinosaurio”
of its strange ability to be two places at one
time (p. 2). Rojas Hernández (2000) notes
that Monterroso’s works can be consid-
ered in their entirety as intertexts, since
they contain many allusions to other liter-
ary works. Given their qualities, then,
minicuentos present an optimum and 
logical medium for beginning to teach 
students how to read literature.

A Model for Using Minicuentos to
Teach Literary Reading Skills
Monterroso’s “El dinosaurio” can serve as
a point of departure for creating lesson
plans to teach literary reading skills to
intermediate-level (third-semester college
or second- or third-year secondary) stu-
dents. The model (see Appendix) takes
into consideration Hosenfeld’s (1976) list
of strategies that skilled readers employ,
including using context clues to guess
meaning instead of consulting a dictio-
nary or glossary; skipping words; recog-
nizing cognates; noticing grammatical
function to deduce meaning; circling back
in the text to recall context and to adjust
predictions and guesses; and drawing on
background knowledge (see also Barnett,
1988; Lee, 1986; Phillips, 1984; Young,
1989). In addition, the model incorporates
the multi-stage reading processes devel-
oped by Phillips (1984), Harper (1988)
and Barnett (1989), consisting of the fol-
lowing stages:

• prereading and preparation stages,
• reading stage, or interpretive and

decoding stage,
• postreading and synthesis stage.

The teaching and reinforcement of the
strategies successful readers use may
take place during the prereading phase as
well as during the reading or interpretative
phase.The model presented here incorpo-
rates a task-based approach (Skehan,
1998) as well, emphasizing meaning and
real-world activities.

“El dinosaurio”: Prereading/
Preparation Stage
Tesser and Long (2000), the researchers
whose students read various kinds of texts
with little difficulty until they were told it
was “literature,” engaged in some practical
activities to demonstrate to the students
just what kinds of strategies they already
use. For example, underscore the idea of
the importance of their background knowl-
edge, they asked students just how they
knew where to sit in the classroom, why
they did not sit in the teacher’s seat, and
why they did not run out screaming “fire!”

continued on page 47




