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The Effects of Cuento Therapy
on Reading Achievement and
Psychological Outcomes of
Mexican-American Students

This investigation evaluated the effects of cuento ther-
apy (an intervention using Spanish-language tales)
on childven’s self-esteem, affect, and reading test per-
Sformance. The sample was composed of 58 third-grade
Mexican-American students who were randomly
assigned to the treatment and control groups. The
vesults showed a mean self-esteem gain scove diffevence
between groups in favor of the treatment group for
Global, Academic, and General self-esteem scores.
Following intervention, the treatment group reported
less physiological anxiety than did the control group.
The vesults also showed mean increases in the pre- and
post-standardized high-stakes veading test scoves for
both groups. Other significant findings regarding self-
esteem and anxiety are veported.

atinos represent the largest minority group in

the United States, of which 61% are Mexican

Americans (Hobbs & Stoops, 2002; Robinson,
2005; Therrien & Ramirez, 2000). As a whole,
Latinos have low academic achievement and high
dropout rates, and are especially at risk for school
failure. For example, the National Assessment of
Educational Progress (2005) report of reading pro-
ficiency for fourth graders revealed that only 44% of
Hispanic/Latino students scored at grade level or
above, compared to 75% of White/European-
American students. Posited reasons for Latinos’
lower performance are their disproportionate num-
bers with Limited English Proficiency (LEP), low
socioeconomic status (SES), and a mismatch
between their culture and that of the school systems
(La Roche & Shriberg, 2004; Madaus & Clarke,
2001; McNeil & Valenzuela, 2001; Valencia &
Villarreal, 2005; Valenzuela, 2000).

With theoretical underpinnings in cognitive psy-
chology and Bandura’s (1977) social learning theo-
ry, storytelling and story reading have the potential
of enhancing cognitive and academic skills for
Latino students, as well as modeling appropriate
thoughts, beliefs, and behaviors. Storytelling also
leads children through the remembrance of anec-
dotes, stories, settings, and feelings (Morales, 1990).

Studies have found that reading aloud to children
improves their reading skills (Rosenhouse, Feitelson,
Kita, & Goldstein; 1997; Shimron, 1994). Borders
and Paisley (1992) reported that 12 classroom guid-
ance sessions based on children’s literature signifi-
cantly enhanced the cognitive development of
fourth- and fifth-grade elementary students. Story
reading provides a context for a rich exchange that
goes beyond the text, and promotes improvements
in vocabulary, comprehension, and cognitive devel-
opment that are enhanced through the use of lan-
guage and complex cognitive functions (Borzone,
2005; Karweit & Wasik, 1996). Additionally, discus-
sion and role-playing stories that have been read
aloud improve comprehension (Galda, 1982).

In comparison to studies of the use of story read-
ing to enhance cognitive and academic outcomes,
there are limited studies of their psychological
effects, especially with Latino children. Taylor,
Wooten, Babcock, and Hill (2002) reported that
using metaphorical stories with Mexican-American
families of low SES resulted in increased self-esteem
for the adults, but not children. However, the
authors explained that the stories may not have been
at the children’s developmental level. That is, the
difficulty level of the metaphors and vocabulary, as
well as the length of the stories, may have made the
stories inaccessible to the children.

The current study is modeled after the pioneering
work of Costantino, Malgady, and Rogler (1984).
They developed cuento therapy that uses cuentos
(Spanish-language folktales) in a sociocultural
framework to improve cognitive and emotional out-
comes of Puerto Rican children and youth who were
screened for behavioral problems. In addition to sto-
rytelling, cuento therapy features social interaction,
role-playing, discussion, and reflection. The partici-
pants are active learners who are guided in compre-
hending the stories and relating them to their lives.
Involvement in social interaction alone is insuffi-
cient. Within the sociocultural framework, expert gu-
idance and learner participation are required for cog-
nitive development (Rogoft, 1987; Simona, 2002).
253
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and behaviors.

In the first of only two published studies, the
cuento therapy participants were 208 kindergarten
to third-grade, second-generation Puerto Rican
children in New York City (Costantino et al., 1984).
The children’s behavioral difficulties were viewed as
being due, in part, to acculturation stress, and hav-
ing weak traditional cultural values and loss of eth-
nic pride. Therefore, a goal of the intervention was
the transmission and reinforcement of traditional
Puerto Rican culture. The children were assigned
randomly to one of four groups: original cuento
therapy, adapted cuento therapy, art/play therapy,
and a control group. The adapted cuento therapy
group included modifications in the treatment pro-
tocol, particularly the adaptation of the original
Spanish language cuentos to the life experiences and
coping skills needed by Puerto Rican children in
New York City.

Bilingual therapists and the children’s mothers
were involved in the therapy that included (a) read-
ing Puerto Rican folktales (in English and Spanish)
to groups of 4-5 children, (b) discussing the mean-
ing of the tales, (c) role-playing the characters in the
stories, and (d) discussing the relationship of the
role-play to their personal lives. The therapy was
comosed of 20 two-hour sessions in a six-month
period. The results indicated that the adapted cuen-
to group had a greater reduction of anxiety than the
other three groups, and the original cuento therapy
group had a greater reduction of anxiety than the
control group. Additionally, social judgment (as
measured by the Comprehension subtest of the
Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children—Revised)
showed a greater increase in the two cuento therapy
groups than the other groups. After one year, the
anxiety treatment effects remained stable, but the so-
cial judgment treatment effects were not maintained.

Cuento therapy was modified in a second study
for use with Puerto Rican adolescents who face
acculturation, ethnic identity, and other adjustment
issues common to their group (Malgady, Rogler, &
Costantino, 1990). In the therapy, termed
hero/heroine modeling, the groups of adolescents
are exposed to the biographies of adult Puerto Rican
role models in sports, politics, arts, and education
who had successfully coped with adversity (e.g.,
poverty and discrimination). In a study of
hero/heroine modeling, treatment and control
groups were. comprised of 90 English-dominant
Puerto Rican eighth- and ninth-grade adolescents
who had been screened as at-risk for behavioral
problems. The therapy sessions were similar to those
of cuento therapy. Compared to the control group,
the hero/heroine therapy group had a higher level
of Puerto Rican ethnic identity, and a lower level of
anxiety for the therapy group’s eighth-graders only,
and mixed self-concept group results as a function of
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the presence/absence of fathers in the participants’
households.

To date, there have been no published follow-up
cuento therapy studies to the frequently cited
research by Costantino and colleagues. Similar stud-
ies with other subgroups of Latinos are particularly
lacking. The current study is consistent with the
National Standards for School Counseling Programs
and supports the goal of providing empirically sup-
ported interventions to enhance students’ academic
and personal/social outcomes (American School
Counselor Association [ASCA], 2005). The study is
also responsive to the National Center for Trans-
forming School Counseling’s initiative of advocating
that the role of school counselors should include
closing the achievement gaps between student
groups (Education Trust, 2005). Rowley, Stroh, and
Sink (2005) reported that most school counselors
are using inadequately researched guidance curricu-
lum materials. Research-based literature to support
the school counselor’s role in addressing the
achievement gap is especially needed.

For the study, third-grade children enrolled in a
summer school program for students who failed
their end of year high-stakes reading achievement
test were selected for participation. Compared to the
larger school population, these students are at
greater risk of school failure and subject to the asso-
ciated stressors. The study also focused on variables
that have been associated with high-stakes testing,
including self-esteem, anxiety, and depression (e.g.,
La Roche & Shriberg, 2004; Thomas, 2005). Self-
esteem was particularly important to assess because
of its potential effects on academic and emotional
functioning (Galbraith & Alexander, 2005), and it
has been recommended for examination in cuento
therapy research (Stephan, 1986).

METHOD

Participants

The study was conducted in a mandatory remedial
summer school program at two elementary schools
in a south Texas city. According to the public school
district’s records, the district’s demographic charac-
teristics were the following: school population of
15,632 students, of which 97.5% were Hispanic, 2%
White, and .5% other ethnicities; 87% economically
disadvantaged; 24% LEP; and 65% at risk for school
failure.

The treatment group was composed of 64% males,
and the control group was composed of 60% males.
The following statistics were provided by the school
district for the treatment and control groups, respec-
tively: 93% and 83% were economically disadvan-
taged; 88% and 90% were at risk for academic failure;
and 74% and 48% had LEP.
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Table 1. Group Means and Standard Deviations for the Dependent Variables

CFSEI-3

RCMAS

Global® Acad® Parental® General® Social® Total® PhysioS Worry® Social Con® TASCP CDI-SP TAKS?2

Treatment

B BR5D 612 784 500 678 1239 446 479 307 1471 371 198269
(11.20) (2.15) (2.15) (2.13) (1.77) (6.53) (2.62) (3.17) (1.90) (6.79) (3.99) (84.14)
Post- 90.61 6.88 840 856 7.39 1261 4.39 507 314 1589 3.39 2,088.50
(13.43) (1.36) (2.04) (2.55) (1.88) (5.98) (2.53) (3.11) (2.19) (6.72) (3.35) (79.98)

Control

Pré- 9031 732 - 824 528 656 11.07 348 483 262 1607 2.861990.50
(12.52) (1.46) (1.71) (2.20) (1.71) (5.61) (2.20) (2.58) (1.90) (5.82) (2.59) (49.04)
The 3062 672 804 692 678 1272 466 528 286 1693 3.312057.73
(12.47) (1.70) (2.23) (3.20) (1.72) (5.43) (2.36) (2.55) (1.90) (6.32) (2.61)(117.76)

Note. CFSEI-3 = Culture-Free Self-Esteem Inventories—Third Edition; Acad = Academic; Parental =

Parental /Home; RCMAS = Revised Children’s Manifest Anxiety Scale; Physio = Physiological; Worry =
Worry/Oversensitivity; Social Con = Social Concerns/Concentration; TASC = Test Anxiety Scale for Children;
CDI-S = Children’s Depression Inventory-Short Form; TAKS = Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills

reading subtest score.

ACFSEI-3 Global (range of 55-150) and TAKS (range of about 1,000-3,200) are scale scores. bRCMAS Total
(range of 0-37), TASC (range of 0-30), and CDI-S (range of 0-20) are raw scores. “CFSEI-3 and RCMAS

subscales are raw scores that were transformed linearly into a common metric (range of 1-10). High scores for
all scales and subscales are indicative of higher levels of the respective variables (self-esteem, anxiety, depression,

and reading).

At the beginning of the program, consent forms
were distributed to all the third-grade students in
the district who attended this reading program due
to failure of their end-of-year Texas Assessment of
Knowledge and Skills reading subtest (Texas
Education Agency [TEA], 2005a, 2005b). Passing
this subtest was required for promotion to the
fourth-grade. Consequently, all of the summer pro-
gram’s instruction was reading related. Written,
informed consent from the students’ parents/
guardians for participation in the research was
obtained for 61 Mexican-American students.
Responses of three participants were excluded from
analysis since they left the summer school program
before completing the study. The remaining 58 par-
ticipants ranged from age 8 to 10 years (M = 9.07;
SD = .56), with a mean age of 9 years for both
groups. There were 28 participants in the treatment
condition and 30 in the control condition.

Both of the school district’s elementary schools
that were open for the summer participated in the
study. Within each school, students were randomly
assigned to the treatment and control conditions.
Within the treatment condition, there were three
groups of approximately 10 students each. School A
(with morning sessions) had 28 participants, and

School B (with afternoon sessions) had 30 partici-
pants. Because of limited space to conduct cuento
therapy in School A, there was one treatment group
of 10 students in this school, and two treatment
groups of 9 students each in School B. Conversely,
there were 18 control group participants in School
A and 12 control group participants in School B.

Measures

The following measures of acculturation, self-
esteem, anxiety, depression, and reading achieve-
ment were used in this study. All have adequate evi-
dence of reliability and validity. (See Table 1 for
score ranges of all measures except the acculturation
scale, which is noted below.)

Short Acculturation Scale for Hispanic Youth
(SASH-Y). The SASH-Y has 12 items on a 5-point
Likert scale. The raw scores range from 12 to 60,
with higher scores indicative of higher levels of
acculturation. The SASH-Y has a reliability coeffi-
cient of .92, and a concurrent validity coefficient
greater than .70 (Barona & Miller, 1994).

Culture-Free Self-Esteem Inventories-Third
Edition (CFSEI-3). The CFSEI-3 (Intermediate
Form) is a 64-item scale with a yes—#0 response for-
mat. It is composed of a Global scale and four sub-
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scales: Academic (academic and intellectual self-
esteem), General (perceptions about themselves as
persons), Parental/Home (self-esteem within the
family), and Social (self-esteem related to peer rela-
tionships). The Global scale score is the transformed
total of the four subscale scores. Reliability coeffi-
cients for the CFSEI-3 are the following: .92 for the
Global scale and .76 to .85 for the four subscales.
Satisfactory criterion and construct validity have
been reported for the CFSEI-3 (Battle, 2002).

Revised Children’s Manifest Anxiety Scale
(RCMAS). The 37-item RCMAS (Reynolds &
Richmond, 2000) has a yes—no response format. A
reliability coefficient of .80 for the Total anxiety
score has been reported for Hispanic children
(Argulewicz as cited in Reynolds & Richmond).
Reliability coefficients for the 10-item Physiological,
11-item Worry/Oversensitivity, and 7-item Social
Concerns/Concentration subscales typically range
from the .60s to .80s. Satisfactory evidence of valid-
ity for the RCMAS Total and subscale scores has
been reported (Reynolds & Richmond).

Test Anxiety Scale for Children (TASC). The
30-item TASC has a yes—nmo response format
(Sarason, Davidson, Lighthall, & Waite, 1958). It
has a reliability coefficient of .89, and evidence of
validity for primary school children (Ferrando,
Varea, & Lorenzo, 1999).

Children’s Depression Inventory-Short Form
(CDI-S). The CDI-S has 10 items on a 3-point
Likert scale. It has sufficient reliability (with a coef-
ficient of .80) and validity for research purposes
(Kovacs, 2003).

Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills
(TAKS). The TAKS reading subtest has 36 multi-
ple-choice items. A reliability coefficient of .89 was
reported for the TAKS third-grade reading subtest
(TEA, 2005a). Adequate content validity also has
been reported for this subtest (TEA, 2005b).

Procedure

Although all of the study’s participants were receiv-
ing their classroom instruction in English only, all of
the measures’ items were read in English, followed
by Spanish to optimize understanding. Spanish sup-
port was deemed necessary because 56% of the 61
initial participants were identified as LEP. The
CFSEI-3 and SASH-Y did not have Spanish transla-
tions; therefore, they were -translated in advance by
one of the co-authors who has extensive experience
as a professional translator and interpreter.

The SASH-Y was administered during the pre-
intervention only, and the other measures were
administered pre- and post-intervention. Aside from
the TAKS reading test that was administered by the
students’ teachers, the other measures were admin-
istered orally in groups by two of the coauthors who
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also served as therapists for the study. These testing
groups were composed of both treatment and con-
trol participants. Because the original cuento study
used therapists rather than teachers, individuals with
counseling/therapy expertise were chosen for the
current study. The therapists were bilingual, experi-
enced, and certified teachers, as well as advanced
school psychology master’s level graduate students.
Additionally, one of the therapists was Mexican
American with experience as a certified master’s-
level school counselor, and the other was Mexican
with licensure as a psychologist in Mexico.

An expert panel of five Mexican and Mexican-
American counselors, teachers, and psychologists
selected Spanish-language traditional and contem-
porary cuentos with Mexican and Mexican-Ameri-
can protagonists. The tales’ selection was based on
their length, developmental appropriateness, and
thematic content embodying cultural values and
characters, objects, and ideas with which the partic-
ipants could relate to their daily lives. In pilot testing
with 40 students, some traditional Mexican folktales
were eliminated from consideration based on the
students’ indicating (verbally or nonverbally) that
they did not feel a connection to the stories. All
selected cuentos were published with Spanish and
English narratives on the same or consecutive pages.
(An annotated bibliography of the cuentos used in
the study is available upon request from the first
author.)

All third-grade students who attended the sum-
mer school program exclusively received reading
instruction throughout the duration of the program
in a traditional classroom setting. Each teacher’s
classroom was comprised of no more than 20 stu-
dents. Students’ reading instruction consisted of
“drill and practice” activities developed to help them
master the skills needed to pass the TAKS reading
subtest. While the cuento therapy was taking place,
the control group students remained in the assigned
classrooms and received the regular reading TAKS-
driven instruction from their classroom teachers.

The cuento treatment participants engaged in 12
(approximately one-hour) sessions that occurred on
consecutive school days in the middle of the five-
week summer program that was scheduled from
Mondays through Thursdays. Consent was ob-
tained, and pretesting and posttesting were con-
ducted during the remaining days of the program.

Eight books with different cuentos were the focus
of eight sessions, while two books with multiple
short cuento scenarios required two sessions each.
For the first part of the sessions (about 30 minutes),
the therapist orally read each paragraph from the
cuentos in English, followed by Spanish. The partic-
ipants sat in a circle with the therapist showing the
books’ illustrations. The remaining part of the ther-
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Table 2. Two-Way Factorial ANOVA (2 X 2) of Global Self-Esteem Gain Scores

Source of Variation SS daf MS F
Between groups 517.27 1 b17.27 4.02*
Gender 58.07 1 58.07 45
Groups X gender 429.54 1 429.54 3.34
Error 6,814.35 53 128.57

Total 8,158.88 56

Note. Cohen’s d = .65.
h< Uh:

Table 3. Two-Way Factorial ANOVA (2 X 2) of Academic Self-Esteem Gain Scores

Source of Variation SS df MS F
Between groups 18.84 1 18.84 S
Gender 79 it 79 25
Groups X gender 58 1 .58 A9
Error 145.15 46 316

Total 169.68 49

Note. Cohen’s d = .73.
h< 05

apy involved discussing the key points of the tales
using question stems based on Bloom’s taxonomy
(Anderson & Sosniak, 1994) that were routinely
used in the students’ classrooms. This was followed
by role-playing the stories’ characters and main
events, and discussing the relationship of the role-
play to their personal lives. “Circle time” was used
both at the beginning and end of the therapy ses-
sions. It is a technique that has been used success-
fully in raising poor readers’ self-esteem (Galbraith
& Alexander, 2005). This nontraditional instruc-
tional seating arrangement allowed the children to
verbally and nonverbally interact with each other
and the therapist. See Appendix A for a description
of a sample therapy session.

RESULTS

There were no differences in the groups’ measured
demographic characteristics (gender, economic dis-
advantage, at-risk status, LEP, and acculturation; p >
.05). SASH-Y acculturation raw score means were
38.86 and 38.72 for the treatment and control
groups, respectively. Table 1 provides the means and
standard deviations for the remaining measures used
in the study.

Self-Esteem

CFSEI-3 Global self-esteem gain scores between
pretest and posttest measures were analyzed with a
two-way factorial analysis of variance (ANOVA;
2X2) comparing groups (treatment and control)
and gender (see Table 2). There was a difference be-
tween the treatment and control groups’ gain scores
of 7.11 and -.69, respectively (p < .05). The ob-
tained Cohen’s 4 effect size was .65. There was no
mean gain score difference for gender, nor was there
an interaction effect between groups and gender (p
> .05).

A two-way factorial ANOVA (2 x2) of CFSEI-3
Academic self-esteem gain scores between pretests
and posttests for groups (treatment and control) and
gender is shown in Table 3. There was a significant
mean gain score difference in Academic self-esteem
between treatment and control groups, .76 and
—.60, respectively (p < .05). A Cohen’s 4 effect size
of .73 was obtained. There was no mean gain score
difference for génder or interaction between groups
and gender (p > .05).

Shown in Table 4 is a two-way factorial ANOVA
(2x2) of General self-esteem gain scores between
pretests and posttests for groups (treatment and
control) and gender. There was a mean gain score
difference in General self-esteem between treatment
and control groups, 3.56 and 1.64, respectively, in

12:3 FEBRUARY 2009 | ASCA

This content downloaded from 129.113.53.71 on Mon, 09 Dec 2019 21:51:22 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

257



Table 4. Two-Way Factorial ANOVA (2 X 2) of General Self-Esteem Gain Scores

Source of Variation SS daf MS F
Between groups 37.46 1 37.46 3.94*
Gender 5.63 1 5.63 59
Groups X gender 48 1 48 .05
Error 437.75 46 952

Total 490.03 49

Note. Cohen’s d = .61.
*b < .05,

Table 5. Two-Way Factorial ANOVA (2 X 2) of RCMAS Physiological Anxiety Subscale

Gain Scores

This investigation Source of Variation SS af MS F
evaluated the Between groups 20.80 1 20.80 3.80*
Gender .00 1 .00 .00
effects of cuento Groups X gender .012 i! .01 .00
therapy on self- Error 289.98 53 5.47
Total 312.07
esteem, anxlety, Note. Cohen’s d = .24.
. *h< 05!
depression, and £
reading , . .
favor of the treatment group (p < .05). The obtained ~ Anxiety and Depression
achievement of Cohen’s 4 effect size was .61. There was no mean A two-way factorial ANOVA (2 X 2) of the RCMAS
gain score difference in General self-esteem for gen-  Physiological subscale gain scores was conducted
Mexican-American der or interaction between groups and gender. that compared treatment and control groups, and
Using a two-way ANOVA (2 X2), there were no  gender. The treatment group experienced lower lev-
students. mean gain score differences for groups (treatment els of Physiological anxiety after the intervention

and control) and gender for the Parental/Home
and Social self-esteem subscales (p > .05).

For the treatment group, there was a mean gain
between pretest and posttest raw scores on the
CFSEI-3 Global, Academic, and General subscales:
7.11, .76, and 3.56, df = 26, respectively (p < .05).
The effect sizes, Cohen’s 4, for the treatment group
on the Global, Academic, and General subscales are
.60, .40, and 1.56, respectively. There was no mean
difference between pretest and posttest scores on the
Parental/Home and Social subscales for the treat-
ment group (p > .05).

The control group had a mean gain on the
General self-esteem subscale of 1.64, df = 24, p <
.05, with an effect size, Cohen’s 4, of .46. There was
no mean gain for the control group on the CFSEI-
3 Global, Academic, Parental/Home, and Social
subscales (p > .05).

258
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than the control group (p < .05) with a Cohen’s 4
effect size of .24 (see Table 5). There were, however,
no mean gain score differences between gender and
interaction between groups and gender (p > .05).
Analysis of gain scores of the RCMAS Total Scale,
RCMAS Worry,/Oversensitivity and Social Concerns/
Concentration subscales, TASC, and CDI-S com-
paring treatment and control groups and gender
through a two-way ANOVA (2X2) yielded no
mean gain score differences for groups, gender, or
interaction between groups and gender (p > .05).
Additionally, for both the treatment and control
groups, there were no mean gain score differences
between pretest and posttest scores on the CDI-S or
any of the anxiety scales/subscales with the excep-
tion for the RCMAS Physiological anxiety subscale.
While there was no mean gain between pretest and
posttest scores on the Physiological anxiety subscale
for the treatment group, there was a mean gain for
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control group: 1.17, df = 28, p < .05, with an effect
size, Cohen’s 4, of .46.

Reading

A two-way factorial ANOVA (2x2) of the TAKS
reading scores comparing treatment and control
groups and gender indicates that there were no
mean gain score differences for groups (treatment
and control), gender, or an interaction effect
between groups and gender (p > .05). However,
results showed that there was an increase in the pre-
and post-TAKS scores of both the treatment and
control groups of 105.81, df = 26, and 67.23, df =
25, respectively (p < .05). The effect size, Cohen’s 4,
for the treatment group and control groups were
1.78 and .61, respectively.

DISCUSSION

This investigation evaluated the effects of cuento
therapy on self-esteem, anxiety, depression, and
reading achievement of Mexican-American students.
In the two previous cuento therapy studies by
Costantino and colleagues, there were mixed results
regarding differences in self-concept and anxiety
between the treatment and control groups. In the
current study, there were differences between
groups in Global, Academic, and General self-
esteem and Physiological anxiety in favor of the
treatment group. There were also significant gain
scores in Global and Academic self-esteem for the
cuento group, and significant gain scores in General
self-esteem for both treatment and control groups.
Physiological anxiety increased for the control
group, while that of the treatment group remained
unchanged. Although there was no significant dif-
ference in reading gain scores between the groups,
both groups had significant gains in reading scores.

Cuento therapy is a multifaceted, interactive inter-
vention that is comprised of read-aloud stories, role-
playing, and reflections. The approach respects the
children’s culture, utilizes multiple cognitive skills,
and encourages creativity, free expression, and coop-
eration. Ada (2003) wrote extensively about the
positive impact of children’s involvement in plays on
their memory, understanding and retention of cur-
ricular materials, self-confidence, and behavior.
Students must recall information and understand it
well to effectively “tell” the stories. The plays pro-
vide an opportunity for self-expression that is
uncommon in most of today’s public schools with
their highly restrictive and structured instruction.
The children’s role-plays and reflections about the
stories help them understand and appreciate them-
selves and others, as well as develop group solidarity
and cooperation.

Having the culturally relevant stories read in both

English and Spanish valued the participants’ experi-
ences, language, and traditions. Many children in
cuento group reported being delighted when listen-
ing to stories with which they could relate and
understand. Additionally, the dramatic role-plays in
a nurturing environment seemed to assist shy chil-
dren to lose their fear of speaking in a group. For
example, during the beginning of the study, one of
the cuento therapy participants demonstrated a shy
demeanor, and was reluctant to take part in the role-
plays. Subsequently, he chose minor roles that con-
tained minimal speaking parts. By the end of the
cuento therapy sessions, he was volunteering to par-
ticipate in larger roles and showed enthusiasm and
pride in participating. With cuento therapy, students’
self-confidence and self-esteem are likely to increase,
allowing for a greater sense of accomplishment.

Galbraith and Alexander (2005) reported using
role-plays and circle time in the lessons of their study
to encourage children to communicate, consider
consequences, and attempt making decisions in a
secure setting. Although the current study did not
focus on modifying the participants’ challenging
behaviors, the therapists observed several students
who initially came to the therapy sessions displaying
negative attitudes and oppositional behaviors. After
being encouraged to participate in the role-plays and
group discussions, these students’ challenging and
defiant behaviors seemed to diminish. For these par-
ticipants, positive feedback appeared to have been
particularly important.

Limitations and Future Directions

The current study has a number of limitations. First,
the sample size was small, and the duration of the
program was considerably shorter than that of previ-
ous studies (Costantino et al., 1984; Malgady et al.,
1990). Having more statistical power and extending
the sessions could have possibly increased the treat-
ment’s efficacy. Second, two of the assessors were
also the treatment groups’ therapists. Although this
is recognized as a limitation, it should be noted that
the assessments were administered in groups that
were comprised of both treatment and control
group participants. Third, this two-group experi-
mental design is susceptible to social threats to inter-
nal validity (Trochim & Donnelly, 2008) because
the design did not include a placebo treatment for
the control participants. Consequently, changes in
the treatment group may have been due to attention
and expectancy effects rather than the impact of
cuento therapy. Last, it was beyond the scope of the
study to assess how cuento therapy might have influ-
enced students’ reading and emotional outcomes
longitudinally. Future studies should consider longi-
tudinal data collection to examine both positive and
negative long-term effects.

Many childrenin
cuento group
reported being
delighted when

listening to stories

with which they
could relate and

understand.
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The current study
provides evidence
of the efficacy of a
group approach
that can be
conducted by school
counselors in school
settings, and
consequently can
impact more
students than
individual

counseling.
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Because the population consisted of only two ele-
mentary schools in south Texas, caution is advised in
generalizing the results to other settings. Future re-
search should replicate the current methodology
with a similar population to support the findings of
the study, and other populations to document gen-
eralizability. Other recommendations are the inclu-
sion of other types of measurement (especially of
physiological anxiety and including behavioral
scales, such as self-reports and other reports), assess-
ment of externalizing behaviors, larger sample sizes,
and treatment conditions that compare counselors,
psychologists, and teachers as “therapists.”

Implications

School counselors’ roles include improving the
emotional and academic functioning of all students
(ASCA, 2005; Education Trust, 2005). However,
there are disparities between Latino and European-
American students in the delivery of mental health
services regarding self-esteem, self-alienation,
depression, and stress-related issues (Villalba, 2007).
With the large number of Latinos in public schools,
school counselors are challenged to use empirically
validated, culturally responsive approaches to meet
their needs. The current study provides evidence of
the efficacy of a group approach that can be con-
ducted by school counselors in school settings, and
consequently can impact more students than indi-
vidual counseling. i
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APPENDIX A
Sample Cuento Therapy Lesson

The following is a description of the first cuento therapy session conducted with the treatment group. The book
used for this session was Pepita Talks Twice (Pepita Habla Dos Veces) (Lachtman, 1995). Note that all instruc-
tions were provided in both English and Spanish.

Focus of the Session

1. Exploring the conflict children face when they are asked to speak two languages across different settings, such
as home and at school

2. Discussing the importance of speaking two languages

3. Understanding the impact of growing up bilingual and bicultural.

Introducing the Session

The students were instructed to sit in a circle, and the therapist asked a question related specifically to the daily
story. An example question is, “Do any of you know someone who is bilingual and does not like to speak both
languages?” The therapist continued,

Today, we will be reading a cuento about a young girl named Pepita who did not like being bilingual.
This book is called Pepita Talks Twice. When we finish reading it, you will be asked to role-play the
story. We will then sit in a circle again and talk about the story, what you thought of it, and how it
made you feel.

Reading and Discussing the Story

After the cuentos were read by the therapist in English and Spanish, the therapist and students discussed the
main points of the cuento (characters, characters’ feelings, setting, problem, and solution) using Bloom’s taxon-
omy question stems. Sample questions follow:

Knowledge: Where does this story take place?

Comprehension: What problem did Pepita have in this story? Is this a problem that could happen in real life?
Application: Do you have any friends or family members who do not want to speak Spanish or English?
Analysis: Why did Pepita change her mind and decide to speak two languages?

Synthesis: What might have happened if Pepita had remained reluctant to speak her native language?

Role-Playing the Story

The therapist reviewed the story’s characters and allowed the participants to choose the character they would
prefer role-playing. The participants role-played the cuento with the therapist’s guidance. The students who did
not have a role to play, nonetheless, participated in the session. Their participation consisted mainly of being
active observers. They encouraged their classmates to do their best in their roles, gave them advice about how to
act in certain parts of the story, monitored the story’s sequence of events, gave students immediate feedback
about their performance, and assured that essential details of the cuento were included during the role-play. An
especially important role these active observers played was that of assuring that the emotions and feelings pre-
sented in the cuento were accurately expressed.

Closing

After participants role-played the cuento, they were asked to sit in a circle. A group discussion followed regard-
ing the role each participant played. The children had an opportunity to express their feelings and impressions
about the cuentos’s characters, setting, problem, and solution. During this time, participants also were guided in
discussing how the cuento related to their personal and/or academic lives. The therapist encouraged the stu-
dents to provide each other with feedback about their role-play performance, and their personal comments and
feelings about the cuento therapy experience.
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