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Introduction
Instructors of less commonly taught languages (LCTLs) often face two related 
challenges concerning the types of students who study their languages. First, 
some learners, who have little knowledge about the target-language culture 
(TLC), begin their language learning experience with a certain mythology 
about what the TLC is. For second language (L2) learners of Dutch, this 
naiveté may manifest itself in students who imagine the Netherlands as the 
apotheosis of a progressive society. The second challenge concerns heritage 
learners, who comprise a significantly high proportion of language classes 
among LCTLs (Brown, 2009) and who often have a highly idiosyncratic under-
standing of the TLC as filtered through particular familial relations. Devising a 
curriculum for this range of experience presents LCTL instructors, in particu-
lar, with great opportunities for exploring approaches to cultural learning that 
focus on developing students’ understanding of both their home culture (C1) 
and the TLC.

This chapter describes how explorations of the relationship between past 
practices and contemporary products promote deeper understanding among 
low-Intermediate L2 learners of Dutch. The activities are written for students 
as intercultural learners (Byram, 1997) for whom integrating cultural newness 
can be a disorienting experience. To that end, structured reflection (Crane, 2016) 
stimulates integrative, connection-making work necessary for students to make 
sense of confounding contemporary issues in the TLC. By directly confronting—
with guidance—complex cultural factors, students develop both a more accurate 
awareness of the TLC and effective tools to later use as independent L2 speakers. 
I conclude with a discussion of implications for language teacher development 
and language programs in general.

Chapter 11
Of Cookies and Saints:  
Deconstructing L2 Learners’  
Myths of the Target Culture

Vincent L. VanderHeijden, University of Texas at Austin
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Conceptual Frameworks
Approaches to learning culture have moved decisively in the past 25 years toward 
a notion of competency and interaction (Byram, 1997; Deardorff, 2006; MLA 
Ad Hoc Committee on Foreign Languages, 2007; Rathje, 2007; Risager, 1998), 
where learners are asked to become more aware of themselves as people with 
culture. Deep cultural learning of another’s cultural perspectives and practices 
is arguably incomplete without an awareness of one’s own cultural positions and 
prejudices. Byram (2010) speaks of critical reflection as an exercise in becoming 
aware of one’s own cultural filters. Sosulski (2013) proposes transformational 
learning as a process, similarly reliant on structured reflection that helps students 
come to terms with dissonances they experience in their learning process: “Long 
after they have forgotten the verb for ‘to interpret,’[. . .], if they can look back upon 
their second language learning experiences as a series of transformative moments 
in which they learned to see the world—and themselves—in different and more 
nuanced ways, then we will have done well indeed” (p. 91). This dovetails in mean-
ingful ways with the very definition of Bass and Elmendorf’s notion of “traits of 
adaptive expertise” (2012, p. 3), which are flexible, and emphasize interaction and 
creative learning with application beyond specific courses and contents.

This chapter addresses complex intercultural encounters and my approach is 
informed on the one hand by Byram’s (1997) understanding of Critical Cultural 
Awareness (Savoir s’engager), which reflects an ability to take a critical stance 
based on products, practices, and perspectives (Byram, 1997) from both the TLC 
as well as one’s home culture. It is fundamental to the notion of the intercultural 
speaker as someone who can mediate cultures to respective audiences. Addition-
ally, it stipulates a thorough understanding of the self as a culturally constructed 
individual (Byram, Gribkova, & Starkey, 2002).

On the other hand, the approach is also indebted to Sosulski’s (2013) work on 
transformative learning as learning that helps students develop tools and habits of 
mind to help them negotiate experiences that engender “bewildering difference” 
(p. 92). Indeed, transformative learning is complementary to critical cultural 
awareness as it is predicated on the ability to take “a critical stance toward one’s 
own set of assumptions . . . [coupled] . . . with deepened understanding of the 
structured nature of cultural frames of reference” (p. 93). Both Byram (2010) and 
Sosulski (2013) encourage reflective practice—structured, critical engagement 
with one’s questions and dissonances—to help students begin to open their per-
spectives and question their assumptions.

Instructional Context
The Dutch program is located at a large public university in the South-
west. Only two intensive language courses are offered each year: introduc-
tory and advanced Dutch. The learning sequences described here occur after 
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approximately 70–90 contact hours, about mid-way through the sequence. Each 
year 15–20 students complete this program. The most successful students have 
placed at the B1 level of the Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) 
when evaluated in the Netherlands for summer study. Upper-division language 
study is possible only as independent study. The author, the sole instructor of the 
language courses, was trained in applied linguistics and German. Students study 
Dutch for various reasons, with four standing out in particular: personal relation-
ships with Dutch speakers, vocational interests, travel interests, or rapid fulfill-
ment of the university’s language requirement.

Pedagogical Focus: Traditional Products 
with Contemporary Import
The two cultural products examined here serve as touchstones to uniquely dif-
ficult aspects of Dutch culture and history: colonialism and race. The lessons 
presented model strategies of analysis and reflection while maintaining a comple-
mentary focus on language learning. Next I provide cursory background on these 
matters before explicating the learning activities.

Speculaas is a well-known Dutch cookie and provides L2 learners of Dutch 
with an accessible lesson on contemporary cultural products that connect to par-
ticular histories. Speculaas has been associated with the winter feast of St. Nicho-
las since before the 18th century (Kruijswijk & Nesse, 2006), and its mix of spices 
(i.e., nutmeg, cinnamon, allspice, mace, and ginger) has been featured in specu-
laas recipes for at least four centuries. This time depth is the touchstone into the 
Netherlands’ colonial past: What did it take to procure these ingredients on the 
other side of the globe in the 17th century? What were the monetary and human 
costs of 10 grams of nutmeg in the Dutch Golden Age? Or of pepper? Even a cur-
sory reflection on such questions reveals a violent and destructive legacy of the 
Verenigde Oostindische Compagnie (VOC), the corporation with the authority to 
produce and transport spices among and from what became the Dutch Southeast 
Asian colonies. To this day, the Dutch “Golden Age” remains a potent cultural 
trope that glosses over the human and environmental cost of the 17th century’s 
“embarrassment of riches” (Schama, 1987).

The figure of Zwarte Piet (Black Pete), the attendant of St. Nicholas, is an even 
more sensitive flashpoint. The feast of St. Nicholas (St. Niklaas or Sinterklaas) on 
December 5 and 6 is arguably the second-most “Dutch” holiday on the calendar 
just behind King’s Day. Indeed, participation in Sinterklaas is a performance of 
nationhood (Jordan, 2014). St. Nicholas’s arrival by steamboat in November is a 
nationally televised event and a daily newscast for children (scripted and highly 
produced) apprises them of his progress and travails as he wends his way through 
the country. Stores are flooded with sweets and baked goods, Sinterklaas himself 
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visits schools, attended by his many ever helpful Zwarte Pieten, songs are sung, 
presents are bought, and poems are written. Sinterklaas season seems to pene-
trate nearly every corner of the Netherlands.

Zwarte Piet figures with the saint since well before the mid-19th century, 
when the now-canonical book Sinterklaas en zijn Knecht (Schenkman, 1850) was 
first published (Brienen, 2014). In Schenkman’s (1850) tale, Piet is an attendant, 
who makes sure his master has taken note of all good and bad children, rewarding 
the good with sweets and small gifts and punishing the bad by packing them in 
sacks to take back to Spain. Zwarte Piet is also the “muscle,” moving heavy crates 
of gold and gifts, reminiscent of a valet or footman. This class-based relationship 
aside, allegations of racist characterizations arise when one is confronted with 
Piet’s visual representation. Throughout the 19th century and indeed well into the 
20th, Piet’s depictions came to feature ever more exaggerated features (full, over-
red lips, a broad nose, unruly hair, and gold hoop earrings), and his page’s cos-
tume stabilized (multicolored garments, frilled collar and tam). Because slavery 
was not dismantled in the Dutch colonies until 1863, 13 years after Schenkman’s 
book, contemporary audiences would have understood Piet as St. Nicholas’s slave 
(Brienen, 2014). Even in the 21st century, Piet is played by actors in blackface: 
white actors with black shoe-polish make-up, wigs of curly black hair, reddest-red 
lipstick, and dressed in stylized pages’ costumes.1

Despite this challenging imagery, teachers of Dutch cannot ignore the cen-
trality of the Sinterklaas holiday (Jordan, 2014) in their courses. To do so would 
be akin to teachers of American English ignoring the fourth of July. Moreover, 
heritage speakers in the class will already have their own experiences with these 
holiday figures, some with more critical distance than others. Yet, teaching the 
holiday will consistently evoke strong reactions based on America’s own violent 
and contested history of slavery, Jim Crow, minstrelsy, and blackface. Thus, Sin-
terklaas and Zwarte Piet become an opportunity to teach students to negotiate 
simultaneously their personal reactions to such imagery and their learning of the 
cultural practice in the practitioners’ words (Byram, 1997).

Pedagogical Interventions
Each of the two learning sequences has two main instructional goals that situate 
culture learning as applying to both the TLC and home culture. The first uses 
authentic materials to build language skills, such as identify, describe, and com-
pare, as appropriate to the level taught. The second goal addresses strategy and 
skill development on a more intrapersonal level.

1 In the final weeks of the 2017 parliamentary election campaign, the anti-immigrant Dutch Freedom 
Party proposed national legislation codifying these features of dress and countenance as official 
Zwarte Piet costuming.
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Speculaas, the Dutch Golden Age in a Cookie
This unit has two goals and one primary outcome. First, it functions as a demon-
stration of how the historical past features in contemporary cultural products. It 
also models one possible way to inquire into the subsurface aspects of such cul-
tural products (though the model’s applicability for practices and perspectives is 
not excluded). The learning outcome is that students acquire an ability to begin 
making similar inquiries into both the TLC and the C1.

For the purposes of this project, students are presented with a recipe in Dutch 
and are assigned three tasks to complete at home: (1) identify the English names 
of the spices; (2) research where these spices grew in the 15th or 16th century; and 
(3) identify what these spices cost today at both a Dutch supermarket (available 
online) and a local American one. Such tasks are well within students’ language 
abilities at this point in their studies. Finally, students write a short reflection in 
English in which they hypothesize what it may have taken to bring these spices 
from the Southeast Indies to the Netherlands in a preindustrial age of tall ships.

The following class meeting centers on the case of nutmeg, which has a 
particularly problematic history. Nutmeg grew on only one island in Indonesia, 
Run Island, which the Dutch acquired from the English in 1667. To maintain its 
monopoly, the VOC repressed a population uprising, reducing a population of 
15,000 people to only 600 (Thring, 2010). The Dutch were not able to hold on 
to the monopoly in the long term, but their tenure on Run Island serves as an 
example of the lengths to which the VOC was willing to go in order to control the 
global trade of just one tropical spice in holiday cookies (though nutmeg’s use 
extended beyond baking).

During class, students collaboratively read two alternate accounts of nutmeg’s 
history. The first includes the effective “depopulation” of Run Island (adapted 
from a website heavily reliant on primary sources). The second account appeared 
on the Dutch language National Geographic website (Veld, 2014). Scanning activ-
ities prompted students to work together to extract factual information first (who, 
what, where, when), which they organized into a table to facilitate a comparison of 
the two texts: What information do both texts present? What aspects does only one 
address? The groups presented their ideas in the large group. Further discussion 
of such techniques can be found in Swaffar and Arens’ (2006) work on the pré-
cis. This analysis not only reinforced students’ learning but also crucially revealed 
that the National Geographic text omitted any discussion of atrocities. Once stu-
dents articulated this difference, the instructor prompted them to consider the 
kinds of texts and their audiences, consistent with multiple literacies approaches 
to language learning (Kern, 2000; Paesani, Allen, & Dupuy, 2016). Thus, the social 
space of the classroom is used to allow students to collaboratively extract informa-
tion, which then informs their emergent understanding.

Finally, students reflected on their original hypotheses. The goal of this reflec-
tion—first done individually as written homework—was for learners to consider 
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their ideas about the Netherlands and hold those against an aspect of history 
unknown to most Americans. They were asked to simply “record” their thinking: 
What did they know about Dutch colonial history? What did they know about the 
Dutch spice trade (or the acquisition of Manhattan, for that matter)? How were 
they reacting to this learning? How should we interpret the author’s omission of 
atrocities in the National Geographic article? Finally, students were asked to con-
sider possibly analogous moments of dissonance in U.S. history. The subsequent 
class session provided the social space for students to engage each other on these 
reflections.

Reacting to Zwarte Piet: Do We See What We Understand?
Whereas engaging with speculaas focused students’ inquiry on the cultural object 
external to themselves, an exploration of Zwarte Piet, for the reasons elaborated 
earlier, is a much more personal endeavor. The ability to engage with Zwarte Piet’s 
complexity in a critical way requires that learners begin developing an under-
standing of themselves as members of a culture. Likewise, critical reflection is a 
skill that develops over time. To that end, students were assigned three structured 
reflective writing assignments throughout the semester, which prompt them 
to think about how they understand culture and how it manifests in their lives. 
Students were assessed on their ability to tie their thinking to their lived experi-
ence, practices, products, and perspectives they have encountered both inside and 
outside the classroom. They received feedback on the precision with which they 
engaged the topic in the prompt. As beginning language learners, they answered 
these prompts in English.

Students were introduced to Sinterklaas and Zwarte Piet in three stages 
spanning four lesson hours. These stages were sequenced to familiarize learners 
with the figures and the holiday as well as to provide them with new language 
resources to engage in description and narration. Only in the third stage did stu-
dents begin working with the contentious contemporary representation.

1.	 Vocabulary building. Using full-color images, students described cloth-
ing and colors, activities, seasons, and so on. They then compared addi-
tional images of Santa Claus. In addition to introducing new vocabulary, 
these activities were rich in opportunities for recycling learned material 
in a new context.

2.	 Narrative text. Students read an adapted version of Sinterklaas en 
zijn knecht in modern Dutch. Activities expanded on who the figures 
are and what they do, allowing learners to practice past narration and 
description.

3.	 Video analysis. Students viewed a segment of the highpoint of the 
Sinterklaasjournaal’s season, the grand arrival in the Netherlands 
(Prickaerts, 2001–2015), where thousands of Dutch families line canals 
singing carols of the season and “journalists” interview prominent 
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figures including the city’s mayor. The occasion has all the trappings 
of the red carpet transplanted to a gray December day at a small harbor 
and features myriad Black Petes in blackface parading through a Dutch 
city of the 21st century.

In order to help students critically process this material, they completed two 
tasks while watching. First, they recorded their personal reactions in English. The 
prompt acknowledged that they would likely have unexpected and complicated 
reactions, which might include emotions from shock to anger to wonderment. 
Students also recorded any questions they had.

Second, students addressed content questions in Dutch that helped them to 
describe what they saw and to separate these descriptions from their evaluative, 
affective responses. This activity, borrowing from Bennett and Bennett’s “Describe, 
Interpret, Evaluate” (D.I.E.) framework (cited in Nam, 2012), encourages learners 
to practice a suspension of judgment pending careful observation and collection 
of information (e.g., “Does that comment describe, seek meaning, or judge?”). The 
questions to guide students’ observation were:

•	 Whom do you see in the video?
•	 What do they look like (clothing, emotions on their faces, etc.)?
•	 What are the people doing in the video?
•	 What else do you see in the video, aside from the people?
•	 Finally, what is the event that you see?

The subsequent in-class discussion provided learners with an opportunity 
to consider the reasons for their reactions (always tied to American history and 
taboos, and seldom informed by Dutch perspectives) and how they can be better 
informed by Dutch perspectives. Using the at-home observation questions further 
helped distinguish description from judgment. Students further refined sorting 
their reactions using the D.I.E. framework. Ultimately, students articulated the 
role their American culture played when encountering something culturally new.

Such engagement with the Sinterklaas holiday addressed several goals. First, 
students learn to acknowledge the experience of dissonance, such as when Sin-
terklaas and Zwarte Piet intersect with American students’ cultural histories and 
perspectives on race relations and the taboo on blackface. This intersection leads 
to a second goal: students and instructor alike explore ways to understand an 
individual’s reactions to cultural difference. Finally, the focus on students’ reac-
tions to difference as well as the process of informed, critical reflection, empha-
sizes skills to improve understanding (of the self as well as of outside cultural 
perspectives). Additionally, though this activity occurred among Novice-High/
Intermediate Low students, the intense contemporary debate in the Netherlands 
over charges of racism attached to the depiction of Zwarte Piet could be used 
with advanced students to develop more sophisticated language skills such as 
argumentation.
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Implications and Conclusions
The above discussion describes instructional interventions in which beginning 
language students explored and considered contentious sites of Dutch history and 
cultural practices. The activities were staged to stimulate reflection on students’ 
own cultures and culturally inflected reaction to difference. They highlighted 
cognitively dissonant moments, which clash with U.S. students’ undifferentiated 
stereotypes of Dutch tolerance and progressivity and offered practices that are 
applicable to intercultural encounters even after students leave the classroom.

The design of such activities unfolded only in part from a sensitivity to 
the complications of real life in the TLC. Yes, instructors must have the req-
uisite content knowledge to design lessons on the conflicts and discomforts of 
the studied community. However, equally important is an approach that asks 
what learners need in order to come to terms with such tensions. Structured, 
reflective activities have the potential to be the space in which students can take 
time to listen to themselves as they process and puzzle through difficult ideas. 
Such reflections also provide an added benefit to the instructor, as they become 
spaces in which we can better listen to and understand our students and their 
needs. The activities described earlier allow for integrated language and culture 
learning; exploration of contemporary, complicated issues in the TLC; they pro-
mote development of transferrable skills that foster a better understanding of 
the self and others.

As with any new instructional unit, the development of these learning activi-
ties requires time. Instructors need to thoughtfully consider the myriad intersec-
tions of the cultural artifact in question with the (mis)perceptions their students 
can bring to the encounter. Gradual design of these activities, in collaboration 
with instructional teams, can provide valuable professional development opportu-
nities, especially for graduate instructors.

Instructors also need a certain amount of curricular freedom to incorporate 
these moments into the syllabus, particularly in programs that must “cover” a 
fixed number of chapters in a textbook. Conventionally published textbooks 
will not address the content and perspectives considered here. Nor will they 
provide the flexibility and customization required to improve the lessons over 
time. Instructors must be provided the space to develop these lessons to their 
potential. LCTLs especially need this space, because appropriate instructional 
resources can be difficult to find. Blyth (2013) suggested that open educational 
resources (OERs) are especially well-suited to help LCTL instructors overcome 
this shortage of learning materials. This possible solution presents both a chal-
lenge and a benefit to the field: instructors become designers, reviewers, publish-
ers, distributors, and adapters of their materials. The creation and distribution of 
instructional materials move out of the control of publishers and into the pur-
view of instructors.
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