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Time Frame:

Approximately two 50-minute sessions

Materials Needed:

• Obituaries from newspapers representing U.S. and target cultures   
(Spanish and German examples provided)

• Multitrait rubric (provided)

Description of Task:

Views of death and dying within U.S. and target cultures are explored by 
having students, individually or in groups, study the obituary sections of 
newspapers from various countries.  Students will explore issues related to 
death and dying in the target culture and compare and contrast them with 
those of their own culture.

Pre-reading:

Students predict the kinds of information they would find in death 
notices.  The discussion takes place in the target language or English (for 
less proficient classes).  Ideas can be listed on the board or in students’ 
notebooks.

During reading:

In addition to a focus on comprehension, this during-reading task is 
intended to encourage the different cultural perceptions of “self” and 
“other” (e.g., Kramsch, 1993).

Obituaries
THEME:   CulTural  PraCTiCes  (DeaTh aND DyiNg)

LANGUAGE:   aNy  (sPaNish ,  gerMaN) 

STANDARD(S) : 	 COMMuNi CaTiON   CulTures    CONNeCTiONs    COMParisONs

          1 . 2     1 . 3          2 . 2       3 . 2         4 . 1    4 . 2

Level:
Intermediate-Low

Purpose:
To comprehend obituaries; to 

compare/contrast obituaries 

in U.S. and target culture; to 

compose an obituary that reflects 

cultural perspectives learned

Communicative 
Function(s):
Referential:  Understanding 

messages/descriptions; reporting 

events in writing

Language Structure(s):
Verb tenses (past, future)

Cultural Aspects:
U.S. and target culture perspec-

tives as reflected in obituaries.

Modalities
Reading

Writing
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Focus on perception of “self” (native culture)—Using the obituary section 
of local newspapers, have students scan for information commonly found in 
obituaries.  For example:

• Name of the person who has died

• Birthdate and date of death

• Place of birth and death

• Surviving family members, etc.

• Reference to significant life accomplishment(s)

• Information about funeral services

Students are encouraged to note special euphemisms, abbreviations, etc. that 
are used in this type of announcement.  They discuss their own experiences 
with terms, expressions, rituals, traditions that they associate with death and 
dying in the U.S.

Focus on perception of “other” (target culture)—Students are given 
obituaries from newspapers representing other countries (Spanish and 
German examples provided) and are instructed to read, looking for 
information, such as:

• Name of the person who has died

• Birthdate and date of death

• Place of birth and death

• Surviving family members, etc.

• Reference to significant life accomplishment(s)

• Information about funeral services

Post reading:

The main purpose of this post-reading task is cross-cultural comparison 
(e.g., Kramsch, 1993).  In pairs, students are asked to respond to the 
following questions:

• Is the information the same as or different from that in U.S. obituaries?

• Is there special information that does not appear in U.S. obituaries?

• Is the vocabulary used similar to vocabulary used in U.S. obituaries?
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• Do the obituaries announce other rituals associated with death?

• How is the format similar/different?

The class then summarizes what each pair has discovered about the target 
culture obituaries.  Is the size of the obituary related to socioeconomic 
status?  Why might there be more than one obituary for the same person?  
Is the information in the obituaries the same?

Pairs or individual students are asked to compose an obituary for a family 
member (or celebrity) who has passed away.  The student must use the 
obituary format of the target culture.

assessment:

Students’ comprehension can be assessed on the basis of their responses to 
the questions posed during the reading activities.

Students’ obituaires can be evaluated with a “multitrait” rubric comprised 
of categories such as (1) reflection of understanding of cultural perspectives 
(2) vocabulary use that reflects appropriate register, and (3) accuracy of 
verb tenses.  An example is provided.

extensions:

Suggestions for adapting the task for various levels:

For beginning levels:  Students can be asked specific questions and scan the 
obituaries for answers.  They can fill in obituaries that contain some blanks.  
All discussions can occur in English.

For advanced levels:

•  All discussions can occur in the target language.  Students can write 
a number of different obituaries and create a class obituary page for a 
newsletter.  

•  Using stories, articles, biographies, or poems about target culture 
characters (authors, artists, politicians, celebrities, etc.) that students 
have read prior to the activity, students can compose an obituary that 
reflects their understanding of the life of the individual. 
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