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THEMES
Afro-Latino, Caribbean Food, Cultural Traditions, Music, Merengue, Lent, Easter, Family, Fiction, Recipes, Joy, Latino/
Hispanic Interest, Dominican Republic 

SUMMARY
Like all kids, Josefina loves to eat sweets. She loves warm chocolate chip cookies right out of the oven, cupcakes and candy! One night, 
while eating a piece of flan, Mami asks her to consider giving up sweets for Lent, the 40 days leading up to Easter. “That’s impossible!” 
Josefina says. When Mami promises to teach her how to make her favorite dessert, habichuelas con dulce, she agrees to give it a try. 

Josefina can’t wait to end her fast and eat the delicious, sweet cream beans, her family’s traditional Easter dessert. While she and her 
mom, tías and abuela prepare the dish, they dance to merengue music and tell stories about life back in the Dominican Republic. The 
kitchen fills with the aromatic smells of cinnamon and sugar, but it’s the feelings of love and happiness Josefina will never forget. On 
Easter Sunday, when the family eats the special dessert she prepared, the girl’s grandmother proclaims, “It’s the best pot of habichuelas 
con dulce I’ve tasted in my life!”

This heart-warming, bilingual picture book for children shares a universal story all kids can relate to—learning about one’s culture 
through food, music and family stories—while focusing on a cultural tradition specific to the Dominican Republic. As a bonus, the book 
includes the recipe for this special dessert—in both English and Spanish!

VOCABULARY
Content Specific 
habichuelas con dulce, tradition, flan, fasting, bendición, hola, fogón, merengue, tía, evaporated milk, condensed milk, 
cassava, Lent, Easter

Academic
reflect, overcome, obstacles, reward, set goals
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ELL/ESL Teaching Strategies 
Invite students to act out the following words found in the text: eating, nervously, gobbled, separated, washed, poured, 
filled, buried, swirled, stood, watched, hugged, turned on, shaking, tap, chop, stirred, smelled, inhaled, laughed, tasted, 
winked, took a bow

BEFORE READING
(Prereading Standards, Craft & Structure, Strand 5 and Integration of Knowledge & Ideas, Strand 7) 

Pre-Reading Questions

1. What special cultural or religious holidays does your family
celebrate?

2. How do you celebrate these holidays? What foods, music, or
special traditions do you do together?

3. How do these celebrations and holidays with your family
make you feel?

4. Have you learned to make any special dishes/food for these
cultural or religious celebrations?

Exploring the Book
(Reading Standards, Craft & Structure, Strand 5, Key Ideas and 
Details, Strand 1 and Integration of Knowledge and Ideas, Strand 7)

1. Read and talk about the title of the book. Ask students what
they think the title, Josefina’s Habichuelas/ Las habichuelas
de Josefina means. Ask what they think the word
habichuelas means based on what they see in the picture.
Ask students to make predictions about what they think
this story will be about based on the cover image.

2. Take students on a book walk and draw attention to the
following parts of the book: front and back covers, title
page, introduction, English and Spanish text, illustrations,
the Author’s Note and recipe.

3. Have students practice saying the word habichuelas
together. If there are other Spanish speakers in the class ask
them how they say “beans" in Spanish.

Establishing a Purpose for Reading
(Reading Standards, Key Ideas & Details, Strands 1-3)

Ask students to read to find out:
• Why is it important to set goals?
• How do we overcome the obstacles that get

in the way of our goals?

Encourage students to consider why the author, 
Jasminne Mendez, wants to share this story with 
young people. Ask students to consider why this 
text is presented in both English and Spanish. 
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Discussion Questions
Use these or similar questions to generate discussion, enhance comprehension and facilitate a deeper appreciation of the story. 
Encourage students to refer to the text and illustrations to support their responses. To build close reading skills, students 
should cite evidence to support their answers.  

Literal Comprehension
(Reading Standards, Key Ideas & Details, Strands 1 and 3) 

1. What is Josefina giving up for Lent?
2. For how many days and nights does she have to give up sweets?
3. Why is it hard for Josefina to give up sweets at school?
4. What does her mom give her to eat at home instead?
5. What is Josefina's reward going to be?
6. Who shows up with groceries?
7. What else are they doing while they're cooking?
8. What story does Abuela tell Josefina?
9. What are some of the ingredients added to the sweet cream beans?
10.How does Josefina feel when everyone is enjoying the beans she made?

Extension/Higher Level Thinking
(Reading Standards, Key Ideas & Details, Strands 2 and 3 and Craft and Structure, Strand 6) 

1. Based on the text and illustrations, describe what you think habichuelas con dulce tastes like.
2. Why do you think this traditional dessert is important to Josefina and her family?
3. What are some reasons it's hard for Josefina to give up eating sweets?
4. Why is Josefina impatient to make the beans?
5. How do you think Josefina feels about cooking the beans with her family?
6. What does it mean when Abuela says “these beans are going to taste even sweeter because you made them with so much

love?” What makes the beans “sweeter?”
7. How do you think Josefina felt when Abuela said “it’s the best pot of habichuelas con dulce I’ve tasted in all my life?”
8. How do you make or cook something “with love?” What does that mean?
9. Why is it important to celebrate and share a meal with our family, friends and people we love?

AFTER READING



TEACHING GUIDE

ELL/ESL Teaching Strategies
(Speaking and Listening Standards, Comprehension & Collaboration, 
Strands 1-3 and Presentation of Knowledge & Ideas, Strands 4-6)
(Language Standards, Vocabulary Acquisition & Use, Strands 4-7)

Below please find strategies that may be helpful to use with 
English Language Learners.

1. Review all of the vocabulary. Have students make
predictions about the word meaning, and then create and
share an action for each word. Invite students to write the
meaning of the word or phrase in their own words, draw a
picture or create a list of synonyms and antonyms.

2. Assign ELL students to partner-read the book with strong
English readers/speakers. Students can alternate reading
between pages, repeat passages after one another or listen to
the more fluent reader. Students who speak Spanish can help
with pronunciation of the Spanish or read the Spanish
alongside a student reading the English text.

3. Ask each student to write three to five questions about the
text. Then let students pair up and discuss the answers to the
questions.

4. After the reading:
a. Review the illustrations in order and ask students to

summarize what is happening on each page, first
orally, then in writing.

b. Working in pairs, have students retell either the plot
of the book or key details. Then ask students to write
a short summary or opinion about what they have
read.

5. Create a presentation on a food or holiday tradition from
your family or home country.  Remember to describe the
ingredients, foods, music or rituals/traditions for your
classmates. Share photos, artifacts, clothing, the recipe or
some other object related to the dish or holiday.

6. Students who speak Spanish can compare and contrast their
specific regional Spanish with some of the Dominican
Spanish words used in the text.

Reader's Response
(Writing Standards, Text Types and Purpose, Strands 1-3 
and Production & Distribution of Writing, Strands 4-6) 2-3 
(Reading Standards, Key Ideas & Details, Strands 1-3, 
Craft & Structure, Strand 4, Integration of Knowledge & 
Ideas, Strands 7-9) 

1. Which parts of the book did you connect with the
most?

2. Describe a time when you set a difficult goal for
yourself and how you overcame the obstacles you
faced.

3. Describe a time when you had to give up
something you loved. Did you succeed? What
were some of the challenges you faced?

4. Josefina learned how to make habichuelas con
dulce. Write or draw a picture about a food or
dish you have learned or would like to learn to
make.

5. Write a song or poem about how it feels to spend
time with family during a special holiday or event.

6. Onomatopoeia is using words that sound like
what you are trying to describe. Use
onomatopoeia to describe how the beans were
prepared and cooked.



TEACHING GUIDE

English Language Arts 
(Reading Standards, Integration of Knowledge & Ideas, Strands 7 and 9) 
(Speaking & Listening Standards, Comprehension & Collaboration, 
Strands 1-3) 
(Writing Standards, Research to Build & Present Knowledge, Strands 7 
and 8)

1. Ask students to think about their favorite food. Have
students list out adjectives and descriptive phrases and
words to describe their favorite food. Point out some of the
similes and onomatopoeia used in the book. Ask students to
write an ode or poem to their favorite food or type of food.
Students should be encouraged to use similes, sensory
details, onomatopoeia, imagery and colorful adjectives to
describe their favorite food/type of food.

2. Invite students to list and act out cooking words: stir, shake,
fill, pour, chop, slice, dice, cut, eat, blend, roll, knead, taste,
bake, fry, boil, etc. Then have students list out abstract ideas/
nouns such as friendship, love, anger, laziness, joy, sadness,
peace. Invite students to create a “recipe for” one of these
abstract ideas and encourage them to use the cooking words.

Social Studies
(Reading Standards, Integration of Knowledge & Ideas, Strands 7 and 9)
(Writing Standards, Research to Build & Present Knowledge, Strands 7 
and 8) 
1. Share with students general information about the

Dominican Republic. Show them a map of the island, talk
about its history, language and cultural traditions. Working
in small teams or pairs have each group focus on one
cultural aspect of the Dominican Republic to research and
present to the class:

INTERDISCIPLINARY ACTIVITIES 
(Introduction to the Standards, page 7: Students who are college and career ready must be able to build strong content 

knowledge, value evidence and use technology and digital media strategically and capably.) 

Use activities below to help students integrate what they have read with other curriculum areas. These 
activities may also be used for extension activities, advanced readers and creating a home-school connection.

a. Language
b. Music - Merengue
c. Music - Bachata
d. Holidays
e. Food - Main Dishes
f. Food - Desserts
g. Flowers & Plants
h. Animals - Land
i. Animals - Sea
j. Historical/Famous Figures

2. Ask students to research how Lent and Easter is
celebrated in different parts of the world or their own
home country. Consider the following places:

a. Brazil
b. Australia
c. Greece
d. United States (New Orleans in particular)
e. Philippines
f. Mexico
g. Russia
h. France
i. Hungary
j. Colombia
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Science/STEM
(Reading Standards, Integration of Knowledge & Ideas, 
Strands 7 and 9)(Writing Standards, Research to Build & 
Present Knowledge, Strands 7 and 8)

1. Study the recipe in the back of the book and talk 
about fractions and units of measurements. Have 
students measure out a variety of ingredients or 
objects/substances and have them add and subtract 
quantities. Have students make predictions about 
what would happen if the recipe is altered. Or try 
different variations of an easy recipe like making 
lemonade or dough but adding either too much or 
too little sugar, water, salt, flour, etc.

2. Have students create an easy “How to” recipe or 
instruction sheet to share with the class. Be sure 
students include number quantities and step-by-
step instructions. Easy ideas include: how to make 
a sandwich, how to tie your shoelaces, how to make 
lemonade, how to wash your hands, how to make 
the bed, how to make a bowl of cereal.

3. Using dry foods, have students soak different types 
of dry foods overnight or over a few hours. 
Students should hypothesize what might happen to 
the different types of foods. Once items have 
soaked, discuss what happened to each type of 
food. Have students take notes on their 
observations and describe what happened. 
Students can compare and contrast each food item 
and learn about density, porosity, cause/effect, 
floating and sinking, etc. Food choices can include: 
beans, rice, cereals, pasta, raisins, marshmallows, 
etc.

Art, Media, Music, Drama
(Reading Standards, Integration of Knowledge & Ideas, Strands 7 
and 9)(Speaking & Listening Standards, Comprehension & 
Collaboration, Strands 1-3)
(Writing Standards, Research to Build & Present Knowledge, 
Strands 7 and 8)

1. Have students paint, draw or create a depiction of 
one of their family’s cultural traditions, holidays or 
foods.

2. Have students listen to merengue music and 
describe and identify the pitch, pace, rhythm and 
instruments they hear.

3. Have students create a video commercial, skit or 
flier that advertises habichuelas con dulce for 
someone who has never eaten it. What would you 
say? How would you convince someone to eat sweet 
cream beans? Why are these beans special?

4. Place students in small groups and have them 
choose one scene from the book to dramatize. Or 
have students create a scene/skit using one of their 
own family’s traditions or recipes.
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Home School Connection 
(Reading Standards, Integration of Knowledge & Ideas, Strands 7 
and 9)(Speaking & Listening Standards, Comprehension & 
Collaboration, Strands 1-3)
(Writing Standards, Text Types & Purposes, Strand 2, 
Production & Distribution of Writing, Strand 4 and Research to 
Build & Present Knowledge, Strands 7 and 8)

1. Invite students to interview an older family member
about cultural traditions or foods they practiced as a
child. Compare and contrast their elder family
member's traditions and experiences with their own.
Share with the class.

2. Try to make the recipe for habichuelas con dulce listed
in the back of the book at home with a parent or
guardian. Take pictures or video of the process, and
then reflect on what it was like. Did you like the beans?
Do you think you prepared them correctly? Share your
experience with the class.

3. Encourage students to research the origin of one of
their family's cultural traditions or foods. When did it
start? Why does this food or tradition exist? How has it
changed since its beginnings? Why is this food or
tradition still around?

Connect with the Internet

Made to Order - Chef Zee Cooks 
Habichuelas con Dulce Dominicana https://
www.youtube.com/watch?
v=j3s0O6TUPf0

Easter in the Dominican Republic 
https://www.children.org/archive/2011/apr/
easter-in-the-dominican-republic

Dominican Republic 
https://www.britannica.com/place/
Dominican-Republic 
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MEET THE AUTHOR 
JASMINNE MENDEZ is a Dominican-American poet, educator, performer 
and award-winning author. Her multi-genre memoir, Island of Dreams 
(Floricanto Press, 2013), won a 2015 International Latino Book Awards. Her 
work can be found in the anthology, Wild Tongues Can’t Be Tamed (Flatiron 
Books), and elsewhere. Her second young adult memoir, Islands Apart: 
Becoming Dominican American (Arte Público Press), will be released in 2022. 
Josefina’s Habichuelas/Las habichuelas de Josefina (Arte Público Press) is her 
debut picture book. She loves, lives and eats cupcakes in Houston, Texas, 
with her partner Lupe and their daughter Luz Maria. 

ABOUT 
Piñata Books is an imprint of Arte Público Press, the oldest and largest publisher of contemporary and historical literature 
written by US Hispanics: Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans, Cuban Americans and others. Piñata Books is dedicated to 
the publication of children’s and young adult literature focusing on US Hispanic culture and has made giant strides in 
filling the void that exists in American publishing and literature: books that accurately reflect themes, characters and 
customs unique to US Latino culture. Books published under the imprint are designed to serve as a bridge from school to 
home and to support family literacy and elementary school education. Discover more surprises at https://
artepublicopress.com/pinata-books/.

ORDERING INFORMATION
bkorders@uh.edu • 1-800-633-ARTE 

Fax: 713-743-2847 
Arte Público Press • UH

4902 Gulf Fwy, Bldg 19, Rm 100
Houston, TX 77204-2004 

Learn more about this book at: 
https://artepublicopress.com/product/josefinas-habichuelas-las-habichuelas-de-josefina/

Josefina’s Habichuelas / 
Las habichuelas de Josefina

$18.95 • Hardcover • ISBN 978-1-55885-923-4 
32 pages • 8½  x 11

MEET THE ILLUSTRATOR 

FLOR DE VITA a native of Veracruz, Mexico, has illustrated two picture 
books: When Julia Danced Bomba / Cuando Julia bailaba bomba (Piñata 
Books, 2019) and Just One Itsy Bitsy Little Bite / Sólo una mordidita 
chiquitita (Piñata Books, 2018). A graduate of the Instituto Tecnológico y 
de Estudios Superiores de Monterrey with a B.A. in Animation and Digital 
Art, she currently resides in Jalisco, Mexico.




