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My Language Learning Experiences

When I was very young, before even Kindergarten, I remember being able to speak Spanish with my cleaning lady.  She would simply speak to me in Spanish, and then she would give me different Spanish words to answer with.  But I don’t remember even having words directly translated from English to Spanish.  It was simply like learning English for the first time; they were just words that allowed me to communicate.


But as the years passed and I began to attend school, speaking Spanish became more difficult.  Because I was not practicing as much, and because I began to learn English more in detail, it became increasingly difficult to speak Spanish.  It was as if my learning the structure and grammatical rules of English confused me when speaking Spanish.  I no longer could just speak it, and I had to translate the words in order to create a sentence.  It became a process rather than just mindless communication.


Interestingly this “process” way of speaking Spanish was how my Spanish classes in junior high and High School taught me.  My five years of Spanish classes all emphasized translation and memorization.  While we did have mock conversations with our classmates in Spanish and listened to tapes in Spanish which we would respond to, Spanish was taught mostly by memorizing the different spellings and the different verb endings.  This method of teaching never really worked for me; I often struggled with the conversation sections and I would have to see the teacher for help after school.  I also never had an opportunity to practice my Spanish outside of the classroom, and I became uncomfortable speaking it since I felt that I never really “knew” Spanish.  I was even embarrassed to speak it to my cleaning lady who I once could speak to so easily.  

When I entered college I was required to take a placement test to see what level of Spanish I was.  To my surprise I passed out of the beginning and intermediate classes, and was placed in advanced.  While I felt that my communication and listening skills were lacking, the test was simply multiple choice and reading comprehension, a test that in effect tested my memorization of Spanish.  So after years of memorization, I passed the test with flying colors, despite the fact that I didn’t feel that I really knew Spanish.  Disappointingly my college level Spanish class was like all the others, and I repeated much of what I had already learned.

The past year I was given a chance to test out some of my Spanish knowledge.  Through USC’s JEP I went to help coach a Hispanic Inner-city cheerleading team.  While most of the girls spoke Spanish, they typically chose to speak in a kind of “span-glish”.  I often found myself giving directions in English, and then one of the other girls would translate to her teammate in Spanglish.  I found this difficult to understand, and it would have been easier for me to understand if they had just spoken regular Spanish.


This experience made me realize that there is not just one type of Spanish. The Spanish that is spoken in the real world is often different from the Spanish taught in English classrooms.  Particularly younger generations, like the cheer team I coached, are adapting to their surroundings and a new and different combination of languages and of cultures are created.  Because of this, it is impossible to learn Spanish simply my memorization in a classroom.  One must go out and experience the language, and speak it with others.  The learning process then becomes natural, and in effect “hands-on”, and you are constantly practicing and thinking without even being aware that a learning process in going on.

