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As a sixth year student of Spamsh lookng bad onher foreignlanguageeducation, theauthor
bdieves she hasa greater unde standing of what attracted her to and maintained her interest in
thelanguage Yet shealso recognizes areasin her eduation that could hawe benefited from
change induding flexibility in creating her own program of study and more integration of
languageand culture in her courses. Sud changes, she bdieves, would encouragemore students
to continuepursuing thar foreign languagesducation even after meeting ther minimum
requirements.

| am acurrently a sophonore at Wake Forest University, where | study Mathematics and
Spanish. Looking back over my six years of languege study, | recognize areas where | would
have bendfited from changesin persond study habits, class structure, teaching style, curricula,
etc. While such reflection on my education benefits me as a student, | also bdieve my
experiences, both as they occurred and could have occurred differently, are applicable to thefield
of foreign languaye education today. Presently, theModean Languaye Assodation (MLA) is
concerned with how foreign languaye education is adgpting to a more culturaly diverse world,
as seen in thetitle of itsreport, GForeign Languayes and Higher Education: New Structures for a
Changed World©(2007) | hopeto address the concernsof the MLA by recalling my persond
foreign languaye education, induding wha has motivated me to continuelearning Spanish and
areas tha would have bendited from change Thisindght could hdp foreign language educators
at the high school and collegelevel discover wha drives and ingires a student and to adgpt ther
programs accordingly.

Getting Started: My High School Spanish Education

Theidea of speasking aforeign language Dsomething tha no oneelse aroundme could
undestand Daways fascinated me growing up. | am notfromavery diverse community, so |
was not accusomed to hearing foreign languayes growing up. On therare occasions| heard
people speaking another language, | wanted more than anything to know what they were saying.
| did nat have thechance to study aforeignlanguaye until my freshman year in high school, but |
couldn®wait to get started when the oppatunity finaly presented itself. Despite my enthusasm,
| quickly realized during my freshman year of high school that that | wasn®going to beableto
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speak and understand Spanish aswell as | wanted overnight It would eventudly take alot of
hard work and study to master thelanguaye

| attended alarge public high school with students from a broad rangeof persond and
academic backgrounds and amog al freshmen in my class enrolled in aforeign languayethar
first year. Additiondly, over hdf of my class enrolled in Spanish because it was deemed the
Onog usefulOforeign languaye. My high school did not offer alot of choice or variety in the
foreign languaye department. It was afour-year system where everyonewas placed in thesame
classes and learned the same material. These factors presented a chdlengefor first year Spanish
educators because they had to teach students with a broad rangeof abilities. Mog students were
jud trying to meet theforeignlanguaye requirements necessary for collegeadmissions yet |
excelled in my high school Spanish classes. Where many people struggled with theidea of verb
conjugdion and a different sentence structure than English, it came easy to me. My teacher
would call stem-changing verbs GhoeverbsDand teach the class arhyme to remember the
conjugaion of theverb Qener.OThese techniques hdped a lot of studentsin my class, butfor me
it was always jud easier to write down the conjugaionsand see the paternsmyself. With the
exception of studyingfor tests, | rarely had to work at Spanish outside of class. Looking back on
these first three years of my study of Spanish, | realize how much | would have benefited from
more of achdlenge | learned only what was required by theclass | was taking and was never
encouraged by my teachers to push myself. | was agoodstudent in high school and was enrolled
in Honors courses in different subjects in order to be more chdlenged than | mighthave beenin
other classes. | think the option of an Honors Spanish class with a more rigorouscurriculum
would have forced me to work harder and consequently speak and undestand the language better
at an earlier age The MLA report (2007)emphasizes the need for learning other languayes early
onin astudent® education and suggests a program for gifted foreign languaye learners in pre-
collegiate years. This type of program would allow for more intense foreign language study and
would better prepare the student for continued foreign language study in college | think | would
have bendited from such programs; indead, | coasted throughmy first three years and was
unable to learn thelanguageto my fullest potential.

My senior year | was able to choo® between Spanish IV and the Advanced Placement
(AP) Spanish Languaye course. | jJumped at the opportunity for the more chdlenging AP Spanish
classsince | had struggled so little in my previousclasses. | wasin asmaller class with other
students who also excelled at Spanish, and it hunmbled me greatly. Having never strugded
before, | was forced to recognize tha there were many thingsl did notknow and tha there were
other students who could read, speak, and write better than | could. AP Spanish was a great
experience for me because it findly gave me wha my other classes had lacked, that is, a
chdlenge | had to spend alot of time outside of class not only memorizing vocabulary, but aso
practicing reading, speaking, and writing. Theclass was all aboutmastering thelanguayeas a
whole rather than smply drilling grammar. We read a novd in Spanish and my teacher used
Spanish songsto teach usaboutuses of the subjundive, but heavy emphasis was also placed on
speaking and narrating situations This broad study alowed me to recognize areas where |
struggled mog, and | focused onimproving my Spanish in those areas. By taking AP Spanish my
senior year | findly saw theimprovement tha came with hard work and practice when
chdlengdd.

Overdl, | bdieve my high school education prepared me well for Spanish at the college
level, butin looking back | see how little attention was pad to the cultural aspect of the
languae All of my high school study was focused on learning the languagerather than
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incorporating the culture assodated with it. For example, thenovd | read in AP Spanish was En
el tiempo delasmariposas(In thetime of thebutterflies) by Julia Alvarez, but | read it as a story
rather than acultural and historical narrative of life in the Dominican Republic during Trujillo@
regime. | bdieve tha as a student of aforeign languageit isimportant to develop an
undestanding of thelanguayeitself first before endeavoring to study the culture because
attempting to learn both at the same time could beoverwhdming. However, | think the
integration of some cultural themes would add to theintrodudory levels of foreignlanguaye
study because it would give thestudent a greater perspective for why heor shewas learning the
languagein thefirst place. The MLA (2007 suppats replacement of wha they call the Qwo-
tiered systemOthat separates languaye and literature for onethat more closely integrates
language and culture into a solid foreign languaye education (Trandorming Academic Programs
section, paa. 1). Thoughl was well-prepared in Spanish grammatically, it was not untl taking
Spanish in collegetha | began to develop an undestanding of the cultures, induding ther
literature, assodated with thelanguaye| was learning.

A New Appreciation: Spanish in College and How It Changed My Perspective

| did well onthe AP exam, butl began my studies at Wake Forest University with nored
intention of pursuing afurther educationin Spanish. | planned to fulfill the school® languaye
requirement, an introdudory course to Hispanic Literature, and then investigae coursesin other
disciplines tha interested me. Thecredit | earned from doing well onthe AP exam allowed me to
take theintrodudory literature course tha was required for gradudionin my first semester, and
this course represented a hugeturning point for me in my foreignlanguaye education. In high
school | had some expoaure to literature, butmog of it was modified to facilitate thelearning of
thelanguayerathe than encourage an appreciation for thelanguage as related to culture. The
introdudory literature class, however, gave me theoppotunity to see how Spanish was used
naurally rather than in agrammar bookfor high school students. Spanish podry in paticular
made me want to furthe pursue my language studies. Until tha point, | had never even
congdered theidea of podry in another languaye Hearing the rhyme and rhythm and being
aware of the study and skill tha went into writing Spanish podry gave me anew appreciation for
thelanguaye | gave a presentation on GRima LI110by Gugtavo Adolfo BZcquer, and | loved the
oppotunity to investigate the symbolism of the swallowsin the poem. Thiswas a strange
expeience for me because | have never really enjoyed English podry, but something aboutthe
flow and mugcality of podry in Spanish fascinated me. | looked forward to reading the poems
onmy own, and class discussionsexcited me because | wanted to know othersOnterpretationsof
wha | had read. My fascination continued throughout the semester as we studied other areas of
Spanish literature, and | began to truly appreciate thelanguage and its creative potential.

This class also granted me the oppatunity to anadyze literature throughwriting,
something | had never experienced before. Since | had the freedomto chooe my own topic and
andyzetheliterature in away that interested me, | could express my opinionsin writing and
defend them usng thetexts under study. One of my favorite works aboutwhich | wrote was ONo
oyes ladrar losperrosOby Juan Rulfo. In my paper, | andyzed thedifferent symbolic meanings
of thedogsin the story from multiple angles. Previoudy, | had only spoken or written througha
teacher-supplied prompt, so | really enjoyed having this freedomto express myself usng
Spanish. Anothe aspect of this course tha | bdieve realy hdped improve my Spanish, as well
as encouraged me to continuemy study of it, was the attention | received from the professor. It
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was asmall class, so the professor knew everyonein theclass on a persond level and could hdp
each student individudly in areas where they struggled. Her advice and encouragement, along
with my enjoyment of the material and subsquent success, convinced me to pursueaminor in
Spanish. Podry drew mein and showed me tha Spanish was aboutmore than jug grammar, but
| think the hookQis different for everyone Making the minimum requirement in aforeign
language cove abroad rangeof material increases the chances tha students will find something
gpecific tha interests them and makes them want to learn more. Tha desireto learn iswha
makes students continuestudying the language after they have fulfilled the minimum
requirement, so it iscrudal for themto find tha hook early in ther foreign language career.

After my first semester of Spanish | decided tha it was something | loved and wanted to
pursue, so the question became wha classes | would take. It turnsouttha my classes are
essentially laid outfor mefor the next few years. There are three classes tha are required for all
students planning to major or minorin Spanish: an introdudion to Spanish culture and literature;
an introdudionto Spanish American culture and literature; and an advanced grammar and
compostion course. These requirements, which serve as prerequisites to other coursesin the
Spanish department and accountfor hdf of the necessary credit hours for the minor, do nat give
me alot of choiceinwhat classes| can take. Since | had aready had some exposure to culture
and literature in my introdudory class, | decided the best thing for me would beto improve my
undestanding of grammar of thelanguage before ddving furthe into theliterature and culture of
Span and Spanish America. Thiswould allow me greater versatility in my use of thelanguage in
other classes.

In the advanced grammar and compostion course | studied the same Spanish grammar |
had learned in high schoolin more detail and depth. However, in contrast with my high school
Spanish, | could notglidethroughthis class without working hard on my own to master the more
complex grammar paints. This class focused on bulding goodhabits throughcontinuouspractice
and learning thefiner ddails of thelanguaye By studying grammatical rules and questioning
how they work, rathe than smply memorizing them, | gained a more profoundundestanding of
thelanguage | dso bdieve thehandson style of the class was much more conduave for
learning the grammar than atypical lecture course. It was asmall class, and students were
required to read and prepare onthar own in order to spend class time going over examples. This
course aso involved alot of writing, much more than | had donein my previousclasses. The
style of writing of this course was different because it didn@involve andyzing literature and
respondngin apaoer, butrather writing over topics chosen by the student. Theclass presented
different styles of writing, induding description, narration, and persuasion. | really enjoyed the
chance to write aboutsubjects tha interested me and to incorpaorate creativity into my writing. |
was able to write abookreview of my favorite novel, PrideandPregudice, as well as a witty
persuasive piece aboutsomething as absurd as the enefitsOof traffic. Thefreedomin topic
choice made thewriting more persondly relevant to me. This persond relevance, alongwith
weekly writing and editing, hd ped improve my understanding and use of the Spanish language
tremendousy. By creating this founddionin grammar and compostion, | was prepared for the
courses tha were ahead of mein my Spanish eduation.

Thenext semester | took the next required course for the major, which was aliterary and
cultural study of Span. | was very excited when | saw tha a small history bookwas pat of my
required textbooksfor theclass because it meant | would be doing more than jud reading stories
and poams as | @ donein my first literature course. Learning aboutthe historical events that went
alongwith different works of literature allowed me to see and appreciate wha may have
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motivated the authors or pods. For example, it isimpossible to fully comprehend the
significance of mid-20" Century Spanish literature and art, induding Pablo Picasso( emotiond
depiction of suffering and chaosin GGuernica, Owithoutknowledgeof the Spanish Civil War
(19361939) Thecurriculum of this class exposes students to a broad rangeof Spanish cultura
produds, butmy professor was also sure to indude information about present day issuesin
Span. If atopic we were discussing was relevant to a moden problem, she would show us
newspaper or magazine articles to give usa sense of themodean day workingsof Span. The
MLA report (2007)stresses the need for Americansto be open-minded aboutother cultures and
grants highe level educationthetask of developing this greater cultural awareness. Until this
class, | was completely unavare Span hasissues with illegd immigration from Northern Africa,
much likeillegd immigrationfrom Latin Americais often frontpage newsin theUS. This
discovery was hunmbling for me as an American and made me realize tha the movement of
peoples and how such movement is characterized is a globd issuetoday and notuniqueto the
US. My professor@ method of incorporating moden problems into our historic study of the
county isagreat strategy for educting students on both past and modean cultural issuesto give
them greater overall cultural awareness.

Motivations for Continued Study

Theonly Spanish classes | have taken so far at Wake Forest have been required courses
for theminor. | have notyet been able to experiment and try new thingsthroughtaking elective
courses. Like many foreign languaye students at my university, | juggle atight schedule between
my major and my foreignlanguage minor and am rarely able to take classes for pleasure. Wake
Forest offers many highea level Spanish classes tha focuson a specific time period or subject
matter, like OThe Golden Age of SpainOor (20" Century Mexican Literature, Obut my workload
makes it difficult to fit them into my schedule. TheMLA report (2007 suggests an interesting
solution to this problem. They propo® interdisciplinary courses as a way of not only fulfilling
languaye requirements for students, but also providing a cultural education beyondthe study of
literature alone | think oppatunities like this would encourage more students to continuethar
foreign languaye education because it would be more applicable to ther other areas of study.
They would develop a greater cultural awareness by learning aboutmore than jud literature and
applying what they have learned in other courses to thar foreign language study. | bdieve tha
too much of eduationis based on simply taking the classes needed to meet requirements when
typically a student notonly performs better but gets more out of aclassif it is something they
chose to take rather than something they had to take. Interdisciplinary classes would hdp draw a
connection between classes required for a student and classes tha are interesting to a student.
Wake Forest does offer some such classes, like Spanish Busness and Spanish for Medical
Profession, butl would like to see more offered that are integrated into thelibera arts
curriculum, like Palitical Science or History courses taughtin Spanish. Such interdisciplinary
courses would provide me and others like me a greater oppotunity to take Spanish courses while
at the same time meeting requirements of other departments.

Anothe amazing oppotunity tha | bdieve encourages students to undetake aforeign
language education is the oppotunity to study abroad in the county of ther choice. | am
fortunae enoughto attend auniversity where themgority of students study abroad at some time
in thar college careers, and this point was a major contributing factor in my decision to attend
Wake Forest. | plan on spending a semester studying in Salamanca, Span next fal, and thistrip
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has served as a mgor motivating factor throughoutmy Spanish education. As| stated earlier, the
mog important thing isfor astudent to have the desire to learn, and study abroad opportunities
providejud tha. They create agod for students to work toward because they want to be able to
communicate in the county in which they will beliving. Beyondjug motivating students,
studying abroad provides an unrivalled degree of cultural immersion tha can never beattained in
theclassroom It isundeniably thebest way for a sudent to undestand the culture that goes
aongwith thelanguayethey arelearning. As a college student, | am jus now getting the
oppotunity to study abroad, but! think this cultura immersion would be bendficial at any stage
of foreign languaye education.

Continuing My Studies: Looking Toward the Future

Even after six years of studying Spanish, | am still excited to continuegrowing in my
undestanding of thelanguaye Studyingin Span will be an amazing oppotunity for me to not
only demondrate and practice what | have aready learned in Spanish, butto learn much more. It
provides a chance for me notonly to improvemy speaking, but also to develop a greater
undestanding of the cultural workingsof Span. | think my studiesin foreign languages thusfar
have prepared me for the chdlenges | will face not only abroad butin my life. Learningaforeign
languaeis an indispensable pat of awell-roundel education, especially as students navigae the
diversity marking our world today, which is oneof the major points of the MLAG report.
Looking back on my foreign languaye education has been an amazing oppotunity for me to
reflect onhowfar | have come and where | mightgo.

Implications for Foreign Language Education

My reflectionson my persond foreign language education have led me to make
condusonsaboutforeign language educationin general. Thetwo mainissues| can identify
involve course layouts and curricula at both the high school and college levels. Structurally, |
bdieve dl foreignlanguaye programs should be set up in away tha gives the students more
choices, induding the addition of different types (e.g., Honors or AP) foreign languayeclassesin
high school and more flexibility in course optionsin college Admittedly, many high schools
offer Honarslevel coursesin foreign languages, yet | encourage a more widespread adoption of
diverdity in foreign languaye courses. Oneway to achieve this could bethroughforming
aliances with nearby high schoolsin order to create alarger and more effective Hona's program
for foreign languaye education. Such a program could also indudemore interdisciplinary
Spanish courses, which hopdully would prepare students for such expanded offeringsat the
collegelevel. Providing students with more choice a both the high school and collegelevels
gives students more control over thar own education ingdead of feeling asif everythingis
aready plannal for them.

| also suppot foreign language curriculum tha incorporates a greater exposure to culture
because it makes students more knowledgesble of the different culturesin today@ diverse world.
| undestandthat at early stages of foreignlanguage education it isimportant to learn the basics
of thelanguage, butintegrating cultural themes into learning thelanguage would give students a
greater sense of why they are learningthelanguaye at al. Findly, | think it isimportant for
educators to not neglect themodern cultural issues while teaching literature or history because it
isthemodean problems tha we all mug eventually confront Students with a broad cultural
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awareness, thoe who understand how the past comes to bear onthe present, will be better
prepared to face current cultural issues. | strive to be such a student, and | hopemy experiences
asalanguaelearne have provided ingghtinto how foreign languaye educators may encourage
students to stick with the program.

Pamela Marcott is currently a sophomore at Wake Forest University. She was born and raised in Cincinnati,
Ohio and graduated from Lakota West High School in 2006. She is currently working towards a
Mathematics major and Spanish minor and will graduate in May 2010. At Wake Forest, Marcott
tutors her peers in Math and participates in intramural sports.
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