
Learning & teaching 
journeys
This column contains narrative 
reflections, using a visual representation, 
to highlight one or two period(s) of 
significance in contributors’ learning and 
teaching journeys.

Raw learning 
experiences
Elizabeth Lammons

Learning something new can be 
threatening to one’s sense of self. 
Studying a new language is no exception. 
It is an unsettling experience especially 
when you have already established your 
abilities in your first language and you 
feel that your identity is strongly linked 
to the language that you speak. The 
challenges that you face to make sense of 
a language from scratch can be daunting 
and can cause you to quit if you cannot 
hang in there. I had two polar opposite 
language learning experiences that have 
influenced my beliefs about language 
learning and teaching and advising. 

Figure 1. My language learning influences and 
beliefs

In the 7th grade, I was introduced to 
language learning by my Spanish teacher. 
I cannot remember her name now, but I 
remember she was in her 30s. At the time 
I thought that she wanted to be a 
teenager again because she was always 
trying to be friends with the most popular 
students in the class. I noticed this right 
away, so this should have prepared me for 
the experience that I was to have in her 
class. Anyway, I was a sensitive high 
achieving student in a class full of other 
high achievers and it was my first time 
learning another language. I remember 
having this constant anxiety about 

pronouncing words correctly and coupled 
with my acute shyness, I could not 
imagine speaking up in class. The other 
students seemed to have no problems 
with learning Spanish. Many of them liked 
to play with the language and it seemed 
to be fun for them. I was more concerned 
about speaking correctly from the 
beginning and I thought initially that it 
would not be a problem because I did so 
well in my own language. Clearly I was 
quite naive! 

One day the teacher gave us a homework 
assignment to memorize some words in 
Spanish that we were going to have to 
recite it to the class the next day. I was 
really stressed about it. Even though I 
wanted to practice, I did not ask the 
other students in the class because I was 
too shy, and I was trying to save face and 
avoid being bullied about it. Therefore, I 
practiced on my own. When it was my 
turn to recite in class, I mispronounced a 
word, and to the class and my teacher, it 
sounded like I had said the name of a boy 
in my class, so I guess they thought I was 
daydreaming about him. The teacher and 
all of the students in class started 
laughing really hard. It was difficult for 
them to stop, and I was absolutely 
mortified! I wanted to disappear, but I 
could not. I wanted to cry, but I did not. I 
was shocked that my teacher would join 
in the roaring laughter instead of saying 
something to encourage me or correct 
me, but she did not. After the class, we 
had lunch. I hid in the bathroom to avoid 
facing my peers. It is true that learners 
make funny mistakes, but there is a 
difference between laughing uproariously 
at them and sharing a laugh with them 
while addressing the mistake and why it is 
funny.

In that class, learning a language was not 
the ultimate goal. It was a class designed 
to give us a taste of Spanish so we could 
decide if we wanted to study it in the 
next year. Our class assignments included 
lots of translation, repetition of dialogues 
from the textbook or tests. There was 
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never a point in that class or in other 
language classes I took in that middle 
school or in high school that a second 
language was presented to me as a way to 
communicate with speakers of that 
language. Mostly it involved taking tests 
to get a good grade. 

Clearly, I did not think about how this 
experience would shape my language 
learning or my career choice then, but 
when I began studying for my master’s 
degree, I realized that I was still carrying 
around hurt and embarrassment from that 
situation that I wanted to go away. Before 
I decided to get my master’s degree in 
Teaching English to Speakers of Other 
Languages, I was afraid that I would not 
be able to teach my students English well 
because of my failed experiences with 
language. I thought, who am I to teach 
someone else about how to learn a 
language when I am not fluent in another 
one? I feared that I would be labeled a 
fraud by my students when they found 
out about my language learning 
experiences. However, I decided that I 
could harness the fear and 
embarrassment that I felt and I could 
change it for good. I believed that I could 
create a positive and warm environment 
in my classroom for students to learn 
despite the fact that I was not fluent in 
another language and despite feeling like 
I was a bad language learner. I had a 
language learning experience in graduate 
school that changed that.

During my first year of study in graduate 
school, I had the opportunity to take a 
weekend workshop in the Silent Way with 
Shakti Gattengo. Shakti’s husband Caleb 
Gattengo created the Silent Way method. 
In this method, the learner is allowed to 
take charge of his or her own learning 
because the teacher helps the students 
raise their awareness of what they know 
in the language and how they know it. 
Silence by the instructor is used as way to 
allow learners to experiment with the 
language and it gives the instructor time 
to observe the students. In that 

workshop, I think we were studying Hindi 
or maybe Farsi. It was during the last day 
when we were reflecting on what we had 
done that I shared my first language 
learning experience with the group and I 
started crying. It was through the process 
of being allowed to be silent, of being 
allowed to process what I was learning, of 
being allowed to take risks, of being 
allowed to be wrong and then figuring out 
the error through Shakti’s guidance and 
the guidance of the other students in the 
workshop that broke through this idea I 
had been carrying around that I could not 
learn language. In that moment, I owned 
the fact that I could and can learn 
language. It was just a matter of finding 
my own way to it. 

From that point on, I vowed to myself 
that in my teaching, I would do my best 
to help students find their own way of 
learning. I should provide a way for 
students in my classes to learn to the best 
of their ability while respecting the basic 
fact that everyone is different and thus 
learning encompasses all possibilities. I 
wanted to empower my students to seek 
their own potential in the hopes that they 
would find this motivating to continue 
learning throughout their lives. In that 
two-day workshop, I felt more respected 
as a language learner than I had ever felt 
in any other language class I had been in. 
Throughout my career as an educator I 
have tried my best to give this same 
feeling to my students. Before I go into a 
class, I remind myself the class is for 
them. I listen to students as they speak 
and I try to wait to let them speak and 
hear their voices more than mine. I try to 
raise their awareness of what they are 
doing to learn by having them share their 
learning experiences. I insist that making 
mistakes is important. Perfection is a 
myth.

My initial and subsequent language 
learning experiences have obviously 
shaped the way that I have taught and 
continue to teach students. Now as a 
learning advisor, I am in a position to help 
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students identify their own ways of 
learning and I feel that I can empathize 
with their language learning struggles 
because of my experiences. I am studying 
Japanese now and I have to roll with the 
feelings of anxiety that I have about 
making mistakes. When it comes to my 
personal language journey, I am still 
fighting to have fun with it and to try not 
to be perfect. I can understand why 
students feel anxiety about speaking 
another language perfectly because I also 
want to communicate my ideas clearly 
and I do not want to accidentally hurt or 
insult someone with my choice of words 
because I am not confident of my ability 
to repair the miscommunication. As 
educators and students, we have to make 
room within our interactions for mistakes 
not only by saying making mistakes are 
fine, but by showing that making mistakes 
is a way of learning. For me, language is a 
tool for communicating my values and 
learning about the values of another and 
about respecting similarities and 
differences. My goal is to respect how 
students choose to interact in the 
language of their choice and encourage 
them to explore new ways of learning. 
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