Liliana’s interview

Background

At age 18, Liliana left six siblings and her parents behind in a small town in Argentina three hours from Buenos Aires and came to stay with an aunt and uncle in the U.S., just days before the attacks on the Twin Towers in September 2001.   

Q1: What did you do to practice your speaking skills when you arrived from Argentina?

A1: When I arrived, I went to high school during the day and took ESL classes at the local community college at night.  I took the placement test. Even though I could write short sentences, I couldn’t say anything.  I started in Level 0.  I wanted to start from scratch.  I was so, so scared when I arrived. You have to learn to break that fear.  

To break the ice inside you, you have to have communication with people.  You have to have conversations.  Try to put yourself in situations where you have to speak.  Two or three times a week, go a store. Don’t go to a Spanish store.  Go to an American store. Just go and ask, “Do you have this? Do you have that?”  Learn key words and phrases, “I’m looking for this.”   Have some other sentences prepared, “I don’t understand what you’re saying.  Can you please say it another way?”   

You need to have a plan for each week.  I told myself, “I have one year. I need to make a plan. This week, I’m going to a store.”  I went to CVS.  I told my aunt not to go with me. I asked her to leave me at the door.  

Q2: What strategies did you use to expand your vocabulary?

A2: I used to put on the TV and leave it on while I was in the shower or the bathroom.  Every day, I would hear the same words.  At the beginning, cartoons are the best way to learn.

I also went online.  I got my first computer here in the U.S.  I didn’t know how to turn it on.  I didn’t even know what “Enter” means.  I learned English from having the computer.  I would study on the computer for two to three hours every day. 

You can find anything on YouTube.  I would watch how people talked. I would watch President Obama’s speeches.  And then I would record myself talking and would try to fix every mistake.

My professors told us to watch movies.  Don’t put subtitles on in Spanish.  Put the subtitles on in English.  Even if you don’t understand what the actors are saying, you can read the English.  Later, when I heard the same words, I would recognize them.

The language on your cell phone shouldn’t be in Spanish.  Don’t put your phone in Spanish.   You’ll see the words “Missed Call” in English. You learn words that way.  Make sure your computer is in English, not Spanish.

Q3:  Was reading an important part of your language learning plan?

A3: I used to read a lot.  Reading is the main thing.  Usually, I read drama books. I was looking for books where people have conversation. I was looking for the key words to use in a conversation.  I would read a sentence. I would really like it and try to use it myself. I wanted people to hear me and think, “She can really express herself.”

I wanted a higher than regular vocabulary.  When I didn’t know a certain word, I started making notes.  I had a notebook and I would bring my notebook with me everywhere.  I would go back to my notebook [to look up on the computer words and expressions I had jotted down].  From one word, I would get four more.  I was always looking for synonyms.  You have to look for synonyms. 

Q4:  What aspect of English was the most difficult for you?

A4: The pronunciation was the hardest.  I started with music.  Later, I found out that pronunciation depends on who is the singer.  Then I went to TV.  I watched the news on NBC.  Oh, my God!  News was a challenge for me. I couldn’t understand anything they were saying.  I thought to myself, “These people are so professional. I have to listen to them.”  I would put the TV on loud in the morning as I was getting dressed. I would be listening.  I would go to work and I would say to my boss, “I saw this on TV. I didn’t really understand what they said.  Can you explain it to me?” Then they would explain to me. 

TV is a great pronunciation coach.  Watch anything that interests you.  Find the words that you have trouble pronouncing and listen to how they say those words on TV.  Repeat what you hear. Open your ears, listen for sentences you heard before, and use them.

Ask people to repeat a word or a phrase over and over.  Watch Americans’ faces when they speak.  Watch their mouth.  And open your mouth when you speak English!

Q5: How did you practice your conversation skills?

A5:  I worked at a McDonalds for two years.  When my Hispanic co-workers saw an American customer, they would turn around and run into the kitchen.  When I saw an American customer coming, I would run back to a black co-worker – a short little guy, younger than me  - and ask, “How do you say this?”  

Tell your students that if they see an American customer, they should go to them and say, “Hi.  Good morning.”  Look them in the face.  McDonald pays you to smile. You are paid to make someone feel happy. “Hi. How are you doing today? What about you?” When you see those customers for a second time, they will know you and they will say, “So, you are working hard today!”  

Talk to old people. They love to talk.   Old people love to have young people talk to them.  Ask them, “Are you comfortable?” What they get is a nice moment. What you get is you break the fear of speaking.

Q6: What advice do you have for immigrant parents who are isolated at home with their children?

Try to push yourself to speak.  When you pick your kids up at school, try to talk to one or two of the other mothers. Open your ears whenever you are in the street or in a store.

If speaking Spanish with your children is important to you, speak Spanish with them at home.  When you leave the house, speak English with them. Think of leaving your house as if you were passing the border. 

Use your children as pronunciation coaches.  Go to your kids.  Tell your children, “I need to go to the store.” Ask them to tell you what you should say when you get there.  

Encourage your children to have play dates.  Invite other children to the house and listen to your children speaking English with their friends.  Talk to their friends.  Let them ask you questions, like “What is your favorite Lego character?”

What do your kids watch on TV? Ask the kids how to pronounce what they hear on TV and repeat what they say to you.

Don’t show your children you are afraid of speaking English.  They will copy you.  Never say in front of them, “I don’t know English.” Say, “I’m not sure how to say this yet.”
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