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I am sitting at a kotatsu in my apartment making strenuous efforts to initiate some creative
thoughts. The goal is to write a pleasantly readable article for a newsletter. It should not be too
difficult, as I remember the frequent joy of churning out various kinds of creative prose and
poetry when I was younger, both for assignments and for social correspondence. Yet it seems
now that this mental process is somewhat hindered by having spent the last few years almost
exclusively immersed in the rigorous expository style of scientific research articles. Turning
my head away from my computer and papers, in yet another grasp for inspiration, I notice the
bright but gentle autumn sun shining through the trees outside, their yellowing leaves still
glistening and dripping wet from the morning’s rain. I am reminded that today’s relative
warmth is but a brief respite from the inexorable march towards winter. These cyclical
transitions feel all the more impressive in Niigata, given the extremes of the seasons here in
comparison with those of England, where that quintessentially chilly grey weather can occur

at any time of the year, without exception.

At the age of eleven, I spent seven months in a place with no summer or winter at all,
though it did have extremes of a different nature. For two years, my father taught English
literature at a large bilingual school in Bogotd, and I joined him there for a seven-month
period. We lived in a village called Chia, just outside Bogota, and although I visited my

father’s school for an initial two-week period, I then enrolled at a small Spanish-only school

in Chia, known by the acronym FACE, for the rest of my

sojourn. Thus began my first experience of learning a

foreign language, strongly motivated by the practical

necessities of daily life in a Spanish-speaking

environment, encouraged by kind, warm and lively people,

and excited and energized by the wonders of the region’s
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nature and culture. I was living in the tropics, near the equator, but on a savannah 2640 meters
high in the Andes Mountains. While daily home and school life, encompassing most of my
formal Spanish learning, took place on this relatively cool savannah, occasional trips to other
parts of Colombia would involve travelling up and down at least one of the three great strands
of the Andes that cut northwards across the country. Within two hours’ drive in my father’s
old jeep, we could be up in the freezing snowy peaks or down in the sweltering hot valleys or
coasts. Each environment had its own nuanced variety of architecture, food, music, dialect of
Spanish and general atmosphere. Needless to say, we also witnessed people’s quality of life,
which ranged from the wealthy, to the reasonably humane, to the poverty-stricken. It should
be pointed out that this was a relatively peaceful period in the ongoing saga of violence

among Colombia’s drug cartels, guerillas and government forces.

My Spanish learning was probably given initial impetus by the experience at my father’s
school, in which I joined a class to attend all of their lessons in various subjects with various
teachers. Each lesson was held in either Spanish or English, with an even balance across the
curriculum. The children seemed to manage these frequent transitions with minimal effort and
difficulty, even as they engaged in some quite academically sophisticated activities. Naturally,
I was not able to fully engage in the Spanish-medium lesson activities, but the exposure made
me aware of what was humanly possible. It was at the local Chia school that the learning
process got into its stride. The school’s small, rural and informal nature may have been a
factor. It consisted of a single building the size of a large family house situated in spacious
green grounds. It catered for
children aged five to fifteen years,
with a handful of children in each

age group, amounting to a total
student body of less than thirty. The

school’s pedagogy was experimental,
in so far as the activities were ju
largely child-centered and ‘
project-based. I fondly remember
the vivacious, hard-working and
caring Spanish language teacher,
Mario, who could speak English

fluently, yet also provided me with e
With the Spanish teacher, Mario (wearing

structured and meaningful learning
sunglasses),

tasks in Spanish. My father also

occasionally gave me grammar instruction at home, since he was already proficient in Spanish

before arriving in Colombia. As mentioned above, I was strongly motivated by living and

breathing an environment dominated by the target language, and this exposure included
2



generous amounts of play time, interacting with Spanish-speaking children.

I remember one of the very first times I tried to express myself in Spanish. One day after
school, perhaps in the second or third week, I had to communicate to a classmate, whose
father often gave me a ride home, that I wanted to walk by myself to the village center, buy a
snack and then walk home. I somehow gestured that I did not need a ride in their family car,
but the classmate and her friends seemed concerned for my welfare, and insisted on taking me
as usual. I thought hard about how I could get my intention across in Spanish, and came out
with the partially correct phrase, “Yo come en Chia” (“I eat in Chia”), which the girl echoed
back with a kind-natured chuckle. Some degree of understanding was achieved, and I carried
out my plan mainly successfully, apart from getting lost on my way back home. I later
discussed the whole episode with my father, and eventually learned that I could have said
something like Voy a comer en Chia (“I'm going to eat in Chia”) along similarly simple,
albeit not ideal, lines. Starting with steps such as this, I eventually reached a certain level of
fluency with which I could fully engage in play with local children and carry out successfully

most day-to-day interactions with adults.

After returning to the UK, the legacy of the Colombian experience manifested itself in a
number of ways. Within a year, at the age of twelve, I took a national school examination in
Spanish, known as an “O Level” (Ordinary Level - this has since been replaced by the GCSE).
The result was not outstandingly good, but I passed and obtained a certificate. Furthermore,
the knowledge of another Romance language helped as French lessons started at my new
secondary school, luckily with an inspiring French teacher. In addition, I could easily suspend
my disbelief and engage whole-heartedly in the early basic French role-play activities with
British classmates, as I knew that it would eventually bare fruits in the outside world. More
still, when staying with a French family as part of a school-to-school exchange, I was able to
engage with them, their language and daily customs without fear. Learning German was not
so successful. Although the regular homework and tests were not a significant problem, there
were very few genuine opportunities to practice conversation, and I feel that I have never
been able to reach a significant degree of fluency in the language, even after participating in
an exchange with a school in Germany. On the positive side, the experience with German
enables me to identify to some degree with some of the more frustrated Japanese learners of
English.

It seems to me that these stories illustrate how the serendipitous twists and turns of life can
dramatically affect a person’s disposition towards foreign languages, even for a person who is
not particularly talented. In fact, I do not insist that every single school pupil should
experience overseas travel in order to acquire English language ability. I have met a few
young students who, thanks to their inspired Japanese teachers of English, have achieved
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considerable English conversational ability, despite never having been abroad nor having had
much contact with ALTs. However, it would seem to be beneficial for young language
learners to be able to appreciate somehow the rich sensations of being in another country,
possibly including its culture, geography, climate, nature and the common humanity of its
people. The struggles and ‘mental blocks’ sometimes encountered while learning a foreign
language can often be overcome, not only through sheer determination, but also through
sensually rich experiences, or reminiscences of such experiences. This is probably true of a
wide range of human endeavors, including the composing of texts in some styles in one’s first

language.

The room in which I am sitting at the kotatsu has slightly darkened, as the sun has moved
outside the view from my window, taking with it the refreshingly crisp and intricate play of
light through the leaves on the trees. It is time for a break, and maybe a brief stroll through the
exquisite ““Yamayashiki Forest” to contemplate the next intellectual task: next week’s lesson

plans.
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