Subject:   My experience of second language learning
I would like to introduce my personal experience of learning English as a second language today.        I speak two languages- English and Korean. Korean is my mother tongue and English is my second language.  Learning Korean happened naturally as if I were born with the capability to discover the grammar of the Korean language and I have heard and spoken Korean throughout my life.  However, it took a very long time to learn English as a second language.  This could be true to any second language.  It was like a roller-coaster, going uphills and downhills. Sometimes the speed of learning English was very fast and other times I was stuck spinning the wheels only.   
I started learning English when I was in 6th grade of elementary school. There were no English subject at school, but had a private tutoring at the time. One year of private tutoring helped my confidence in English a lot when I went to middle school.  I had average score on other subjects, but top score on English. I believe that was the beginning of my enthusiasm for learning English.  

Looking back all the years that I spent learning English, I found that there are at least five theories to make the learning work : Behaviorist, Interactionist, Multiple Intelligence, replacement process and emotional effect. In the next chapter, I’ll introduce how each theory influenced my English learning in more detail. 
1. Behaviorist Theory
When I first started to get a private tutoring in English, my mother used to give me rewards to keep my interests growing for English study.  She used to give me things that I wanted to have in return for doing a good job in the class.  Gaining rewards was definitely a booster for me to want to study more!  According to B. F. Skinner, behaviorist theory in learning a second language is divided into two processes: Operant Conditioning and Classical Conditioning.  Helping a child/person to learn a language and form a habit through reinforcement (reward and punishment) is called ‘Operant Conditioning. Rewards from my mother certainly helped me at the beginning of my English learning process because it raised my desire to learn the language. When I achieved higher score in English compared to other students in middle school, it was another reward to keep my desire/interests to learn more and study harder. 
Now, I use this tactic (mostly positive reward) to my son whenever he achieves a high/perfect score in his vocabulary exams and comprehension check tests at private institute.  He’s not at a stage that he is eager to study English without being told to do it. Yet I’ll continue to use the operant conditioning process to help him study English at his will.  While I’m using this process to have the consequence of positive rewards to my son, his English teacher seems to use it to bring about positive punishment. Whenever my son is delinquent in his homework, she gives him additional homework to do.  And whenever he doesn’t score high on his tests, she gives him additional homework again.   Children are sick of homework.  Giving additional homework as a punishment will likely have a negative effect.  They may not want to study any longer, in the worst case scenario. 

When I learned the spoken English, I was determined to practice what I learned from books and movies/TV dramas.   If you are not born with native English tongue, you will have to acknowledge that there’s a definite wall (obstacle) between first language learner and second language learner.  No matter how many inputs we have, they don’t become ours if we don’t practice them and use them repetitively.  So we should put ‘learning’ and ‘practice’ together to become an effective learner and improve the language skills.  This goes well with the classical conditioning process of Behavior Theory (by B.F. Skinner).  Language can be learned through repetition and automatic response to a stimulus.  
2. Interactionist Theory 

According to Jean Piaget, there must be interaction between the biological component and the environment; between nature (innate ability to acquire language) and nurture (the social environment).  With the nature combined together with social interactions, learning a language is possible.   
There wasn’t much of interaction to instill English into my mind naturally and/or intentionally during middle and high school days, except the English class at school.  During college years, I studied English mostly alone through visual methods and reading materials.  At the year of senior year, I started to go to a conversation class at private institute because I wanted to practice my learning from listening/reading and improve my speaking skills.   I had a chance to meet a very nice and capable English teacher who helped me open my eyes and ears  to the importance of English idioms. He was also diligent and sincere in teaching his class. On top of this, he was knowledgeable in various topics and that facilitated the class discussion greatly.   I used to go the class every morning (7AM) for about 7 years!  And there were many students from different backgrounds and we discussed many topics in English. Had I not taken the conversation class, I wouldn’t have improved my speaking skills a lot.  If you ask me, talking to many different people and interacting with English native speaker is a key to learning a second language and improving speaking skills. And my first job was with a company where English speaking was a must, while interacting with many foreigners.  In my second job I taught TOEIC to my students and met many other English teachers.  In my current job, speaking and writing English is essential to get the job done. And I have to talk to many foreign colleagues and managers from all over the world.  Twice or three times a year, I also have a chance to meet them face to face when I go to business trip to USA, Japan or China.  Continued interactions with many different people and speaking English with them played a big part of my learning and improving English skills. 

This goes with one of the hypotheses by Krashen’s theory of second language acquisition: acquisition vs learning hypothesis.  Adults can acquire or learn language and don’t lose the ability to acquire language.  Krashen also suggested  that we don’t just memorize the language rules(form), but  we’d rather focus on communication and use the language in meaningful interactions. 
Based on my personal experience of learning English, I try to give my son opportunities to speak to native English speakers and to go to English immersion class during summer and winter vacations.     I do not see tangible results as yet, but I’m sure it will make a good and big difference along the way. 
3. Multiple Intelligence Theory 

Developed in the 1980s by Harvard University’s Dr. Howard Gardner, this language-learning theory states that each of us individually is “smart” in different ways in nine categories. Among the nine categories I think I’m good with verbal(linguistic) and visual aspects. 
Being verbal/linguistic is, in some sense, comes naturally because I’m a woman. I believe that women are better than men at learning languages.  This is a known subject of arguments between men and women.  Probably it’s not the women’s naturally born talent that give them the advantage of learning a language, but it’s their naturally born characteristics such as; 

· Women love chatting. 
· Women read a lot. 

· Women do the work (language homework) assigned to them. 

· Women are result-oriented. 

· Women are more imaginative than men

I relied heavily on visuals when I studied English in my 20s and early 30s. (*I stopped studying English when I got married. Since then it was just working language!) I was hooked very much on AFN dramas and American movies during this period.  I didn’t just watch a series of many different things, but used to choose a couple of dramas to study for a week and master it! During weekdays, I watched the drama that I selected, created a script from what I listened and searched new vocabularies/ idioms that I didn’t know of. On weekends, I would review the same drama over and over again to reinforce my understanding and improve English skills. I also watched many American movies- mostly romantic comedies, which were my favorite. When studying a foreign language through videos and TVs, you remember the language for quite a long time.  It’s different from reading books or magazines that you begin to forget what you read as time passes on. Visuals have a long effect in learning a language. But be careful with what you choose. Don’t go for a violent or erotic movies as they are not only bad for your emotions, but you can’t hear clearly what they are saying. And the languages in these movies are not recommendable to study as a second language learner. 
4. Learning a second language is a process of replacing  one language with another (replacement theory) 
I believe that learning a second language is a process of replacing one language with another.  This process could take a long time as we are not born with a native tongue of the first language and we need to eliminate it intentionally and input the second language that we are not accustomed to. When I studied English, I did not just memorize words and expressions, but what I tried to do was to replace my Korean way of expressing situations with English. 
We have often heard of this term ‘ Konglish’: Korean style English.  Koreans tend to use a direct translation of English to speak in English or direct translation of Korean to understand English.  When you do a direct translation, it could create an expression that native English speakers never use and find it hard to understand. 
For example, you hear a sentence like ‘What are you waiting for?’.  In English, this means :” Go for it, why are you hesitating?” And Koreans think this means ‘are you waiting for something?’ Unless they heard of the expression ‘Go for it’ many times, it doesn’t come to their head right off.  I even heard an episode from my colleague.   When he went to USA, he was running to a train platform to catch a train.  A guard from the platform hollered ‘Take it easy’. This actually means ‘slow down, you still have time’.  But he thought the guy meant ‘Take the train’ and he ran faster.  Funny! 
And when you are on stage performing a musical, people could say to you, “Break a leg”. If you learned this expression from the book, you would think this means  “Bad luck to your performance”. But you would understand immediately its meaning if you learned this from movies or practical situation. 

Instead of focusing on memorizing words and sentences from the book, you need to understand where/what situation you could use a certain expression.  You need to open your eyes and ears to practical spoken environment where you could learn ‘real’ English, not Konglish.  Then you can understand what expressions you could use in certain situations, replacing Korean (direct) translations from your head.   
5. Emotional Effect Theory 
I would like to add one last-but-not-least theory to the learning process:  Emotional Effect. If the language is not your first language, you will be affected by your emotions mainly because the language doesn’t come naturally. Your English can be good or bad, depending on your emotions. This is an obstacle that you need to overcome until your English level goes up to a very high level and you don’t have to think about how well you do in speaking the language. When I felt down or couldn’t think straight because I was fatigued, I couldn’t speak as well as I used to.  And when I thought someone was better at speaking English than I was, I couldn’t speak as well as I used to. But when I was with people whose English is not as good as mine, I found myself having more confidence to speak and spoke better than I used to.  Emotion affected how good or bad I could speak English.  
This also leads to how important it is to have a confidence in your English. Confidence can help us make or break in English learning. If you feel that your English is not good, you will lose interest in learning English.  I was basically a reserved person and was very pressured to speak, thinking about what would people think of me if spoke English like this or that. I was very sensitive about the grammar-tic errors that I make while speaking.  That dragged my heels in practicing English because I wanted to use correct expressions only while speaking.   All those years of studying English, I envied those people who were not afraid to speak out because they could have more chance to speak and practice what they learn.  

My advice to all learners is to take control of your mind and try to build confidence in yourself.   Don’t be afraid to speak.  Confidence goes a long way in learning English as a second language. 
Conclusions
As we reviewed my personal experience of learning English, I can jump to conclusions that we cannot apply one-theory-fits -all to learning a second language.  All theories have worked in some ways in the entire process of learning English: Operant and Classical conditioning process of Behaviorist theory, Interactionist theory, Multiple Intelligence theory, Theory of Replacement process and Emotional effect theory.  
If the positive rewards in behaviorist theory were a stimulus to start my learning process in the early days, it was the interactions from interactionist theory that was applied to keep my learning going forward.  In addition, my natural intelligence of visuals/verbals contributed a great deal to learning English.  And I continued to analyze difference of expressions in English and Korean and made efforts to replace Korean with English expressions through the entire learning process. As I learned the English language, I began to realize that emotion and confidence had a lot to do with my speaking skills and taking control over them was a great asset to improving language skills. 
Learning a second language has a long way to go and there are many obstacles to get over.  If you ask me, it never ends to learn the second language.  It’s a life-long learning.  Therefore, it takes double efforts to be able to speak as fluently as the first language.  But we are not alone in this process.  Everyone has to do it to make it.  As a teacher, it’s really our job to understand all the theories of learning a second language and to apply them in teaching students the second language effectively. 
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