My Language Acquisition Experience

Class: 133th WD

Teacher: Stephanie Talbert

Name: Jiwon Lee

During my school days, I had my second language acquisition experience in Australia, Korea and Nigeria. By learning English in three different environments, I was able to be exposed to diverse teaching styles and experience the feel of what a successful and unsuccessful language learning experience might be like. I would like to share my experience in each environment to show how they have formed my teaching beliefs. 

I had my first ESL (English as a Second Language) class in Australian elementary school where I learned phonology (sounds of a language), which is one of the language systems. As I was a beginner level student relying mostly on gestures and simple words, the teacher gave me alphabet tracing worksheets. I was told to speak out the alphabets aloud while tracing them. I think this teaching style is a great way to become familiar with the target language (L2) alphabets because it integrates the three learner modes. The act of actually writing down the alphabets involves the movement of hands (tactile-kinesthetic), speaking the alphabets out involves hearing my own voice (auditory) and tracing the letters in good handwriting stimulates visionary sense (visual). So, rather than relying on just one learner mode, the teacher tried to incorporate all learner modes in order to cater to different types of learners. Also, this activity was helpful in the sense that I was able to distinguish sounds /l/ and /r/ and pronounce minimal pairs like “lice, rice” correctly. 

In Korean elementary school, I was exposed to traditional teaching approach. I learned reading comprehension from teacher Park who played the role of an explainer. He relied on the traditional teaching method of ‘chalk and talk’ where he would mainly write on the board and explain concepts throughout the whole class, which has a retention rate of only 5%. This traditional teaching process characterized as ‘jug and mug’ created an environment where TTT (Teacher Talk Time) becomes dominant, leaving students less chance to talk in target language and become passive learners. To make matters worse, there was no pause in between the teacher’s explanation for students to ask questions or exchange ideas. So, because I wasn’t able to relate myself to the class material, it made it harder for me to concentrate. 
During my middle school years in Nigeria, I took a writing class, which took a modern classroom setting. This class provided as an extracurricular activity involved a great amount of STT (Student Talk Time). For example, the teacher introduced us to the KISS principle and tried to involve the students to guess what this stands for. He was acting as an involver in the class, encouraging students to actively come up with possible answers and guiding them to become autonomous learners. Moreover, in relation to writing, the teacher emphasized the ability to understand ourselves (Intrapersonal Intelligence). So, before the actual in-class writing session, the teacher would give us time to write down our thoughts on who our writing is for and for what purpose we’re writing it. Also, he incorporated the ability to understand others (Interpersonal Intelligence) into his teaching. For example, once we are done with the writing, he would put us into groups so that we can proofread each other’s writings and exchange opinions about them. This teaching style was effective for me because I was able to learn from my peers through interaction. 
Thus, compared to the learning experience I had in Korea, the experience I had in Western education system had more positive aspects. The experience I had overseas made me realize how asking questions in class and exchanging ideas with other students can enrich the learning experience. With many news articles pointing towards the typical passive learning environment in Korea, it is high time that Korean teachers and the education system work towards forming a student-centric learning environment to make learning experience truly meaningful. Although teachers are affected by cultural factors and the structure of the education system, I think it is the teacher’s duty to take baby steps and make gradual adjustments to their teaching methods for the benefit of the students. 
