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Introduction


There are many people in the world that are monolingual, bilingual, or multilingual. There are many circumstances and motives behind their language status. I decided to explore the characteristics, challenges, and journey of an aspiring bilingual that is a second language learner. This particular person is learning English as her second language. Through this case study many aspects of her journey were explored, such as the dimensions of her bilingualism, what type of culture she is from and which one she is transitioning to, what learning theories can be applied, an analysis of her skills, and the benefits of being an adult language learner versus a child language learner.  
Background
The person whose journey I analyzed, is my aunt. Her name is Perla Cabello. She was born in Ciudad Madero, Tamaulipas. It borders the Gulf of Mexico and South Texas. She lived right beside the beach and near an oil and gas refinery. The most common type of transportation was usually walking, riding the bus, or riding a bike. Perla was one out of twelve children. She had six brothers and five sisters. Her education level is at a middle school level because in Mexico, it is very expensive to go to school. You have to pay for your books, uniforms, lunch, supplies, and school fees. Basically, if you are too poor, then you don’t go to school, and if you do, it is most likely that you will be forced to drop out at an early age because of financial hardships.
At age 15, she moved to Cadereyta Jiménez, Nuevo Leon, which is where she met my uncle and got married. Then, in 1986, when her first-born son was two years old and she was 22 years old, she moved to Houston, Texas. She has lived in Houston for about 25 years now. Right now she is currently unemployed. She has had many jobs in the past, but she worked at a nursing home for about ten years. After having her last son, she decided to become a stay at home mom. Her son is eight years old and is in the third grade. His elementary years have been spent in a bilingual education setting. Therefore, he has homework in English and Spanish, and Perla’s goal is to be able to help him with his homework at all times.
Discussion and Analysis

Before I started helping Perla with her English, we discussed the ability aspect of her dimensions of bilingualism. I asked her to rate her ability from 1 to 10 for speaking, writing, listening, and reading in English. She rated herself a 3 for speaking, a 4 for writing, a 6 for listening, and a 7 for reading. Therefore, Perla’s receptive ability is stronger than her productive competence. This means that that her comprehension, which includes listening and reading, is stronger than her expression, which includes speaking and writing. 

I also used the Student Oral Language Observation Matrix (SOLOM) to rate her proficiencies in comprehension, fluency, vocabulary, pronunciation, and grammar. I was able to get all that information by just being her English conversation partner. The SOLOM rating scale is between 1 and 5. One is the lowest level of proficiency and five is the highest. Her comprehension proficiency was a 4 because she “understood nearly everything at normal speech. Although, some occasional repetition was necessary.” Her fluency level was a 2 because she was usually hesitant to speak and when she did speak, she had trouble finding the right words. She would become silent, and tell me in Spanish what she was trying to say in English. Her vocabulary was a proficiency level 3 because for the most part she could use enough vocabulary to understand what she was saying, but most of the time her vocabulary was incorrect, which is what affected her fluency. Her pronunciation level could be a mix of 3 and 4, but mostly a 3 because she has a very strong accent when she speaks. So, she could be hard to understand at times. For example, she had most trouble when saying a word that started with the letter s-, such as the work “stay”. She would accidently pronounce the word “estay”. She also had most trouble with past tense verbs. For example, she would pronounce “walked” as “walke-ed”. Her grammar proficiency level was a 4 because she would “occasionally make grammatical and/or word order errors that did not obscure meaning.” 

Then, we discussed about the places that she utilizes English. Perla uses English when she is at the hospital or clinic, or when she is at the store. She would use it most often when she used to work. She also uses it when she needs to attend an event at her son’s school or when she needs to go to school. She takes some English classes that are offered at her son’s elementary school. She also used to take English classes that were offered at San Jacinto Community College. But she has only taken a total of about two years worth of English classes. It would make you think that having two years of English class would be enough to be fluent, but that is definitely not the case. There is a lot more involved than just receiving instruction to learn a language. As the learning theories suggest, it is necessary to have components from a variety of learning theories in order to strongly acquire a language. For Perla, I believe that it would have been best to also incorporate more of the interaction hypothesis to her daily life. 

The interaction hypothesis states that conversational interaction is an essential condition for second language acquisition (Long, 1996). Perla doesn’t have the interaction that she could have daily in order to strengthen her English skills. Her three children speak fluent English. Perla tries to get her children to help her with her English by giving her corrective feedback and having modified interactions with her. But they are always too busy with other things and refuse to help her. I feel that if she had that interaction, she would have more advanced proficiencies by now. A major component of the interaction hypothesis is the noticing hypothesis, which basically states that nothing is learned unless it has been noticed (Schmidt, 2001). Therefore, if Perla would have had that interaction, she would’ve had corrective feedback, which would have made her notice her mistakes. That would have helped her with acquiring English at high proficiency levels. Next, the balance of Perla’s bilingualism was analyzed. It was easy to come to the conclusion that Spanish is her dominant language. 
Perla’s age is also an important dimension of bilingualism. She was exposed to English at the age of 22. Therefore, she is sequential bilingual learner because she learned Spanish first, and then started learning English. But that leads to the question of what are the benefits of being an adult second language learner versus a child second language learner?  In the book “How Languages are Learned”, it states that studies do not have a clear answer as to what age is best to start learning a second language.  It is difficult to compare children and adults as second language learners because of different biological differences and conditions for language learning.  There are different advantages depending on the age of the second language learner. For example, a younger person would have more time and more opportunities to work with the second language. Therefore, they would obtain native-like fluency. But an older person would have more metalinguistic knowledge, memory strategies, and problem-solving skills, which would make them more efficient learners (Lightbown, 2013). So, Perla’s age as a second language learner should make her a more efficient learner. 

Another dimension of bilingualism analyzed was her stage of development. I think that Perla would probably consider herself an incipient bilingual because her Spanish is well developed, and she would feel that her English is in the early stages of development. But I think she could also be considered and ascendant bilingual because she knows enough English, maybe at an intermediate level, and is now trying to develop a more advanced proficiency in it. 
Then, we continued exploring the dimensions of her bilingualism, and discussed the culture part of it. Since Perla has lived in the United States for about 25 years, she believes that she has been acculturated. In other words, she feels that she has acquired the American culture enough to live and interact in this culture. If you think about it, it would be hard to become acculturated because of how different cultures can be. For example, Perla grew up in the Mexican culture, which is a collectivist culture, and she had to transition into the American culture, which is an individualistic culture. If you refer to the chart below the differences of individualism and collectivism are listed (Trumball, 2000). 
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Salient Features of Individualism and Collectivism

Individualism
(Representative of prevailing U.S. culture)

Collectivism
(Representative of many immigrant cultures)

1. Fostering independence and individual achievement

1. Fostering interdependence and group success

2. Promoting self-expression, individual thinking,
personal choice

2. Promoting adherence to norms, respect for
authority/elders, group consensus

3. Associated with egalitarian relationships and
fexibility in roles (e.g. upward mobility)

3. Associated with stable, hierarchical roles (dependent
on gender, family background, age)

4. Understanding the physical world as knowable apart
from its meaning for human life

4. Understanding the physical world in the context of its
meaning for human life

5. Associated with private property, individual ownership

5. Associated with shared property, group ownership





Perla can also be considered bicultural because she has knowledge of the two languages and how the cultures are related. She also has feelings and attitudes towards the two cultures (Treviño, 2014). For example, her three children, especially the two oldest children, are “Americanized”, so Perla has a personal connection to the American culture as well as to the Mexican culture. She also behaves culturally appropriate when switching between cultures (Treviño, 2014). For example, she was raised as a collectivist to believe that group success is the route to take, but she always strives for her child’s individual achievement, which is part of the American culture. Furthermore, she transitions comfortably between both cultures (Treviño, 2014). For example, Perla often visits her family in Mexico. So she transitions back and forth as needed, when she visits her family and comes back home to Houston. 
The next dimension of bilingualism explored was the contexts of Perla’s bilingualism. In other words, the when, where, how, why, and with whom bilinguals use their two languages (Treviño 2014). Earlier, we discussed the places where Perla uses English, which where her home, school, work, with doctors, and in stores. But there are two different contexts to analyze, which are the subtractive context and the additive context. The subtractive context is when the second language is favored and prestigious, and is acquired at the expense of the first language (Treviño, 2014). I don’t think that Perla has experienced the subtractive context. I think that the additive context applies to Perla’s bilingualism. The additive context is when both languages are valued and the second language is acquired at no cost to the first language (Treviño, 2014). In Perla’s case, she moved to Houston, which is a place that definitely values both the English language and the Spanish language. That is why I believe that she was able to learn English without losing her Spanish.
Finally. The circumstances for her acquisition were explored. Perla has very high motivation to acquire English. Her main motive is to help her son with his homework. She feels bad when she can’t help him because of the language barrier. She wants him to be a successful adult, which is why she values his education and has the desire to help him. Perla’s bilingualism began as circumstantial bilingualism because she was an immigrant from Mexico, and in order to be successful in the Untied States, she needed to learn English. It would help her get a job and function in every day society, such as getting directions, buying groceries, going to the doctor, renting a home, paying bills, etc. But after 25 years of living in America, I believe that her bilingualism is also elective bilingualism because she chooses to take classes to enhance her speaking, writing, reading, and listening skills in English. So far, she hasn’t lost any of her Spanish, which is commendable because many people lose their first language when replacing it with a more prestigious second language. 
Conclusion


This case study project was a magnificent learning experience. I learned that acquiring a second language has many components to it. There are many different things that need to be considered when teaching or working with a second language learner. If I were to have a second language learner in my classroom, I would use many visuals, repetition, corrective feedback, and modified interaction. I would also allow the student to work with a partner. Additionally, I would use gestures to enhance understanding, stress high frequency vocabulary words, and provide one-on-one tutoring when need. But most importantly, I would create a positive learning atmosphere. Perla has taught me that no matter what the challenges, circumstances, or journey a second language learner has, he or she can still be a successful second language learning with the right motivation, instruction, and encouragement. 
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