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Learning English

After getting familiar with the school
environment, | had to take an extra
subject, which was ESL (English as a

Second Language).

ESL is a language program specially
designed for those whose mother
tongue is not English. The other
students in my ESL class had started
the course for a term already. They
were from Russia, India, Taiwan, etc.
Like me, the classmates from Taiwan
knew how to speak Mandarin, so we

became friends almost immediately.

The teacher was very patient, but did
not allow us to speak any language
other than English in class. Therefore,
we were forced to try to use the limited
English we had just learnt to express

ourselves.

The English lessons in Beijing were
mostly involved in learning phonetic
symbols and reciting vocabulary: it was
a matter of fact that if you were better
at reciting, you would get better marks.
However, this method of study did not
teach us how to apply the English we
had learnt in our everyday lives. Things
were different in ESL — we learnt how

to use the language.

Like other subjects, we did not have
any textbook, so naturally we did not
have any homework involving
memorising, nor did we learn any
phonetic symbols. In class, the teacher
would lead us to pronounce some
words and sentences, and read
storybooks to us. The teacher would
speak much slower and clearer than

any other teachers in other lessons.

The lessons were designed specifically
to satisfy our needs at different times.
For example, prior to Christmas, we
were to learn the vocabulary about
the festival: "Santa Clause",
"tobogganing", "Christmas tree", and
the names of different types of gifts,
stories, etc. Through singing, playing
and dancing, we discussed everything
related to Christmas, such as the
songs we heard in the streets and the
advertisements and posters on shop
windows. At home, everything on TV
was also related to Christmas.
Therefore, we had many opportunities
to listen, and attempt to understand,

speak and practice the language.

Unlike what | had imagined, ESL did
often have homework for us to

complete; but the tasks were different.
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Homework was mostly involved in
illustrating (combined with our own
imaginations) the contents of what we
had learnt each day. We drew
whatever we wanted, and the quality of
our drawings did not matter. Initially, |
did not understand how this could help
us improve our English language skills.
But drawing and illustrating did,
however, unknowingly make us
recapture the related phrases and
sentences the teacher had uttered that
day. Once, the teacher told us a story
about winter, so for homework she
asked us to illustrate snow, the making
of a snowman, skiing, skating, scarves,
hats, etc. The next day, we played
these snow games and therefore, we
quickly and naturally remembered the

vocabulary regarding winter.

Apart from ESL, | took my other
lessons with my local classmates.
Although everything was taught in
English, these lessons were not for
teaching us English, but for all kinds of
knowledge; therefore, | did not receive
any special attention. How much |
could comprehend, and whether | did
well was all up to myself. The
Mathematics and other science-related
topics were all much easier than what |
had learnt in China. Therefore, these

lessons were all easy for the local
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students, but not for me, as | had to
attempt to understand the language
while learning the knowledge at the
same time. At first it was like listening
to "words from heaven" which | could
barely understand, but gradually |

began to improve.

Apart from attending the above lessons
in school, | often went to two libraries.
One was the school library, and the

other was the district's public library.

Each day school finished at 2:30 in the
afternoon, which left me time to borrow
books for reading at home. Initially, the
picture books | took out of the libraries
were kindergarten level (the ones that
taught babies simple words). Later on,
| started borrowing simple picture
novels and finally, | could move on to
get my hands on the books read by
children of my age. The books from the
library were usually due to return in a
week's time, so | often borrowed five to
six books at a time. First, | could only
understand 50-60% of the contents of
the books before | had to return them.
However, | kept the momentum going
and took out more books. Reading,
therefore, became a major and very

time-consuming part of my daily life.

Watching TV was also a great way to

learn English. Initially, watching TV
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was like sitting in class for me, as |
could not understand anything.
Therefore, | had to watch with great
efforts. However, after watching and
listening to the repeated programs
everyday, | gradually overcame the

language barriers.

After a month or so, | could have
simple conversations with my friends in
English. After another two months, |
could basically handle daily
conversations. Theoretically, the ESL
course would last about four years.
However, the school was very flexible
in adapting this course according to the
individual's needs. Therefore, the
course could be longer or shorter,
depending on the student's English

level.

One day, while | was already in grade
five (which was the second year of my
ESL course), | was, as usual, about to
leave the classroom after my ESL
lesson, the teacher walked up to me

joyfully and said: "Congratulations! You
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do not have to come back to my ESL
lesson ever again”. | wanted to attend
ESL for longer, but the teacher told me
that new students would be coming
and that |, just like other local students,
did not need to take the course
anymore. This meant that my English
was already at the standard of my
other local classmates. As a result, |
could take the normal language
lessons with other students of my age.
On the other hand, this did not mean
my English was already excellent,
because English Language is a
subject for all students there, including
local students, which is similar to the
Chinese Language lessons in China.
The language subjects involved
learning the culture and the
knowledge, which would take all the
way through primary and secondary
schools, as well as universities. Being
able to speak and communicate with
others could only mean that | had

obtained the basic learning tool.




