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Expanding our Minds and Hearts through Foreign Language
ERFEHEERIR - ERFEAIZEER Carol Rinnert

Encounters through foreign languages

Knowing another language is the only way to truly
understand our own language. This insight has been
attributed to Goethe, the famous German thinker. In
fact, most people who have learned a second language
have discovered many things about their own language
and way of looking at the world. At the same time,
they have expanded their mind — and perhaps changed
their worldview. In my case, the languages | have
learned beyond my first language, American English,
have had big effects on both my mind and my heart.

| still remember the first time | realized, on more
than a theoretical level, that not everyone could
speak and understand English. I was 12 years
old, traveling with my family from our home in
California across the U.S. and up into eastern
Canada. We stayed overnight at a small motel in
rural Quebec. When my brother, sister and | went
swimming in a small pond with other children there,
everyone but us was speaking French. | remember
feeling frustrated when we couldn’t understand
them and they couldn’t understand us. At the same
time, | felt inspired to learn how to speak another
language well enough to communicate with people
from different linguistic and cultural backgrounds.

Considering that | grew up in Los Angeles, it may
seem surprising that it took a trip all the way to
Quebec for me to encounter children my age speaking
another language. Los Angeles has always had an
enormous number of Spanish-speaking people, but
none of them lived in my neighborhood or attended
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the same schools | did. When it came time to start
studying a foreign language in junior high school,
I chose Spanish instead of French because | lived
so close to Mexico. | was lucky enough to have
enthusiastic Spanish-speaking teachers who used a lot
of Spanish in the class. | was motivated to major in
Spanish, along with science and math, in high school.

Even though I never got to know any Spanish-
speaking friends my own age in Los Angeles, as a
4th year college student, my knowledge of Spanish
helped me when I was a volunteer English tutor for
Mexican junior and senior high school students who
had recently moved to the U.S. Also, when | traveled
through Spain as a tourist, being able to talk to people
in Spanish made my trip easy and fun, and | was
able to understand first-hand the importance of close
family relations among the Spanish people | met.
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How exciting language study can be!

When we had a foreign exchange student from
France living with my family during my senior year
in high school, | became very motivated
to learn French. | studied French in
college and spent my junior year in Paris
studying with other foreign students at the
Sorbonne. It was an exciting time, and
I was lucky enough to receive credit by
writing research papers and taking exams
on French language and art history when
| returned to my college in Los Angeles.
Then | discovered linguistics, a required
course for me as a French major, during my
senior year. It was the perfect area of study
for me. | was most interested in languages,
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at State University of New York at Buffalo.
There | participated in anti-war activities, and
was proud to be part of the movement that
eventually brought an end to that terrible war.

I didn’t think | would ever become a
teacher. That is because in college | had an
extremely inspiring French and linguistics
teacher, and | knew | could never be
the brilliant teacher he was. However,
in Grenoble | had another linguistics
teacher who was a very boring lecturer.
It struck me that any students who heard
his lectures would never realize how
interesting linguistics is. At that point, |
knew even | could do better than that, so |
became motivated to try to show students

but math and science came easier to ® "Bedouin Cane Dancer’, hOw exciting language study can be.

me than speaking a foreign language.
So linguistics, the scientific study of language,
was an ideal major for me in graduate school.

Because | had loved living in Paris, | decided to
enter a linguistics Masters program in Grenoble,
France. | lived with a French woman and her baby
and decided to speak only French. | purposely
stayed away from English speakers, and my French
fluency improved a lot. Because I could understand
the TV news reports in French, | was able to see
the Vietnam War from another perspective besides
the one-sided view presented in American news
reports. After one year in Grenoble, | decided to
return to the U.S. to earn a doctorate in linguistics
2

in I[daho

My first teaching job was in Boise, ldaho, a
mountainous state in the U.S. Northwest. |
taught foreign students from all over the world
and got interested in middle eastern dance (belly
dance), which | have been doing ever since. |
spent two years teaching English as a Fulbright
lecturer in Yemen. After returning to Idaho from
Yemen, my husband and | decided to come to
Japan, which is now our home. I’m glad | have
been able to help many students expand their
minds and hearts through language learning,
and I look forward to acquiring much better
Japanese language ability in my retirement years.
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Perseverance is not a long race; it is many short races one after another.
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