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Chinese As a Second
Language

By Grace Yek, CCC, M.S.
Twitter: @Grace Yek

They are a band of "brothers and sisters"
who are as culturally dissimilar as they
are physically different. These are the
students of the Chinese as a Second
Language (CSL) classes at the Greater
Cincinnati Chinese School.

These children are a mosaic of cultures:
Turkish-American, African-American,
Caucasian, Filipino-American, and
some are also biracial. Every week, they
come together, bound by one objective:
learn a language that's vastly different
from their own. By all accounts, it's an
uphill climb.

The Foreign Service Institute (FSI), the
Federal Government's training
institution for officers and personnel of
the U.S. foreign affairs community,
places Mandarin in the most difficult
category of languages to learn for native
English speakers. It estimates 88 weeks
(2,200 hours) of contiguous learning to
acquire a "general professional
proficiency."

It's a goal that's achievable, but not one
that's easy when it's not spoken every
day. This is where the parents come in.
They come to class with their kids, stay
involved, and generously volunteer to
assist the teacher. Perhaps
unconsciously, they are fostering the
kind of learning environment that might
just give their kids a leg up on their
linguistic quest.

More often than not, the CSL parents
don't speak Mandarin themselves. Some
parents are learning too so they may
reinforce the lessons at home. And so,
enrolling their children in Chinese
school quickly becomes a family
commitment.

Why do these families embark on this
long path? Turns out, many families
are also interested in more than
language proficiency. " We would like
our daughters to learn Chinese culture,
meet other Asian children, and learn
the language so they can understand

and communicate with other Chinese
people," Francine Sy said.

While the decision to attend Chinese
school is usually parent-driven, it's
occasionally student-driven especially if
they're older. "Deniz wants to learn
Chinese, maybe not at the business or
scientific level, but at a conversationalist
level, so he could communicate with
native Chinese in their culture," Levent
Gorur, Deniz's father, said.

For all the trials and tribulations, the
CSL families believe there'll be a payoff
in their long and slow approach. Their
hunch may well be correct.

In my previous column, I quoted
Michael Kou, who is the Chairman of
the Board of Directors of the Greater
Cincinnati Chinese Chamber of
Commerce. He believes " you can’t
overstate the competitive advantage of
speaking Chinese, not only in business,
but also in engineering and research.”
He even gave examples of American
conglomerates like P&G and GE,
investing in world-class research and
innovation centers in China to capture  §B
that market.
Furthermore, The International Business §
Times (IBI) reported in 2013 that
Chinese has become the third most
spoken language in the United States,
following English and Spanish.

While the pedagogy and delivery of the
CSL classes continue to evolve, the
students and their families readily
immerse themselves in the cultural
education and camaraderie that run
strong in these classes. Perhaps the
greater benefit lies beyond learning the
language itself.

Kevin Bass, the CSL3 room parent, had
this to say when he thought about what
he'd want his son to take away from the
Chinese school: "The confidence of
learning a very diverse language as well
as peer relationship-building that will
guide kids as they face other difficult
learning or life situations."
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Grace Yek is the English columnist for the Greater Cincinnati
Chinese School newsletter. She’s also the food editor for Polly
Magazine, and a contributing food writer for WCPO Digital. She’s
a certified chef de cuisine with the American Culinary Federation,
and a former chemical engineer. Questions or comments? Connect
with her on Twitter: @Grace Yek.




