Spanish Immersion – Salamanca
by Karen Livingston, Diocesan School for Girls (2018)
Where do I begin to describe the wonderful experience I just had as one of the lucky teachers participating
in the 2018 Scholarship programme in Salamanca? I feel so privileged to have had this opportunity.
On July 7, I set off to Salamanca, meeting up with a couple
of the teachers from the group in Dubai. Thanks to the
orientation day, we had met each other and established a
contact group through Whattsapp. Messages started to fly
back and forth once we knew each other’s schedule.
“Where are you?” “I’m at the gate”. We formed bonds
quickly, and why would we not? We all shared a common
passion for language teaching and learning. We all felt the
same thrill at being part of such an exciting opportunity. I
am sure we also felt a bit nervous about what awaited us at
the other end.
We finally arrived in Salamanca at the “punto de
encuentro” and met our homestay mums. We headed off in
our different directions. Everyone was immediately friendly
and welcoming. An evening meal at 10.30 pm and then it
was off to bed. (Great to be able to get horizontal again.)
The first day, another “punto de encuentro” at the university. We had a lovely orientation meeting that
made us; “los Néo” feel so welcome, especially in this year of the 800-year anniversary of the university.
The centre of Salamanca, el Casco Histórico is full of beautiful, historic buildings, and we had the good
fortune, at least for the first week to have our lessons in some of these.
The teachers were all amazing. We were in language classes according to our level of language, curtesy of
a test administered on the orientation day. How strange, yet good to be in the shoes of students again.
The atmosphere of the classes was relaxed and I could not help but think on more than one occasion that
only we, “linguaphiles” could possibly enjoy and have so many laughs at the sorts of things we were
soaking up. Needless to say I learned many idiomatic expressions, most of which would not be suitable for
student consumption. I have made a list and I will definitely be seeking opportunities to use them to full
advantage in the future.
One of my options was “Cultura”. Since my goal was to explore better ways to integrate language and
culture in my own teaching, I was particularly pleased to have chosen this option. The teacher covered a
wide range of topics and shared resources that I can see myself using here in New Zealand. My other
option was “Traducción” which sounds totally boring, but which was rendered fun and interesting by the
pint sized energiser bunny teacher.
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The whole student experience made me aware of the importance of a “muy bien” which can instil such a
warm fuzzy feeling in the student receiving it. Similarly, a “sí, pero” or even a “no” can make a student feel
they are “not good” at Spanish. Note to self: make a point of saying “muy bien” a lot more. I was pushed
right out of my comfort zone when the language teacher gave us the task/assessment (yes, we had
homework and tests) of writing the end of a mystery story. My attempts at creative writing as a young
student always ended “and then I woke up”. I had no idea how I was going to complete this task. Mostly I
was worried about making
mistakes,
like
most
students. In the end, it was
actually fun to get creative
with the language.
Afternoon activities during
the first week included
guided tours and “clases de
cocina”. We learned to
cook paella, gazpacho, and
tortilla de patata among
other things (and eat them
afterwards too, of course.)
The weekend between the
two weeks of classes
offered us excursions to
Toledo, the Escorial and Avila. Accompanied by our wonderful university guides we learned so much of the
history and the legends of those areas. The guides also offered tours in the “Casco” during the free
afternoons when we did not have too much homework. I availed myself of the opportunity to follow the
literature trail. It was very interesting. Who knew that Salamanca had its own Romeo and Juliet?
In other free moments and in typical teacher mode, I took several photos of signs, menus, funny and not
so funny posters, all of which will feature at some stage in my teaching over the next year or so. I collected
all the receipts and brochures (aka authentic materials) I could get my hands on, thinking all the time
about the weight of my suitcase. Yes, we did have shopping time too. We also had time, especially during
the second week when we were in the residencia of the university, to take advantage of local traditions; a
pre-dinner “caña” or “tinto de verano”, often served with free tapas. After all those kilometres walking in
the heat, it was imprescindible and well-earned.
We, the teachers of the group have now all returned to the far corners of the country vowing to keep in
touch to share resources and photos. I have returned feeling refreshed, energised and even more
passionate about teaching and learning Spanish. Thank you to the ministry for funding this trip. Thank you
to ILEP, and especially Cristóbal for allowing me to go. A special thanks to all the teachers in the group.
You all helped to make it the wonderful, fun experience that it was.
Muchas gracias.
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