Latino Professionals Value their Language Skills

By Ana Lomba

Princeton Alliance for Community and Trade Organization (PACTO) is an organization founded by Hispanic professionals, executives, and business men and women living in the Princeton, NJ, area, with the purpose of networking, exploring professional opportunities, and promoting the development of educational and cultural activities for the Latino community. For more information about PACTO, please visit their web page www.pactousa.com, or send an e-mail to members@pactousa.com. 

Questions:

1. Have you experienced any advantages by speaking two or more languages? (Professional, social, or personal) 

2. How do you use your languages at home?

Jorge Escobar, Manager of Finance and Administration, Office of Development, Princeton University; Founder of PACTO:

1. In my fifteen years of professional experience in the United States, I have not had the opportunity to use Spanish as an asset directly linked to my responsibilities in the workplace (i.e. being bilingual was not a requirement for getting the job). Nevertheless, being bilingual allowed me to bring an implicit additional value that resulted in better personal and professional relationships with a larger pool of individuals. Besides my “official” jobs, I have been involved in diversity issues by way of creating associations of Hispanic professionals in leading roles. In Merrill Lynch I created and was the national leader of the Hispanic Professionals Network and in Princeton University for the first time we have established a group called Latino Princetonians. At an international level, I had the great opportunity to set up a private technology company based in Ecuador (where transactions and services are carried out in Spanish), as well as in the United States, where I negotiate with providers, strategic allies, investors, and clients in English.

2. At home we speak Spanish, but some English is spoken for homework, etc. We also speak Spanish to our Hispanic friends who come from more than ten different countries. In our family it is not difficult to keep Spanish as our first language because both parents are native Spanish speakers. However, our kids do not speak it with the same fluency. Another very important fact are the annual trips we take to our country (Ecuador), where our kids have the opportunity to be completely immersed in Spanish for four to six weeks each year.

Jose Elguera, Medical Products Marketing Manager, Terumo Interventional Systems

1. At a professional level, speaking four languages has allowed me to work with a variety of companies and regions around the world – Latin America, United States, Canada, and France. It has been a tremendous advantage at building relationships and friendships with colleagues from other countries, this is due not only to the fact that I speak those languages but also because I understand and can move among the different cultures. It has also been useful in connecting with clients. The ability to communicate with clients in four different languages allows me not only to excel in my job, but also to be more aware in terms of diversity.  Even though my job has not only relied on my ability to speak different languages, I know that it has been a decisive component. For instance, I worked for a French company who was developing a medical equipment distribution network in the United States. Being able to speak directly to the factory and the team in France facilitated things tremendously linguistically and culturally. I am also fluent in Spanish and Portuguese and this has allowed me to open markets in Latin America (this was not included in the company’s original plan).

2. We have always spoken Spanish at home, and I speak French or Spanish to my sister. My wife speaks Spanish, French, and English, so we try to speak those languages to our kids. We always read and sing to them in Spanish, sometimes in French, and they are learning English in school. Even though it is difficult to teach an additional language to our three-year-old daughter, she can understand French, and tries to answer with French words.

Martha C. Ramírez, NJ Medicaid Management System, Unysis:  

1. Speaking two languages has helped me mostly in the social and personal realms as I work as a systems analyst for UNISYS and our contract with the State of New Jersey does not require speaking other languages. I would like to work for a company where I can take advantage of being bilingual, but so far I have not had the opportunity.

2. We have two children. At home we speak mainly Spanish. Our oldest son is perfectly bilingual. Our youngest son understands a lot of Spanish but he feels more comfortable speaking English. Now that he is growing up, he is starting to show more interest in improving his fluency, but I think it frustrates him not to be able to produce the words as fast as he can think them. I presume it will get better with time. My older son studied Spanish during high school and passed the “Advanced Placement” test, which allows him to go into college with nine credits already approved.

Hans Dellien, Director de Servicios Técnicos Global, Women's World Banking:

1.  Speaking two languages is very important in my work. The company where I currently work hired me to be the regional manager for Latin America thanks to my experience in the field of micro-finances and also because I speak English and Spanish, which is essential for doing business in the region. During these years in the USA, speaking Spanish and English has given me the opportunity to open and expand business for the company. 

2.  At home we have the rule that the kids should speak only Spanish to us in order not to lose the language, because at school and with their friends they only speak English. The problem is that speaking to them in Spanish at home does not seem to be enough for them to learn Spanish properly. They need support in grammar, reading, and writing. Unfortunately schools in the USA offer introductory courses in Spanish but the level is too basic to maintain the language and learn more for people who already speak it. This is supplemented with trips to Latin America every two years for the kids to practice conversation. These trips help very much not to lose the fluency in speaking Spanish and maintain a good accent. However, we note that there is a significant weakness in their writing and reading because they do not receive a more structured training on this regard. Ideally, the schools should offer more advanced language programs that would allow those who already speak a second language to continue strengthening and nurturing the language. 

Julia Rojas, especialista en tecnología médica:

1.   Speaking two languages has helped me a lot professionally, since I work in hospitals and other places where I help people who do not speak English to translate and resolve problems. On many social and professional situations, I could switch automatically from English to Spanish to deal with people of different nationalities, which is a big advantage. 

2.   At home we are very proud of speaking Spanish. I have taught my children to read and write in Spanish. They may not do it perfectly but they are able to defend themselves well. This has given them the opportunity to learn other languages in school and college. My oldest son is nineteen and he attends a university specialized in languages where he is learning Portuguese. He graduated from high school already speaking French, so now he speaks four languages. Our fourteen-year-old daughter is learning French at school and she intends to continue studying it. Since my children speak Spanish, it is easier for them to learn other languages.

Armando Tello, Director of Business Finance, Standard Chartered Bank:

1.   I had the opportunity to be an exchange student in the U.S. when I was fifteen. At that time my second language (English) was very basic, but enough to communicate, learn about a different culture and hence to explore the idea of visiting other countries and even living outside my country. Professionally, I would say that in my first job aside from having a strong technical background, being able to communicate in another language was essential. As I changed jobs, being bilingual was always as important as my training. Today we are enjoying this living-abroad experience thanks to the ability to communicate in another language and coexist with other cultures. Looking back, not being able to speak two languages would have drastically limited the development of my career and professional success. However, the level of my second language is not optimal, and this limits my professional and social options in communities where only English is spoken.

2.  Our children came to the USA when they were three and five years old, so they had an easier time learning English and it is their preferred language for communication today. However, at home we strive to ensure that all communication is in Spanish. As parents, we value the importance and great potential of being bilingual – this has been our own experience. Reflecting on how we go in this process, I would say that not very well. Our children’s reading skills in Spanish are weak, as is the oral language, so we have decided to spend more time in our countries during the holidays and look at Spanish television channels at home. 

