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Learning To Speak  
 
I remember learning to speak, Bukusu, Isukha and Swahili, 

I remember my dad using a word to refer to something that my mom would call a totally 

different name, 

What I don’t remember, is being confused with by all these different languages, 

It is good to be a child because as much as one is curious, an open mind ready to absorb 

information is an asset, after all I was only a child, 

I remember thinking this is how the world works, I have the power to name, and I can 

call things whatever I want, it was fun, it was easy. 

 

Then I went to school, and all the fun rushed through the door, 

I had to learn a whole different language, not Bukusu, not Isukha, and neither was it the 

Swahili that was popular with everyone, including my playmates, 

I learnt it was called English, 

We had to speak English and would be punished for not doing so, 

Suddenly it was wrong to speak the language of my mother and father, 

In high school, my History teacher called this neo-colonialism, 

Although Swahili was taught as a subject, English was the language of instruction. 



 

It didn’t feel right that my home language was not part of school, 

But the saddest part in this is parents who took pride in the fact that their children could 

speak perfect English and hardly understood their mother tongue 

I wondered how these children communicated with their grandparents who had never step 

foot in a class, 

I take pride in my grandparents, as much as they never had an opportunity to get formal 

education, they could speak their language and made an effort to learn the language of the 

different people who lived around them, they even knew how to greet and say thanks in 

English! 

 

I understand why English had to be the language of instruction, 

My mother tongue did not have some scientific words or is it vocabulary that were 

necessary for learning some subjects, and that most people in the world speak English, it 

would be good for everyone, my teacher informed us, I want to ask the teacher that I 

know language develops, or how do I explain how different languages share the same 

words in some instances? 

But on the other hand I feel that I can express myself better in my mother tongue, 

There are some words that I use in my mother tongue that I cannot find the equivalent in 

English, I have to use so many words to explain myself, and at the end of it all, I still feel 

that I have not done justice to express or communicate to another who does not 

understand my first language. 

 



As I try to put everything in perspective, I have come to the conclusion that all languages 

are important, 

I wish that schools would be more inclusive and teach different languages, maybe even 

make it mandatory that each student should learn a foreign language, maybe not, but at 

least encourage individuals to be bilingual, if not multilingual, I think people should take 

pride in being able to communicate in more than one language, it shouldn’t be something 

to be looked at as a disability, how is it even a disability? 

Maybe then we can truly appreciate other people, 

 

I wish teachers would appreciate my culture and want to build a relationship with me as a 

person. 

I wish teachers would not view students from a deficit perspective, s/he is Luo so s/he is 

book smart, s/he is Luhya so she most likely will end up a watchman or cook, she is 

Kikuyu so s/he is most likely a thief, s/he is Spanish so s/he is lazy and will definitely 

drop out of school, s/he is white so she is smart,  

The world will be a better place without all these stereotypes I believe, 

One day when I become a teacher I hope to be that kind of teacher that believes and sets 

high expectation for all my students, I will not look at race, color, gender or anything that 

separates us, after all are we not all born babies? 


