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I CICLO DE CONFERENCIAS SOBRE ENSEÑANZA BILINGÜE 

EN EL CENTRO UNIVERSITARIO CARDENAL CISNEROS 
 

CLICKandCLIL formó parte del I CICLO DE CONFERENCIAS SOBRE ENSEÑANZA 

BILINGÜE organizado por Matthew Johnson y Raquel Fernández. 

La primera ponencia “The Role of the Language Assistants” contó con la participación de Sandra 

Hernández y Meghan Trowbridge. En esta entrada se incluye la entrevista realizada en el Centro 

Universitario Cardenal Cisneros del día 23 de Febrero del 2016 entre la ponente y la auxiliar de 

conversación.  

 

Meghan Trowbridge es una joven americana bostoniana que forma parte del programa de 

Auxiliares de Conversación de Inglés en la Comunidad Autónoma de Madrid que tras dos 

años ejerciendo este rol, ha decidido hacer un año más en el Colegio Lope de Vega de Alcalá de 

Henares a la vez que cursa su Máster de Educación Internacional en el Instituto Franklin. En esta 

entrada, Meghan nos da la oportunidad de hacerle una entrevista sobre su vivencia personal como 

Auxiliar de Conversación.  

 

1. Can you tell us something about why you came to Spain and how you ended up being a 

language assistant? 

 

My life was coming to a crossroads back in 2013, as I was about to graduate in May of 

that year and needed to figure out if I was going to apply for a job somewhere in Boston or if 

I wanted to continue with my studies via a Masters program. But there was a huge problem. I 

was graduating with a dual degree in Spanish and English but my undergraduate education 

didn’t exactly help me realize what field I wanted to go into. Was I meant to work for some 

Marketing department of a big company? Did I want to consider translation? Law school? 

Education? I really had no idea. All I knew was that my bachelor’s degree was the reason I 

was able to keep Spanish in my life but I had no idea what I wanted to do with it in the future.  

 

I found out about the Auxiliares de Conversación program through the Spanish 

government and I was so afraid to not go directly into Grad school or get a job to start helping 

pay off my student loans. But then I decided I should just go for it, take the plunge. Taking one 

year of your life to “go find yourself” or evaluate what you want in life is a little frowned upon 

in United States culture. In this case the stereotype of us being so fast paced and ambitious is 

true. There is so much pressure to be independent that my parents at first weren’t so happy 

that I was going off to “spend a year in Spain”. To them it sounded like a vacation or study 

abroad all over again. But these opinions have a lot of ignorance behind them. Moving to 

Spain to become an assistant was the best thing I could have done for myself. I did it to grow. 
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I did it thinking “the worst case scenario is that I have one more year of Spanish immersion 

under my belt”. I did it to find out if I wanted to be a teacher. I did it to find out what to cross 

off my list. I never expected that it would change my life in the way that it has. Not only has 1 

year turned into 3, but now I also know that I am passionate about education. I am passionate 

about making changes in the field of education.   

 

 

2. Can you tell us a little more about what it involves, the conditions and how your 

experience has been in different schools? 

 

My first school was Francisco 

de Quevedo, a public school here in 

Alcalá. I stayed there for two years. 

Now I am working in a concertado, 

Lope de Vega. I am glad I worked at 

FDQ first because they gave me more 

time and were more patient with me as 

I started to learn about the job and also 

just feel comfortable in the new 

environment I was in. I worked with all 

grades of Primary.  

 At LDV it was a completely 

different story. I was teaching entire 

classes the very first day, I was 

completely overwhelmed, teaching 

from Preschool age 4 to High Schoolers age 16 and many grades in between. I am in 11 

different classes total. I work with six different teachers and it is very exhausting to be 

preparing for all different levels not only materials but I am constantly changing my own 

level of English to all of those different levels so that my students can understand me. There 

has been a lot of pressure this year but no matter what I have tried to build the best possible 

relationships with my fellow teachers and with the kids. Knowing their names is super 

important and making them all feel valued is my priority. No matter how stressful it can be 

I still try to give my best when I am teaching. 

Something else that has been disappointing is that there are so many teachers who 

could be practicing their English with us or just making friendships with me and the five 

other American assistants. If I were working as a teacher in the U.S. and I knew we had 

Spanish assistants I would be talking to them all the time, asking questions, practicing my 

language skills, and just enjoying them as people. Unfortunately I have experienced a lot 

of teachers who do not want to talk to me and my fellow assistants. I am not sure why there 

is this separation but it has made the experience much harder.  
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3. What would you say are the best things about being a language assistant? 

 

The best things about being a language assistant are that the Spanish teachers who 

do show interest in being friends are amazing people. Although I have met many teachers 

who were not interested I have still met a lot of very kind and friendly teachers who have 

taught me great skills in the classroom, have given me great ideas, and just been great 

contacts for me living here.  

I have learned a lot about teaching, about people in general, but my favourite part 

is the stories I have. The kids are so funny and interesting and always say something to 

make you laugh and smile.  

 

4. Are there any things you don’t like about being a language assistant? What are the 

challenges or frustrations? 

 

One of the hardest things about being a language assistant has been 

schools/teachers changing the definition of your role as it is convenient for them. I think 

this can create whiplash for the assistants. It is fine if you have a clear established routine 

with your classroom teacher, you never stray from it and that is that. It is fine if your role 

from the start as an assistant has always been a Jack of all Trades Master of None 

approach. But if you are not communicating that with your assistant from day one, he or 

she won’t be able to trust you. Just like students can tell if their teacher is unprepared or 

nervous in the classroom, assistants can tell when they are just there to suit the needs of 

the teacher.  

 

The best mentality is that you are a team. One of the adults 

in the room has expertise in teaching. Or something to offer. The 

other has expertise about a culture, a language, a country. The ego 

has to be left out of the equation. Both parties must be excited about 

having a privilege that others would kill for. Both teachers are 

having an intercambio, a shared journey that they would be wise to 

embrace whole-heartedly. Both parties should be excited for growth 

and have open minds.  

 

Just like a student respects a teacher that cares about him or her as a person, with 

likes, dislikes, fears and dreams…the teacher of the classroom should keep this in mind 

and try to establish trust with the assistant as soon as possible. The classroom will be more 

harmonious. And you are setting an example for the children. Most of these children have 

never seen such a display of two cultures working together and if they have positive 

exposure to two adults from two different backgrounds working together in unison…that 

is more valuable than any lesson on verb conjugation, expressions, or helping them 

understand the difference between he and she.   

 

 

 

“The best 

mentality is 

that you are 

a team” 
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5. Can you tell us about how the Spanish education system compares with the American 

education system as you have experienced it? 

 

I just remember my teachers wanting to prepare me for life. I had all types of 

teachers. I think the biggest difference is that I did more creative projects in the U.S. and 

had to really think analytically about all different topics and my teachers used more 

positive language that made me feel like I could be successful and that I was responsible 

for my learning.  

 

 

6. Looking more specifically again at your role, do you know in theory what your official 

functions are supposed to be? How do they differ from what you actually do? 

No. Not really. But I have embraced my role the only way I know how. I can’t really 

complain about this issue because it has been a beautiful process for me. My role is totally 

different with each and every teacher I work with. I think that teachers think to themselves 

“How do I control my classroom and tell this assistant what to do?” which is not easy I 

know. 

 

 

7. Do you perhaps feel under of over-utilised and how do you feel about that? 

I have been both under-utilized and over-utilized. Both cause feelings of frustration. 

When you are OVER-utilized, you feel angry, bitter. When you are UNDER-utilized, you 

feel bored, you feel bad for the students who are missing out on you as a resource. I am 

not saying that it is easy by any means to have a perfect balance. But I think this is where 

it all comes back to the teamwork mentality. My best experiences have been sharing the 

work load with a teacher, as 50/50 as possible taking turns talking to the students, taking 

turns leading activities, or conducting the activities in unison.  

 

8. Have you been given any formal training or mentoring for carrying out your role as a 

language assistant? And what training would you like to have or feel is necessary to have? 

 

Yes, I have had formal training and mentoring in other jobs such as being a martial 

arts instructor, working as a special education assistant, and a few other opportunities I 

have had. I feel so lucky to have had this prior training because it has made my language 

assistant experience that much easier and I have been able to contribute more. I think 

teachers should keep in mind though that not every assistant is like me. Some don’t even 

know how to talk to kids. But I believe that everyone is coachable and has something to 

offer. You need to take some time to get to know your assistant as you would with a student.  
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9. In CLIL, which is the bilingual model of education supposedly used in schools here in 

Madrid, two of the cornerstones are the development of communication and culture. Do 

you feel that you are helping to develop these elements at the school and if so, how? 

 

Too much grammar and memorization. I have been able to help my students 

communicate better but there has been little interest in American culture.  

 

 

10. Would you recommend the language assistant programme to others, and if so, why? 

Yes, absolutely, because I have discovered how much I love teaching, and it has been so 

special for me because I studied Spanish in university so it’s been so enjoyable to see the other 

perspective of Spanish children trying to overcome their difficulties with English. The roles 

are reversed and that has been so fun for me to see their thought process.  

I have realized how much I want to make a difference in the field of education, not only in 

Spain if I can make an impact but in the United States as well and other countries. Living here 

has been an amazing plus for my Spanish. I have grown tremendously as a person because I 

was already quite independent before coming here but building a life for yourself using another 

language, in another culture has made me evolve so much as a person.   

 

 

11. What suggestions would you have for improving the language assistant programme? 

 

Training, workshops. Having success stories of teacher-assistant pairs leading some 

trainings to get both perspectives. This seems like a hard goal to achieve because any type of 

training does not sound appealing to us since we already have 

so many responsibilities but I think having two teachers in a 

class room at a time can be challenging for all parties 

involved. There trainings would have to be more interactive 

and based on reality. Not some general conference that talks 

about the ideals of bilingual education. Especially for 

assistants who have had no teaching experience it would be 

an improvement to have an idea of what conduct is 

appropriate versus what is not.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Build up your 

students and 

encourage them to 

think critically and 

use their opinions” 
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12. And would you have any suggestions for how to improve the education system in general 

in Spain? 

 

I am currently doing a master in teaching Spanish as a foreign language. My own master’s 

thesis topic revolves around the importance of using positive, encouraging language in the 

classroom. Classroom management is challenging element of teaching, but I believe it is one 

of the most important. Especially when a teacher has an assistant to manage as well. If a 

teacher does not have his or her classroom controlled, and on top of that has an assistant, it 

can be a recipe for disaster if the teacher does not know how to incorporate the assistant or if 

the assistant does not know how to take initiative in 

situations. I think there can be a lot of negativity 

used in the language of the teacher, both in Spanish 

and in English. You can still correct weak areas 

your students have but it is never necessary to 

destroy a student’s self esteem in the process. Build 

up your students and encourage them to think 

critically and use their opinions. There is too much 

value on memorization, right versus wrong, black or white. Your education is an experience 

not a list of questions and answers and dictations. A lot of the teaching methods seem to be far 

too traditional and based on the teacher not the students and their needs.  

 

 

 

13. Do you have any final thoughts that you’d like to share with us, a final message for these 

future teachers in bilingual schools? 

Passion. Positivity. Excitement. No matter what always believe in yourself, in your 

students, even when the system has you fed up. Keep that hunger to educate minds and make 

people better. It’s not always easy to do, but we must always try to remember that every time 

the bell rings, there are people who are going to be shaped by the words you say to them, by 

the looks you give them, by how invested you are in them. Your students count on you to give 

them your best every day, no matter what kind of day or week or month or year you have had. 

It’s not about you, it’s about them. And for bilingual education to work, we have to be really 

invested in the children who will be reflective that it works. Not by test scores, but by real 

mastery of the language and a love for English. 

 

14. And really finally, I promise, what do you love about Spain and what can we Spaniards 

feel happy and proud about? 

 

I want to tell you a story to tell you how this country and its people have changed my 

perspective on life. I had just recently arrived back to the States to visit my family before 

returning for my second year working as an auxiliar. It was summer. It was a Saturday, my 

parents had no plans, nor did I. The three of us had a lovely meal together at a restaurant near 

my house. As soon as we ate everything we wanted to  

“What I most love about 

being here is that this 

culture is keeping alive the 

ability to cherish a 

moment” 
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eat on our plates, we paid the bill. As soon as we paid, my parents got up from the table like 

it was a race to the car. I couldn’t believe it. I said what’s wrong? Why can’t we just sit here 

for a minute or two? They were ready to jump to the next thing in our day that they were not 

cherishing the moment. All I could think was…and the sobremesa??? 

 

What I most love about being here is that this culture is keeping alive the ability to cherish 

a moment. Bumping into someone in the street and talking to them because life is short and 

the people in our lives are what matter. Not worrying so much about the things that must be 

done because you want Let’s put that attitude in the classroom. That every person matters and 

that our attention should be on them and the moment and what it can add to us as people.  

 

Things can always be done better and I know a lot of you would be quick to criticize your 

own culture if we started to talk about politics or matters like that. But I like how Spanish 

people remember that they are people and not machines. Thank you for reminding me to 

embrace the people and the moments right in front of me. It has made me a better teacher and 

a better person.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


