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From Turkish to Spanish: Challenges and Strategies of Language Learning

Abstract

Learning Spanish is one of the biggest obstacles Turkish women face 
when moving to Colombia. Although cultural and linguistic differ-
ences sometimes make this process isolating and challenging, it also 
yields stories of adaptation and empowerment. By exploring the 
challenges and the emotional and practical struggles that Turkish 
women in Bogotá face as they learn Spanish, this article aims to give 
their voices visibility and inspire others on similar journeys.

Keywords: learning Spanish as a foreign language, the challenges 
of Turkish women, language barrier, cultural behavior, foreign 
identity.
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Resumen

Aprender español es uno de los mayores obstáculos que enfrentan las 
mujeres turcas al mudarse a Colombia. Aunque las diferencias cultu-
rales y lingüísticas a veces hacen que este proceso resulte aislante y 
difícil, también da lugar a historias de adaptación y empodera-
miento. Al explorar los retos y las dificultades emocionales y 
prácticas a los que se enfrentan las mujeres turcas en Bogotá mientras 
aprenden español, este artículo pretende dar visibilidad a sus voces e 
inspirar a otras personas en situaciones similares.

Palabras clave: aprendizaje del español como lengua extranjera, 
retos de las mujeres turcas, barrera lingüística, comportamiento 
cultural, identidad extranjera.
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Introduction

In this day and age, as immigration increases, integrating individuals from diverse 
cultures into new societies poses many social, cultural, and linguistic challenges. 
In our previous study, “Turkish Muslim Women’s Cultural and Religious 
Challenges in Bogotá” (Ojeda & Poyraz, 2025), the “language barrier” was selected 
by 58.3% of respondents as their biggest challenge. Thus, in this study, we focused 
on linguistic challenges and their effects on social participation, identity 
construction, and sense of social belonging. In the results of the previous study, it 
is claimed that Turkish Muslim women had difficulties participating in certain 
activities due to cultural and religious differences. “A participant stated that she 
had difficulties getting involved in their friend’s entertainment activities” (Ojeda 
& Poyraz, 2025, p. 242). So, having different cultural and religious sensitivities can 
make it difficult to adapt to that country and, consequently, to the language, 
because such differences can create both barriers and bridges.

Wittgenstein (1922) famously asserts, “The limits of my language mean the 
limits of my world” (p. 68). Without language, one cannot talk to people and 
understand them; one cannot share their hopes and aspirations, or even their 
needs and feelings, which can lead to consequences such as social exclusion, lack 
of access to basic needs, and psychological impact. As psycholinguist Smith (n.d.) 
says, “Learning a new language is becoming a member of the club—the community 
of speakers of that language.” In that case, learning a language is not just about 
memorizing vocabulary and grammar rules but also about connecting with a 
community of people who speak that language, suggesting that language brings 
people together and plays a significant role in social integration. 

Given the importance of language, the article focuses on the following question: 
What challenges do foreigners in Colombia face when adapting to Spanish? How 
does their foreign identity affect their language learning process? How does the 
language barrier reshape their self-perception as immigrants? To respond to these 
questions, we conducted a survey and interviewed 12 Turkish Muslim women 
who migrated to Bogotá for reasons including education, business, or political 
circumstances, and who currently volunteer at the Nenufar Foundation. The 
reason for focusing only on women immigrants is that their foreign identity is 
more visible, as they wear the hijab (a headscarf worn by Muslim women), which 
helps us better understand the effects of foreign identity on adaptation to the host 
country and language. 
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The main objective of the research is to reveal the language barriers encoun-
tered in learning Spanish, the motivations behind this process, the difficulties in 
accessing educational opportunities or language courses, Colombians’ approach 
to foreigners, and the effects of this process on individuals’ self-confidence and 
participation in society. At the same time, this study investigates how women cope 
with these difficulties, the strategies they develop, and their need for support 
systems. Thus, the aim is to provide an analysis at both the individual and struc-
tural levels. Furthermore, this study reveals the dynamics faced by both individuals 
who have migrated from Türkiye to Colombia and Colombian society in the 
context of intercultural interaction. Thus, the experience of Turkish women 
should be evaluated not only as a language-learning process but also as part of an 
identity struggle, cross-cultural transformation, and a search for social belonging.

Theoretical Framework

The present study draws on theoretical perspectives on language acquisition, the 
symbolic power of language, and identity in language learning to examine the 
learning process and the role of identity in it.

First, we distinguish between language acquisition and conscious language 
learning. Krashen (1981), who is a linguist known for his significant theories of 
second language acquisition, likens language acquisition to the process of learning 
a child’s first language and states that “it requires meaningful interaction in the 
target language, natural communication in which speakers are concerned not with 
the form of their utterances but with the messages they are conveying and under-
standing” (p. 1). On the other hand, conscious language learning “is thought to be 
helped a great deal by error correction and the presentation of explicit rules” (p. 
2). Therefore, while language acquisition is an unconscious process in natural 
environments through exposure and interaction, conscious language learning 
mostly occurs in classroom settings, where learners study grammar rules and 
receive instruction from teachers. Furthermore, Krashen (1981) explains that 
language acquisition occurs when learners understand language that is “a little 
beyond” their current level, aided by context or prior knowledge (p. 103).

Nevertheless, acquiring a language and understanding its rules on one’s own 
can be very complicated. Although Krashen argues that language acquisition is 
more effective, adults, unlike children, may have difficulty learning a language 
only through exposure because complex grammar rules and vocabulary can cause 
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confusion. Also, because children’s and adults’ brains do not work in the same way, 
language acquisition in adults may take longer. 

To solve this problem, Vygotsky (1978) emphasizes the importance of guided 
learning and proposes the concept of the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD), 
which he defines as “the distance between the actual developmental level as deter-
mined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 
determined through problem-solving under adult guidance” (p. 86). Thus, rather 
than focusing only on natural acquisition, he emphasizes learning through guided 
social interaction. Besides, Ojeda (2020) suggests that language teaching should 
combine different learning strategies and move beyond traditional classroom 
methods (p. 2). Hence, learning should not be limited to traditional memorization 
of grammar and vocabulary but should be grounded in practical application 
through inclusive teaching methods.

Another explanation for the differences between children and adults in 
language learning is the Critical Period Hypothesis. This hypothesis suggests that 
there is a period in human development when the brain is particularly predis-
posed to language learning. After this period, language learning may depend more 
on general cognitive abilities than on the innate capacities that support early 
language acquisition (Lightbown & Spada, 2006, p. 68). Therefore, the same 
methods used with children cannot always be applied to adult learners. In 
addition, Montrul (1997) explains that the initial state of second-language acqui-
sition is the learner’s first language, meaning that L1 structures often influence L2 
acquisition (p. 19). Thus, structural differences between the first and target 
languages can also influence the learning process. Similarly, Ortega (2009) states 
that when the typological distance between two languages is large, learners may 
require more time and cognitive effort to acquire the new linguistic system.

The second concept is the symbolic power of language, as it not only conveys 
communication but also defines an individual’s position in society. Pierre 
Bourdieu (1991), a sociologist known for his work on language, power and social 
inequality, discusses this idea in the book named Language and Symbolic Power 
and argues, “Differences in terms of accent, grammar and vocabulary—the very 
differences overlooked by formal linguistics—are indices of the social positions of 
speakers and reflections of the quantities of linguistic capital which they possess” 
(p. 18). Therefore, language is also a reflection of one’s identity and social 
background. For example, speakers whose pronunciation or grammatical patterns 
differ from those of native speakers can often be identified as foreigners and may 
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be judged accordingly in social interactions. Furthermore, not being able to 
express yourself in the community’s language can lead to exclusion from society. 
As Bourdieu (1991) notes, “speakers lacking the legitimate competence are de 
facto excluded from the social domains in which this competence is required, or 
are condemned to silence” (p. 55). 

Moreover, although communicating with a limited vocabulary, grammatical 
errors, and a non-native accent can be sufficient for understanding in daily life, 
in certain situations, it can make you appear deficient, reducing your authority 
and leading to being ignored. Bourdieu (1991) argues that being able to produce 
grammatically correct sentences does not necessarily guarantee that a speaker 
will be recognized as legitimate or authoritative in all social situations, but he 
must also know how to use language appropriately and effectively in different 
social contexts, since language is not only made up of rules, but it is also shaped 
by social and cultural structures.

As we have said, language reflects identity; the learner’s identity also affects the 
learning process. Bonny Norton (2000), a scholar in applied linguistics known for 
her work on identity and language learning, states that “identity references 
desire—the desire for recognition, the desire for affiliation and the desire for 
security and safety” (p. 8). These desires shape learners’ motivation and investment 
in acquiring a new language as they navigate social power dynamics and seek 
validation within learning communities. Moreover, Ortega (2009) argues that 
social categories such as gender, race, and class can also influence language 
learning experiences (p. 247). 

In addition, Norton (2000) states, “Immigrants who attend a language class 
bring not only their local experiences into the classroom, but also their memories 
of experiences in their native country and their own visions of the future they 
desire in their new country” (p. 134). Hence, the identity reflects one’s experi-
ences, motivation and aspirations which is a crucial factor in the learning process. 
Krashen (1981) explains integrative motivation as “the desire to be like valued 
members of the community that speak the second language” (p. 22). Therefore, 
the presence of integrative motivation encourages the learner’s interaction with 
speakers of the second language. In this sense, motivation is closely connected to 
identity, as learners often invest in the language to participate more fully in the 
social community. 

Additionally, within the affective filter hypothesis, “motivation, self-confidence, 
and anxiety” play significant roles in language acquisition. Krashen (1981) 
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describes the affective filter, “Performers with high or strong filters will acquire 
less of the language directed at them, as less input is ‘allowed in’ to the language-
acquisition device” (p. 22). Therefore, the language learning process can be harder 
when the affective filter is “up” due to negative emotions such as high anxiety, fear, 
or embarrassment. In this case, having self-confidence can help reduce the filter, 
as Krashen (1981) notes, “the self-confident or secure person will be more able to 
encourage intake and will also have a lower filter” (p. 23). So, to learn the language, 
we need the confidence to practice and be ready to make mistakes, both of which 
are necessary steps in the process. To do that, we must practice and push ourselves 
to communicate with people. However, Bremer et al. (as cited in Krashen, 1981) 
describe how this process leads to a paradoxical situation in which immigrants 
need to communicate to learn the language, but to be able to communicate, they 
must already know the language (p. 41)

In addition to input and exposure, producing language can also help learners 
develop their language skills. Swain (1993), who is known for the Output 
Hypothesis, argues that “through producing language, either spoken or written, 
language acquisition/learning may occur” (p. 159). When learners try to express 
their ideas, they may notice gaps in their knowledge and correct themselves or 
change how they say something. Also, the feedback from interaction can help 
learners modify their language production and improve their accuracy. Swain 
(1993) states that this feedback does not always come from the teacher; the learner 
can receive it “from speakers of the language which can provide learners with 
information about the comprehensibility or ‘well-formedness of their utterances’” 
(p. 160).

These theoretical perspectives help understand the linguistic, social, and 
identity-related dimensions of learning Spanish as a second language among 
Turkish women.

Methodological Framework

This research adopts an interpretive approach to understand the experiences and 
perspectives of Turkish women learning Spanish. To achieve this, our method-
ology is a mixed-methods sequential approach that combines quantitative and 
qualitative data to provide a more complete analysis. 

The participants in this study are 12 Turkish Muslim women affiliated with the 
Nenufar Foundation. We used three main rules to choose them: first, they had to 
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be native Turkish speakers; second, they had to be women living in Colombia; and 
third, they had to be members of the Nenufar Foundation. Looking at the group, 
most participants were 26–35 years old (33.33%), followed by 46 years or older 
(25%); 16.67% were between 14–17 years old, 16.67% were between 36–45 years 
old, and 8.33% were between 18–25 years old. Regarding residence, the majority 
(66.67%) had lived in Colombia for 6–10 years. Regarding occupation, 50% 
identified as homemakers, while others reported studying, working, or engaging 
in other activities. Regarding Spanish proficiency, most participants (66.67%) 
rated their level as intermediate (B1–B2).

​The research was conducted in two main phases. Firstly, quantitative data were 
collected via a 26-question multiple-choice survey (Appendix 1) administered via 
Google Forms to identify general patterns and challenges. This survey was 
designed to cover specific areas, including participants’ Spanish level, their 
primary motivations for learning, and the frequency of their social interactions 
within the local community. 

​After identifying these general trends, we moved to a qualitative phase to gain 
deeper insight into the participants’ personal experiences. We conducted 
semi-structured interviews with each participant individually (Appendix 2). 
These interviews allowed us to explore more complex topics, such as their 
emotional struggles during communication, their feelings regarding “foreign 
identity,” and the specific strategies they developed to overcome language barriers. 
The interviews were recorded in Turkish, transcribed verbatim, and then trans-
lated into English. 

​For the quantitative data analysis, we used descriptive statistics and presented 
the results as graphs and percentages. Qualitative data were analyzed using 
thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) steps to identify the most 
important patterns in the interviews. The coding was inductive, which allowed the 
themes to emerge directly from the women’s responses. To ensure the validity and 
trustworthiness of the study, we used direct quotations, detailed context descrip-
tions, and researcher reflexivity. 

Results and Discussion

In this section, we will discuss the responses of the participants, evaluating their 
learning process, such as the most difficult and the easiest skill for them, 
their motivation, how they learned or improved Spanish, the place where 
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they feel more comfortable or uncomfortable to speak Spanish, and Colombians’ 
approach to their Spanish (like accent, grammar mistakes). Since we will keep 
their names anonymous, we will refer to them by number (Participant 1: P1, 
Participant 2: P2, ...). Let us begin with the challenges of the Spanish learning 
process:

Challenges for Turkish People in the Spanish Learning Process 

Differences between Turkish and Spanish

Firstly, it is important to examine whether Turkish is similar to Spanish, as 
linguistic similarity can facilitate learning by helping recognize certain rules or 
vocabulary more easily. However, almost all participants said in the survey and the 
interview that the two languages are completely different (Figure 1). 

Figure 1. Differences Between Turkish and Spanish

Source: Own elaboration

These differences between the two languages can also be explained by what Ortega 
(2009) describes as typological distance, which may require learners to invest 
more time and cognitive effort in learning the new linguistic system. P1 noted that 
even the sentence structure is different in both languages, since it is an agglu-
tinative language, which leads her to struggle:
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Since Turkish and Spanish are so different—especially in grammar—learning Spanish was really hard 
for me. When you try to think in Turkish first and then translate into Spanish, it just doesn’t work; 
you can’t form sentences easily. And also the fact that every word has a masculine or feminine 
form (the articles) was really hard. Sometimes, even when giving an address, if you don’t say “la/
el” before the word, they might not understand you. The tildes were also difficult for me. If you 
can’t put the stress in the right place, sometimes they can’t understand the word. (P1)

Participant 6 said that knowing another language—English—helped her to 
some extent. Her comment also supports Ortega’s (2009) statement that learners 
whose acquired language shares certain grammatical features with the target 
language tend to perform better in learning those structures.

English has many words similar to Spanish. Also, the sentence order in English and Spanish is the same. 
That makes it easier to build sentences and think in that way. Also, in my Spanish course, our teacher 
was Spanish but knew English. So when explaining something new, he would tell us the meaning in 
English. I think that probably sped up my learning process. (P6)

Nevertheless, she added that if learners can communicate easily in English 
with others, they may rely on English rather than push themselves to practice 
Spanish.

Knowing English helped me learn Spanish, but honestly, it also made me lazy. When I first arrived 
somewhere, the first thing I would ask was, “Do you speak English?” If they did, I didn’t push myself to 
speak Spanish at all—I would immediately switch to English. (P6)

The Most Difficult and the Easiest Skills in the Learning Process

We asked the participants which skills were the most difficult (Figure 2) and the 
easiest (Figure 3) to learn in Spanish. Although this varied from person to person, 
most participants selected “grammar rules” and “speaking” as the hardest skills in 
the survey, since they had to remember and apply what they had learned. This 
difficulty is related to what Lightbown and Spada (2006) describe in adult language 
learners, who often rely on conscious learning and therefore pay closer attention 
to grammatical accuracy.
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Figure 2. The Most Difficult Skill

Source: Own elaboration

Speaking might be the hardest for me. Understanding feels easier; grasping the meaning is easier, but 
recalling the words and turning them into speech takes more time. (P7)

This describes the paradoxical situation learners are most likely to face, as 
described by Bremer et al. (as cited in Krashen, 1981). On the other hand, P7 
added that perfection should not be waited for, so you should speak whatever your 
level is; and once you push yourself, you will be able to develop your language: 

Even though speaking is the skill I struggle with the most, I think I learn better by speaking. It was the 
same when I learned English before Spanish—I didn’t wait until I was “good enough,” I just started 
speaking however I could. So yes, it’s hard to start speaking at first, but once I did, my improvement 
came through speaking.

Therefore, P7’s comment also relates to Swain’s (1993) Output Hypothesis, as 
she explains that speaking helped her improve her Spanish. In addition to the 
hardest skill, P4 mentioned the difficulty of having a vocabulary that was never 
quite sufficient. She said that when she enters a different environment, unfamiliar 
concepts appear:
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In general, I can express myself clearly in casual conversation, but sometimes I need to discuss a more 
detailed topic. Then it gets hard, because if it’s something you’re not familiar with, you have to learn 
new terms. It takes a lot more effort to explain yourself. For example, when my kids started school, I 
really struggled. Suddenly, you’re thrown into a whole new world. You’re learning terms you’ve never 
heard before—from addition and subtraction to subject names, lesson topics—it’s like learning every-
thing all over again. Until then, I hadn’t really needed that vocabulary. But when those situations 
started, I had to. So, it’s the same when I meet someone new and have to talk about a topic I’m not 
familiar with. (P4)

Moving on to the easiest skill (Figure 3), the majority of people selected the 
option “Reading” in the survey since Spanish is a language that is read as it is 
written, which often makes reading easier for learners compared to listening to 
spontaneous speech:

Figure 3. The Easiest Skill

 
Source: Own elaboration

Sometimes when people speak, they swallow some words or speak too fast, so I can’t catch all the 
words. That’s why I understand much better when I read. (P1)

However, P2 claimed that writing is the easiest skill since some helpful tools 
can be utilized, such as a translator, and you have enough time to think and correct 
your response:

For me, the easiest skill in Spanish is probably writing because I can use other tools to help me. Also, 
it doesn’t have to be immediate—the other person doesn’t hear me right away—so I have more time to 
correct what I write.



From Turkish to Spanish: Challenges and Strategies of Language Learning

14

Actual. Pedagóg. issn (impreso): 0120-1700. issn (en línea): 2389-8755. n.º 87, enero-junio del 2026

On the contrary, another participant noted that the easiest skill is listening, 
especially when you are in a country where that language is spoken, that is, you are 
exposed to Spanish all the time:

The easiest is listening, because I live in Colombia and am surrounded by Spanish all the time. I 
didn’t always have the chance to speak, but I could listen every day. That’s why listening feels 
easiest for me. (P7)

This experience reflects Krashen’s idea that exposure to comprehensible input 
plays an important role in language acquisition.

How the Cost of Language Courses Affects the Learning Process

Most of the women in the interview said they need a Spanish course that covers 
grammar rules and speaking practice to improve their current Spanish level. This 
suggests that language acquisition through exposure alone may not always be 
sufficient for some learners. In this sense, Vygotsky’s concept of the ZPD highlights 
the importance of guided learning and interaction with more experienced 
speakers. However, due to the high cost of the language courses, some participants 
cannot have a proper course; therefore, they try to learn on their own:

I think I really need a place like a course environment. Somewhere I can learn grammar and also 
practice with other people would be great. Unfortunately, Spanish courses are extremely 
expensive. (P1)

Thus, the course they want and need is not only traditional but also a place 
where they can practice what they have learned, which aligns with Ojeda’s desire 
for more inclusive teaching methods to support better learning.

Strategies Used to Learn or Improve Spanish

Since learning about the strategies or tools participants used to learn the language 
would be very beneficial for other language learners, we asked how they learned 
or improved their Spanish. So, P4, who went to Bolivia before arriving in 
Colombia, told her experiences: 
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When I first went to Bolivia, I didn’t know a single word of Spanish. I was always in a position where I 
was just listening in every situation. My husband was very active—he worked at a foundation, so we 
had a lot of visitors. I was just exposed to Spanish, only hearing it. After a while, I started to understand 
what people were saying, little by little. Even if I couldn’t answer, I could more or less understand the 
topic. So I mostly learned Spanish by listening and practicing. Basically, you could say it was street 
Spanish, so my knowledge of grammar developed much more slowly.

By relating the participant’s language acquisition process to Krashen’s 
hypothesis, this example illustrates how language acquisition can occur through 
exposure and interaction, but it also highlights gaps in the process, such as the 
lack of complex grammar rules. Another participant stated that she made big 
progress when she studied at the university, and thanks to this, she had more 
opportunities to practice:

After studying Panadería–Pastelería (Bakery and Pastry), my level improved significantly. Before that, 
I was progressing very slowly. At university, I had many more opportunities to practice, a bigger social 
circle, and made friends. For example, if there were 15 people in my class, everyone’s speaking level 
and vocabulary were different. That way, I had the chance to listen to many people at different levels 
simultaneously. (P5)

P6 noted that language apps and reading books help to expand the vocabulary:

Like many people, I also used language apps such as Memrise and Duolingo. I can say these apps really 
expanded my vocabulary. Also, we regularly borrowed books from the library to read with my kids. I 
think those also helped me learn sentence structures.

Moreover, P9 said that watching movies is also useful, especially to improve 
listening skills:

I think watching movies with subtitles helped me improve because I used to have a hard time under-
standing when I was listening to someone, but with movies, it got easier to follow.

Besides watching movies, listening to songs, and podcasts can help as well, and 
most importantly, being exposed to Spanish as much as possible by being in those 
environments:
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I think listening helped me the most when learning. In daily life, since people around us are speaking 
Spanish, we automatically start picking up a few words, a few rules here and there. And I think I 
learned a lot by watching films, listening to songs, and listening to podcasts (P8).

In addition to the previous strategies, P7 claimed that teaching Turkish to 
Colombians developed her Spanish since she had to speak in Spanish at the same 
time:

Since I came to Colombia, I’ve always had at least one or two students a year for Turkish lessons. While 
teaching them, I could practice the Spanish words I had learned, or sometimes I would look something 
up in the dictionary right there and then. I even asked my students to confirm whether I had written 
something correctly, so I learned that way too. That really helped me improve quickly.

P7’s comment confirms Swain’s (1993) Output Hypothesis, which holds that 
feedback can lead learners to modify their output, and that this can occur through 
interaction with native speakers.

The Effect of Foreign Identity on Language Learning 

Motivation and Loss of Motivation Over Time

Motivation is one of the key elements of Krashen’s affective filter hypothesis, 
which can encourage learners to acquire or learn the target language. In Figure 4, 
participants selected the motivational factors that influenced them in the survey. 
The majority of participants chose “to be able to adapt socially” as their primary 
motivation. 

P1 said that when one cannot speak that language, one cannot explain or 
understand anything, which leads to social exclusion and inaccessibility to 
resources, as Bourdieu (1991) describes in Language and Symbolic Power. In this 
case, the participant’s motivation is being able to express her thoughts and feelings, 
in other words, to be able to integrate into society:

Even if you have knowledge, if your language isn’t good, you can’t explain anything, you can’t get your point 

across. I also went through some serious illnesses, and during that time, I had to go to the doctor a lot. Not being 

able to understand the doctor was hard for me. And I believe that health is such an important matter. So, I can 

say my desire to learn the language increased even more because of that. (P1)
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Figure 4. Motivation

Source: Own elaboration

Moreover, motivation is not always fixed from the outset as a clear goal; some 
events might lift feelings of hopelessness or inadequacy, motivating the learner in 
t hat moment. P8, who has been in Panama before Colombia, noted that 
Colombians’ positive attitudes motivated her to learn and speak more Spanish:

In Panama, I never had to speak Spanish; I always spoke English since people understood me. I only 
started speaking Spanish when I came to Colombia. I think that was thanks to the people here, because 
compared to Panama, Colombians are much more understanding of me when I don’t speak perfectly 
and are more helpful.

This example also relates to Krashen’s affective filter hypothesis, since a 
supportive environment can reduce anxiety and encourage learners to speak more 
freely. Similarly, P10 confirmed that Colombians’ supportive attitudes encouraged 
her and reduced her fear of making mistakes while speaking Spanish:

People being supportive really motivates me. For example, when you make a mistake, they don’t laugh 
at you or criticize you. Even if you just know a single word, they say things like, “Wow, that was really 
good,” and that kind of encouragement feels great.

On the other hand, some situations can reduce learners’ motivation and 
discourage them from continuing their learning. P2 stated that, although 
Colombians in general encourage her, some of her longtime friends criticize her 
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for her slow progress. When there is poor communication and so many misun-
derstandings because of the language barrier, it can tire both sides and reduce the 
willingness to talk to each other:

I think Colombians have a very positive effect on the learning process. They really encourage you and 
motivate you. They’re cheerful, and they listen patiently. They don’t interrupt, judge, or make fun of 
you. But I can also see that friends who have known me for a long time sometimes get tired of my slow 
progress. People I’ve known for a short time are very supportive, but long-term friends criticize me. 
That sometimes hurts my motivation, and in those moments, I really feel misunderstood. (P2)

Learning a new language can be a long and difficult process, especially for 
adults who begin later in life, as research on second language acquisition has 
shown (Lightbown & Spada, 2006). Therefore, the length of time it takes and the 
feeling that no progress is being made can cause people to lose hope:

Right now, I can’t spend much time on it. In my first years here, I spent more time, but later… I don’t 
know if it’s that you get tired of it, or you start thinking, “I’m not going to learn anyway.” At the 
moment, I really can’t dedicate much time, even though I want to. (P1)

P10 also explained that seeing other learners progress faster while she struggles 
reduces her motivation. Also, when people around her or in the course criticize 
her speaking or mistakes, it decreases her motivation to learn:

When we took Spanish classes together with my Turkish friends, you know, not everyone learns at the 
same pace. So when you see them making progress really fast, and you can’t keep up, it can bring your 
motivation down. Or when they laugh at a word you said wrong and say things like, “How can you not 
know that?” It can really make you feel discouraged. (P10)

Colombians’ Attitudes toward Foreigners’ Spanish

Native speakers’ attitudes toward your learning process are crucial to your 
motivation. If others mock or criticize your Spanish, you may feel inadequate and 
discouraged. Most of the women stated, both in the survey (Figure 5) and in the 
interview, that Colombians’ approach is usually positive, and they had opportu-
nities to practice with them because Colombians are so warm and friendly. 
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Figure 5. Effect of Society

Source: Own elaboration

P7 noted that Colombians praise their Spanish so much:

Colombians are very supportive. Sometimes I even think they exaggerate a bit with their compli-
ments—like, whatever I say, they tell me, “Your Spanish is great, you speak beautifully, keep going.” 
But I’m just speaking normally, yet everyone says the same thing. I’ve only had positive experiences 
like that. 

Likewise, P1 stated that Colombians are so helpful—especially when they see 
that you are a foreigner. This experience reflects Norton’s (2000) argument that 
learners’ identities influence their interactions and opportunities to use the target 
language:

As a foreigner, I’ve met many people who want to help. For example, someone might be giving me 
directions, and when I still don’t understand, they’ll say, “Come, follow me,” and take me to the place 
I’m looking for. So yes, they do try to help because I’m foreign. And I also think my Turkish identity plays 
a role, because people here really like Turks, and Turkish TV series have a big influence on that. The 
moment I say I’m Turkish, they want to help immediately. (P1)

However, P4 claimed that some Colombians probably thought that they would 
not understand her because she was a foreigner, so even though she said a simple 
word in Spanish, they did not understand her:

Some people, when they see you as a foreign tourist, just shut down and absolutely don’t try to 
understand you. A friend of mine went to a cafeteria, wanted to order coffee, and said “café,” but the 



From Turkish to Spanish: Challenges and Strategies of Language Learning

20

Actual. Pedagóg. issn (impreso): 0120-1700. issn (en línea): 2389-8755. n.º 87, enero-junio del 2026

man was shocked and didn’t get it. But others, like my daughter’s first teacher, were extremely 
helpful—they explained everything to me through body language. So if someone wants to explain, 
they can. But some people really make it hard. When they see you as a tourist, they sometimes act 
like they can’t understand you at all.

P8 said that her foreign identity has both advantages and disadvantages. It 
helps to meet new people because they are curious about her, but it can also lead 
them to speak only in English:

I think being foreign has both helped and hindered my Spanish learning. On the one hand, because I’m 
foreign, people aren’t shy about talking to me, so I can make new friends and meet all kinds of people. 
On the other hand, some people talk to me only to practice their English. In those moments, I wish I 
weren’t foreign—because they start speaking to me in English, and that’s not what I want. (P8)

P6, who was in Spain, compared Colombians’ and Spanish people’s attitudes 
toward her “foreign” and “religious” identity:

In Spain, in the first settings where we meet people, they usually don’t approach and talk much, 
because it’s obvious you’re Muslim, you wear a headscarf, and it’s clear you’re a foreigner. In general, 
people there are much more distant toward our foreign identity because there’s a serious anti-Arab 
sentiment, and they assume you’re Arab right away. But after they find out you’re Turkish, or that you 
speak English, or that you have a job, they give you more of a chance to express yourself. In Colombia, 
I’ve honestly seen that people are more open—even with the headscarf, they approach and commu-
nicate more.

How Language Barriers Reshape Immigrants’ Self-Perception

Feeling Comfortable vs. Uncomfortable in Different Situations

We asked the participants in which situations, environments, or around what 
kinds of people they feel more comfortable or uncomfortable. P1 noted that she 
feels more comfortable around people who have experience talking to foreigners 
since they are more patient and understand well:
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Especially when I talk to language teachers or to people who have spent time with Turks before, there 
are moments when I say, “I can communicate quite well.” But when it’s an ordinary or random person 
I’ve just met, I feel like I can’t say anything at all.

On the other hand, other people may laugh when she says something incorrect. 
Also, she stated that while thinking about what to say and forming Spanish 
sentences in her mind, sometimes the topic changes without expressing her 
thoughts aloud:

Sometimes I hold back because I’m afraid of saying the wrong thing. Also, whether intentionally or not, 
some people laugh. That can make me a bit uncomfortable. Sometimes you just don’t know what to 
say, and you start to stutter. People who teach languages wait for you patiently, but others don’t. By 
the time you gather the words in your head and explain them, they’ve already moved on to another 
topic. That’s why I find it really difficult to talk to them, and I don’t feel comfortable at all. (P1)

Another participant noted that she felt nervous when she had to handle official 
issues since she needed to be understood clearly:

When I have to handle a very official matter, I usually get very tense because it’s important, I need to 
understand it, and the person in front of me speaks very quickly. But apart from that, when I talk to 
people outside—on the street or in a shop—I don’t have as much trouble. (P6)

Similarly, P2 stated that she feels more relaxed in casual situations, like while 
talking to her friends, but feels uncomfortable in professional or academic 
environments:

I feel more comfortable talking to my friends, but in formal situations—like at the hospital or in 
academic life—especially presentations, assignments, or anything I have to explain and will be graded 
on—I struggle more. But when I know that no one is analyzing me in any way, I speak much more 
comfortably.

In contrast, P8 said that she feels more comfortable in a professional 
environment since she has been mostly in that kind of environment and exposed 
to the vocabulary that she used to practice there:
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But strangely, I feel more comfortable in more professional environments. That’s because I can explain 
myself better in such places—whether it’s in a hospital or at a real estate agency. In more everyday 
situations, I feel a bit more hesitant, because I haven’t used that kind of vocabulary—words used in 
daily life—very much.

Therefore, we can say that people feel more comfortable in situations they are 
used to, because they are exposed to the specific vocabulary and practice Spanish 
more often there. As P4 shared in her experience with “The Most Difficult and the 
Easiest Skill in the Learning Process,” when learners enter a new environment, 
they may struggle to understand new concepts and feel uncomfortable due to 
ineffective communication. Talking to someone individually can be more relaxed, 
but giving a speech to many more people can be troublesome, since one may feel 
they should speak perfectly. It illustrates the comparison Bourdieu (1991) made 
between “being understood” and “being listened to”:

In public gatherings, I feel very shy. One-on-one, I can express myself, but addressing a large audience 
still makes me very nervous. (P4)

Finally, P1 shared her experience, noting that the way a word is used in Türkiye 
and in Colombia can differ because culture also shapes language. This also reflects 
what Montrul (1997) explains about second language acquisition, where learners 
initially rely on structures and meanings from their first language:

You say something, and it can be misunderstood very badly. For example, in Türkiye, when I wanted to 
buy Coca-Cola from a shop, I would just say “Cola,” but here, if you say it that way, people laugh at you 
because it means something very different and inappropriate. (P1) 

 Furthermore, living in a different country for a long time may even affect one’s 
Turkish, such as forgetting some words and replacing them with Spanish ones. 
Also, they can have difficulties in switching immediately from one language to 
another:

There was a foreign guy here who was trying to speak Turkish with us, but I was trying to speak 
Spanish with him. Not because I was speaking so well or because I wanted to practice in Spanish, but 
I’d wired my brain so much to speak Spanish that I answered in Spanish even though he was talking to 
me in Turkish. Or another example: when there was a Colombian who spoke Turkish, I still ended up 
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speaking Spanish with her—I just can’t bring myself to speak Turkish. Sometimes, without even 
realizing it, I even slip Spanish words or letters into conversations with my Turkish friends. (P10)

Feeling Like Not Belonging Here

The language barrier can leave people feeling exhausted, misunderstood, and as if 
they do not belong in the country where they live, which relates to Norton’s (2000) 
discussion of identity and investment in language learning. We asked the partici-
pants whether they had ever felt this way:

Because I couldn’t overcome the language barrier and couldn’t express myself—and not only 
because of the language but also because the culture is so different—there were many times 
I  thought, “I don’t belong here” or “They don’t understand me.” This made me feel like I 
couldn’t belong in this country. (P6)

Then, she added how she could not participate in some activities because of 
the language barrier: 

At school, they have cultural events or class activities, and sometimes they say parents can parti-
cipate voluntarily. We didn’t go to most of them. This is the message I sent to the teacher: “I’m sorry, 
language is a huge barrier for us, so we can’t participate.” (P6)

Besides, P8 stated that when she lived in Panama, she did not want to be there, 
which led her to resist learning Spanish. Thus, it can be said that the emotional 
connection affects the learning process:

When I was living in Panama, I didn’t want to learn Spanish. The reason was actually that I didn’t want 
to be in Panama, and since I had to speak Spanish to live there, I felt forced to learn it. Because of this 
feeling of obligation, I didn’t want to learn or speak Spanish—or do anything related to Spanish, for that 
matter. (P8)

On the other hand, P5 noted that in some situations, such as being treated 
unfairly, she feels the language barrier more strongly. As Bourdieu (1991) 
explained, when a person cannot speak the legitimate language well, she would be 
unable to defend her rights or clearly express her feelings:
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There were moments when I got so angry that I thought, “I wish I could speak Turkish right now so the 
other person could understand me and I could fully express my feelings.” Especially when I wanted to 
stand up for my rights or when I was treated unfairly. (P5)

Recommendations to a Turkish Woman Coming to Colombia

Finally, we asked the participants what they would recommend to a Turkish 
person who has recently moved to Colombia about learning Spanish. Most of 
them said that taking a good course from the beginning to the advanced level is 
better:

Don’t be shy or scared, and study regularly. Don’t just randomly decide to learn this or that bit of 
grammar. Have a plan for which grammar and vocabulary you’ll learn first. In my opinion, official 
courses are the best way to do all of this. That’s why I’d say start a course right away. Really, begin 
from A1 and go all the way to C1 without taking long breaks. Every time I took a break, I’d forget things 
and then think: “Where was I? What had I learned? What level am I? Where should I continue from 
now?” I’d also say: speak as much as possible. (P2)

In addition to taking a course, P4 said that finding an environment to practice 
Spanish and using materials to improve the language is crucial:

I would definitely recommend taking a course and making a good start. I’d tell them to read many 
books and practice as much as possible. Be in social environments often. There are many options: 
mother-and-child meet-ups, book clubs, social projects, and volunteer opportunities. In these kinds of 
projects, people usually feel much more comfortable and get the chance to practice Spanish. And 
avoid this: if you know English, you might look for people who speak English to make it easier to 
express yourself. Instead, if you know English, I’d tell you to spend much more time with people who 
speak Spanish.

In contrast, P6 noted that only taking a course and learning grammar is not 
sufficient; instead, she emphasized the importance of experiencing the language:

I’d say don’t rely solely on the course, and don’t focus only on grammar. Instead, go out more, practice 
in the streets, and be active. Also, don’t hesitate to listen—I’d tell them to always have something in 
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Spanish playing in the background, like music or the radio, because it helps you get used to the 
language’s sound. 

Therefore, even though all the participants have distinct abilities, personalities, 
talents, etc. Their experiences, emotions, and challenges converge at the same 
point. 

Conclusion

The results of this research reveal that learning Spanish among Turkish women 
i n Colombia is shaped by linguistic, emotional, and social challenges. 
Regarding language skills, although experiences vary, most participants 
identified grammar and speaking as the most challenging areas because they 
require recalling and applying knowledge on the spot. However, some noted 
that once they actively try to speak, they make progress, highlighting the 
importance of consistent practice. Many emphasized the need for courses 
combining grammar and oral practice, though the high cost often forces them 
to rely on self-study.

In terms of strategies, participants reported watching subtitled films, listening 
to music or podcasts, using language apps, and reading children’s books. Others 
found that exposure in academic environments significantly improved their oral 
skills by requiring constant use of Spanish.

Motivation was also identified as a crucial factor. Most learn Spanish to 
communicate better with Colombians and manage daily life. However, motivation 
is not always present from the beginning—it sometimes emerges in specific situa-
tions. The positive and supportive attitudes of many Colombians, who encourage 
even small advances, act as a strong motivator, while criticism and ridicule, or the 
feeling that no progress is being made, lead to discouragement.

Moreover, we also explored in which environments and with what kinds of 
people participants feel more comfortable or uncomfortable speaking Spanish. 
Some mentioned feeling more relaxed talking to their friends or in informal 
settings, but uncomfortable in professional settings or when speaking in front of 
an audience. However, taking all the interviews into account, we can say that 
people feel more comfortable in situations they are used to, as they are exposed to 
specific vocabulary and practice Spanish more in those environments.
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Finally, foreign identity plays an ambivalent role. It can generate empathy and 
patience, but also lead to undervaluation, which may limit their credibility or 
participation in some situations. Thus, being a foreigner can open doors in some 
situations but also create barriers in others. Furthermore, the language barrier 
deeply affects self-perception, making it harder to express emotions or defend 
rights and, at times, causing feelings of exclusion. Meanwhile, being exposed to 
Spanish so much and using it in daily life reshapes their Turkish, transforming 
both their language and their personal identity.

In conclusion, learning Spanish in Colombia is not merely a linguistic 
challenge; it is an integral process in which motivation, strategies, identity, and a 
sense of belonging to a new society are constantly at play.
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APPENDICES

APPENDIX 1: SURVEY QUESTIONS

Personal Information

1. How old are you?

a) 14–17
b) 18–25
c) 26–35
d) 36–45
e) 46 and above

2. How long have you been living in Colombia?

a) 0–6 months
b) 6 months–1 year
c) 2–5 years
d) 6–10 years
e) More than 10 years

3. What do you do in Bogotá? (You can select more than one option.)

a) Study / Studied in Bogotá before
b) Work / Worked in Bogotá before
c) Homemaker
d) Other

Language Learning Process and Challenges

4. How would you rate your Spanish proficiency?

a) Beginner (A1-A2)
b) Intermediate (B1-B2)
c) Advanced (C1-C2)
d) I don’t know



Meryem Poyraz and Robert Ojeda Pérez

29

Actual. Pedagóg. issn (impreso): 0120-1700. issn (en línea): 2389-8755. n.º 87, enero-junio del 2026

5. What is your biggest motivation for learning Spanish? (You can select more 
than one option.)

a) To make daily life easier
b) For academic or professional career
c) To integrate socially
d) For religious or cultural reasons
e) Other

6. What is the biggest challenge you face while learning Spanish? (You can 
select more than one option.)

a) Grammar rules
b) Vocabulary
c) Speaking
d) Listening
e) All of them were easy
f) Other

7. What was the easiest skill to learn in Spanish? (You can select more than one 
option.)

a) Speaking
b) Reading
c) Listening and comprehension
d) Writing
e) All of the above were difficult
f) Other

8. How do you rate your language learning process?

a) Fast and adequate
b) Slow, but I am making progress
c) I am struggling, and my progress is slow
d) Very difficult, I am not making progress

9. Which methods do you use to learn Spanish? (You can select more than one 
option.)

a) Language courses
b) Online apps/lessons
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c) Daily conversations/practice
d) Self-study
e) Private teacher
f) Other

10. Would you consider attending a language course (or have you already 
attended one)?

a) Yes, I have attended
b) Yes, I am considering it
c) No, I am learning by myself
d) No, I don’t need it

11. If you attended, how was your course? (You can select more than one 
option.)

a) In an institution
b) At home
c) In groups
d) Individually
e) I learned it by myself
f) I experienced all of them
g) Other

12. How much time did you spend learning Spanish in previous courses?

a) Less than 1 hour per week
b) 1–3 hours per week
c) 4–7 hours per week
d) more than 8 hours +
e) I’m not sure

13. How old were you when you started to learn Spanish?

a) 7–17 years old
b) 18–25 years old
c) 26–39 years old
d) 40–49 years old
e) 50+
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14. Did you know Spanish before coming to Bogotá? (You can select more than 
one option.)

a) Yes, I learned it in another country
b) Yes, I took a course before coming
c) Yes, I learned it by myself before coming
d) I knew some things a little
e) No, I didn’t know anything
f) Other

15. Do you feel hesitant when speaking Spanish? (You can select more than one 
option.)

a) Yes, because of my accent
b) Yes, because I’m afraid of making mistakes
c) Sometimes, depending on the environment
d) No, I speak comfortably
e) I’m not sure
f) Other

16. Do you have a social environment to practice Spanish?

a) Yes, I have Colombian friends
b) Yes, I have international friends
c) No, I mostly spend time with Turkish people
d) No, I don’t have many friends
e) Other

17. Has your native language (Turkish) helped you in learning Spanish?

a) Yes, it improved my language learning skills
b) Yes, but only to a limited extent
c) No, because it is very different
d) I’m not sure
e) Other

18. Did you know other languages before Spanish? (You can select more than 
one option.)

a) Yes, English
b) Yes, French



From Turkish to Spanish: Challenges and Strategies of Language Learning

32

Actual. Pedagóg. issn (impreso): 0120-1700. issn (en línea): 2389-8755. n.º 87, enero-junio del 2026

c) Yes, Portuguese
d)Yes, Italian
e) No, I didn’t
f) Other

19. If so, did it affect your Spanish learning process?

a) Yes
b) No

Cultural and Religious Barriers

20. Do you think your foreign identity has affected your Spanish learning 
process?

a) Yes, negatively
b) Yes, positively
c) No, it hasn’t had any effect
d) I’m not sure

21. Have you faced difficulties practicing Spanish because of wearing a hijab 
(or having Islamic symbols)?

a) Yes, people were distant
b) Yes, I faced prejudice
c) No, I did not experience any difficulties
d) I’m not sure
e) I don’t wear Hijab or use Islamic symbols
f) Other

22. For religious or cultural reasons, do you hesitate to enter Spanish-speaking 
environments or participate in activities? (You can select more than one 
option.)

a) Yes, I may hesitate because of religious boundaries
b) Yes, I may hesitate due to cultural differences
c) No, I do not have any difficulties
d) I’m not sure
e) Other
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23. How has Colombian society affected your Spanish learning process?

a) Positively, I have had many opportunities to practice
b) Positively, but I have faced some challenges
c) Negatively, I don’t have enough opportunities to practice
d) I’m not sure
e) Other

24. Have you had demotivating experiences while learning the language in 
Colombia?

a) Yes, I often have
b) Yes, but rarely
c) No, not very often
d) No, not at all

25. Do you struggle when communicating in Spanish with official institutions 
(banks, hospitals, schools, etc.)?

a) Yes, I struggle a lot
b) Sometimes, I have difficulties
c) No, I usually understand
d) I have never had such an experience
e) Other

26. What kind of support would you like to improve your Spanish skills? (You 
can select more than one option.)

a) More speaking practice
b) Language courses/private lessons
c) More opportunities to socialize with Colombians
d) Support for cultural adaptation (gastronomy, literature, traveling to places 

in the country)
e) Finding Colombian Spanish materials
f) Study higher education to improve the Spanish in other areas
g) I don’t know what support I need
e) Other
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ANNEX 2: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1.	 Could you tell me about your process of coming to Colombia and the time 
you have spent here?

2.	 What are you currently doing in Bogotá? How do you spend your daily 
life?

3.	 When was your first serious encounter with Spanish? Where and in what 
kind of environment did it happen?

4.	 Which skill in Spanish has been the most challenging for you, and why?
5.	 What type of language learner do you think you are? Do you learn better 

by listening, writing, or speaking?
6.	 What has been your biggest motivation while learning Spanish?
7.	 How would you evaluate your language learning journey so far? Has it met 

your expectations?
8.	 Which methods or resources have helped you the most? Is there anything 

you can say that really improved your Spanish?
9.	 Have you ever attended a language course? If yes, what was the experience 

like? (Group, individual, at home, etc.)
10.	 How much time do you think you have been able to dedicate to learning 

Spanish?
11.	 Did you have any knowledge of Spanish before coming to Colombia?
12.	 Do you think the structural features of Turkish helped you when learning 

Spanish? 
13.	 Have you learned other languages before? Did those languages have any 

effect on your Spanish learning process?
14.	 Do you have a social environment where you can speak Spanish in your 

daily life?
15.	 Have you ever had a moment in conversation with a Colombian where you 

thought, “Wow, I’m really speaking Spanish”?
16.	 Do you feel comfortable when speaking Spanish? In what situations do you 

feel more hesitant?
17.	 Have you ever felt like, “I don’t belong here” or “They don’t understand 

me”? Did this feeling affect your relationship with the Spanish language?
18.	 What solutions do you find when you cannot express yourself (body 

language, translation, English...)?
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19.	 Have you ever said something wrong in Spanish and ended up in a funny 
or awkward situation? How did you handle it? Or have you had any 
demotivating experiences related to language learning?

20.	 How has Colombian society’s attitude affected your Spanish learning 
process?

21.	 Do you think your foreign identity has had an impact on your language 
learning journey? For example, do people approach or avoid you when 
they see you are a foreigner?

22.	 Have you ever avoided certain social environments due to religious or 
cultural reasons? How did that affect your language learning?

23.	 Where do you use Spanish the most in your daily life? Is it enough for you, 
or are you looking for more opportunities to practice?

24.	 How do you feel when communicating in Spanish with official institutions 
(like hospitals, banks, or schools)? Have you experienced any difficulties?

25.	 If a personalized “Spanish support package” were made just for you, what 
would you like it to include? In other words, what kind of support do you 
think you need to improve your Spanish?

26.	 What 3 tips would you give to a newly arrived Turkish person who wants 
to learn Spanish?


