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It was my cousin’s 13th birthday when the reality of my situation truly set in. Our entire family gathered around a table adorned with decorations, boasting a large cake with guava filling, as we prepared to sing happy birthday to my cousin, Kaitlyn. In our family, every birthday celebration we are fortunate enough to spend together is concluded by swarming the cake table and singing two versions of the classic birthday song. Regardless of which is sung first, we always sing in English and in Spanish, a tradition that many bilingual Hispanic families share. It's a wonderfully cheerful moment, with everyone singing at the top of their lungs, but in that moment I had the sudden realization that I wasn’t fully able to share in it. I stammered along, growing quieter in moments where I was unsure what to sing. Though I’ve learned most of the lyrics now, it was still surprisingly difficult to pick up such a seemingly simple song because of the language barrier.
 I grew up surrounded by Spanish, and my parents did put in some effort to teach me the language; however, to this day I still can’t speak much Spanish. While a good number of my family members can speak English fluently, and my ability to understand Spanish has developed over the years, my lack of fluency in my father’s first language has served as a fairly large obstacle in my ability to interact with my family. I can exchange the same robotic greetings with my grandparents when I visit their homes, but I’m unable to hold a conversation with them the way my bilingual family members can. My family will often gather together for lunch or dinner once a week, spending hours conversing with one another in the language I struggle to understand, let alone speak. While there are moments where I’m able to chime in, I recognize that my inability to speak Spanish has forced me out of the loop, leaving me without a way to comment on whatever topic is being debated or whatever story is being told.
Kaitlyn also serves as director for a small Spanish choir, one she convinced me to join; however, much like with the happy birthday song, English being my primary language makes learning the material all the more difficult. I have to pay extra attention to how I pronounce words, ensuring I use the proper accent and inflections while singing so that I mesh with the other singers. Moreover, it’s difficult to read along and watch as she directs, the way the other choir members do, leaving me to work harder on simply memorizing the material. 
I understand that many of these issues can be solved by putting a greater effort into learning Spanish, and as of recently I’ve been trying to step outside of my comfort zone in order to finally achieve a firm grasp on the language that would improve my ability to communicate with family and help me better connect to my Cuban culture. I feel at times that I may seem quiet or uninterested in participating in familial discussions, when in true reality I’m simply not comfortable communicating in the language being used. While my family members are very understanding of my predicament, I’m aware that it would especially make my grandparents, who don’t speak much English, happy if I were to be able to fluently converse with them. 
I selected the story I wrote about because of its sense of commonality and relatability, though it still supported the point I wanted to make. I wanted to reflect upon an experience that others have likely participated in, in some capacity, and I felt that the story served as an appropriate pathway into the topic I discussed throughout my writing. Though opening with a specific event, I knew while drafting my paper that I wanted to also include more general examples of how my struggles with language impact my identity within my family, culture, and non-academic activities, such as the choir I participate in. Therefore, my essay structure consists of a story, two to three examples, and how those examples connect to the theme of language and identity, which I hope will clearly connect with one another as my peers read and review my paper.
