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Spanish Immersion and Tropical Medicine Education in Costa Rica 
 

My learning experience began the moment that I arrived in San Jose, Costa Rica. I remember 
attempting to respond to the customs officer’s questions and realized quickly that I was having trouble 
finding the right Spanish words to describe the reason that I was traveling to Costa Rica. Reflecting back 
on that first day, I am proud to say that my Spanish fluency has significantly improved after spending four 
challenging but fun weeks in San Jose, La Fortuna/Arenal and Tortuguero. 

The task of assimilating to a new culture within a short period of time was overwhelming at the 
beginning. The customs, religious beliefs, food, standard of living, politics, and, of course, the language 
were different than what I was accustomed to in the States. For instance, many houses in Curridabat, 
where our host families lived, did not have addresses. Getting lost was initially very easy to do given that 
the streets had no names and I would have to use distances in kilometers to describe my destination. 
Challenges like these tested my comfort level and forced me to use Spanish with the “Ticos” (colloquial 
term for Costa Ricans) I encountered. 

One of the most important things that I learned in Costa Rica was that mastering Spanish was 
going to require creativity, persistence, and, most of all, patience. Outside of the classroom, I made time 
to watch movies and shows such as Friends in Spanish, listen to Spanish podcasts, and review as much 
vocabulary that I could using flashcards provided by mobile applications like the McGraw-Hill Language 
Lab. During dinner, another medical student and I would have long discussions with our host families 
about topics such as the education system and unsettling political climate in Costa Rica. While these 
conversations were a struggle at the time, I look back on them as teaching moments and my first attempts 
to build a solid foundation for my Spanish-speaking skills. 

While four weeks is nowhere near enough time to master a language as architecturally complex as 
Spanish, I view my progress as an accomplishment and stepping stone toward proficiency. As I continue 
to build my skills by revisiting what I learned in Costa Rica, I hope that each day brings me closer to my 
goal of providing more efficient and comprehensive care to my Spanish-speaking patients. 

 


