
Ya Tú Sabes Vato

Teaching eighth graders.  Let’s see; yes, you could call it a challenge.  
Teaching largely bilingual, Spanish-speaking eighth graders?  
Well, honestly, it didn’t make much difference; they were, still, eighth graders.  

	
 Definitely?
Always a challenge.
For a short time one spring, having fallen victim to a mania which had snuck in and taken 

over the minds of our school’s hormone-imbued, barely-arrived-at-puberty teenagers, every few 
minutes one or another of the more entertainment minded students in my class would pipe up, or 
respond to a question, with the Spanish phrase: Ya, tú sabes, vato.  Holding various connotations, 
roughly the phrase could be translated as:

Yeah, you know it, homey.  Duh, you get me, dude.
And then?  
They’d all giggle.  
Giggle, giggle, giggle, giggle, giggle. 
Unquestionably, it was the funniest phrase in the whole of the Spanish language.
And so, everyone, all together?
We laughed at it every few minutes for the next three to four weeks.
By law, children in our country – English speaking, Spanish speaking, students 

conversing in the languages of Pluto – all children between the ages of approximately first grade 
and late teenager are legally mandated to attend school.  These legislated expectations pertain to 
all children: those with documented immigration papers, and those without.  Newly-arrived 
immigrant; sixth-generation voluntary or forced immigrant; immigrants who have laid claim to 
both land and social status so long that they no longer recognize the fact of being immigrants. 

Heck, even primary occupant first nation Native Americans.  
All children.
Here’s a fact.  For a surprising number of people, even after five decades given to a 

legally enforced integration, it is not information considered comfortable; if you have delicate 
sensibilities?  You may well be shocked.  Maybe, if you take a deep breath; if you prepare 
yourself – oh, heck, you can probably handle it.  This country, the United States of America, has 
always, ever since it was first founded, been dependent upon, and in fact would not exist without 
(are you ready? Hold your breath): 

Immigrants.  
Immigrants who currently speak, and have always traditionally spoken, multiple, 

complicatedly diverse languages.
Gosh.  
So, no matter how much money we spend.
No matter how much fear we generate.   
We will never simply wake up, one day, to find that the troublesome issues of 

immigration – issues which for some guardedly fearful citizens represent an intolerable dilemma, 
while for other more optimistic thinkers are embraced as the evolutionary heart of a truly 
progressive nation – will ever be magically gone.  

Like it or not, once we accept this as fact?  
Well, we might then move on to a relative truth about our nation’s attempt at an all-

student-mandatory, every-child-will-attend public education. 



Throughout every single year of the past almost four centuries (five, if you choose to 
recognize an earliest colonization in the deep South and Southwest), children of multiple cultural 
backgrounds – children who have voluntarily enrolled into, or been forced to participate in, our 
developing nation’s schools – have always struggled academically when bundled into buildings 
and assertively told that they must function by reading, writing and speaking a brand-new 
language.  

If, by any chance; if, at some point in your life: You have endeavored to acquire a second 
language?  Perhaps you know that it is far from an easy process, and not, by any stretch of the 
imagination, a quick one.  However deep the desire to learn, any language learner soon finds that 
patience, along with a heavy reliance upon a long-term dedicated support, would seem the most 
logical, and even absolute, requirement. 

 A requirement on the part of the student, the teacher, the educational system:
 And the larger society itself.  


