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Class focuses on phrases used on the job 
Friday, January 28, 2005
By Jennifer Ackerman-Haywood
The Grand Rapids Press

When an English-speaking construction site manager gives directions to a 
Spanish-speaking employee, it can be an exercise in frustration.

"They're shaking their heads, yes, yes, yes, (but) nothing gets done," said 
Carmela Zapata, describing a common outcome when workers are unable to 
understand English.

To improve that communication, Zapata, 35, of Hudsonville, will begin teaching 
specialized Spanish workshops for construction site supervisors at Grand 
Rapids Community College's M-TEC building next month.

There will not be any confusing 
conjugations or spellings to 
memorize. Instead, Zapata, a 
GRCC Spanish instructor, said 
she plans to teach construction 
managers between 70 and 100 
Spanish phrases they can use 
on the job.

From greetings to specific 
commands, students will learn 
language skills most relevant 
to the construction industry.

The class also will cover 
Spanish phrases needed to 
convey employment, medical 
and safety information to 
workers.

As the Spanish-speaking population continues to grow in West Michigan, 
language barriers in the workplace have become more of an issue, creating a 
need for Zapata's course.

"People recognize now that you have to have non-Hispanics who can speak 
Spanish in your company," said John Doherty, executive vice president of the 
Western Michigan Chapter of the Associated Builders and Contractors. "To be 
bilingual in the construction industry in West Michigan is a real asset."

To get around the language barrier, managers at Pioneer Construction have 
tried to pair Spanish-speaking workers with bilingual employees who can help 
managers translate job assignments.

But Randy Zandbergen, Pioneer's chief financial officer, believes the 
company's site supervisors would benefit from language training.

"It'd be less frustrating," he said, adding that smoother communication could 
save both time and money.

About 20 of Pioneer's 250 employees speak only Spanish.

Born in Mexico, Zapata is a native Spanish speaker with a special interest in 
helping to improve communication between Mexican workers and their 
employers.

"If Spanish speakers realize that employers are attempting to communicate in 
their own language, they appreciate it and there is a respect there," Zapata 
said.
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