

[image: cover]




Thanks to Carlos Estellés Díaz for his valuable help with the translation and to Diana Wallach for her corrections.




Introduction


Why am I writing a book about language learning? There are several reasons. First, I have a huge passion for languages. Second, I have a passion for learning and for helping others. Third, I have a passion for writing, and writing a book has always been my dream. Fourth, rumours go around that I have a teacher gene matched with a slight leaning towards a know-it-all attitude. Are there any better options than writing a book or a blog to share of my knowledge and help others?


Perhaps this book will change your view of languages, too. Do you think learning a language means work, grammar, lists of vocabulary, drill, and cramming? Do you have terrifying memories of your school days? Have you decided you do not have a talent for language learning? Secretly, however, your weak language skills annoy you. Remember those friendly people during your vacation in Italy who could not speak your mother tongue? How about when you were visiting those small French villages where no one speaks English? If only you knew another language!


Try it! Learn another language! One attitude is that the work, the drill, and the grammar is so boring. But you could instead approach the task with immense passion and enthusiasm. Not only do I try to impart that attitude but also to live it. A language does not subsist on drills and grammar rules, but on the different cultures and points of view. How lovely is the sound, the gestures, the customs, the friendships, the culinary pleasures, the music? All these aspects make a language beautiful!


You are on the right path. Do not thinking about how many verb forms there are or the number of words are on your vocabulary list. The passion for the language and the country is what matters. And that is vital for successful and motivated learning!


Of course, there are rules and required activities and tasks. All language learners have necessary linguistic tasks to complete, such as inserting words or going through grammar rules. Sometimes there might be a lack of motivation. But even then, there are many pleasant methods and tricks to help you keep motivation high or get it back.


The most important focus in language learning, however, is usage and interaction with other people who speak your target language. Long-lasting friendships with visits, phone calls, email, and letters (and sometimes small packages) are the highest rewards you could get. Then languages are fun!


The language should become a part of your daily life. This book offers you many tips. And what about your new friends waiting for an email or phone call, the book and audiobooks waiting to be read and listened to and the films waiting to be watched? I live my languages daily!


I can do it so you can do it, too! I work full time, but I can integrate my language learning into my daily life, always taking advantage of even the shortest periods and passive times, for example, when driving, waiting somewhere, going out with the dog, exercising or doing housework.


You will have to organize a bit, cancel unimportant activities from your life, set fixed dates and appointments, at least at the beginning, but after a short introductory period you will have gotten used to learning, and you will enjoy it! Can anything be more delightful?


I have written this book to help you ensure success, long-term motivation, and enjoyment. It is very practice-oriented because of all the tips and pieces of information that have been tried out in long-lasting experiments. I hope the book will support you on your learning pathway, assist you, and lead to joyful learning.


This book is like a self-service shop, help yourself wherever you want to, try this, and try that and decide what you want to keep up or not. Some suggestions are perfect for you; others do not meet your needs. It is up to you to decide! I only ask you for one favor: Give some unconventional tips a chance, too, be open-minded and try out different possibilities and suggestions. Does a tip fit perfectly for you? Great! If not, discard it and try something else.


You do not have to read the book from the first to the last chapter. If you are particularly interested in one chapter, read that one first. You can also return to the book, again and again, flipping through it and picking up tips. There is only one thing you should do: Find out what type of learner you are, by taking the test in chapter 2. With the test result, it will be easier for you to find the right way to reach your goal.


There is, however, one thing the best book cannot do in your place: learn for you. Therefore, become active, start and be happy about your small and large successes. Enjoy your learning!


Kind regards and have fun and success!


Christine Konstantinidis




Chapter 1


Basic considerations for learning languages


Why do people learn a language at all?


Based on data released by Statista, a leading online statistics portal, most people learn a foreign language to help them get along during their vacation. The second most important reason is personal satisfaction. Then in descending order comes understanding people of other cultures, meeting people from different cultures, working in the country where they live, working abroad, getting a better job in their own country, reading foreign-language books and watching foreign-language films, studying abroad, feeling European, and understanding their family members. It is easy to see that the reasons for learning a foreign language are as diverse as the people themselves. If you want to view these statistics yourself, here is the link.


(You can find all the links at the end of the book.) The data are from 2007, so they are not entirely up to date, but still they give a rough overview.


What are the benefits of learning a foreign language?


Language learning has many advantages:


Prestige


By learning a language, many people will admire you and will envy your skills. Often, the more exotic the language, the more others will respect you.


Mental fitness


Researchers at both North-western University and the University of Houston have found that people who speak more than one language can better filter out unnecessary words than monolingual people. They found that certain memory tasks were harder for Monolingual people.


Gaining new perspectives


When learning a language, you gain more access to one or more new cultures. Languages open doors, they say, and this is true: you can know the people in a country better, more easily experience a country "from the inside“ and increase understanding of the mentality of the locals.


Professional competencies


Language skills increase your chances of securing a well-paid job; many job advertisements these days require two or three foreign languages.


Financial advantages


During salary negotiations, language skills improve your chance of a salary increase. Language proficiency is also an advantage in recruitment and may result in a positive financial impact.


Career benefits


When possessing language skills, you can improve your chances for a promotion, especially when job seeking, where many customer contacts with foreign countries are necessary.


A wider selection of jobs


Foreign languages are essential for certain professions. Therefore, you increase the number of jobs you can apply for by learning a foreign language.


Attractiveness


As a language learner, you are more attractive because you have a wider range of interests, are eloquent, and have travelled more. You are usually friendly and easy-going.


More enjoyable traveling, advantages when traveling


Traveling is more enjoyable when you have language skills, but it does not have to be the language of the country. For example, you can travel widely with English.


More professional and private possibilities


Professionally, you have more career opportunities and a more extensive career selection. You also have the chance to work abroad. In your private life, you can have the added possibility of making foreign contacts and friendships because the language barrier is suppressed.


Better education and professional performance (brain connections)


Learning creates new brain connections and strengthens the existing links, which keeps your brain fit and brings better performance at school and work.


Meaningful leisure activities


In contrast to television or passive computer use, being engaged in various language activities keeps you productive. You can, therefore, do something meaningful during your leisure time.


Social contacts


Through language learning, you have opportunities for diverse social connections: you can take part in language courses or regular language meetings, you can search for foreign-speaking friends at home and abroad, you can also search virtual friends on the Internet, for example, as a tandem partner or via social networks.


Tolerance


When you speak the language of a foreigner, your tolerance and understanding of the "foreign" way of life increase simultaneously.


Unity of the world


Indirectly, you are even involved in world peace! If you learn languages, immerse yourself in a foreign culture and way of life, and gain more understanding from international people, not only in your own country but also abroad, then you contribute decisively to a tolerant, peaceful world.


Self-assurance


Through language learning, you determine what you can do, which strengthens your self-assurance and self-confidence.


Health


A healthy mind in a healthy body. At least, you have already cared for the mental part. Learning foreign languages probably delays the occurrence of dementia.


Ability to make decisions


Through language learning, you more easily evaluate different alternatives. These are precisely the skills you need in language learning.


Which language should you learn?


We cannot make any general statement about this. There are different options, and you must decide for yourself. The best choice is undoubtedly the language you like best because this choice makes it easier for you to learn regularly. It also motivates you to do exercises you do not like very much, at least to get through them because you love the language.


However, not everyone has this choice. If you need a specific language for your job, then you should primarily learn this one. It is unnecessary for you to learn Spanish if your workplace requires fluent English or French. You should learn the appropriate language. You are free to learn Spanish in addition to the other languages...


With rarely taught languages, there is often the problem that there is not enough learning material for the learner who does not like to use the Internet and the computer for learning. If you have chosen such a language, then you might want to think again about whether the choice is wise, or if you prefer to switch to a more frequently taught language. It is not just about finding suitable language courses, but also about textbooks, grammar, dictionaries, listening and reading material, newspapers, films, etc. It is difficult to maintain motivation and enthusiasm if the acquisition of learning material takes up too much of your time and energy. But if you are so enthusiastic about the language that you do not mind, then stick with it!


You can also learn the language that you are most likely to apply in practice. For example, you know some Italians, but not Spaniards. Here, for me, the choice would be the Italian language, because I would immediately have language partners for speaking and practising. If you live in a city where many Turks or Greeks reside, it may make sense to learn these languages.


A decision criterion could also be which languages you classify as easy or challenging to learn. Does your preferred language have the same typeface as your mother tongue? Is the grammar relatively similar to a language you know? Is the language commonly classified as "insanely difficult"? Inform yourself about it and then make a conscious decision!


If you are learning several languages, it is usually not a problem. Remember, however, that the associate this with additional learning and organisational effort. You will not progress as quickly in the respective individual languages if you learn two or three languages at the same time unless you spend double or triple the time.


But you can start with the language of your choice and try to find out if it works for you. Do you find enough material? Do you have speaking partners? Do you like the sound when you hear the language a second time? If so, stick with it. If you feel that language is not right for you, then change. There are so many languages in the world that there should not be a lack of choices!


But what rarely works is learning the language because a friend is learning it and does not enjoy going to the course alone!


Can you also learn languages as an adult?


Naturally, children learn a foreign language more easily than adults, mainly because their exposure to the language continues for years. They receive countless repetitions and corrections and have a powerful motivation: if we do not understand them, they will not get what they want. Children do not learn about logic and rules, but mainly through repetition, imitation, and listening. Learning is also usually automatic in children, at least until they start school. Up to this age, the structures in the brain are also created, but children must first learn the basic things like the alphabet, reading and writing and the shaping of the sounds with the mouth.


You cannot overlook the fact that the school entrance age is about six years old. In six years, as an adult, with commitment and the appropriate methods, you can also learn a foreign language to a high level of proficiency. Do not forget: six-year-old children can survive in everyday life, in their age-appropriate daily life, but discussions about politics, nuclear physics, environmental protection and many other issues that adults consider self-evident cannot be expected with this vocabulary and in this environment.


Adults have a significant advantage. They can use the memories and create thinking patterns from their childhood to create new experiences. Adults also have a greater ability, older people even more than younger ones, to think logically and understand connections. Besides, adults have previous knowledge in a wide variety of areas through their life experience and can thus organize learning content much more quickly. This stored and ordered learning content can be recalled much more rapidly if required, thanks to the links between old and new knowledge. As age increases, so does ability.


Also, adults have greater perseverance; they persist, are more purposeful and have more opportunities for language acquisition. What family flies to the USA just because their child wants to learn English there? Is not it instead the case that your parents set the vacation destination regardless of your linguistic ambitions? Luckily, adults have more possibilities!


In summary, for adults learning is not more difficult than for children but is just done in a different way. Therefore: be brave!


How fast do you learn a language?


There are some principles for this.


Focus on the language that is most important to you. You might want to learn several languages at the same time; maybe you have to. But if plan on making progress in every language, you are well-advised to always concentrate on one primary language: if you are traveling to France in three weeks, the focus should be on French. If as a student or adult, you have to take an English exam in two weeks (and the Spanish exam will take place in five weeks), your primary focus should be on English. You should not leave out the other languages entirely, at least not if you need them at school or work but set your priorities. Adapt your learning times for each language according to your needs.


Use the language from day one. As an absolute beginner, you cannot have long conversations or fill pages with texts, but that is not the issue. It is more a matter of letting language into your life, making it a part of you, and using it again and again, within your capabilities, wherever possible. There are many possibilities. Look at the corresponding chapters, where I make many suggestions as to how this can work.


How important are individual words? Do you panic when you do not understand a word in a sentence? Relax because the message is much more important than an isolated word. If you get to know the main idea of the message, everything is fine. No one's forcing you to reproduce the message literally or to write it down, are they? Have you understood the gist? Marvellous! That is enough.


The excuse "I have no talent" does not count. Talent is not what you need to learn a language. So many people speak several dialects or even several languages, just because they live in a specific country where this is normal. For example, Switzerland or Luxembourg. Or do you think there are only gifted people living there? There you go! What counts more are organisation, motivation, diligence, enthusiasm, and continuity.


Have you forgotten some of the language you once learned?


Naturally, you forget parts of a language if you do not use it. But many things remain stored in the brain; it is just that they cannot be retrieved immediately. It is like a computer: if you do not need data often, you will need more time to find them again. Practice makes perfect! And if you have learned a language before, abandoned it and started again, you will remember many terms and idioms even after years. You will also get back into the language faster and be amazed at how much you still know!


One more thing: Do not think you will ever be done with learning. It never ends. But if you have found perfect techniques for you and are motivated, then it does not have to.




Chapter 2


The learning process: Your brain, learning type and information acquisition


How does your brain work?


Do not worry! I will not write a scientific essay about your brain. Here are only some basics: the human brain has two halves, left and right. The left half is responsible for logic, structure, analysis and mathematical reasoning. The right half is the creative part, responsible for language, aesthetics, new ideas and artistic expression.


A combination of both would be ideal for language learning. The left half is perfect for grammar rules because of the analytical and structural aspects; the right half is perfect for vocabulary work because of the connections and links.


Far more important, however, is a positive attitude towards learning!


The five steps of learning


Every learning process contains five sequential steps that you must go through one by one. Each step depends on the prior step, so you cannot skip one. If you try to skip one step, for example, the repetition step, you will fail.


These five learning steps are:


Perception of the learning resources


Here it is important to encounter the language itself. You read an article; you see a word list; you open your grammar book, or you listen to a radio program. You only perceive that the material deals with texts, words, or grammar rules in your target language. You do not realise, however, that this material could be a learning resource for you. Perhaps the content will attract your attention. Maybe you will find it useful.


An example is a dialogue in a restaurant you are listening to, maybe only by chance. You are following a conversation between a waiter and a guest. They are discussing some dishes on the menu; the guest wants some further information and then orders his meal.


Relevance of the learning resource


Now we are in phase two. Is the topic exciting and relevant to you? Could the vocabulary list help you? Would the grammar rule be useful when using the language? Do you need any idioms or expressions from the text? Our conversation in the restaurant would be helpful to you if you went to a restaurant often during your vacation. It would then be an advantage to know some of the structures, expressions, customs and practices of the country where you usually spend your vacation. As you realise, language learning includes not only the language itself but also the culture and the way of life.


Search for relevance


Now you search for relevance to your life and your environment. You should ask yourself if it is useful for you to learn this? Now you prioritize material according its importance and value for your learning goals and your life. You realise that the received piece of information could interest you, and you memorize it. In our dialogue, the connection would be the following one. During your vacation, you enjoy going to restaurants, and it would be great to order meals in the country's language. You realise that the same expressions are used repeatedly, that there are always the same grammar structures. So when you want to order something in Italy, you need the form “vorrei”, which is the “conditional” in Italian for “I would like”. You also need certain keywords, grouped into themes. In this case, it is food and drink. At this point, you realize one important principle. The more a topic relates to your life, the more interesting it is to you.


Integrating the new content


In this step, you find out that you can connect the new pieces of information with the facts you already know. You keep them in your memory, remarkably similar to a computer. The better this process works, the easier you can recall the content needed. Taking our example of the restaurant again, you will probably find out you have already stored many general facts and pieces of information about ordering food in a restaurant. You may say to yourself, “Ok, I have already seen this, I have already heard that, so I only need to learn vocabulary.” or “Oh, it is strange what they eat here”.


In this step, you save the new content and information, for example, the grammar rules, vocabulary, sentence structure, intonation, and facts like “What can I eat there?”. This is getting progressively easier, the more you are exposed to that topic and the more prior knowledge you have. How often have you already eaten in a restaurant? If you do not find any useful information and know nothing about the topic, you have to create a new file. In one country, you know it is probably easy to order a meal in a restaurant. In a country like Greenland or Bhutan perhaps it is not that easy. Maybe there are also unfamiliar habits and customs. You need to know all this in advance if you do not want to embarrass yourself! In our dialogue, the guest and waiter were talking about an Italian menu, with dishes like “Saltimbocca” or “Bruschetta”. Since you enjoy cooking and Italian cuisine, you know these two expressions, and immediately you can visualise what they are. Maybe, however, you do not know “mi porti” (please bring me …), “vorrei” (I would like…) or “potrebbe consigliarmi” (could you recommend…). Then this is the starting point for your learning.


Compare your brain to a fisherman’s net. If the structure is only coarsely woven, the fish can easily slip through. The more densely woven the structure is, the more quickly the fish’s fins become entangled in the net. Applied to language learning, this means if you want to acquire new knowledge but do not have any previous experience, you will always run into problems. Since you cannot link your new information to prior knowledge, this leads to problems. Your brain is not able to memorize that learning content, and you probably cannot retain it for exceptionally long. However, if you link new learning content to a foundation of facts you already know, you solidify your brain structure. New material is easily remembered.


Try to anchor your new content to old content; connecting unknown content to content you already know. You will memorize the new material far more efficiently, and it is easier to access and activate.


Repetition of the newly learned material


Now you might think your work is over. However, remember that we are not computers and forget the things we have learned. This happens quickly if you do not repeat regularly. It is, therefore, essential to plan repetition tasks. In our example, this means practice, practice, practice. It does not matter if you make mistakes when speaking, but it is only essential to talk or to practice the language. Let us take our dialogue in the restaurant again. There are many possibilities for repetition. It is essential to have variety. The more enjoyable your review sessions are, the more likely you will do them.


Repetition at regular intervals is necessary. Ideally, a review session should occur shortly before you forget the material. I recommend a first short repetition after some minutes, the second one after one hour, the third one after one day, then after three or four days, one week, one month, half a year. If you “lose” your content within these periods, the circle starts again from the beginning. It sounds worse than it is. Review can also be to read only a few words from a text for 30 seconds or to skim a document or a mind map. Going over it in your head also works well, at least from time to time.


Let us take our dialogue in the restaurant again. You can also find such conversations in the printed version. Here is one piece of advice: do not simply read a dialogue mechanically and in the same way but vary your learning process. You can …


… read the dialogue aloud. Read it to yourself or a partner. By doing so, you are also practicing your pronunciation.


… copy the dialogue. Copy it or read one sentence, cover it and write that sentence down by heart. If you cannot remember the entire sentence, you can look at it again. The better you can concentrate, the better this works. If you have problems with spelling, you can try this technique: visualise the word as if it were on a cinema screen, in big illuminated letters. Many learners listen to the word, though there are some languages where this technique does not work. It often works better if you visualise the word as a luminous advertisement.
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