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Introduction





‘A nyelv az egyetlen, amit rosszul is érdemes tudni.’ (Language is the only thing worth knowing even poorly.)


Kató Lomb (1909–2003) Hungarian translator and polyglot





Languages are one of those unique things in life that are always worth learning. Whether you know a lot or just a little, whether you speak them every day or once a year, and whether you speak many or just one, you are better off for knowing what you do than if you didn’t know it at all. Even just a few words in a foreign language are better than knowing nothing at all.
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Kató Lomb was one of the greatest language learners that the world has ever known. Including her native Hungarian, she worked as a translator in sixteen different languages and allegedly was able to speak many more to varying degrees of fluency. It is her quote that opens this introduction which has inspired me to learn languages more than any other. It is her non-perfectionist attitude to languages and desire to learn anything rather than nothing that I have tried to emulate in all areas of my life. Her outstanding success speaks for itself.


Being successful at learning languages is as much about the expectations you set yourself and the attitude you adopt as anything else. It is impossible to be a perfectionist in this sphere. You can score 100 per cent in tests, you can finish books and you can complete courses all you like, but no matter what milestone you reach, there will always be fresh ones appearing on the horizon.


Language learning never stops. No matter how much you know, there will always be more to learn. Nothing can change that, and the most successful language learners such as Kató Lomb recognise that and adjust accordingly, right from the start.


Learning a new language is an endlessly exciting and rewarding journey. As you set out on it, you can look forward to the exhilarating rush of learning new words, and the immense satisfaction of forming whole sentences and making yourself understood. These highs will always eclipse the lows, as you will realise one day that you can’t imagine what life was like when you couldn’t speak the language you’re learning now.


The journey of learning a new language is a voyage of discovery. You will discover new cultures, new customs, and begin to see a whole new dimension of the world that you were blind to before. You will also gain new insights into human nature and humanity itself. You will meet people totally unlike anyone you’ve met before, and be able to connect with them in ways you never thought possible. But perhaps most importantly, you will discover a side of yourself that you never knew. You will learn how your mind works, why it remembers some things but not others, and what makes you motivated and what doesn’t. Ultimately, a crucial segment of the journey of learning a new language is about learning how you learn.


At the time of writing, I have been dedicated to learning languages for just over ten years. I have studied fifteen different languages, and been on fifteen totally different adventures with them. Because of the experiences and opportunities each of these languages have brought me, I feel almost as though in those ten short years I have lived fifteen different lives.


At first, learning a new language was slow, it was frustrating, and it felt like an impossible task. I could never imagine what it would be like to feel confident enough to hold a conversation in a foreign language. I didn’t really believe that I would ever experience that.


Thankfully, I carried on regardless. Time was on my side as I started very young, and I was fortunate to have multilingual role models in my family, such as my grandmother Aphroditi who was trilingual, and my great-aunt Gladys who spoke French, English, Greek, Arabic and Italian completely fluently. In the later stages of her life it became necessary to know bits of all of these to talk to her, as she started mixing them all into her sentences and was not always aware that she was switching language mid-sentence. She told me that for her ‘Chaque langue est une autre personalité.’ (Each language is a different personality.) Each of the languages she spoke was a part of the story of her life, and by mixing them in her speech, she was defining who she was.


Through experience and with patience, I gradually found ways to make the way I learned languages more efficient, and better suited to me. This allowed me to learn languages faster, but also retain them in the longer term. As a language teacher and coach, I had the chance to experiment and see how my techniques could be adapted to suit people with different personality types to me, and start to see the commonalities between the approaches that worked for everyone. It is these commonalities that form the basis of this book.


Learning a new language is an extremely exciting, endlessly entertaining, and stimulating challenge. Whether you are looking for a way to start, or are in the middle of your journey and looking for ways forwards, this book will help you. It will offer fresh ideas, a wider perspective, and an overview of several different tried and tested techniques that will make your learning quicker, easier and much more enjoyable.


The process of learning a new language is inevitably a very personal process, which means that you may find that some techniques will agree with you more than others. This book is not designed to be an instruction manual, but a guide. The chapters are ordered logically, according to the kinds of questions that will arise as you progress through the different stages of learning your new language. However, it does not need to be read from cover to cover and can be dipped into as a reference whenever the need arises. The exercises at the end of each chapter will serve as a summary of the chapter’s key points, and also give you some things to think about and consider as you apply the advice and techniques that it outlines.


As we will see, there are many different ways to learn a language. The aim of this book is to help you find yours.


Now let’s get started!





CHAPTER 1



Getting Started


Welcome to the world of learning languages. Congratulations on taking up one of the most rewarding and exciting challenges that life has to offer. Learning a new language is a huge adventure. It takes you to places that you have never been to. It opens doors for you that you never knew were there. It introduces you to people that you would otherwise have just walked by. And life certainly will never seem the same again.
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A new language brings you a whole host of new opportunities. It allows you to step into a parallel universe, where you get the chance to live your life again but in a different language, interacting with people from different countries in ways you never could before.


But as with all things, the challenge of learning a new language brings difficulties with it too. The ability to speak a foreign language is a skill that can be developed only through patience, with dedication, and over time.


In this chapter we will see why learning a language is something everybody should be doing and can benefit from. We will think about your choice of language, identify your reasons why, and devise a plan of action to start you off towards your goals.


Ten Good Reasons Why Everybody Should Be Learning a Language


1. THE BRAIN GYM


Learning a new language keeps your brain active. It requires you to constantly be learning new things and applying your new knowledge. Each time you learn something new, neural pathways are formed in your brain that help keep it active and young. Spending a few minutes each day learning a new language is a bit like doing Sudoku, but infinitely more useful and applicable.


2. SEE THE WORLD DIFFERENTLY


Speaking a new language forces you to change the way in which you express yourself. You will learn new sayings, new expressions, and see how languages express ideas in entirely different ways. Gradually, you will develop a sense of how the people who speak your new language think. This will introduce you to a world that your native tongue alone could never have shown you.


3. EARN MORE MONEY


Studies suggest people who speak more languages can earn more money. In a globalised world, the ability to communicate with customers and colleagues in their own language is as invaluable to you as it is to your employer. There are also whole industries based exclusively around language skills, such as translation and interpretation, but also social media moderation, advertising, diplomacy, and many others.



4. GAIN INCREASED COGNITIVE ABILITIES


Science has proven that speaking a foreign language actually makes you smarter. It will speed up your brain, and allow it to process more complex information at the same time. Importantly, these benefits are available to anyone learning a foreign language at any time of their life, not just those brought up bilingual or multilingual.




DID YOU KNOW?


In an experiment, it was shown that babies who had simply heard more than one language before they had spoken their first word were able to focus on two different sources of light, while babies who had only heard one language could only focus on one at a time.





5. DELAY DEMENTIA BY 4.5 YEARS


Learning a new language is so good for your brain that scientists have now proven that doing so will delay the onset of dementia or Alzheimer’s disease by about 4.5 years. This makes learning a language one of the most effective ways known to prevent the condition.


6. COPE WITH MENTAL HEALTH PROBLEMS


The NHS lists learning a new language as one of the best ways to deal with depression and other mental health conditions. Studying, plus the routine and regularity that it requires, is a great way to cope with these kinds of stresses in your life.



7. INCREASED CULTURAL AWARENESS


Learning a language brings you into contact with a huge range of different people and cultures that you might otherwise never have had the chance to get to know. Being able to speak to people in their own language gives you a unique opportunity to come to understand them, their views, beliefs and traditions. That in turn will make you more aware than ever before of both the differences and the similarities that exist between cultures. It is impossible to truly ‘know’ a culture different to your own without also knowing its language.


8. BUILD BETTER RELATIONSHIPS


Generally, people love speaking their own language. If you give them that chance, they will feel far freer and more open to speaking to you and getting to know you, than if you oblige them to speak your language. Nowadays, when it is almost expected that people will communicate in English, this is more true than ever, so that when someone has made the effort to learn another language, it really is well received. You will get better service on holidays, and even make friendships that could last a lifetime.


9. UNDERSTAND YOUR OWN LANGUAGE BETTER


Even though you speak your own language natively, you probably haven’t spent much time thinking about it. Learning a new language will make you more aware of grammar, where words come from, expressions and how to write effectively, not just in the one you’re learning, but in your native language too. You will find yourself much better placed to analyse grammar and use your native language more precisely and accurately.



10. LEARNING LANGUAGES IS A WAY OF LIFE!


Learning a new language is a lifelong undertaking. However much you know, there will always be more left to learn. As you start taking on a new language and getting to know a new culture and new people, you are likely to get hooked in the process. There is no pastime more mentally stimulating and satisfying than this.


Which Language Is for You?


Languages are not created equally. There are languages that take longer to learn than others. Some will be readily accessible to you, but others will make you work harder to find books and courses. Some will have grammar that you will recognise and learn quickly, while others will really make you work for it first.


Learning a new language is something very personal, and so it’s hard to talk objectively about which language you should be learning. Your new language will have a considerable impact on your life, and so it is important to feel motivated and certain that you are making the right choice.


Whether or not you’ll be successful in learning a new language is often simply a matter of choosing the right language from the beginning. If you’re sure you’ve made the right choice, and sure not only that you want, but need to speak the language you’re learning, that will motivate you and propel you through more challenging times and onwards towards achieving your long-term goals.


Before you set off on your language-learning journey, here are four crucial questions that you should ask:



1. WHO DO I KNOW THAT SPEAKS THIS?


Relationships are powerful motivators. Many people learn languages successfully for love, but equally having friends, relatives or colleagues who speak your chosen language can be motivating enough too. Do you know anyone who speaks this language, and how will your relationship with them improve by your learning it?


2. WILL SPEAKING THIS LANGUAGE HELP ME AT WORK?


If you have any upcoming projects, business trips or meetings in which you can use your new language, these can offer you something to aim for and focus on while studying and planning your learning. Think about new opportunities that this language could offer you, and how it could help you progress in your career.


3. WILL I USE THIS LANGUAGE TO TRAVEL?


The pilgrimage to the country where your chosen language is spoken is almost like a sacred, spiritual undertaking for any language learner. It gives you the chance to see months of hard work pay off as you find yourself able to speak to real people in their own language, and pride yourself on noticing how, as the days go past, you use less and less English. The prospect of travelling to the country of your target language is very exciting indeed, but it may not always be realistic for it to happen in the short term. Can you imagine yourself ever making your language-learning pilgrimage to that specific place? If not, is there another language you could be learning for which that seems more likely?



4. DO I LIKE THIS LANGUAGE’S CULTURE?


As you make further progress with your new language, it will become increasingly important to be interested in its culture. You should enjoy watching films, reading books and engaging with any of the language’s cultural products. Culture is the soul of a language and makes the grammar tables and vocab lists you’ll be learning feel human.




TOP TIP: PLAN HOW YOU WILL USE IT


Start looking for conversation groups, meetups, courses, language exchanges and anything that will allow you to speak the language you’re learning where you live. If you can’t find live events, you can always practise with people via Skype or social networks (see Chapter 9).





Set Objectives


Deciding that you want to speak a foreign language is a great start. The most important step, though, is deciding how you want to be able to speak it, and what you want to use it for. Have this clear in your mind from the very beginning, and then you can focus on streamlining your learning efforts to get you there as quickly as possible.


Picture yourself in a year’s time. Ask yourself:




⋆   Where are you speaking the language?


⋆   Whom are you speaking it with?


⋆   How confident do you feel using it?


⋆   What kinds of things can you talk about?





Then you can start planning how you will build up to that over the next year, and start working towards your first steps and objectives.


A good, general first step is to aim to have basic conversations about everyday things, be able to introduce yourself, and interact with native speakers in a polite and friendly manner.


Depending on your circumstances, you may have more specific goals instead. You could aim to pass an exam, move abroad, or hold a conversation with your in-laws. The most crucial element of this is that it is personal to your objectives, and reasonable for your schedule.


Action Points


Your next step is to break your objectives down into smaller steps, or action points. Some of these you will be able to start working towards straight away!


Here’s an example of an initial list:




⋆   Make room for study time in your routine.


⋆   Buy a course book.


⋆   Complete one unit/chapter per week.


⋆   Learn fifteen to twenty words each week.


⋆   Aim each week to do something that you couldn’t do the week before.





If your long term objective is to learn to watch films and not have to rely on subtitles, you could work towards that goal as follows:




⋆   Watch thirty minutes of foreign TV per day and one film per week.


⋆   Write down all new words and phrases you hear, and learn them.


⋆   Aim by the next week to reduce the number of new words/phrases by 5 per cent.


⋆   Switch from subtitles in your language to subtitles in the language you’re learning.


⋆   Start watching TV without any subtitles at all.





If you organise your learning in this way, it will be easier for you to keep track of the progress you’re making and plan how to keep advancing towards your goals in the quickest and most efficient way possible.


Find Resources


With your objectives and action points in place, it’s now time to start looking for resources that will help get you there.


Firstly, there is often an enormous amount of choice if you are learning a major language like French, German, Spanish, Chinese, etc. You should spend time researching different options and also experimenting with what you like best, and working out what you don’t.


The key to making the right decision is to refer back to your objectives. If you want to speak and understand the spoken language more, you should be looking for courses with more audio and video materials. If, however, you want to focus on reading and writing, you will need a course that has more written material.


As part of your resources check, you should look for opportunities to speak the language too. This could be in the form of a weekly evening class at a local college, foreign language institute, or adult education centre, or even through working with a private teacher online or offline (see Chapter 3). Speaking from a very early stage is invaluable, as it helps to put everything you have been learning in theory into practice.




WHAT ABOUT SMALLER LANGUAGES?


If you are learning a less commonly learnt language, you may feel like you are bucking the trend slightly and as a result, that there are far fewer resources available. Ultimately, you will have to compromise and try to make the most out of what you can get. In this case, always complement your study time with plenty of speaking practice with a native speaker, to allow you to customise your learning and focus on what your objectives are.





When Your Motives Change


Learning a new language is a long and exciting journey. Along the way, the reasons why you first set out on that journey will adapt and change. This is natural and healthy, but means that you should be prepared to revisit your long-term objectives and adjust them accordingly.


You may start off planning a holiday somewhere, and so just aim to master basic phrases for restaurants, hotels and so on. While you’re there, you may make new friends who you stay in touch with, and then find that your need for the language changes. More than just ordering your meal, you will now want to form a friendship and express your thoughts and feelings in the language, while also understanding theirs.


Another way of looking at this is that your initial objective was to reach an elementary level. Once you got there, you found fresh motivation to push on to an intermediate, and eventually an advanced level.


When you have reached your first objective, set fresh ones and create new action points to get there. Language learning really does never stop!





 




Exercises


1.    Make a list of every language you have had contact with in the last month. Which of these are viable for you to learn, which aren’t, and why?


2.    Write a list of ten different reasons why you have chosen to learn your language.


3.    Write down one or more long-term objectives for your new language, then break these down into feasible action points for you to start working towards straightaway.


4.    Compile a list of all of the resources you have available, both online and offline. Work out how you are going to use these to your advantage.


5.    Start keeping a progress log that you update once per week. Write in it how you are feeling, what went well this week, and what you would like to improve on for next week.








 




Model Answers: Person A


1.    English (native), French (neighbours), Swahili (in the street), Italian (in the street), Czech (co-workers), German (friends).


2.    a.    Not rely on English when visiting Berlin


b.    Have an excuse to visit Berlin more often


c.    Understand German culture better


d.    Increase career prospects


e.   The intellectual challenge


f.    Impress friends and family with language skills


g.   Get to know German friends better


h.   Meet new people through courses


i.    The language sounds beautiful


3.    Not to use any English on next trip to Berlin.
















	Action points:


	Learn basic phrases (ordering food, directions, shops etc.)
Practise speaking once per week Practise listening once per week Practise answering unprepared questions











4.    Coursebooks/textbooks (local library/bookshop), apps, podcasts, videos, online courses (internet), local German meet-up group in her town (organised through the internet, takes place in real life), German classes/private lessons (local language schools), Skype lessons/exchanges (internet).


5.     Week 1
This week, my priority was to find some resources that will enable me to speak less English on my next trip to Berlin. I’ve found some podcasts with the first episodes for free, and I took out a language-learning CD from my local library. I’m enjoying listening to these for 20–25 minutes each morning on my way to work. I try to listen again when I get home so I can repeat some of the phrases. On Thursday evening, I spent a few minutes writing down some of the phrases I could remember before I played it again. I’m looking forward to making more progress, and by next week I’d like to remember most of the phrases from Unit 1 of the course on disc.

–fast forward–

Week 8
This week, I managed for the first time to have a full conversation with my teacher Mareike, who I found on a website. It was just basics like ‘Where do you live?’ and ‘Do you like Birmingham?’. I stuttered a lot and definitely made loads of mistakes, but it felt good. An hour a week with Mareike on Skype has made a big difference. She’s forcing me to practise things I wouldn’t otherwise. She’s encouraging and makes everything seem fun! I’m spending less time on listening exercises in the mornings and focusing more on practising vocab from my lessons with Mareike. Things have been hectic at work and I’ve been slacking a bit recently, so I’ve taken the plunge. I’ve booked flights to Berlin in six weeks’ time! Now I’m definitely going to get cracking. Next week I’m aiming to have a longer conversation with Mareike, and I’ll look up some questions to ask her and think of some answers.








CHAPTER 2



Using Your Time


Language learning never stops. No matter how much you know, there’s always more to learn. Human nature means that you will probably never be fully satisfied with your level anyway. Silly mistakes will still keep popping up, even when you least expect it. You may still be revisited by that feeling when you start out saying something and words later realise you’re missing the vocabulary you need to make any sense.
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How Long Should It Take?


How long is a piece of string? There is no simple answer to how long it should take to learn a new language, and for a very good reason.


Thinking about learning a new language purely in terms of time is the wrong way to go about it. Learning a new language is a fun and exciting adventure and a rewarding hobby, that should be done without looking at the clock.


All of the suggested lengths of time that follow should only be seen as guidelines. You may reach these stages faster or slower than what is suggested here. That really depends on you, the language you’re learning, and the circumstances surrounding your learning.


THREE MONTHS


⋆   Your first three months are when you’ll feel most enthusiastic, and should expect to get the most done. This is a similar phenomenon to when people first start out on a diet and find that it is in the initial stages that they lose the most weight. If you study intensively in this time, e.g. every day at least once per day, you could reach the stage where you can start speaking. That doesn’t mean you will be stringing together complex sentences of expressing profound thoughts, but you’ll be on your way.
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