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Preface

Congratulations! You’ve decided to learn a new language and soon you will enjoy the benefits of speaking more than one language. Still, studying and learning can be a daunting process. Should you self-study? Take a course? Buy a software program? Hire a private tutor? What kinds of learning systems are available and which might be right for you? How about the myriad of online resources available? And where should you begin? Grammar? Vocabulary? Listening? Reading and Writing? By the way, how long will all this effort take, anyway? Answering these questions is my goal with this short but thorough book. In addition, I believe I have compiled the best collection of online language resources to be found in one location; the small investment of time you make in reading what follows will pay great dividends as a faster, more robust language learning experience.


Introduction

After three years of traveling in Latin America, I achieved a lower intermediate level of Portuguese and an advanced level of Spanish. I also studied Japanese for some years and reached an intermediate level in that language and I am at about the same level with Thai.

So, with no true multilingual fluency, I can’t claim any special expertise, but my interest in achieving fluency leads me to think about and research how to best learn a language. What follows is an attempt to clarify and organize my own thoughts about mastering a language while also presenting the results of extensive online research into the systems and techniques advocated by various language learning experts and sites. You will also find a comprehensive set of resources to aid you with whatever approach to study you pursue.


First Things First

Jana Fadness makes a good argument1 that you should learn something about your target language first. Some languages are more grammatically complex than others. Some have tones and/or pronunciation issues that are more difficult to master. Others have complicated writing systems. Later, I will discuss some useful thoughts on deconstructing a language, focusing on its grammatical aspects, but my point here is that knowing more about the language you want to learn can help you craft a better, personalized approach to learning and mastering it. To get an idea of your target language, the website How to Learn Any Language2 offers a useful collection of language profiles, as does Omniglot.3 Wikipedia can also be an excellent resource and, of course, you can always use your favorite search engine.

Another thing to consider when first learning a language is what you want to prioritize. Some language gurus have strong opinions about this. For example, some believe you should start speaking day one and make that your focus. Some believe gaining a working knowledge of core vocabulary should come first. Others emphasize grammar. Most take a blended approach. I think you should be guided by your personal goals, the specific challenges of your target language, and your preferred learning systems. And consider whether your prioritization risks developing bad habits. For example, if you study a language with a different writing system, will using transliteration in the early days rather than learning the script end up hurting your later literacy goals? If you are studying a tonal language or a language with sounds you are unfamiliar with, will ignoring your bad pronunciation early on force you to relearn later and make it harder for others to understand you?


Learning Systems

Plenty of language learning systems exist. Some are formal, like Greg Thomson’s growing participator approach,4 
Wendy Maxwell’s5 
accelerative integrative methodology,6 
the social interactionist theory,7 
Stephen Krashen’s8 
theory of second language acquisition,9 and 
the relational frame theory.10 
Other systems are informal and found in various blogs and certain products, such as Gabriel Wyner’s four stage system11 
and the Fluent in 3 Months Premium program.12 Some systems are incorporated into paid programs, 
such as Pimsleur,13 
Speed Learning Languages,14 
Rosetta Stone,15 
Fluenz,16 
and Assimil.17 
A full and proper examination of these various learning systems is beyond what I want to accomplish here, though I encourage you to follow the provided links if you are interested in learning more.

On a more abstract level, Tim Ferriss, in his blog post, “How to Learn Any Language in 3 Months,”18 offers his opinion of the ideal learning system based on three elements (in order): effectiveness (priority), adherence (interest), and efficiency (process). These refer to the “what”, “why”, and “how” of learning a target language, respectively. In simple terms, you first decide what to learn, based on usage frequency (priority); you then filter materials based on your likelihood of continued study and review, or adherence (interest); finally, you determine how to learn the material most efficiently (process).

Of course, you don’t need the “ideal” language learning system. Any system will work, eventually. But some methods are more effective than others and some are less likely to lead to frustration or quitting altogether. My advice is to craft or adopt a system that comprises three parts: a source of interesting content in the target language, a method to understand this content, and a system to review and remember what you’ve learned. Get those in place and you should be well on your way.
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