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That Magic Moment

We've all experienced it. It's a powerful,
transformative event. It can alter the
course of a lesson—or even a life.
Teachers often claim that it’s the main

reason they teach. What is it?

It’s that magic moment of sudden
understanding, of realization, of the
clouds parting and the sun breaking
through. The moment when, after all the
struggling, puzzling, frustration and
head-scratching, we finally get it. Its a
moment that can make even the humblest
person feel like Alexander the Great.
And, when a teacher sees it happen in
one of his students —the face lighting up,
the eyes growing wide, the tell-tale smile
—he, too, feels a little bit of the glory.
While, in reality it is the student’s own
hard work that is truly responsible, the
teacher cannot help but feel that he has
helped in some small way to bring it
about. And he feels a little glow of pride.

We've all felt it at one time or another:
the magic of being able to do something
we weren't able to do before. But getting
to that point? That’s the tricky part. If
we've all felt the instant of triumph,
we've also felt many moments of
impatience —even despair—when our
studies don’t seem to be going anywhere.
We study and study, perhaps for hours
every day, perhaps for months, even
years, and yet, when faced with a real-
world situation which requires our
language skills (an interaction with a
foreign tourist, a business trip abroad, a
question from the teacher), we flounder.
It sometimes feels as though we've made
no progress at all.

Indeed, learning a foreign language
requires so much time and energy, it can
be very easy to give in to frustration —to
throw up our hands and call it quits.
After all, there are so many other things
we could do with our time, and many of
them are much more immediately
gratifying. When we watch TV, we feel
entertained right away; when we spend a
night out with our friends, we enjoy
ourselves with no effort at all. When we
work, even when we don'’t enjoy it, we at
the very least make some money—

something to show for what we've put in.
Why waste our precious time and energy
on language learning, something that
takes so long to show returns on our
investment?

Patience! Learning a language does take a
long time. It took me about three years of
studying Russian at the university level
before 1 could really say or understand
much of anything at all. But, once I
reached that third year, something
happened. Suddenly, all the things I had
learned —the grammar and vocabulary,
the pronunciation and phonics—all
seemed to come together, like the pieces
of a jigsaw puzzle falling suddenly into
place. Whereas seemingly a week before,
I couldn’t understand a thing, now I
could read news stories and have simple
conversations. And it grew rapidly from
there. I haven't lived in Russia for years,
but I still read the news and novels in
Russian. And it’s no burden to practice,
because now, unlike before, it’s easy.

My Japanese has come along slowly, too.
I've lived in Japan for three-and-a-half
years now, and my reading, writing, and
speaking skills are still very bad. I felt
that familiar pang of despair, of
swimming in circles, of going nowhere.
But something has begun to happen.
Where before, Japanese news articles
looked like incomprehensible tangles, I
can now understand many of the
headlines. I can read about the weather
without much of a problem. While these
may seem like small steps, for me they
are huge —the first measurable progress
that my language learning is getting
somewhere. I can do something I wasn't
able to do a month ago. And with that
little step, and the excitement that came
with it, I've been able to take bigger
steps. I've been reading more diverse and
challenging news articles, and while
before it was always a struggle, a matter
of looking up every word, I can recognize
more words, make more associations,
build on previous knowledge. I've also
begun to pick up more Japanese from
conversations and from my students’
questions. And while I still have a long

way to go, I feel unrnistakably that, after
three-and-a-half years of getting
nowhere, the payoff is finally coming. My

Japanese has gained momentum.

In English, this is called the “snowball
effect.” Roll a ball of snow, and it will
begin to get bigger, picking up more
snow as it goes. Roll it down a hill —and
it will get a lot bigger very, very quickly.
Your language skills are like this.
Information is not an isolated, inert thing.
It's very much active, very much in
rnotion, and very much connected to
other information. Learning one fact,
whether it be a new vocabulary Word, a
piece of grammar, or an item of
pronunciation, will invariably help you
with other facts. They will build upon
each other, rolling along until the tiny
ball of snow becomes an avalanche. To
use another analogy (since this is
Tsukuba Science City!), it's like the
concept of critical mass found in physics.
In order for a reaction to occur, there
needs to be enough material to set it off.
Not enough material —no reaction. But,
once there is enough material for a
reaction to sustain itself, the process,
once set off, is unstoppable. Get your
English to that critical mass, and you will
be shocked at how powerful it becomes.

So take heart. That effort you're putting
in is paying off, even if you don’t know it
yet.

when you least expect it the moment

Your knowledge is growing and

might come when everything falls into
place. When, like a jigsaw puzzle, it all
clicks and the picture becomes clear.
When, like a chain reaction, it takes off
and grows exponentially. It doesn’t
happen every day, and sometimes it takes
years to achieve. But everyone who has
felt it—and those of us fortunate enough
to witness it on a regular basis—can tell
you without question that it is worth it.
There’s nothing quite like that magic
moment.

Adam Littleton



