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You're good! ...So now what?

You’ve studied English for years both in
and out of school. You did what you had to
do to get to where you are. You’ve worked
hard. You’ve paid your dues.

And you’ve been successful. Your English
is academically competent. You’ve done
well on your tests; you can express many
of your thoughts; you can understand much
of what you read and a decent bit of slow,
clearly spoken native English.

Congratulations on a job well done! Be
proud of how far you’ve come and all the
discipline and sweat you put into getting
there.

And now...Stop!
It’s time to quit what you’ve been doing.

“But...but...but what I’ve been doing has
worked until now!”

Yes, it has. It’s served you well indeed, but
to get further you must take a risk. Defying
logic and the urge for safety, you must
change horses midstream. The horse that
got you this far may become the biggest
thing holding you back.

It’s time to stop studying how to swim and
jump into the deep end of the pool.

You are a good “student.” The academic
way is your comfort zone. But your
English will plateau with your academic
proficiency. To go beyond that, to catapult
your English into more natural fluency, you
must enter the unguaranteed, unregulated
danger zone of real, non-academic, native-
speaker English—the deep end of the pool.
From now, the real world—the natural
native speakers’ world—will become your
unpublished textbook.

Fear not. The determination, discipline, and
focus which brought you academic success
will certainly help you here, too. You’ll
need it to bring some order to approaching
this chaos of real English—to bring method
to its apparent madness.

Q: How do you eat an elephant?
A: One bite at a time.

...and the world of real native speaker
English certainly is huge. Where to start?
Where shall you take this first bite?

A student recently showed me the textbook
she was studying: a dry tome focusing on
grammar. She spends 2.5 hours each way
every day commuting to her job in Tokyo
from Tsukuba. Ambitious to improve her
English, she’s been consuming this sort of
pedantic textbook one after another. I don’t
know how she manages to stay awake. I
certainly don’t have her will power.

Her English is very competent. She did her
16 years in school, even majoring in
English literature, and here she was, a year
after graduation, studying textbooks as
hard as ever. She certainly deserves plenty
of praise, but she’s long overdue for a new
tack.

I suggested for the time being that she cut
herself loose from the textbooks and
immerse herself in the language as it is
actually used day-to-day by modern
Americans.

Easier said than done, particularly if you’re
not in America. Where to begin? Obviously
she would want to take advantage of the 5
hours-a-day on the train that she’s been
devoting to textbook English.

As a start, I suggested going for
contemporary short fiction in a genre that
interests her. The condition, though, is that
it must be modern and available on
audiobook in addition to paper or digital
book. If a good Japanese translation is
available, that too can be a plus.

During her commute, she can both listen to
the book and read it. I recommend listening
first. Since the stories are short, repeated
listening and reading won’t be the burden it
would be with a whole novel. If a Japanese
translation is available, that could be used

to speed comprehension up, since the
material is sure to be new and include
difficult passages.

New York Times Bestsellers are a good
place to start. The most recent have rarely
been translated into Japanese yet, but many
of the older ones have. Go here:

www.nvtimes.com/best-sellers-books/
overview.html|

Also, books on which popular movies are
based can be fun, but tend to be longer.

Such literature is sure to include lots of
contemporary, natural dialog that you can
learn from and model. Most audiobooks
feature excellent readers who really bring
life to the stories. Listen to the audiobook
first, enjoy it, try to catch what you can,
and then read it and get more. If it’s
especially difficult, you may consider
reading a Japanese translation before
reading the English. Then listen again.
When you’re not on the train, take some
time alone at home to try reading passages
of dialog out loud with the same feeling
and intonation—and dramal!— as the
audiobook reader. Have fun!

You can buy paper or digital books from
Amazon, either the Japanese or American
store. You can get audiobooks from either
the American Amazon.com or directly
from Audible.com. The new Kindle Voyage
ebook reader is excellent. Audiobooks can
be listened to on iPhones or Android
smartphones—or on iPod-type devices.

Essentially, you’ll be creating your own
“textbooks”—and you’ll have an endless
supply. Such “study” is guaranteed to bring
new life to your previously ‘“academic”
English. You’ll be swimming in the deep
end of the pool!
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