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Modeling Your Way to English

We all do it. We always have. We always will.

Much of our behavior—our personality quirks, our
gestures, our body language, our voice and
intonation—comes from modeling other people—often
unconsciously.

Have you ever had the experience of picking up the
phone at your parents’ home and being mistaken for
your mom or dad because your voice is similar?

This is what I'm talking about. Many of us sound like
our parents, whether we intended to or not. We

unconsciously modeled our voices on them.

As we grow older we continue to model ourselves
upon others in our environment. At first, these tend to
be real people who play a real part in our own lives.
But we may quickly move on to personalities we

encounter in the media—often fictional.

Sometimes this is conscious: a young man may strike a
popular movie actor’s pose. A young woman may
apply eye make-up like a pop star. Sometimes we may
be less aware of the strong effect our peers have upon

our own behavior, as when a young boy starts
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behaving like the delinquent, newly made friends he's
recently been hanging with.

This natural tendency to model can be harnessed to

improve and shape your English.

There are many ways to go about this. You could
simply choose an actor you admire to model; or you
could choose a specific quality you wish to bring to
your own English, and then select an appropriate

target.

For example, if your goal is to improve your
presentation and public speaking skills, you might
choose Steve Jobs or Barack Obama to model. Both
are superior communicators well-known for
expressing themselves effectively in public: Steve Jobs
in Apple keynote speeches delivered standing on a
stage in front of slides; Barack Obama often behind a
podium speaking and gesturing powerfully and
intensely with no slides at all. You couldn’t go wrong

with either choice—and I'd recommend both.

On the other hand, if you'd like to bring a more
natural, conversational feel to your English, you might
choose an actor in a modern romantic comedy. If
you'd like to work on crystal-clear, direct delivery, but
without the persuasion focus of Steve or Barack, then

choose a news anchorperson.
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Jacques

Long ago, I realized that like many other foreign guys
learning Japanese, 1 tended to talk like a woman. My
vocabulary and intonation were wrong. I needed to
“man up” my Japanese, so I focused on very
masculine actors to model. I practiced hard with audio
recordings of Clint Eastwood movies where his voice
had been dubbed into Japanese. Just what I needed. I
tried to sound like Ken Takakura and Ken Ogata. 1
chose movies with a modern setting to avoid archaic
expressions, and I often chose business dramas so I
wouldn’t sound too much like a gangster or police

detective.

Later, I modeled the speakers on Sunday morning TV
talk shows debating the news events of the previous
week. This was great for developing natural discussion

skills.
The specific techniques I employed are the same as I
described in my last article “Focused Media Study.”

Studying this way will profoundly affect your voice,
intonation and rhythm in speaking English. Not only
that: it can be great fun and a welcome change from

more narrowly focused academic study.
Go ahead! Make your day!

Jacques



