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How Not to Study a Foreign Language

My public junior high school was better
than most. The quality of an American
school’s education depended on its
budget, and this in turn depended on
local property tax revenue.
Consequently, schools serving wealthy
neighborhoods were far better endowed
than those in less affluent areas. Not fair,
but that was the reality. My dad, my
brother and 1 were hardly well off, but
my dad was clever enough to find a
cheap apartment that happened to be
just inside the border of a wealthy school
district.

That’s how I came to study Russian.

Very, very few junior high schools
offered Russian. French and Spanish
were the norm at that time for foreign
language study over most of the United
States. Since my school had a higher
budget and served a more highly
educated community, they offered a third
choice: Russian. When it came time for
me to choose a language, I immediately
went for the road less traveled. To me
this was enough of an appeal in itself, but
many of the best students made the same
choice. Studying Russian was way cooler

than those other two languages.

And I did well at it: straight A’s. I simply
applied myself to it the way I did to any
academic subject. I studied and 1 was

competitive about getting good grades.

But something never clicked. I stuck
with Russian all the way up through my
freshman year of college and even
became a teacher’s assistant in the
Russian Department. But I shied away
from situations where I would actually
have to use Russian non-academically.
Reading and writing were fine, but I
never felt comfortable conversing. I
could never make the leap to truly

communicating.

My Russian wasn'’t real; it was entirely
academic. It had no life to it. I became
more and more frustrated and finally

dropped it in favor of other studies.

When I came to Japan, I knew I was in
for a long commitment. Learning
Japanese was a matter of course...and I
resolved to avoid my past mistakes with

Russian.

Luckily, I had no money at all to pay for
any kind of classes so I didn’t have to
follow anyone else’s rules. The typical
Japanese language courses studied kanji
right from the beginning. This didn’t
make sense to me. Having just arrived in
Japan and not knowing any Japanese
outside of aikido vocabulary, Chinese
characters registered no meaning

whatsoever to my eye. Honestly, they

My Rusdian wasn't real; it
wad entirely academic. It had
no life to (L.

looked the same to me as if someone had
dumped a bowl of noodles on the table.
Since I planned to be in Japan for a long
time, I decided to learn Japanese as if |
was a small child—and most Japanese
children don’t study kanji for the first
few years of their lives. I would observe
and listen very closely, absorbing
everything I could, and experiment with
speaking —long before 1 would worry

about literacy.

I bought textbooks (there weren’t many
in those days), making sure they
included cassettes which I could
thoroughly drill with again and again. I
stuck with only romaji for quite some
time. I needed womething to write
Japanese with, but wanted to focus
almost completely on spoken

communication.

I had no classes, no classmates, no
teachers, no tests and no grades. My
progress would be measured by my daily
survival immersed in an all-Japanese
environment. What I studied on my own
alone, I tried to implement as soon as
possible. When not teaching English, I

actively avoided anybody who wanted to

speak English. I did not want to become
like those other foreigners who spent
their free time with their foreign friends
and never got anywhere with their
Japanese. My Japanese motorcycle and
mountain bike friends just liked riding—

they couldn’t have cared less about

English.

Put simply, my Japanese study strategy
was almost the polar opposite of how I
had studied Russian. With Russian,
literacy was the priority and my progress
was measured by grades. Motivation was
purely academic. With Japanese, 1
focused on the daily communication
skills T needed in the real world to get
the results I genuinely required. There
was very little academic about it except
for the need to study hard and

realistically.

After about 5 years, I dove into kanji
study and, since I had built a strong
foundation in spoken Japanese, the
Chinese characters made much more
sense to me. It helped that, like a child, I
had been actively observing written kanji
for those 5 years, even though I couldn’t
grasp it yet.

Eventually, in order to get some outside
recognition for my achievement, I passed
the highest level of the Japanese
Language Proficiency Test. However, it
was my daily successes and failures in
meaningful communication which let me

really know how I was doing.

Later, when I spent a month in China, I
repeated this strategy. | immersed myself
in spoken Chinese with audio study
alone for a couple of months before I left,
flew to China, and backpacked around
on my own in places where almost
nobody spoke English or Japanese. My
daily survival depended on my own
Chinese ability. It worked!

If T were to make another stab at
Russian again someday, I now know how

to do it—and get the results I want.



