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Learn how to "play" English!

When 1 was about fourteen, I
decided that I wanted to learn how
to play guitar. At first [ had no idea
what I was doing. I sat down with
my new instrument, listened to my
favorite songs, and tried to figure
out how to play “by ear.”

After doing this for about six
months and making adequate
progress, I decided to find a
teacher and take some lessons. The
teacher showed me various
techniques like chord phrasing that
I hadn't encountered before. He
showed me some cool scales. He
taught me how to play in time with
the beat (probably the most
important thing of all if you're
playing in a band). He really
opened my eyes to all the
possibilities that the guitar
contained. Armed with this
knowledge, I went home and
practiced relentlessly. This is
sometimes known as
"woodshedding" (because you
have to go down to the woodshed
at the far end of the garden so that
you don't drive the rest of your
family crazy while you learn how
to play!).

After another six months of lessons
and "woodshedding" I was
sufficiently confident in my ability
that I was able to put together my
first band and play some shows. |
kept taking lessons, kept
practicing, and kept getting better
and better. Eventually I played in
professional bands that had record
deals and toured around Europe.

One thing I never did though was
learn how to read music. Most rock
guitar players don't bother with
learning how to. Jimi Hendrix
never did and it didn't make any
difference to the way he played
guitar. Everything I learned was
"by ear" first and then augmented
with practice and repetition and
further solidified by playing live in
front of an audience. My first
guitar teacher was a great believer
in this, he didn't think that being
able to read music was important—
the most important thing for him
was being able to express yourself
in a "live" situation and to be able
to respond quickly to what other
musicians were doing.

Here in Japan, a lot of people are
great at reading English, but not so
great at "playing" it. They are so
afraid of making mistakes that
instead of answering a question
quickly and getting a conversation
started, they spend a long time
painstakingly trying to put together
the perfect sentence in their head.
By the time they give their answer,
the person who asked the question
has forgotten what the question
was!

Don't be afraid to make mistakes,
it's the best—and only—way to
learn. When children learn their
native language, for the first four
years or so they only do it through
speaking and listening. They repeat
things they hear and they also try
and improvise with the language to
get their point across. If they make
a mistake, their parents,

grandparents, or teachers gently
correct them. They are constantly
"playing" with the language,
figuring out what works and what
doesn't. They are not scared about
making mistakes. They are
completely focused on
communicating with others in
order to get what they want.

How can you start "playing"
English? Try throwing yourself
into "live" situations. See if you
can communicate with English
speakers without using a script.
You'll soon find out what works
and what doesn't. If you see
someone who looks like they might
speak English, try striking up a
conversation with them. If you go
to a restaurant and the server is
from another country, try ordering
in English. Also, after your lesson,
don’t immediately switch to
Japanese to talk to your classmates.
Try to activate the English that
you've just been studying to keep
the conversation going. Also, don't
forget to practice on your own at
home too—speak out loud, record
yourself, and listen back. See if
you can hear where you're going
wrong. Your constant focus should
be on increasing your speed of
response to questions or
conversations using the English
that you already know. If you can
get keep doing this, eventually you
will start thinking in English and
will “play” it naturally.

Dan Gamble



