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“Break it Down!”

Trying to master English can sometimes
seem daunting. There are so many things
to learn that it’s easy to feel
overwhelmed. However, if you approach
the task methodically and “break it
down,” you’ll find learning much easier
and more effective.

Here are a few examples of “breaking it
down” when you study English.

If you enjoy learning English from
movies or TV shows, choose a single
five-minute scene and really take it apart
until you know it inside-out. Watch it first
without subtitles to see how much you
understand. Then watch it again (still
without subtitles) and take dictation. Try
to write down exactly what you think the
actors are saying. Now bring up the
English subtitles and check how accurate
you were. Correct your mistakes and go
through the whole scene until you have
written every line of dialog down. If you
are unsure of the meaning of any words,
look them up. Type up your corrected
dialog and print it out so it’s easy to read.
Now play the scene again and practice
saying the lines exactly like the actors do,
mimicking their intonation and
mannerisms. Keep practicing the scene
until you can recite it from memory,
complete with gestures and facial
expressions. Don’t move onto another
scene until you have fully absorbed this
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one. The aim is to completely own those
five minutes of dialog until they actually
become part of you. Deep, profound
understanding is difficult to lose once you
have achieved it. You’ll find that phrases
from the scene will naturally find their
way into your everyday conversation.
This approach will get you far better
results than watching an entire movie or
TV episode and understanding only 10%
of it.

If you prefer learning English from books
or magazines, choose one chapter or
article and thoroughly dissect it. Don’t try
and learn long passages of text—you’ll
only get a superficial understanding. It’s
much better to completely and fully
understand something shorter, than to
have a tenuous grasp of something too
long. Once you have chosen your
material, read it again and again and again
and again until it’s stored in your brain.
Transcribe it, word for word, taking care
to copy even the punctuation exactly.
Write out all the vocabulary on a separate
sheet of paper and find definitions that
match the context of the text. Even after
you move onto some other study, come
back to it every so often (every couple of
months or so) to see if you still
thoroughly understand it.

If you are trying to build vocabulary,
think back to when you were learning
kanji. Obviously, trying to learn all 2136
regular-use kanji at once is a hopelessly
huge task. How many did you learn each
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week? How did you group the characters
to make them easier to memorize? How
often did you revisit previously studied
kanji to refresh your memory? How did
you reinforce this study with regular
reading? Whatever techniques you used,
try applying the same ones when building
your English vocabulary. If it worked for
you then, there’s no reason why it
shouldn’t work for you now.

For your classes at English Now!, be sure
to review the textbook you’re studying
or the news stories you covered if you’re
in our Media class. This is a great way to
sharpen up your English skills. You’ve
already studied the material, but coming
at it from a fresh perspective after taking
a break will help you see something you
missed the first time around and deepen
your overall understanding of both the
topic and the English.

These are just a few simple ideas to get
you moving in the right direction. Above
all else, total understanding and mastery
of your material should be your goal. If
it’s too difficult, don’t hesitate to dial it
down a notch. There’s no use trying to run
before you can walk. Just take your time,
find your groove, and build up your
English ability gradually by taking the
time to methodically “break it down.”

Dan Gamble



