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Norman Gilliland

Congratulations on your decision to learn conversational English. This
book is dedicated to foreign English students, especially those Chinese learners
from beginners to the advanced.

Like many other languages, English has a written style, usually referred
to as standard English, and a spoken style, known as colloquial English. The
aim of this book is to enable you to learn colloquial English for the purpose of
initiating and carrying on conversations in a variety of everyday situations.

The phrases in these pages use colloquial idiomatic English, not ephemeral
slang that might sound outdated in a year or two and elicit a laugh at the
speaker’s expense. .

But neither this book nor any book can take the place of learning English by
immersion, that is, by surrounding oneself with native speakers of the language.
Since immersion isn’t always an option, the next best thing is to develop the
acquaintance of native English speakers in China and engage them in ongoing
casual conversations, perhaps an hour or half-hour once a week. Don’t be shy!

A third technique is to rely upon non-native speakers whose knowledge
of the language is better than your own—teachers, fellow students, or well-
traveled friends. Subtitled films are another source of learning English, although
they will not give you much indication of the appropriate use of the language,
and will use many expressions that can get you into trouble if you use them in
polite company.

Of course, you will probably find none of those expressions in this book.

For most Chinese speakers, the most difficult English sound is represented
by the letter r. It’s produced like a growl, deep in the throat, with the back
edges of the tongue touching the backs of the molars as the air passes between
the front of the tongue and hard palate. Too often, Chinese (and other Asians)
settle for using the / sound instead, which can lead to some embarrassing
miscommunications. The / sound is made by touching the tip of the tongue to
the back of the upper incisors and vibrating the vocal chords.
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The third English sound that eludes speakers of many nationalities is the
th, which occurs very often both in the unvoiced form and voiced form. In the
unvoiced form it occurs, for example, in the words Thursday, thirsty, and thin
‘and is made by touching the tongue to the tips of the upper incisors and pushing
air through. Its voiced form, also extremely common—as in the words the, this,
they and then—is made almost exactly the same way, but while simultaneously
vibrating the vocal chords. Nothing but repeated imitation of an accomplished
speaker will make you adept at achieving these important English sounds.

Those sounds are extremely common in English and, therefore, extremely
important to master. You might think of it as the Great Wall of English
pronunciation: Master them and you’ve scaled the wall and the whole world of
correct English pronunciation lies before you like a vast beautiful landscape.
Master those ones and you will do well.

If being loud were a guaranteed route to self-confidence, the best place
to learn English would be a madhouse. So please do not feel that you have to
practice your English by shouting it from rooftops or yelling it in large groups.
On the contrary, you can practice the traditional Chinese virtues of modesty
and restraint by engaging in polite English language conversation with native
speakers, preferably in situations that allow the congenial exchange and
development of ideas.

But when it comes to “breaking the ice” or getting by in those everyday
“touch and go” situations, it’s best to know the right phrase for getting the
conversation off to “a good start.”

The audio recording that comes with this book uses a Midwestern American
pronunciation, which is generally considered the American English that has the
least regional accent and is therefore understandable to the greatest number of
English speakers.

Best wishes in your quest to master the English of the streets, campuses,
homes, offices, bars, restaurants, airports, hospitals, stores, etc. This will
hopefully enable you to understand American culture more easily.

Norman Gilliland
Middleton, Wisconsin, U.S.A.
August 10, 2009
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Bo Li

Twenty years ago I was a new college student majoring in English. Like
the majority of my classmates, I was very enthusiastic and optimistic about
my major and future. To be an English teacher or a translator was my dream.
However, after listening to a lecture by our dean, who had just returned from
America after a year as a visiting scholar, we were terribly discouraged. I still
remember him telling us frankly, in much more fluent English than ever, that
when he entered America he suddenly acted like a deaf-mute. He even got
confused in many simple situations such as asking for directions, eating in a
restaurant, going shopping, seeing a doctor, or checking into a hotel. Despite
being an English professor, he said he spoke English poorer than that of a street
peddler or a beggar. It dismayed him considerably. Our listening comprehension
teacher also confided that, without a reference book, even he was hardly able to
understand half of the conversation tapes.

I thought that both of them were either too humble or given to exaggeration.

Only nine years ago, as I moved into the vicinity of the biggest embassy
district in Beijing, getting the chance to communicate with foreign friends, did
I come to realize that my teachers were telling the truth. What they had said
became all the more valid when I arrived in the U.S., living with American
friends day and night, then marrying an American lady. I stumbled into the same
impasse encountered by many Chinese. My oral English was indeed worse than
that of the beggars I met on the street. While I startled my American friends with
some big words such as antidisestablishmentarianism, sagacious, maverick...,
I often got confused when it came to simple communication, especially when
talking over the phone without the aid of body language. Sometimes we spent
two or three minutes to make sure of something that could otherwise have been

made clear with a couple of simple words or idioms.
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How could such embarrassments befall a person who has studied English
for more than 20 years and has translated a couple of entire books?

It’s well known that, in English education, Chinese students are good at
grammar, reading comprehension, and composition. The scores for TOEFL and
GRE in China are so high that American professors would find them suspect.
But if those professors had witnessed how diligent and painstaking we Chinese
students are in learning English, they would not be so skeptical.

In the meantime, when we students try to talk to English-speakers in
person, unfortunately we become deaf-mutes.

We have to admit that there’s a syndrome of Chinese English learners.
Living in a limited conversational environment, we have to cope with an unwise
approach to learning English. For the sake of examinations, we focus too much
on vocabulary, grammar, and reading. In the case of vocabulary, dictionaries
were worn out one after another due to overuse. Some of us even tried to recite
a dictionary as huge as two bricks put together! But the original function of
language, daily communication, orally in particular, has been neglected. As
a matter of fact, those simple yet vivid daily oral expressions, consisting of a
great deal of colloquialisms, pet phrases, slang, idioms, dialects, jargon, and
ironies, are more practical than the written expressions, unless you are pursuing
an academic career. Yes, in a stammering way, we Chinese have a tendency to
use genteel and academic words and complicated sentence structures. That’s
why, many Chinese feel so disconnected when they talk to foreigners. The same
Chinese who can surprise or startle an English speaker with big words from the
GRE vocabulary are liable to get stuck on the simplest expressions. Just like
that Chinese proverb, we can “find the sesame seeds but lose the watermelon.”

That’s why Mr. Norman Gilliland and I could come to an immediate
agreement for a new joint venture. He had long since noticed that many Asians
struggle with simple day-to-day communication in English.

After lengthy discussions we hit upon an approach to learning everyday
English through a series of related situations or scenes. Actually, unless you’re
writing a paper or doing research, you communicate mostly via oral English.

Considering there are already lots of books with titles like “Scenic English” or
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“Situational English”, we took a different direction.

Both of the books involve many aspects of contemporary American culture
full of cool idiomatic American English. Moreover, the two books connect to
each other to some extent. Although a few scenes in the first book seem to be
divergent, some of the characters and relationships established in Book One
reappear in a compelling story in Book Two. In the second book, we built a
series of scenes into a complete and intriguing story—a detective mystery
written as a movie script with a development, crisis, climax, and denouement as
it develops from one scene to the next. Therefore, it differs considerably from
those “scenic” or “situational” books in which the scenes seem unrelated, the
result being disjointed and tedious.

As a writer and a professional radio host, Mr. Norman Gilliland has both
a familiarity with cool American English and a charming voice, so these
books come with an audio recording in which he and his colleagues play the
various roles. For the background sounds, we used some SFX techniques.
While enjoying the story, we can improve our pronunciation and listening
comprehension.

I wish to express my sincere thanks to the distinguished English educators
from The New Oriental School—Mr. Minhong Yu, Mr. Xiaoping Xu and Mr.
Fanyi Bao—for their generous endorsements and encouragements. The training
I received there nine years ago, though brief, was beneficial and unforgettable.

Also, Id like to acknowledge my wife, Kimberley, for her meticulous
revising and proofreading of the English version.

Finally, we’d appreciate any corrections and suggestions you might have
for these books.

Bo Li
Fitchburg, Wisconsin, U.S.A.
August 18, 2009
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Mandy—an employee at Bio Means, whistleblower
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Jennifer—Dick’s current girlfriend, an employee at Bio
Means, whistleblower

RIE—FREE, “HRE BREL
Quentin—an undercover policeman and investigator of Bio
Means
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Samuel (Sam) Jackson —a vice-president and founder of
Bio Means, embezzler
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Benjamin (Ben) Benson—a supervisor at Bio Means and

embezzler
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Mrs. Ethel Johnson—human resources person at Bio Means

and accomplice of Samuel Jackson
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Chad Stanford—-city editor of the Globe, secret brother and
accomplice of Samuel Jackson, murderer _X
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Douglas Bing—alias Douglas Doe, reporter for the Globe, 4

investigator of Bio Means
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Bob Zhang—Chinese-American, reporter for the Globe,

investigator of Bio Means
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} i/ J Betty—a receptionist at the Globe
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Ross—a bass player and graduate student in the sciences
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Jordan—a graduate student in the sciences, friend of Ross
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Susan—a graduate student in the sciences and waitress at
Chez Faye, friend of Ross and Jordan
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Dick—Susan’s former boyfriend, employee at Department

of Transportation, and part-time host at a Chinese restaurant



