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Learning a language is different from learning

other subjects. Some things you can learn from
books, others have to be taught by experts, and
some need you to practice in a practical way. You
have to talk sometimes with someone whose
command of the language is better than yours,
perhaps in front of other people, and this can cause

real problems of confidence and self-esteem.
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Perhaps you get obsessed by grammar and
worry about every mistake. Maybe you worry about
what other people are thinking. But when you are
learning to speak another language you are in a
sense, relearning a skill you already have. You are
learning to communicate all over again, and it is
not an exaggeration to say that you are learning to

think in a different way.
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Let me tell you a story about a funny mistake
I made in Chinese. I went to a restaurant one day
to ask for “Paigu-fan”(rice and pork). I went in and
made a mistake when I asked for “Pigu-fan”(rice
and bottom!). The woman roared with laughter, but
she figured out what I wanted and I laughed too,
when I realized what I’ d asked for! It really didn’t
matter; I got what I needed and everybody had a
good laugh.
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You will make mistakes when you are learning
a foreign language, but don’t be afraid to do so.
You will learn from your mistakes and most people
will be patient and helpful when you tell them your

English is not so good.
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To improve, it is important to try and practice
some English every day. You don’t necessarily have
to do it with a foreigner, but speaking even a bit
with some friends or colleagues helps. Try to have
an exchange with a native speaker at least once a
week if you can. Listen to tapes or Mp3s while you
are jogging or driving or just before you fall asleep
at night. Watch a movie with subtitles first then
without. Break up the movie into sections for easier

digestion.
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The same technique can be used for textbooks
like this one which are written in English and
Chinese. Look at the English first, try to figure out




what it means then look at the Chinese. If you have
a tape listen to it first, then read the written
English, then the Chinese. After practicing and
some repetition you won’t need to look at the
Chinese at all. You will be able to understand the

key points only using English.
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Try to master the central part of English first:
questions, answers and tenses. This book goes into
great detail about how to do that. If you have a
clear idea of how to make questions (it doesn’t
have to be perfect), it greatly helps your
conversational ability as conversation is largely

made up of questions and answers.
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When getting ready to go and live in the US
(or any other country) the secret is “Preparation,
preparation, preparation!” This is especially true if
'you are preparing to live in a new country for the
first time. It is definitely not a good idea to do it
without research. You may think you know America
from TV programs and movies; there may be a
certain similarities, but watching something on TV

and experiencing it are two different things.
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Before I came to China many years ago to
teach English, I read about the place first to get an

idea what it was like, where to find accommodation,




the address of my embassy, a list of possible

employers, visa requirements, and etc.
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When I was teaching English, I sometimes
met students who were about to go to the US.
However, I was often shocked when they told me
they were going to go in six months or less! Many
of them, in my opinion, did not have the necessary
level of English to be able to cope with life in the
US.
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I believe that most people should dedicate
themselves to studying English intensively for at
least 18 months before they go. If you are planning

to study, American universities will not accept you
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until you receive a high score on their chosen exams
(usually TOEFL or IELTS).
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This is because in the past overseas students
who did not have a good knowledge of the
language were accepted. They then found they
could not understand what lecturers were saying
and in the end they had to leave the course.

XERNIEELWRINBF LRI IEEAEE, BE
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This was a waste of time, effort, and money
for everybody. The student has to go home and
start all over again, the lecturer has wasted time
talking to students who did not understand the
lectures, and other students who could have

benefited from the course were denied.




