What the Individual Can Do

First, any learner must realize that the primary responsibility for learning is personal: no one can put knowledge or skills into our heads for us.  Learning, particularly learning an interactive skill like a foreign language, is active, not passive.  Next, a language learner must understand that there are no shortcuts in the sense that no technology or technique is a substitute for memorization and practice.  Memorization need not be accomplished by endlessly repeating lists of words. Most studies suggest vocabulary is more efficiently acquired when it is encountered often in context, and particularly if the learner finds ways to use it.  The most effective vocabulary-learning device may be the personalized dictionary in which learners decide for themselves what vocabulary they want to retain.  Vocabulary can also be developed relatively painlessly via multiple readings and listenings on the same general topic, e.g., following the reportage on an event such as the Middle East crisis in several newspapers over several days.  With this method, the student should make an effort to relate the word to the context.  However you go about it, you eventually do have to absorb several thousand words and assimilate them to convey or understand meaning.

Learning is a highly individualized process; how it works for you depends very much on who you are.  There is no “best” way language except in the sense of what most suits your learning style.  There are, however, things done by successful language learners that seem to contribute to their success.  The following is a short list of some conditions and approaches that appear to help.  Obviously, not all can be used by all military linguists, but the more of these elements that are present, the more successful the learner is likely to be.  (These are not listed in order of importance since that depends on what and how much the learner already knows.)

1.  Conditions:

a.  Immersion in the language;

b.  Contact with native speakers;

c.  Good sources of help;

d.  Environment that stimulates and encourages language learning

e.  Support and encouragement from seniors, supervisor and coworkers;

2.  Personal qualities:

a.  High inherent interest (desire to learn);

b.  High personal motivation (desire to do what it takes to learn or enjoy);

c.  Learner personality: it usually seems to help if the learner is uninhibited, creative, and has a strong desire to communicate;

d.  Learner background knowledge: the more information the learner knows in general about a

wide variety of topics, the easier it is to understand an equally wide variety of topics in the foreign language;

e.  Possession of processing strategies in the native language.  For example: learners who are avid readers in general, usually become better readers in the foreign language (they already possess good reading processing strategies).

The learner can modify nearly all of these to his or her own advantage.  la and b may be hard, but can be approximated by listening to tapes and radio, watching movies and TV, reading extensively in language (about the culture, arts and sciences, military developments, daily news), thinking and speaking to yourself in the language, forming groups or designating areas in which only the target language is used (at meals, for instance, or in the language study area).  Military linguists of several foreign countries even conduct daily operations in the target language to the extent possible (given that they have to communicate with their own fellow workers who are not linguists).  They write logs and operator notes in it.  With activities of this sort, the linguist should balance using the language (communicating) with studying the language (monitoring). Practice as much as possible but stand back from time to time to check for accuracy.  The idea is to master the real language, not to develop limited pidgin, however useful that may be for the needs of the moment.

1c usually means teachers or fellow linguists who can provide you with valuable insights. Lacking these, though, a variety of reference material is indispensable. Work and study areas alike should be supplied with several different grammar reference books and a number of dictionaries.  The reason for the variety is that no reference work is complete and each gives different explanations: what is missing or confusing in one may be clear in another.  This applies as well to technical study: a variety of classified and unclassified sources of instruction is usually better than just one.  A newspaper article can provide a helpful perspective to round out an outline given in a classified working aid on some military activity, for example.  For some language specialists, such as attaches or interrogators, the broader the background, the better. Transcribers, even of normally stereotyped material, find that their speed and accuracy improve when they have studied a wide range of language material.

1d. & e. depend largely on factors beyond the individual linguist.  Where they are lacking, patience and a constructive attitude on the part of the linguist are called for.  Confronting an unresponsive system is rarely successful, but you can make doubters into believers by showing a supervisor who is juggling many conflicting demands that self-help and minimal investment of time and resources can produce good results in terms of individual and unit readiness.  Don’t wait for THEM to do it: it’s your life and your skill you want to improve.

2.a., b., & c. are psychological factors that the learner can influence.  It helps motivation and improves inherent interest to focus on the positive aspects of the culture or on the benefits of learning the language.  It may help to expose the linguist to many aspects of the language and culture in English as well as in the foreign language.  In particular, it helps if the student can tie learning the language to areas of life that he or she is already interested in: music, sports, history, food, cars, philosophy - whatever the linguist likes doing or learning about in English.  The linguist should try to understand what mental roadblocks he or she is encountering and deal with them constructively.  Positive motivation can be enhances by

(1)  having the linguists keep track of what they can do, not what they cannot do;

(2)  periodically returning to a previous listening or reading exercise to see how much easier comprehension has become.

It is important for linguists, trainers and supervisors to have realistic expectations for progress through non-resident programs.  A full year of all-day instruction with a professional staff in an environment designed for language learning is required to get most students up to professional entry level skill in the global language to raise that skill by a “+” level takes most students an additional six months in those same circumstances.  Leaning a language takes consistent effort over a long period of time and it does not usually yield immediately obvious results.  That does not mean that the results are not there or that the program is faulty.  It simply means that the linguist and linguist supervisor should not be discouraged if the rate of return does not seem commensurate with the effort.

Available data suggest that one hour of training a day with limited work-related use of the foreign language will allow learners at Level 3 or higher to maintain, but not enhance their skills. Less than Level 3 learners usually lose proficiency, even while in-country.  Enhancement usually occurs with active use
on the job plus near daily training.


