How to Learn a Fourth or Fifth Language Without Going Completely Crazy

“Anna, chuai pass the salad dai mai ka, chotto dakke,” my older sister asks me in a mixture of Thai, English, and Japanese at the dinner table one night; our thirty minutes per day of quality family time.  I quietly nod indicating my understanding, and pass her the Italian balsamic salad.  “Guam ni itta hou ga ii no? Hokkaido de ski wa?” My mother plans our spring vacation and discusses financial business with my father speaking in rapid, fluent Japanese, while chewing on a healthy Vietnamese spring roll.  My siblings and I talk about the entertaining aspects of our school day in a confusing jumble of Thai and English.

“Wan nee, puan fell down the stairs ti rongrean and everybody laughed!” my brother exclaims.  With perfect comprehension of this, in an outsider’s perspective, incoherent dialogue, we laugh, nod, and occasionally take bites of our spicy jambalaya.  The mixed aroma of Western and Asian dishes blend to create a multicultural atmosphere at the dinner table.  After the meal, my sister asks me if I could help her with her homework by listening to and correcting her French oral presentation. 

“Ugh, again? Thai, English, and Japanese are enough languages to know!  What good is French?” I retorted, annoyed.  I sulked in my chair, rolling my eyes, dreading the next five minutes of listening to mumbo-jumbo, incomprehensible words in a strange, ugly language.  I made a mental note to whine, complain and demand the last five minutes of my life back after she finishes her presentation.  However, after listening to my sister practice this new language enough times, I became mesmerized.  My ears absorbed each syllable as they began in her throat and rolled off her tongue in a very stylish, European way.  A certain curiosity of other languages overcame me. 

“Anna, how was it? Did it sound smooth?” my sister asked me about her oral, practically snapping me out of a daze.  I was dumbfounded—I realized that within those few minutes, my entire perspective on other languages completely turned around.  This broad topic of “languages” entered my system and lit a spark in my mind.  I was curious and wanted to learn more languages as well as explore how they are acquired.

This creeping curiosity, however, did not inspire me to immediately start learning another language.  My being at a small school that does not offer other language courses than Japanese and English was a large factor as to why I did not start another language right away.  Wouldn’t it be cool if I knew all the languages in the world? I thought to myself day after day… I would be able to communicate with everyone and understand all cultures…but I still did nothing about it.

Having a diverse and multicultural background, I was raised hearing, absorbing, and adjusting to various languages.  As I grew older, I developed a great interest for anything language-related; how languages are learned and which ones sound appealing.  Furthermore, my sister who is currently in college speaks French almost fluently and is learning Chinese intensely, in addition to the three languages she can already speak.  For this, she has influenced and inspired me to “discover” more languages.  This is my first year taking French, and I am interested in starting Chinese, Italian, or Swedish.


The next school year, I made friends with a new girl who was in the grade below me.  She informed me that she could speak French, German, Spanish, English, and Japanese, all practically fluently.  After making a huge deal over this supernatural talent, I asked her how she managed this.

“Oh, I didn’t actually do anything. I was taught by my parents when I was very young,” she replied.  She absorbed it all naturally.  Even though I knew that I would have to learn more languages the hard way, it was on that day that I concluded that I would become fluent in at least two more languages.  The only question was how.

Learning a new language requires dedication, an open mind, and concentration.  However, in the end, it is very much worthwhile to be multilingual, for it improves all forms of communication and enhances understanding of languages overall.  With the ability to fluently speak a variety of languages, one can better communicate and express ideas, as well as connect with other multicultural people and their cultures, resulting in a better social life, possibly.  It can also enhance one’s future—four or five languages look pretty impressive on one’s resume.  Most people take languages for the mere purpose of “getting into good schools.”  Conversely, I am looking to learn from the mere interest and passion.  Having said this, however, it will not be easy.  My schedule will be completely booked, allowing little time for fun or schoolwork.  I might have to stay up later and wake up earlier, which could result in the degeneration of my health.


I know for a fact that learning a language is hard work, and I assume that it must be regularly practiced in order for it to be improved and maintained.  One must learn at their own pace—not too slow, and not too fast.  I think speaking to fluent people talk will enhance one’s skills, even if it is not known what they are saying.  Learning from a friend is probably ineffective, for it will be distracting.  I think that learning how to read and write a certain language is not as important as being able to speak it.


I wonder which way to learn a foreign language is most efficient.  Through this project, I would like to discover whether “learn-on-own” books/tapes/CD-roms are useful, and if so, which particular ones.  I need to know how to manage the time of learning new languages on top of schoolwork in a modern-generation student’s busy schedule.  What defines a good language teacher?  And are teachers necessary at all?  Also, which languages are the easiest and hardest to learn, based on an English language foundation? 

When the I-Search project was assigned, I took it as an opportunity to actually take action and figure out about new languages and how to acquire them.  I came home feeling excited about the thought that this project would be a big stepping stone in my long journey towards fluency in more languages.  After typing in “language acquisition” on a search engine, millions of sites popped up.  Even after weeding out the commercial sites, the information hardly got narrowed down, for most of it belonged to organizations or academic institutions.  You have got to be kidding me. I am never going to get through all this information!, I thought to myself at the sight of the overwhelming amount of information that was presented before my eyes.  I skimmed through some websites, hoping to find just one or two extremely useful sites that would answer all of my questions.  As demoralizing as reality can be, I did not find just one or two sites that were of assistance to my research.  There was a big range of sources that each consisted of three or four interesting facts regarding my topic.  Many articles that I came stumbled across included information on the history of language, which is not what I need.  At that point, I felt like tearing my hair out.  As I watched the seconds tick away on the clock above my computer, I became more and more frustrated.  However, I did not give up.  I was persistent in that I did not let the overwhelming amount of useless information stop me from successfully retrieving the useful pieces.  I figured that I needed a hot bath and a good, long rest. 


The next day at school, after a deep, satisfying sleep, I frantically searched through the library’s book catalog, the keyboard making rapid, loud clicking noises.  Please, please…let there be sources…The internet is useless!  I anxiously prayed in my state of paranoia.  Lo and behold, I found three books that matched my topic almost exactly, such as “How to learn a foreign language” and “How to approach a new language.” Books are wonderful, I thought to myself, satisfyingly.  I noted the call number and frenziedly rummaged through the shelves in search of the humble, dusty booklets that were sitting there just waiting to be picked up.  


Even though books are generally extremely reliable because they must be edited and reviewed for truthfulness before they are published, I checked the author’s page to further ensure reliability.  Since there really is no “bias” in my topic, for it is not a very opinionated one, I have trusted all books.  With websites, I neglect the commercial sites completely because anybody can create one.  I review the URL and contact information along with the profession of the creator.  When new information is presented to me, I check and compare with other sources.  I came across an academic website created by students of an eighth grade class about certain languages and how they learned them.  It contained spelling mistakes, did not specify the exact author, and used words such as “I think…,” meaning the information was based on opinion.  I did not use that information in this paper, for it did not seem credible. 


After finding reliable information from books, I started to feel much better about where my project was heading.  No more “tear-out-hair” feelings took place inside of me.  Well, maybe except for now, because this final draft is due in two days.  The main problem I encountered during my search was compiling information from such various sources of different aspects of “languages.”  Since it is an extremely broad topic, it is difficult to link each separate “branch” of the topic.  Also, the interview needed more time; it ended up getting rushed because of time limitations.  In the end, however, I managed to get a hold of Mr. Crepieux, my French teacher who is trilingual.


I learned a lot of valuable lessons through this researching process.  I learned to always scan through sites to check reliability; one should not be fooled by academic or organizational sites because those can contain false information as well.  Also, just because computers are quicker does not mean that they contain the best information!  Books were extremely helpful to me in my research.  They consisted of interesting facts, quotes, statistics, and together, answered all of my questions.  It was especially handy that the books I used were from the ASIJ library.  Libraries only purchase reliable books for research, and it is difficult to publish false statements in books.  Anything can be posted onto the internet. 

The primary “branches” or specific questions that I am trying to answer through this project include: attributes that can affect the ability to learn languages, the most efficient methods to learn new languages, skills needed to efficiently learn a language, what languages are the easiest and hardest to learn (from English), the difference between learning a fourth or fifth language and learning a second one, and how to balance time. 


Characteristics about oneself that cannot be changed, such as nationality, age, or gender, can oftentimes affect the ability to do something.  “If you do not start another language now, you will never learn! Your brain absorbs more when you are young.” This is the saying that is embedded in most people’s minds these days due to the widespread notion that children are better language-learners than adults.  However, in reality, this is not the case.  In fact, adults have many more advantages to language-learning. (Rubin 4,5)  These advantages, according to Joan Rubin, include the fact that adults have more developed brains resulting in better memory, more efficient ways of organizing information, longer attention spans, better study habits, a greater ability to handle complex mental tasks, and more motivation.  The problem with adults is that they develop an instinctive grammar analysis during their learning of their first language (Crepieux).  Therefore, when they study a new foreign language, they try so hard to understand a concept, that they reject it if they fail to understand it (Crepieux). 


Even though people believe that since most Americans live within a single state their whole lives and are oblivious to world culture, they would have the hardest time learning a new language (Pinker).  This is not the case either.  Anybody, no matter their nationality or ethnicity, can have any rate of language-learning, depending on their attitude, personality, and determination (Pinker).  According to Mr. Crepieux, gender does not matter, but it is personality that has a tremendous effect on one’s ability to learn.  One must be outgoing and willing to communicate, as well as disciplined to accept structures and pronunciations of various languages.  Lastly, but perhaps most importantly, they must enjoy learning the language (Crepieux). 


Incomprehensible dialogue such as listening to the radio in an unknown language does not help one’s language acquisition.  One acquires when one focuses on what is being said, rather than how it is said (Krashen 19).  According to Stephen Krashen, spoken fluency is not taught directly, but emerges.  Tapes and CD-roms can be useful for an independent person, but for the most part, classes on a regular basis with a teacher is the most useful, because feedback will be given through tests and quizzes. (Crepieux).  According to Mr. Crepieux, it is essential to have a native speaker as the language teacher.  This is due to the fact that they would not only be a specialist of the language, but would also be accustomed to the culture of the country of the language.  Moreover, native teachers know what sounds unnatural, even though it may be grammatically correct.  In the classroom, there must be a balance between acquisition activities and learning exercises, for “comprehension precedes production” (Krashen 27).  The human brain has separate systems for processing written and spoken language, so they are two separate subjects and need to be learned separately (Wade 142).  


The skills needed in order to more efficiently learn a language include persistence, a good attitude, tolerance of ambiguity (an understanding that “everything is not black and white), an open mind, determination, and the ability to abolish the stereotypes of other cultures (Rubin 54).  The ability to set your own objectives is also extremely important.  One’s approach on a language depends on one’s own learning style.  For example, some do better with graded activities (Crepieux).  Being careful and constantly checking for inaccuracies is a big part of language learning.  Small things such as pronunciation can make a phrase sound influent (Crepieux).  There are “language IQ tests” online, several standardized tests that measure your language-learning aptitude and predict how fast and how well an individual can learn foreign languages (Rubin 49).  After hearing about this, I got excited and immediately checked the internet for these tests.  However, to my dismay, I did not find anything on the internet even after an hour, and therefore could not find out my “language IQ.”

Based on an English language foundation, the easiest languages to learn are arguably the Romance languages, such as French and Italian (Pinker).  Spanish is also an easy language to learn because it uses the English alphabet, and some words even come from the same Latin and Greek roots (Pinker).  However, since English is a Germanic language, languages such as Swedish and German may be easy as well, despite the fact that German grammar is extremely difficult.  If you are learning a language that is totally different from English, it is necessary to use imagination and memory tricks (Fuller 16).

The more languages you learn, the better you become at spotting real, or inventing artificial connections in your mind (Fuller 48).  Learning a fourth or fifth language can cause confusion, but in the long run, it is beneficial for it improves the connections in your mind.  Learning a second language can arguably be harder than learning a fourth of fifth one, even (Crepieux).  This is because once you have “conquered” a foreign language, you have gone through the process and know how difficult it can be.  The rest come easier and more naturally. 


There was not a lot of information on how to balance your schedule time while learning another language, but it is recommended that classes are twice a week, with daily homework and weekly quizzes (Crepieux).  It takes more time when the language is only seen as a school subject.  It should be seen as a new skill or a new communication tool.  It will be helpful if one creates a conversation on their way home or to school with oneself and reviews what has been learned (Crepieux).


I have decided that I will pursue in the learning of two other foreign languages, continuing French, and hopefully starting Chinese in the near future.  I specifically decided to choose a non-European language because I want to take a challenge, and also, with my ability to speak Japanese, Chinese will come easier.  I will take them in classes with a teacher, because that seems to be the best way.  I will use memory tricks and my imagination to connect words with other objects and work to acquire the skills needed to learn these languages. 
