Getting Ahead in English Outside of Class
Strategies of Successful Self-Directed Adult ELLs

Eugene’s Background

Eugene arrived in the United States from Russia in 1991 at the age of 25.  Before emigrating to the U.S., he had studied choral and orchestral conducting at the St. Petersburg Conservatory.  In the United States, he had an urgent need to be able to communicate with musicians at rehearsals.  

Q1: What exposure had you had to English before you arrived in the United States?

A1: I was a fan of the Beatles and knew some words already from that.  
Q2: What did you do to improve the accuracy of your spoken English?

A2: I didn’t associate myself with Russians.  I tried to talk to Americans from the beginning.  From the beginning, I was always thinking about how I could express myself. 

I remember that I tried to think in English from the beginning.  I would force myself to think in English.  I would say to myself in English, “Now I am getting up from the chair. I am going to the door.  I am opening the door.  I am going to the store. I am going to buy this or that.”

I would make myself think in English, “I am in the U.S. now.  I am in this particular place.  I am 25.  My parents are far away.  My brother is far away.  What am I going to do?  At the same time, I feel a little lost and a little hopeful.”

Q3: In learning English in the U.S., what strategies did you find most helpful?

A3: I was actively looking for communication and sought out people I could speak to or hear, mostly hear at the beginning.  I would go to parties where things were said and spoken.  I would look up words and sentences.  You realize you need to learn words in combinations.

I was so inspired when I heard [conductor] James Levine speak [at my college].  I would deliberate seek out people with the gift of eloquence and steal whole sentences from them and use them in my own speaking. 

At someone’s home, I heard about the DVD of Leonard Bernstein’s Young People’s Concerts.  They gave me a copy.  I played it to death, over and over, picking up words here and there. 
Q3: What did you do to expand your vocabulary?
A3: [When I first arrived], I was researching everything of interest.  I would go to a concert, hear something that I didn’t know, go to the library and read whatever I could find about that piece, that composer.  I was always too lazy to read too much, but I read a little.

With poetry, it was much easier.  I would find poetry that I liked from Russian translation.   I knew Romeo and Juliet.  I was fascinated to compare [the English language version] with Russian.  I wouldn’t understand half of it.  But I discovered that the best thing was to use [whatever phrases I learned] right away. I would use them in completely irrelevant situations. 

I would also try to write poetry in English. I had written poetry in Russian.  Poetry helps you feel the rhythm of the language. 

Q5: What did you do to improve your grammar?
A5:  In the early years, I asked my American friends to correct my tenses and they did that constantly.  The past perfect is hard for Russians – there’s no Russian equivalent. 

Q6: What did you do to expand your familiarity with idiomatic English?
A6: I would write idioms down when I heard them.  I had special dictionaries for idioms.  I read them on the subway.  You stumble on [an idiom] that’s so great and you say to yourself, “That’s so wonderful! I have to use that right away.”

Q7: Did you ever feel discouraged about learning English?

A7: I did lose hope at the beginning.  I knew that I had to earn my living and if you can’t explain what you need, how can you expect to make a living? There were moments when I felt bad and powerless. 

I would spend time with people who I knew would treat me well and would appreciate my musicianship but I felt I really couldn’t say much or if I said something, it would not be what I wanted to say.

I would say that I am one of those perfectionists.  I tend to analyze what I do.   “Am I speaking like an American?”   I would have been much further along if I hadn’t analyzed my speech all the time. 

Q8: Did you take any ESL classes?
A8: I did take an ESL class for half a year [when I first arrived]. It was difficult. It was a struggle.  For me, life experience has been much better than any school.  But a good teacher makes you feel language is so easy.  Little by little, they introduce you to elements that are more difficult. 

Q9: What advice do you have for other English language learners?

A9:  You have to make language part of your daily life.  You have to be able to talk to yourself in English. 
Marija’s Background
Marija arrived in the U.S. as a refugee from Sarajevo in 1997 at the age of 19.   She needed to learn English in order to get an education in the U.S.  

 

Q1: What exposure had you had to English before you arrived in the U.S. in terms of speaking, writing, listening and reading? 

A1: The only exposure I had to English was through music. I personally was not able to read any materials before I arrived to the U.S.  Besides knowing the meaning of “I love you, Good morning, and Good night,” I personally was not able to say or understand anything else. 

I remember the very first week we came to NY and I had to go to buy some groceries how I was not able to ask for a bread at the grocery store because I did not know how.

 

Q2: Once you arrived in the U.S., did you map out a self-directed English study plan? Or was your approach to English language acquisition more informal? 

A2: When I first arrived, I planned on taking some English courses, but being that we came as refugees, I had to find a job first before I could undertake anything else. So I spent my free time watching TV, usually movies that I had watched in the past and I learned “basic” English that way.

 

Q3: In learning English in the U.S., what materials and strategies did you find most helpful? Roughly how many hours per week did you devote to learning English?   
A3: After a few months, I started purchasing simple kids books that I read as a child and I started to teach myself some of the vocabulary. I pushed myself to dream in English. Please don’t ask me how because I truly don’t know, but I have a tendency to mentally push myself to dream in different languages. 

I would say that I spent about 20-25 hours a week teaching myself English either by watching TV, “reading” newspapers and magazines (Victoria’s Secret catalogues, for example, I used to read the clothing description for hours).

Q4: What did you do to expand your English vocabulary and your familiarity with idiomatic English? 

A4: Taking remedial English classes the first 2 semesters [of college] was what helped me form my basic vocabulary in both writing and reading. It did not make sense to me to use a Serbo-Croatian/English dictionary. Instead I used only my English dictionary and by learning synonyms and antonyms, I tried to expand my vocabulary even more. In addition, I had a professor who told me that I do not need to understand every word in a sentence in order to understand the meaning of the sentence itself. 

 

Q5: What did you do to improve the accuracy of your spoken English? 

A5: First and foremost, my professors corrected my grammar errors. I practiced as much as possible speaking and writing English. I used every opportunity presented to me to talk. I also asked everyone to correct my grammatical errors. I spoke both with my hands and with my feet until someone would understand me. The sooner your students understand that it is not important if they make mistakes while writing or speaking English as long as they keep on talking and writing, the sooner they will build confidence and understand that the fastest way to learn English is by making mistakes and learning from them. 

 

Q6: What strategies did you use to improve your English listening skills? 

A6: I pushed myself to speak in English as much as possible. While having a conversation with someone I would ask them to speak slowly, and I overcame one of my biggest obstacles, to ask someone to explain to me the meaning of a word if I did not understand it.

 

Q7: What aspects of English language learning were most difficult for you?

A7: Although all parts of English language were challenging for me, the most difficult part was writing. You can talk your way out of everything using sign language if necessary, you can improve your reading skills by reading as much as possible, but writing a word on a piece of paper is the most difficult part especially when one misspelled letter in a word gives that word a complete different meaning.

  

Q8: What is your advice for non-native English speaking adults in the U.S. trying to learn English or improve their English? 

A8: I know how difficult it is to feel ashamed by not being able to speak proper English. So first and foremost they need to find a way to overcome that obstacle. They should try to communicate as much as possible either with people who do not speak their language or if they communicate mostly with people from their own country to try to communicate in English as often as possible. In addition, they should not be ashamed to make mistakes because the fastest way to learn something is to make a mistake and learn from it. I personally have experienced that by making a mistake, and by realizing what the mistake was, I was able to retain the concept and to either “correct” myself while making the mistake or even before I made it. 

Copyright 2012 Alexandra Dylan Lowe. All rights reserved. Permission granted to reproduce for classroom use. 
PAGE  
1

