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When considering whether to learn another language, many 

people begin to look for excuses not to, and the most common by far 

is that they are “too old” to learn a language. What makes this excuse 

especially ridiculous is that you hear it from kids in their early teens as 

often as from disheartened midlifers.

The truth is: whether you’re 10 or 90, it’s never too late to learn a 

language! Not only that, but with the right approach, your age will have 

little to no impact on how fast you learn.

Why adults learn faster than kids
Sure, many studies have concluded that children learn languages faster 

than adults, yet there’s one major “but” that people seem to forget when 

citing these studies—they all begin with the assumption that the child 

and the adult learn language the same way!

This is akin to comparing a child and an adult riding a bike with 

training wheels. There’s no doubt that adults and children work and 

think differently, and these studies also prove that you should change 

the way you learn over time due to changes in your skills and resources.

When people say that babies learn faster than adults, they forget 

1. Are you too old to 
learn a language?
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that it takes babies many years to reach a conversational level, some-

thing that motivated adult learners achieve in mere months. Millions of 

kids who’ve been learning a second language throughout their school 

years and still cannot speak it are yet another proof that it’s about the 

way you learn the language, not about how old you are.

You’re different 
All it takes for an adult to effectively learn a language is to stop learning 

like a child, and to use the years of experience, superior analytical skills, 

and knowledge of other languages to your advantage!

Take a moment to think about how many mistakes the average 5-, 

10-, or even 15-year-old will routinely make in their first language. Their 

accent may be native level and their vocabulary may include a number 

of words that yours doesn’t, but it would be a stretch to say these chil-

dren are fully “fluent.” 

So, begin to approach language learning like the mature, intelli-

gent, fluent adult that you are! Forget silly immersion techniques or an 

outright refusal to use English to unlock your second language. Study 

hard, study smart and accept that you’re no longer six months old—and 

be grateful for it!
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You might feel frustrated by making the same mistakes over and 

over, but that’s a fact of life, and you’ll never improve unless you move 

on and vow to improve. Swallow your pride! 

 Now the problem is: many native speakers feel awkward about 

correcting learners because they might have had a bad experience 

when they corrected someone who wasn’t looking for help, or they 

might simply want to avoid discouraging you.

 How can you make a helpful, indispensable connection with a 

native speaker?

1. Make it clear you want their help
Let them know that you want and need their help. This might not be 

enough to free them to correct you at every step, but it’s a good start. 

You can also explain your motivations for learning their language; this 

will increase their empathy and interest in assisting you.

2. Show appreciation for their help regularly
You might think that you honestly enjoy being corrected every minute, 

but in that split second after your mistake is pointed out, your face prob-

ably betrays your disappointment. You might even pause to think over 

2. Get help from native 
speakers
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what went wrong. This can embarrass your collocutors, but the situation 

will be greatly alleviated if you thank them each time they correct you.

3. Create additional incentives
If you’re with close friends, try to think of a fun incentive for them to cor-

rect you! Buy them a beer if they correct you a certain number of times, 

carry a pack of candy to give away for each corrected mistake. When 

you make it fun, it distracts them from thinking it’s awkward or wrong to 

point out your errors!

4. Stick to the language
You’ll soon notice that many of the people that cling to you as soon as 

you enter a bar in downtown Tokyo or a nightclub in Moscow are only 

interested in you as a source of free English lessons. Remember that 

language practice is probably one of the reasons you’re there, so stick 

to the language you’re learning! The natives won’t think it’s weird that 

you’re speaking to them in their native tongue—think about the reverse 

situation when a foreigner visits your country: you’d think it’s normal to 

speak your own language. 

Thus, you can make it clear that you have no intention of switching 

to English, and even if the other person refuses to play along, continue 

to speak to him/her in their native tongue. You might not improve your 

listening skills, but speaking to a native will still be of great benefit. If you 

briefly point out their mistakes in English, they will probably be glad to 

correct you in return. 
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In the previous chapter, we discussed getting help from native 

speakers. But what about times when you’re alone, with no natives 

in sight? This time, we’ll look at a more intricate technique, especially 

useful for periods when you have the time and motivation to learn in an 

intensive manner.

The shadowing how-to
Shadowing is an advanced learning technique where you listen to an 

audio recording in your target language, and then speak it aloud at the 

same time as the native speaker. It can be a scene from a radio play, 

short from a film, podcast, or even a poem. The important criterion is 

that it’s a challenging text in a piece of media designed for natives.

The basic concept is as follows:

•	 Listen to the text once. If you don’t have even a general idea of 

what’s going on, it might be best to choose an easier topic.

•	 Listen to the text a few more times until you are confident that 

whatever you still don’t understand, you won’t be able to figure out from 

context and subsequent listening.

•	 Listen to the text while reading a transcript and look up any 

3. The secret art of 
shadowing
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words you’re not sure about

•	 Listen to the text and repeat with minimal delay. Repeat until you 

can read it confidently at the same speed as the recording, then do it 

once more and move on to the next track.

Before you move on to the next text, you should understand every word 

and sentence, and know the text by heart. If you can’t recite most of the 

text while in the shower later, you haven’t repeated it enough.

Note that you shouldn’t look up vocabulary or grammar until you 

have repeated the text several times. You might only barely understand 

the content the first time, but if the text is the right level, you should 

figure out the meaning of many, if not most, words and sentences after 

hearing it several times.

Speak loudly and clearly. If you’re not too self-conscious, you can 

take a break from sitting in front of the computer and have a walk in the 

park. The ideal content is about one page long, at natural speed, on 

engaging topics with no artificial pauses. A great place to start is the 

Assimil audio CD, though graded readers are also a good choice.
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One aspect of language learning that is sorely underestimated 

by students is networking and communicating with people who are not 

necessarily learning the language along with you. Sharing your goals 

will make you accountable to others, which can motivate you to meet 

your targets. In addition, teaching others what you’ve learned is the best 

way to cement the knowledge you’ve gained!

Share your goals and progress
It is very important to share your progress with friends and family. This 

will motivate you and give you another reason not to stop learning.

Sharing with your relatives is great, but to maximize this strategy, 

make your commitments as public as possible. Research suggests that 

public commitments are a powerful tool, and they help fight our laziness 

on a subconscious level.

First, take a piece of paper, jot down the reason why you’re learn-

ing the language, and pin it onto your wall. Some adventurous people 

go as far as printing a poster and displaying it in their windows. You can 

also start a blog and share your achievements on social networks. We 

strongly encourage you to create a learning journal online, where you 

4. Learn by sharing 
what you‘ve learned
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write all that you have learned and how you feel about it. Soon, you will 

have people following you and commenting on your progress!

Teach others, explain what you’re learning
As we know, repetition is a key to knowledge, and it wouldn’t be an 

exaggeration to say that the best way to learn a language is to teach 

the language.

While the word “teacher” is often associated with vast knowledge 

of a particular subject, you can in fact begin teaching on the very first 

day you start learning a language. The key is to find an interested listen-

er whose knowledge of the target language is barely below yours. First 

Japanese class? Don’t be shy; greet your grandmother in Japanese the 

next time you speak to her! Learn a new proverb? Explain its meaning to 

your Facebook friends.

What you teach doesn’t have to be practical; highlighting interest-

ing features of the language, with cultural tidbits added, can also be 

beneficial.

Every time you transfer your knowledge to someone else, you will 

better understand the information yourself, and it will be cemented into 

your memory. In addition, figuring out how to best explain a concept 

means that you’re likely to discover hidden nuances and quirks that you 

wouldn’t otherwise realize. 

Don’t worry about not having teaching experience! If you are truly 

interested in the language that you’re learning, your passion will engage 

others. Once you’ve learned how to count in Japanese, there is nothing 

stopping you from teaching others how to do so too.
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Everyone knows that one of the best ways to practice the lan-

guage you’re learning is to use it every day, and if you don’t live in the 

country where the language is spoken, this might mean writing every 

day.

When it comes to actual writing, however, many a student gives 

up because of three “lacks”: time, feedback, or ideas. The good news is 

that all three of these are easily overcome with the tips below.

Copy, copy, copy
Copying is bad if you are cheating on a test, but in language learning, 

simple replication has many benefits. An easy way to do this is to open 

a book at your level in the target language, and begin copying it word 

for word, chapter by chapter!

Of course, it will be more interesting if you understand what’s going 

on in the story, but try not to spend time looking up vocabulary and 

grammar. In fact, a good choice of book might be one you’ve already 

read, so that you can progress at a rapid pace.

It might seem boring at first, but after you get used to it, copying 

just a few pages a day will do wonders for your reading and writing 

5. Good learners copy...
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speed. It will also implant hundreds of set constructions and expres-

sions in your mind without you even being aware of it.

Though this is a written exercise, it will be quite helpful the next 

time you engage in a live conversation. Native speakers don’t just com-

bine words—rather, they speak in phrases that are modified to fit the 

situation.
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Part of the beauty of Twitter is not only that it appeals to people 

with a short attention span, but that it forces those who Tweet to con-

dense what they want to express.

As you learn a new language, Tweets can be a great, bite-sized 

way to test your comprehension and your ability to write in Japanese. 

Follow a person or two on Twitter in Japanese, hopefully not an elderly 

academic or a lawyer. Try a celebrity and someone your age for starters. 

Most celebs will Tweet in a way that their very large audience can readi-

ly understand. When you follow someone your own age, you get a good 

feel for relevant and practical vocabulary.

You also should Tweet in Japanese, to practice your written expres-

sion and verify your usage as correct. Tweet and follow a few people 

every day. This short daily exercise of writing and reading comprehen-

sion will help you immeasurably and be fun, especially if you are a visual 

learner, which many us are.

Tweet to fluency!    

6. Learn in under 140 
characters
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It’s one thing to write in Japanese and copy textbooks or other 

writings. It’s quite another to write and have your work immediately cor-

rected. 

If you write consistently in Japanese and make the same error 

again and again, if it is not corrected early in the process, you might be 

saddled with a weak spot for years to come. Don’t develop these bad 

habits, or perhaps making a character incorrectly or using the wrong 

one in the wrong place.

Here is a fantastic resource, Lang-8, to have your writings correct-

ed for free by native Japanese speakers. In other words, this site will 

give you a valuable component of the classroom experience—teacher 

feedback—without you having to be in a physical classroom. 

7. No teacher, no 
feedback?

http://lang-8.com/
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Do you know what native speakers look at to determine a per-

son’s fluency in their language? It’s not proper grammar or even pronun-

ciation—it’s the behavior of the speaker that demonstrates his or her 

command in the language.

In other words, Japanese native speakers are watching your ges-

tures, intonation, courtesies and other behavioral factors to size you up. 

They are accustomed to foreigners attempting to learn their language, 

and they are a very observant people. That is precisely why the best lan-

guage learning programs teach you to mimic native speakers in every 

way, from voice modulation to the movement of your mouth and head.

We’ve all known the language learner who has made all As in the 

classroom and has excellent pronunciation, yet is instantly identified as 

a foreigner no matter how hard they try to fit in. 

On the other hand, it is quite possible for a relative beginner to be 

mistaken for a native if they speak and behave like the locals. Pronun-

ciation is not heeded (might be from a different region), and neither is 

grammar (could be a different form where they’re from).

No, what matters most in the end is the ease and confidence with 

8. It’s behaviour, stupid
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which the speaker behaves, while doing a pitch-perfect imitation of a 

native speaker. Need proof? Hang around a child. You will hear some-

one who knows precisely how to speak long before they learn proper 

grammar and memorize a large vocabulary. 

It really is behavior, stupid, so mind your manners too! The impor-

tance of good manners in Japanese society cannot possibly be overes-

timated.
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One thing we love about learning new languages is how easy 

it is to integrate learning into your day-to-day life. In other words, you 

can study a difficult subject while consuming entertainment, enjoying a 

good meal, hanging out with friends, and even while learning something 

else at the same time.

One lazy learning tip we’d like to share is the creative use of post-it 

notes to learn vocabulary. We’re sure that many of you have heard of or 

even used this technique already, but we’ll also cover a few advanced 

uses that you might not have thought of before.

Post-it 101
In case you’ve never tried this, let’s start with the basics! Post-it notes 

are the small, paper rectangles with a sticky top. How can they help you 

learn a language?

For starters, you can label all the furniture, electronics, food, and 

other stuff around your house or apartment. The next time you watch 

TV, open the fridge, or look at the clock, you will read the note attached 

to it.

9. The lazy student’s 
way to learn vocab
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