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I know that whenever I communicate in 

another language I am improving in that 
language. But regardless of my level in a 
language, I’m satisfied with whatever I am able 
to do, since at one point I was unable to 
understand anything in the language. I also 
know from experience that my ability to speak 
and to pronounce well will only improve with 
time, as long as I remain alert to what I hear and 
read, and how I use the language. 

Importance of listening  
I mean as much as an hour a day or more, 

just about every day. I do this when I start out 
learning a new language. I also do this when 
refreshing in a language that has slipped. I listen 
in my car and while doing chores around the 
house. I listen while exercising or running. I 
rarely just sit down and focus on listening. I just 
listen “on the fly”, taking advantage of “dead 
time” during the day. 

Listening creates a body of experience 
for the brain. If the content is interesting, and 
the voice pleasing, listening creates an 
emotional connection with another language. 

Listening creates neural connections. Perhaps it 
is like the function known as mirror neurons, in 
that listening activates neurons in a way similar 
to speaking, or perhaps not, but there is no 
doubt that high resonance listening prepares 
me for speaking. It gives me phrases, improves 
my comprehension, lets me hear the 
pronunciation ever more clearly, and gives me 
momentum for eventually speaking. I put a fair 
amount of effort into searching out content that 
is high resonance, interesting, sufficiently 
challenging without being too difficult, and 
above all enjoyable.  Typically I start with short, 
easier content and graduate to longer more 
interesting content. I also make sure that I have 
access to a transcript of what I am listening to so 
I can understand it. This leads to the second 
important activity needed to develop the ability 
to speak well. 

Read a lot different type of materials 
So reading gives you words, individual 

words,  and phrases, words in combination with 
other words. To express yourself you need 
words. To communicate you need to understand 
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what the other person is saying, and this 
requires a large vocabulary, a large passive 
vocabulary. To have meaningful conversations 
with people, you need to understand what they 
are saying. This means that your passive 
vocabulary needs to be larger than your active 
vocabulary. 

Of course you want to activate as much of 
your passive vocabulary as possible. But you 
will likely always have trouble using all the 
words that you know passively. You may be 
annoyed that you can’t find words that you feel 
you know. But it doesn’t matter. If you have the 
vocabulary and comprehension level to engage 
in lots of conversation, your speaking skills will 
gradually catch up and more and more of your 
passive vocabulary will be activated. 

Most of my reading is at first limited to 
reading the transcripts or texts of whatever I am 
listening to. A lot of this is done on my iPad using 
LingQ. However, as I progress in the language, I 
develop the ability to read anything I want, 
albeit with a small percentage of as yet 
unknown words. At that point the listening and 
reading diverge. I engage in both activities 
independently. This just builds up my 
familiarity with the language, preparing me for 
effective communication. 

Writing is a great way to start producing 
the language. 

I have to confess to being too lazy to 
write much in the languages I am learning. 
About the only writing I do is with the dictation 
task that LingQ offers as one of the five review 
activities in each lesson. However, if I did take 
the time to write, I would improve my speaking 
faster. When we write, we have the time to look 
up words, to look up grammar rules, or word 
endings. We have more time to think things 
through. This no doubt prepares us for 
speaking. The difficulty is finding something 
meaningful to write about. If we do write, it is 
the activity of writing, rather than any 
correction of that writing, that is of greatest 
benefit, in my experience. So if you want to start 
speaking, maybe you should try to start by 
writing. 

Speaking with partners and natives 
To speak well, you eventually have to 

speak a lot. If you can find someone near you to 

speak to in the language you are learning, take 
advantage. If you have achieved a certain level 
in the language, you may have to go to the 
country where the language is spoken to get a 
lot of speaking experience. 

If you aren’t ready to casually converse 
with native speakers or are too anxious to 
attend language meetups, find a language 
exchange partner instead. This language 
exchange partner could be a friend who 
happens to be a native or fluent speaker of your 
target language. It could also be a fellow learner 
interested in studying a language you’re 
proficient in. 

Aside from meetups, you can search for a 
language partner online through language 
exchange websites and apps, perhaps 
participate in some language exchange on 
Skype. You can also go on WhatsApp for 
language exchange to connect with like-minded 
language learners. 

The great thing about online interactions 
is that they take away the social anxiety of being 
face-to-face, allowing you to discuss a variety of 
language exchange topics without the stress of 
small talk. 

If this type of social interaction is just not 
your thing, you can always find a language tutor 
to help you with speaking, in addition to the rest 
of the language skills. 

Failing that you can look for online 
language exchange partners of website where 
you can find online language tutors. I have used 
tutors at iTalki and at LingQ for this purpose. 
When I speak I don’t worry about my mistakes, 
I even encourage my partner not to correct me 
while I speak. I just want to communicate. I 
immediately forget any corrections made 
during our discussions anyway. I do, however, 
appreciate getting a list of those words and 
phrases that caused me difficulty, for review 
after our conversation. I import these into LingQ 
as lessons. Sometimes the tutor records these 
lists for me, which is really great. 

I am thus able to review words and 
phrases that I want to use, and struggled to use, 
in the context of a meaningful conversation. This 
is all high resonance material, and it brings 
listening, reading and speaking together, and 
ever so slightly moves me along towards my 
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goal of speaking effectively in the language I am 
learning. 

Effective communication, of course, 
doesn’t mean perfect communication, nor error 
free communication. It just means 
communicating in a way that leaves both 
speaking partners feeling comfortable about the 
experience. 
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