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GENERAL EDITORS'
PREFACE

If you are studying a foreign language the chances are that you are
looking for a book that will not only help you get to grips with the basic
principles of what is involved, but also a book that will help you develop
into a successful language learner. The aim of How to Study Foreign
Languages is to offer you guidance on how to gain both of these important skills by providing the sort of vital practical information you
need about how to organise and improve your learning methods and
techniques.
The book is divided into two parts. The first part examines what is
involved in learning a language, looking both at the broader questions
of course design and choice and at successful strategies for learning,
including organisation, techniques for remembering, using a journal as
well as modern electronic language technology.
The second part focuses on the key practical issues that face all
language learners: vocabulary learning, listening to a new language,
speaking fluently and learning grammar. In addition, there are chapters
on studying literature in a new language, the importance of cultural
contexts, and also advice on writing as well as on exams. As with all the
chapters of the book, these can be read separately or dipped into for
information or guidance.
In the first instance it may well repay you to read quickly through
the book as whole, so that you gain a sense of what studying a new
language involves. You might then focus on those aspects which interest
you most, or use the questionnaire at the end to assess your learning
needs. At once a reference guide to ideas about language study and a
practical textbook that will develop your skills as a student of language,
How to Study Foreign Languages is designed to help you get the most out
of your course and to achieve excellent results.
jOHN PECK

MARTIN COYLE
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AUTHOR'S PREFACE

People used to claim that only really gifted people could learn another
language. Apart from the difficulty of defining what is meant by 'gifted'
and how success is measured in the end, this is too simple a statement.
By observing many adults who change countries, either by choice or by
force of circumstances, we can see that with a combination of motivation
and work (and even sometimes with a minimum of these!) plus useful
learning strategies people of all ages and educational backgrounds do
learn second and third languages.
Furthermore, it is not the case that language learners are either
successful or unsuccessful, nor that they do or do not have strategies for
better learning. Many studies show that everyone can improve the way
they learn, with greater emphasis on learners taking responsibility for
their own progress, as well as their teachers' need to be aware of what
leads to good language learning. Unless this happens, learners will fall
into the trap of sticking to familiar routines (such as memorising word
lists by covering up one half, for instance) and not knowing how to solve
an unfamiliar task when faced with it.
Language learners and their teachers need to know what strategies
they have never thought of using. Traditionally success has meant doing
well in particular courses of study, and yet from the viewpoint of
learners, being able to use the language in out-of-class situations could
be a better yardstick. Some learners have reported doing very well in
their formal courses but found gaps once they wanted to use the language with native speakers.
This book is written for students who have chosen to study a language in senior secondary schools or as part of a university degree. There
are many reasons for choosing a particular language. Some are utilitarian. People believe that knowing a language will find them a better job,
or they want to use it for travel, or the regulations say they must study
a language as part of their degree. Others have more personal reasons.
Perhaps the language they are studying has been spoken by their
ancestors or even by their living grandparents. A third group of students
just like learning languages. It could be Japanese or Spanish or Latin. It
doesn't matter as long as it's a language.
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The ideas in this book come from several sources. A number of
current and recently graduated students who were classified as 'successful' because of their course grades in languages were willing to answer a
fairly lengthy questionnaire. In selecting 'successful' language learners,
a decision had to be made as to how these would be defined. We decided
that students with high grades in their end-of-year results would be
chosen, although it is acknowledged, even by some of the learners, that
their formal success did not necessarily make them highly competent
outside class.
We wanted answers from a range of languages, so that the examples
could be relevant to as many readers as possible. Questionnaires were
designed, drawing on an extensive literature on language learning.
These were sent to lecturers in five language departments (French,
Spanish, Russian, Japanese and Chinese) for distribution amongst their
students. Personal contacts were also used. These students' comments
about why and how they studied appear throughout this book. Some of
the respondents completed information for more than one language,
which highlighted an interesting feature. Students didn't always use the
same strategies for all the languages they were learning. The students'
replies were included even when they clashed with the 'official' advice
about language learning. For example, despite the widely held belief by
educators that rote learning is unhelpful, many of the language learners
in this study reported using it successfully. At least one was aware of the
official viewpoint: 'That's supposed to be wrong isn't it?' he said.
Another source of information for the book is all the books and
articles for teachers written on the topic of successful language learning,
many based on studies with large numbers of students in many parts of
the world. Some of these are included in the Further Reading section at
the end. They are based on research from many countries into what
makes the difference between success and failure in language learning.
The interest in 'learning to learn' has indeed led to a number of
publications, most directed at teachers and a few at language learners.
Many of these are in the form of tasks for students to do as they consider
the language learning process. They have moved beyond the 'Teach
yourself' approach where the writer tended to prescribe the learning
process. Learners are now invited to assess their progress, evaluate
various techniques and draw on many approaches to language learning.
Some of the sources listed at the back of this book provide self-checking
materials designed to show students what kind of learners they are.
They offer general questions designed to identify learning styles and
personality traits, and checklists of strategies for students about their
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own study habits. These strategies may be organisational, social or
related to thinking and they cover the areas of grammar, vocabulary,
speaking, listening, reading and writing. They are designed to help
readers reflect on what they are doing at the moment and to alert them
to gaps in their learning strategies.
Why produce another book on the subject if it has already been well
addressed by others? This book is not a classroom text in the sense of
providing students with things to do. It is a reference book designed
either for reading through or, more likely given people's busy schedules,
for dipping into as the need arises. The table of contents and the index
are meant to help you dip.
The general message of the book is this. You do not have to be
brilliantly gifted to be successful at learning a language. You need a
combination of motivation and good strategies. Once you have studied
a language, so many opportunities are open to you. In the short term, if
you have been alerted to the idea of keeping a diary of your own learning
strategies, why not make it available to other language learners? The
more we know about the range of strategies available, the easier it
becomes to pass on to learners information from which they can select
and trial ideas that could turn out to be worthwhile. There are many
opportunities now through desk-top publishing for spreading good
ideas around. At the same time the book is designed to encourage you
to enjoy learning your new language. I've tried to keep it as informal as
possible while providing the essential information and ideas. I hope you
enjoy it.
MARILYN LEWIS

