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build your plan to learn a new language
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how long 
does it take  

to learn 
a new 

language?
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first 
language
As we have stated, in early childhood development, listening and speaking skills 

are the first two abilities to emerge. Children listen to sounds and words and then 

babbling begins. The amount of language develops as the baby mentally develops. 

Babies aren’t expected to be able to use language at an early age. As they grow 

into young children, a baby’s linguistic abilities develop in conjunction with their 

mental or cognitive development. 

In contrast to early childhood, an adult’s cognitive skills have already developed. 

Learning a new language as an adult is different than learning your first language 

as a child. Older learners can think through and process skills that younger 

learners do not need to think about. Most children think in terms of concrete 

matters. This includes what someone can see, hear, feel, taste, and touch (such 

as seeing that the light is on or that the flower is pretty). The ability to think about 

abstract concepts (such as pondering how electricity works or what makes flowers 

bloom) is developed as children are older. 

Adult learners can think both in terms of concrete matters and abstract concepts. 

For example, the adult learner can discuss the different types of cereal at the 

grocery store (concrete), as well as consider where cereal comes from (abstract). 

In early childhood development of language, predominately concrete thoughts are 

expressed with very few abstract concepts processed due to limited cognitive and  

language ability. 
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adult learners and 

second 
language 
learning

The term “adult learner” refers to those who are 18+ years of age who can think 

and express abstract thoughts in addition to expressing simple concrete matters in 

their first language. 

However, when an adult learner begins learning a new language, quite often they 

experience a great deal of frustration. They can have complex thoughts that can 

be expressed in their first language, but they cannot express complex thoughts yet 

in their new language. With many adult learners, the emotional side of learning a 

new language surprises them. They are surprised at how their inability to express 

themselves can evoke frustration and anxiety. They feel infantile when they speak 

and are often misunderstood in the new language. 

Although this phase doesn’t last forever, if the adult learner doesn’t push through 

and focus on their learning, they may become stagnant and stop learning. If the 

learner continues to study, even when uncomfortable, they will eventually have 

sufficient ability in the new language to express thoughts and fully engage in many 

types of communication in the new language.



5session two | course one

If the adult learner 
doesn’t push 
through and focus 
on their learning, 
they may become 
stagnant and stop 
learning. 
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In language learning, time is addressed from two 

perspectives. First, weekly time is time spent in 

language study in the formation of a daily/weekly schedule 

with classes, tutors and friends. Second, overall length of time 

is time spent in language study over a period of years. 

The weekly (broken down into daily schedules) amount of time in full-

time or part-time study can greatly affect the number of years needed to 

reach proficiency. When considering the overall length of time needed for 

an older student to learn a new language, most language programs plan 

for students to be enrolled for 2 years or more.

In Hakuta’s (2000) study, the researcher examined how long it might 

take minority language students to learn English in two school districts in 

California and two school districts in Canada. He concluded that general 

language used in society required approximately 3–5 years to reach 

proficiency. A deeper, academic ability in language required approximately 

4–7 years to reach proficiency. 

Other organizations such as SIL International (SIL.org) have examined 

language learners around the world learning minority, endangered and 

majority languages in order to track progress and length of time needed 

to focus on language learning. Their findings showed that progress 

varied according to several factors, including the level of difficulty 

of the new language and how different the new language is from the 

learner’s first language. 
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One common thread, however, is that time to attain proficiency in all of them is 

measured in years, not weeks nor months. Even the easier languages take a period 

of time set aside for full time study. Full time study is defined as 25–30 hours a 

week of organized and intentionally planned study.  

Proficiency in a second language is defined as having a high degree of 

competence or skill in use of the new language. A student may be considered 

proficient when he reaches the upper levels of Advanced and Superior (ACTFL 

scale) in a new language. If a student can read with comprehension but cannot 

adequately listen with comprehension or speak clearly in order to be understood 

(intelligibility), they are not considered to be fully proficient. Proficiency implies 

full use in all four skills of a new language that is non-rehearsed and spontaneous. 

Levels of proficiency will be mentioned in Session 3 of this course and discussed 

later in Session 11 on Assessment.  

Learners can evaluate their goals and purposes for studying a new language in 

order to better plan. Answer the following questions about your own goals for 

language learning:

• What will you use the new language 

for? What is the context? (At school? 

Work? The community?)

• Who will you talk to using the new 

language? What is your relationship 

to them? 

• How often will you use the new 

language? Every day? Twice a week?  

• Do you need to be able to work in 

the new language or is it strictly for 

general communication in society? 

• Will you need to speak in 

the language? Listen with 

comprehension? Read? Write? 

• Do you have contact with people 

that speak this language? Do you 

live in immersion or is it a foreign 

language? 
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The amount of time needed for language in your daily, 

weekly and yearly schedule can be determined by the 

level of proficiency that you need. 

Obviously, the higher the level of 
proficiency that is needed, the greater amount 
of time is needed in your schedule. 

To become fully proficient takes a great deal of dedication and 

commitment over an extended amount of time. A full-time learner may 

study Monday to Friday for 5–6 hours a day (25–30 hours each week) for 

2+ years. Part-time learners may study 2–3 times per week on Monday/ 

Wednesday/Friday (15 hours each week) and make steady progress, but 

research shows that this would require a much longer period of time. 

Thus, it may take 4+ years for a part-time learner to achieve the same 

proficiency as a full-time learner.  

Students that study 10 hours each week or less generally see language 

learning as a “hobby” or something they need for survival. They will learn 

aspects of the new language but will probably never develop a full profi-

ciency in the language until they decide to dedicate more time to study. 

The following graph in Figure 1 below demonstrates the trajectory of 

learning on average based on studying for either 30, 15, or up to 10 hours 

each week. This refers to studying an easier language over a two-year 

period.
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A period of two years in language learning is compared in the Figure 1 above. 

The distinction among the trajectory of the learner’s ability is closely linked to the 

amount of weekly time a learner is able to dedicate to engagement in active use of 

the language. 

On the following page, let’s discuss the weekly study time that has been found to 

affect different levels of ability (from the highest abilities to the least ability). 

l 30 hrs/wk
Full-time language study

l 15 hrs/wk
Part-time language study

l 10 hrs/wk
More of a hobby (survival level) 

6 months 12 months 18 months 24 months

advanced

intermediate

novice

figure 1

When the learner starts with no real language ability.

Figure 1: Starting with NO prior experience in a new language, the trajectory for learning in amount of time 
dedicated to the new language (daily and weekly for a period of 2 years). 
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Advanced level proficiency can be reached in about 2–4 

years with active engagement in the language. This means 

that the learner is engaged with the language for 30 hours 

a week or more over two years. He may start out in full-

time study, transition to study/ work, and then to work 

alone. He will be consistent in using and developing his 

language skills throughout this period of time. Not shown 

here is the Superior level (higher than Advanced Level) 

which generally takes 4–6 years with 30 hours a week or 

more of active engagement in the language. 

Intermediate level proficiency shown in the Figure 1 above 

can be reached through part-time study of 15 hours a 

week and will take the same two-year period of time. If 

the learner only studies part-time, he will end the same 

two-year period with much less overall ability. He will, 

however, move beyond just novice level ability. 

Novice level proficiency is an average outcome for learners 

that only study 10 hours or less each week over the same 

2-year period. This is very limited outcome for developing 

only a survival level language ability. No in-depth or 

complex conversations can be performed at this level.  

Watch Video 2.1 on the trajectory  

of full-time and part-time learning. 

https://vimeo.com/464793926
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When considering where and how to spend time in language study, there are three 

main areas of focus: instruction, practice, and private study. In Figure 2 below, 

the three areas of study are highlighted.  

 

 

For learners, once a total weekly 

amount of time in language study can 

be determined, then the time can be 

divided into three areas. In Figure 2 

above, the full-time weekly schedule 

would include 10 hours of study in 

each area of focus. If a learner can 

only dedicate 15 hours total each 

week of part-time study, then each 

area would only receive 5 hours per 

week. Once the learner is able to plan 

his schedule, then he could divide his 

time between the three areas of focus 

for a balanced development in general 

functional (used to function in society) 

language abilities. For learners who are 

only able to study up to 10 hours each 

week, the emphasis of study would 

then shift from a focus on general 

language development to specified 

areas of interest and/ or need. 

10 hours/week = the amount of time for a 
learner in each area during full-time study.

figure 2: Areas of Focus 
in Full-time and Part-time 
Language Study

A breakdown of the three main 

areas of focus in language study. 

instructionprivate study

practice

Watch Video 2.2 on the division of time  

between three areas in weekly L2 study. 

https://vimeo.com/464794086
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key principles 
for language learning

A well-rounded language study plan needs BALANCE 

in instruction, private study, and practice time.

• All three areas of focus are important

• Spread your hours evenly

Language learners need to be INTENTIONAL  

and PERSISTENT in their study of another language.

• Full-time (30 hours) is best

• Learning a language takes months and years

• Schedule time wisely
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In this session we have addressed the time it takes to learn 

language. It is a commitment that requires intentional 

and continuous effort across a span of months and years 

in order to reach an advanced level in the language. 

How much time are you willing to invest in learning your 

language?

Weekly Hours

Considering all 7 days of the week, how many hours a week 

would you be willing to dedicate to each area of focus 

(instruction, private study, and practice)? 

If you work full-time (40-80 hours a week) you may only be 

able to set aside 10-15 hours a week. This is ok, but keep it 

balanced! Consider the following examples for someone who 

has 12 hours a week (on average) to give to their language 

study plan:

activity

hours per week  
not balanced

hours per week 
balanced

instruction 10 4

private study 2 4

practice 0 4

how many hours 
a week would 
you be willing  
to dedicate to 
each area? 

1. Instruction

2. Private study

3. Practice
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Later in the sessions, we will discuss how to fill out a 

schedule to meet your hours! In the meantime, try to 

make your hours every week and adjust based on what 

you are able to do. An excellent idea is to find someone 

to be your accountability partner on your hours! 

Intentionality and Accountability are key!

Monthly Commitment / Overall length 
of Study (Session 5)

Now that we have a tentative idea about how many 

hours you can set aside in a week, how many months 

are you willing to maintain this rhythm?

View this as a commitment that you can modify as 

you learn what you can and cannot manage with your 

schedule and additional responsibilities. Remember, 

the closer you can get to “full-time language study,” 

the faster you will learn the language!

activity

how many 
months are you 
willing to retain 
this rhythm? 
 
 
 

Are there times in 

the year you may 

need to add or 

drop weekly hours? 

Explain. 

 

 

 


