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build your plan to learn a new language
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This session talks about processing language; both 

internal processes that no one else perceives (reading 

and listening) and external processes that others 

can read or hear (writing and speaking). Internal and 

external processes are represented by four different, but 

interconnected skills that can be developed as a new 

language is acquired. Learning to read, write, listen, 

and speak in a new language can be challenging. These 

processes explain why SLA instruction and learning 

are shaped the way they are. They also explain why 

language learning is not just a subject to be learned, 

but rather a way of thinking that is acquired through a 

process occurring over a period of time. Understanding 

the internal and external processes will help students 

understand more why learning a new language is so 

difficult and time consuming. Determination and 

commitment to follow through are essential to become 

a skillful language user! 

The Four Skills and Processing

internal or “receptive” Reading Listening

external or “productive” Writing Speaking
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challenges 
with written and spoken  
second language development

In order to better discuss internal and external processing, we will begin by 

discussing some differences in languages and language families that affect the 

processes. Some languages are harder than others to learn, depending on our 

first language, because languages can be very different from one another. For the 

purposes of this chapter, we will focus on these differences within the context 

of internal and external processes. Additionally, there are many factors that can 

affect how quickly an adult learner develops the four skills in another language. 

For example, if an adult learner begins studying Mandarin Chinese with no prior 

experience, he or she may find that the tones used in oral speech are difficult 

to discern while listening to Mandarin speakers. These same tones can also be 

potentially difficult to imitate and pronounce in the learner’s own oral speech. 

Additionally, Mandarin text is written in Chinese Characters that are read from 

the top to the bottom of the page. There is nothing familiar between Mandarin 

and English, Spanish or Portuguese! Because there is nothing familiar to the first 

language in the new language, it will take a learner longer to acquire it. 
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In considering the 

written forms, the 

characters (marks or symbols) 

are very different than those of 

the Roman alphabet characters (A, 

B, C, D, etc.). When you see a particular 

Chinese character, the new learner might 

ask some questions. What character is read first? 

What does it mean? How do you pronounce it? When 

a native speaker uses it, what does it sound like?

Many new L2 learners are unfamiliar with different writing systems 

using different types of characters and must learn the new characters 

completely from scratch. The spoken forms may vary a great deal as well, 

using different tones, pitches and sounds to change the meaning of a 

word. Often, there are many national and regional differences in sounds 

and the way written letters or characters are associated with sounds 

(phonological distinctions). There are also differences in pronunciation 

within the same language. British, Australian, American and Indian 

English are all spoken with variation in how words are pronounced. For 

more on English accents worldwide watch this YouTube video (click image 

below to view video):

Mandarin 
Chinese        

arabic

https://youtu.be/3UgpfSp2t6k
https://youtu.be/3UgpfSp2t6k
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In American English, regional dialects vary between northern, southern, eastern, 

mid-western and western regions of the U.S. For more on U.S. accents watch this 

YouTube video (click image below to view video):

Within American English there is a great deal of variation in pronunciation. 

Languages and dialects specific to certain places where the languages are spoken 

may have a great deal of variation that learners will need to be aware of when 

learning a new language. All of these aspects of a new language mentioned 

are completely unfamiliar to the new student, and thus, require more mental 

processing effort and potentially slow down the learning process. 

When an English speaker begins learning Spanish, or vice versa, there are more 

similarities between the two languages that may facilitate quicker learning. Both 

of these languages come from the same “language family” and are identified as 

members of the Indo-European family. Although similar languages within the 

same language family may be difficult in some areas and require quite a bit of 

mental effort for the learner, a new language from a completely different language 

family would be even harder to learn. In other words, an English speaker learning 

Mandarin (from the Sino-Tibetan language family) will have greater differences 

in the two languages than if the English speaker was going to learn Spanish or 

Italian which comes from the same language family. 

https://youtu.be/4NriDTxseog
https://youtu.be/4NriDTxseog
https://youtu.be/3UgpfSp2t6k
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Our emphasis is that languages 
from different language families may 
require a longer amount of time to learn 
but an equal amount of commitment to the 
endeavor. 

For example, in Spanish and English the same Roman alphabet is 

utilized in both languages. No new characters need to be learned. Also, 

many words have the same or similar meanings between the languages 

(these are called cognates). One example of this is the word “dictionary” 

in English, which is “diccionario” in Spanish. “Dictionary” is similar to 

“diccionario” in written and in spoken language. 

These similarities between the first and second language can facilitate 

quicker connections to what the word means, how words are spelled and 

how words are pronounced and used. The learner may be able to read 

material and make quicker word associations or hear words that sound 

familiar. 

Because Mandarin Chinese is from the Sino-Tibetan language family, it 

is starkly different from English and Spanish with no real similarities. For 

a new learner with a first language from a different language family than 

his second language, the development of all four skills normally takes 

more effort and time. 
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internal 
processes
Internally, the learner is often processing many things as he or she begins learning 

a new language. He or she is processing written and spoken forms for both 

receptive (listening and reading) and productive (writing and spoken) language 

development. Some new methods have recently been introduced and utilized 

by many learners to bypass some of the difficulties of combining spoken and 

written language. The use of imagery and pictures to make word associations and 

meanings are popular now. This is especially true in some methods or curriculums 

designed for learning in more difficult contexts with languages from different 

“families” that require new written scripts and very different sound systems. 

When using these “bypasses”, the learners’ efforts in mental processes are 

believed to be reduced because the learner doesn’t have to mentally connect 

a written word to oral speech. The learner doesn’t have to look at a Chinese 

character, but rather a familiar picture. There are many good and useful methods 

that can be utilized in specific stages of language development and then changed 

for different, more advantageous methods as learning needs shift and grow. There 

is no one single method that is THE method for learning a new language. There 

are methods that have been found to be very effective in certain stages of learning 

and for particular learners with preferences for that method. Also, there are 

methods that have become outdated and antiquated due to a lack of effectiveness 

in learning. Methods can be mixed and used in conjunction with other methods 

and approaches in learning languages. 
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There is no one 
single method for 
learning a new 
language . . .  
Methods can be 
mixed and used in 
conjunction with 
other methods 
and approaches in 
learning languages.
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In consideration of these methods, learner preferences and needs should be 

evaluated when studying a particular language to ascertain the student’s purpose 

for learning that language as well as how a student might best learn. Do I need 

to listen and speak? Do I need to read? Write? If so, how do I best learn how to 

listen? Speak? Read? Write? 

Then the learner will need to evaluate what skills in that language would be 

necessary in order to achieve his purposes. If he or she only wants to buy 

groceries and navigate a foreign city, then listening and speaking may be his or 

her preferences. The learner may choose not to focus on learning a whole new 

written system such the characters in Mandarin when learning the language. 

However, if he or she wants to read material or write using deeper language skills, 

the learner will need to develop the reading and writing skills. We need to answer 

these questions: What is the purpose of learning the language? What skills and 

type of language do I need in order to fulfill the purpose?

If the learner wants to learn to function in simple social settings (make purchases, 

enroll children in school or open a bank account), these skills are very different 

than when a person wishes to work at a professional level using all four skills for a 

job. Subsequently, the learner needs to understand his or her own purpose(s) for 

learning a new language and then decide on methods that might be beneficial to 

his or her purposes. If I want to read and write in a new language, then I need to 

include learning methods that allow me to accomplish that. 

In addition to what the learner needs in the language, it is important for the him 

to evaluate how he best connects with internalizing language. Does he prefer a 

method with imagery or perhaps with more written language? We will discuss 

preferences in a later session. What skills do I need for my purpose(s) and what 

methods best help language learning “click” for me? 
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In regard to mental processing, knowledge is divided into 

what the learner knows about language (declarative) and the 

ability to use language (procedural). It is not as important 

to learn the two terms as much as it is to understand the 

difference in what is happening in internal and external 

processing. Let us take the knowledge that a learner might 

have about a particular word as an example. Most adult 

learners know what “cat” means. The English word “cat” is 

“gato” in Spanish. 

If a learner sees the written word “gato”, 

then he is processing the written word 

in Spanish and the meaning associated 

with it. In this example, the learner is 

not processing any new written letters or 

characters between English and Spanish. 

If imagery is used the learner sees a 

picture of a cat, then the learner may 

associate the meaning with a picture. 

Here, the learner hears the word “gato” 

as he or she sees a cat, he may then 

associate the meaning with what he or 

she is hearing with the picture. 

When a learner uses imagery, he is able to learn the meaning 

of the word more than how to write the word. How might this 

affect someon learning Mandarin for the first time? What 

if he is having to begin studying Chinese characters and a 

whole new system of writing for the first time? What does  

“猫” mean?

gato
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If a learner sees the written character 猫, then he is processing 

both what the written character in Mandarin looks like and the 

meaning associated with it. This is mentally more demanding 

for the learner who speaks English as a first language. 

If imagery is used, the learner sees a picture of a cat, and may 

then associate the meaning with a picture. Here, the learner 

hears “Mao” as he sees a cat and associates the meaning with 

what he is hearing with the picture. This may make the mental 

processing easier as the adult learner already knows what a cat 

is in the picture as opposed to the Chinese character. He may 

choose to begin learning the written system later in his learning 

and begin with listening and speaking. 

Reading, writing, listening, and speaking reinforce the learner's understanding at 

different levels. With imagery, the idea is that the learner is associating meaning 

with a picture of something with which he has had previous experience. Learning 

vocabulary with imagery is often easier for learners when the first and second 

languages are very different. Some learners, however, state that they need to 

see the written word and still prefer to engage with the written systems early in 

learning and do not like learning with imagery. 

Regarding listening, the sounds associated with the different vowels in Spanish 

are similar, but not exactly like those associated with letters in English. Thus, the 

learners may hear the word spoken by a native speaker and register that the vowel 

sounds are a little different. Even though they are a little different, the learner 

may still be able to sound it out to a degree by looking at the same Roman letters 

as used in his first language. 

猫

MAo
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However, if the learner sees “猫” written in Mandarin 

Chinese characters, he or she has no real comprehension 

of meaning to associate with the Chinese characters and no 

real ability to try to sound out the word phonetically. What 

does the Chinese character mean? How is it pronounced? 

How do you sound it out? The learner may have to back up 

and first learn the sounds and then move to words. 

If the learner is studying Mandarin, then meaning and 

sounds both will have to be associated with characters in 

the written system unless imagery is used. If the student 

uses pictures, he will associate the object in the picture 

with meaning, how the word sounds, and how it is said. 

Meaning, comprehension, and 
pronunciation of words can be 
associated with objects without 
initially using the written system of 
the new language. 

In contrast, if the student prefers to learn a new written 

system that is very different from his first language, he will 

need to learn to recognize the word in written form and 

then associate it with meaning. Also, he will need to hear 

how it sounds and comprehend it’s meaning.  So, “猫” 

means “cat” and sounds like “Mao.” These internal mental 

processes are intertwined with external processes. The 

learner might ask, “Can I pronounce 猫 or Mao”?  
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The mental processes for learning languages that are very 

different from the written and oral patterns found in our 

first language influence how we choose learning methods 

in order to acquire the new language. The challenges and 

obstacles for learning a new language can be evaluated by 

the learner and adjustments can be made for more effective 

learning outcomes. 

As a note, because Mandarin is one of the majority 

languages learned, “PinYin” (a written Romanized system of 

transcribing Chinese characters) can be used by Mandarin 

learners to help make it easier. “Mao” seen in the examples 

here is PinYin for the Chinese character “猫” meaning cat. 

See more about the Chinese alphabet here. 

Watch Video 4.1  

on imagery with a Lexicary

Watch Video 4.2 on texts  

with different characters.

https://www.tutormandarin.net/en/chinese-pinyin-alphabet-free-pdf-download/
https://vimeo.com/464795771
https://vimeo.com/464796030


15session four | course one

The challenges 
and obstacles 
for learning a 
new language can 
be evaluated by 
the learner and 
adjustments can 
always be made 
for more effective 
learning outcomes.
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external 
processes
External processes (written language or oral speech) are intertwined with internal 

processes in expression. Before a learner can automatically produce language 

in his new L2, he passes through a process where what the learner knows about 

language (such as what he or she knows about the word “cat”) becomes an ability 

to use his or her language. 

Just because I might have a knowledge about 
something does not mean that I am able to correctly 
and appropriately use it yet. 

Can I make a sentence using the word “cat”? What is important for the learner to 

understand is that what he or she is learning and using will become intertwined in 

internal and external processes and ultimately be expressed in sometimes sloppy 

ways. We cannot learn language without speaking like foreigners! It won’t always 

be pretty. With time and consistent study, the language will improve and become 

clearer and clearer. You may initially learn something, then later be unable 

to recall or use it over and over. Finally, you may re-learn it again and use it 

appropriately. This is normal.  As the learner becomes more and more comfortable 

using the language, then the learner can automatically pull it out and use it 

appropriately with less mental effort. Once the learner associates meaning and 

use with the word “cat”, then he can use the word to express language associated 

with cats. 



17session four | course one

In recent language learning instruction 

development, programs that focus predominately 

on listening and speaking have been highlighted. These 

methods associate L2 learning as an adult with how L1 

learning as a child occurs in the use of imagery. Although it 

may be a quicker way to facilitate listening and speaking for adult 

learners, it does not address written language and the development of 

reading and writing skills. It is not the purpose of this course to advocate 

on behalf of, nor to discredit, any instructional method in L2 learning. 

The purpose of the current course is to help empower the learner to be 

aware of how certain methods will help shape outcomes in L2 learning 

may or may not benefit language learning for the L2 student for long term 

purposes of their language use. It is paramount that L2 learners evaluate 

and consider the outcomes of using different resources and tools in 

building their systems of study. 

The best way to see if something works for you 
is to try it and then evaluate its effectiveness 
for you.  

Although much is known about internal and external processing, much 

still remains unknown about the processes as well. Subsequently, 

learners must take personal responsibility for reflecting on how they 

connect with learning. When does it click? Which methods benefit you? 

Which methods are a waste of time? Each learner is unique. A learner 

may have some things in common with other learners, and just as many 

differences with the same learners. The best method for you is what is 

most effective for you. 
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key principles 
for language learning

VARIETY challenges us to expand our horizons.

• Try multiple methods

• Learn vocabulary through pictures

Learning a language is a PROCESS.

• Internal & external (4 skills)

• Declarative & procedural knowledge

• No “magical method” or shortcut
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activity
We addressed the significance of using imagery to learn vocabulary in a second 

language. For this activity, we will use pictures to identify vocabulary in the 

language that you want to learn. Please assign a word or phrase to each picture. 

Examples will be provided to the side of each picture.

Language: ______________________________________________________________

picture example word/phrase

A man

A dog

A puppy

An eye

My brown eyes

A flower

A beautiful rose

Work on the computer

I work on the computer.
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Bonus:
Find someone who speaks the language you want to learn and show them only 

the pictures. Does your vocabulary match up with what they say? How do they 

pronounce the written words? 

picture example word/phrase

The United States.

I am from the United States.

Running

I'm running/not running.

A baby

A new baby

Eat dinner

Our family eats dinner.

Eat ice cream.

My daughter eats ice cream.

picture 
of you

Me

This is me.
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