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build your plan to learn a new language
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This session addresses common questions a second language learner may 

have when they are building a personal study plan. A study plan is not merely 

filling out a schedule. It is, rather, taking responsibility that all the necessary 

components are included for developing a well-rounded system to learn a new 

language. As previously stated, this plan should include instruction, private 

study, and practice times. 

Students in institutes and schools, as well as learners in isolated geographical 

places without any written resources, sometimes desire to learn a particular 

language. The learner may be living in the community as a businessman, 

educator, medical professional, sociologist, anthropologist, or missionary. 

Language learning is sometimes very different depending on the purpose for 

learning the language and the resources that may or may not be available. Some 

individuals want to help preserve the culture and language of a minority language 

group from extinction. In these types of situations, where there is no curriculum 

or written material, it will require the learner to have a much greater ability to 

plan and execute his or her own learning. Other language learners will study 

in language schools, universities, and institutions with an overabundance of 

materials. In this case, the effectiveness of the program and materials must be 

part of the learner’s evaluation in order to build an effective study plan. 

This session will address the following important questions:

1. What makes a good language resource? How do I know if it’s helping? 

2. What should I plan to learn during each study time (instruction, private 

study and practice time)? 

3. Why do I learn so differently than my spouse or friend? What are my 

individual differences, styles, and preferences? 
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question 1:
what makes a good language resource?  
how do I know if it's helping?

Essentially, a good resource is anything that may help a student learn a 

new language. However, there are many resources that do not help a large 

number of learners — they are mere distractions. Popular tools for learning 

are quite often marketed and sold for profit. 

Resources are best evaluated by learners and experts, as learners 

normally realize when they are using a resource if it adds benefit. If 

they become bored, confused, or overwhelmed when using a particular 

resource, the resource 1) may not be of benefit to them, or 2) may not 

be the best resource for their current level of proficiency. Some resources 

are specific to certain language levels of proficiency in order to be 

effectively used. 

If a resource is considered valuable, teachers and researchers will 

often refer to it in their classes or “endorse” material by sending it out 

to their constituents. Not all curricula are good. Some curricula are 

developed by well-meaning people that are not trained in curriculum 

design and may not sequence the grammar of the language 

appropriately. Remember, a resource may be helpful but 

still may not include some vital developmental features, 

which could lead to gaps in a learners’ language 

abilities. Again, if a teacher or researcher 

recommends material, they will generally 
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explain and provide very good reasons for why they are 

recommending it. The learner will need to then evaluate if 

the recommended material is valuable to their own learning. 

A practical way to determine if a resource is helping is 

whether or not the learner is learning the material. This 

doesn’t mean that the learner is able to immediately see 

results; it may still take some time to see improvement in 

the language. However, good resources lead to learning and 

growing in the language. 

It is common for learners to connect 
with different types of materials. 
There is no one curriculum that works 
best for everybody. 

Nevertheless, when a renowned publisher produces a new 

product (Cambridge Publishers, TESOL publications, etc.), 

it is worth checking it out to see how beneficial it might be 

to your own learning. Remember that variety is critical to 

sustained, effective language learning. 

You can periodically look on websites like the following to 

see what new products are being made: 

• TESOL Resource Center

• Cambridge University English Language Learning

https://www.tesol.org/connect/tesol-resource-center
https://www.cambridge.org/us/cambridgeenglish
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question 2:
what should i plan to learn during my three times of 
study (instruction, private study, and practice time)?

Each of the three main areas of focus will be discussed in detail in later sessions. 

What should be noted here, more than the details for each area, is the word 

plan. This word can be very intimidating to some learners who do not want to 

plan or do not think they can effectively plan for their lessons. In contrast, some 

students feel energized by the idea of taking charge of their own learning. There 

is a spectrum of learners that varies from absolutely no planning to those who 

spend a great deal of time and effort in planning. It should be noted that balance 

is the key. Some planning is best for effective learning. With this said, planning 

for long, extended times and not studying material on the language is the 

opposite extreme and should also be avoided. Just as planning and organizing are 

necessary in many endeavors (taking a trip, cooking and serving a meal, getting a 

child ready to go to school, etc.), so building a study plan is a necessary part of 

studying a new language. 

Planning is in almost everything we do. How do we plan for cooking and serving 

a meal? We may think of the foods we’d like to eat and the necessary ingredients 

to make those foods. We shop, buy the ingredients, cook the food, and then serve 

that food on plates or in bowls with utensils. Or consider taking a trip. When we 

go on a trip, we plan the routes, the expenses, the places to visit, where to stay, 

and the length of time we’ll be traveling. If we take a road trip and are unfamiliar 

with the roads, we might buy a GPS device or use our phone. All of this is part of 

the planning. 
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It is paramount 
for the learner to 
realize that they can 
hinder their own 
learning if they are 
unwilling to take 
part in evaluating, 
overseeing, and 
planning. 
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We can purchase well-rounded curriculum as part of our planning. Then, we don't 

need to plan each lesson, but I can rather follow a well-designed curriculum. 

Planning might also entail adding to or taking away from a purchased product. 

We can choose which chapters or activities to focus on and which to carefully 

skip if they don’t lead to our language goals. It is wise for the learner to 

consider the advice of tutors, teachers, or other more experienced learners when 

considering where to focus or what to skip. If one is studying an oral language, 

in which there are no written resources, a learner will need to plan with whatever 

resources are available. 

When addressing the responsibility of a learner, it is paramount for the learner 

to realize that he or she can hinder his or her own learning if they are unwilling 

to take part in evaluating, overseeing, and planning to some degree. We all 

need a study plan! The question is whether we are active decision makers in the 

planning. Are we willing to learn a sufficient amount about our available resources 

in order to evaluate what might be good choices for studying? 

As the learner studies with either teachers or private tutors and is taking part in 

decision making and planning, he or she will grow in their understanding of what 

they need and want to study. In addition to assessments, the teacher or tutor can 

also help the learner understand weak areas in his or her language. In addition, 

the learner himself will be driven by some things he or she needs or wants to be 

able to address in the language. Planning occurs in the process. Progress and 

improvement are key. The ability to use more of the language with higher levels 

of proficiency drive the learner forward. “Planning” begins to take on a more 

appealing perspective as the learner has interest in what he or she is learning, 

uses the language, and experiences it coming alive in communicative situations. 

Once a learner understands his own linguistic needs and wants, he will realize 

that he is already a part of the planning. 
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A learner's individual differences (age, gender, personality, aptitude, etc.) can 

affect how he or she might absorb information in a new language. Because 

learners are so unique, what works for one learner might not be that advantageous 

to another. There are also multiple methods and approaches to language learning 

and instruction that may work. This is why variety is so important! The various 

methods and approaches should be explored to better understand what fits best 

for the individual in learning. In current literature, there are three perspectives on 

how learners might absorb a new language: 

Learning styles
Learning styles is simply a description of the way different learners process 

language. Learning styles aren’t new, and there are several inventories and 

categories for them (see below for a short list). The Summer Institute of 

Linguistics provides a good, straightforward learning style inventory based on  

four distinct styles. 

question 3:
why do i learn so differently than my spouse or 
friends? what are my individual differences, styles, 
and preferences?

learning 
styles

learning 
preferences

learning 
spaces
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4. “I’m analytical, so I absorb more language when I  

understand the rules and see the details in how the grammar works.” 

3. “I’m structured, so I absorb more language  

when I organize and plan for learning particular grammar features.” 

2. “I’m tactile (hands-on), so I absorb more language  

when I have a project like cooking a meal.”

1. “I’m relational, so I absorb a lot of language  

when I have interactions with other people.” 

learning styles
the summer institute of linguistics
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Learning Preferences
Learning preferences are choices made to improve a learner’s personal 

inclinations toward learning. For example, “I’d prefer to study early in the morning 

and stop earlier in the afternoon,” or “I’d prefer to draw a picture related to my 

homework instead of just looking at one in the book.” Unlike learning styles, 

learning preferences aren’t seen as fixed and can include odd preferences like 

standing while reading, walking around when memorizing information, or chewing 

bubblegum when taking notes. They tend to be idiosyncratic. However, some 

would argue that learning styles and learning preferences are practically the same. 

Learning spaces
Finally, Learning Spaces are places and situations which the learner defines as 

helpful for learning. For example, “I’d rather have a private tutor at home for 

some of my instruction time instead of only studying in classes with groups of 

students,” or “I’d prefer to have a quiet spot in the library instead of studying 

in a coffeeshop with lots of noisy chatter.” Some learners perform better in a 

classroom when challenged by other learners, while others perform better when 

studying alone and they are able to internally process. 

Again, there is a need to maintain balance—studying alone or being with other 

people for the entirety of a learner’s instruction time is not healthy for good 

language growth. Since private study time is alone time and practice time requires 

the learner to use the language with others, all learners will have a mixture of 

alone study and study with others throughout language development if the current 

study plan includes these elements. Instruction time will depend on what is most 

effectively provided in a situation. 
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I’ll use myself as an example to further explain 

the differences between these aspects of learning. 

I’ve been characterized on previous learning style 

inventories as highly structured, relational, and auditory. 

First, this implies that my dominant strength in learning is 

through structured systems. I need to see a clear route for both 

long-term and short-term goals while learning a new language. I like to 

organize myself and find systematic formats for learning in order to achieve 

these different goals. I have a notebook with different sections for each 

class and I keep class notes and homework in each section. 

Second, I’m relational. This means that I absorb language best when 

I interact with and relate to others. This also includes interaction with 

classmates who are similar in their level of proficiency, or with people 

outside of class who may be more proficient or highly proficient speakers of 

my new language. Because I absorb language through relationships, I am 

able to learn in many and varied social situations with a variety of people. I 

may take notes or make some recordings at a birthday party for children or 

while at the market purchasing groceries. 

Finally, I have been characterized as auditory. This means that what I hear 

sinks in more than what I see (as it does for visual learners). When I was 

learning Bengali while living in India, I listened for a second time to class 

lessons that I had audio-recorded while preparing dinner. I was able to 

understand and realize many new linguistic features and concepts through 

listening a second time to the lessons. In contrast, some learners are visual 

and need to see (in written material or pictures) new language material 

before it becomes clear. 
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These are my learning styles and describe or “characterize” 

how I learn language. Other learners are highly tactile and 

need to have more hands-on projects. 

It’s important to state that one 
learning style is not better than 
another—they are simply different. 

We see tactile and analytical learners working as medical 

professionals, engineers, architects, teachers, and so on. The 

myth is that analytical learners are better than relational, 

structured, or tactile learners. Analytical learners are very 

good at seeing the details in the grammatical structures of 

the language and picking up on minutia, but they aren’t 

better learners than others. They are most at risk for “not 

seeing the forest for the trees” and often get stumped (pun 

intended) by not understanding something completely. 

Each style has strengths and weaknesses! Most often, 

learners are a blend of multiple styles, such as in my 

case. These descriptions are merely used to help learners 

better understand both themselves and how they learn. 

The field of psychology and applied linguistics have many 

descriptions of various styles. 

Do you know your learning style/s? 
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My learning styles were identified through taking a learning styles inventory, or 

test. Various inventories that are available online are mentioned below. Because 

my learning styles are structured, relational, and auditory, I have some learning 

preferences when I study a new language. For example, I prefer to evaluate which 

books, audio-recordings, and downloaded documents I might use with a tutor. 

In a classroom, I will organize my notebook and follow the instructions provided. 

Sometimes, I also like to incorporate videos when they are available to improve 

my listening. In the formal classes that I attend, I organize new words on separate 

pages from known words so that I will intentionally use them more often and learn 

them. I check and make sure that I use all four skills a little bit each day (reading, 

writing, listening, and speaking). I try to have simple and clear outcomes and 

goals every day. One day I may only learn two new words, while on another day I 

may be able to listen to and comprehend a brief paragraph. Sometimes my goal is 

just to finish my homework. But most days I try to have my own goals for learning 

something new. 

I prefer to study in a systematic format that can be defined in different ways. 

For example, I might prefer to learn simple present tense verbs first and have a 

level of proficiency using them before moving to another tense. Or, I might prefer 

to work on all language associated with immediate social needs (i.e. buying 

groceries, setting up a bank account, enrolling the children in school) prior to 

other thematic studies (i.e. studying clothing, geography, cultural events, and 

foods from around the world). These are preferences that I am able to plan and 

pursue during instruction time with a tutor or in practice time with language 

practice partners and friends. A tactile learner may prefer to learn language while 

active (i.e. play a sport, cook a meal, fix a car, wash a car). While performing the 

task, he or she may write, audio-record, or read about what he or she is doing in 

the moment. Task-based language learning (TBLL) is a very powerful and practical 

way to learn a new language.  
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One very common learning space is the classroom (when 

well-organized) with interaction during classroom activities 

with other learners. The students relate to both other 

learners and the instructor in this space with a high degree 

of focus on learning. It is most often teacher-driven, 

allowing learners to rely heavily on the experience and 

expertise of the teacher. When bad instruction is provided, 

this space may be very frustrating. 

Another place for learning might be a social situation 

where a learner can relate to others using the language. 

If intentional, anyone can learn when going to the grocery 

store, a birthday party, school, and so on. 

Finally, politely requested audio-recordings can be 

extremely helpful from a variety of social situations as well. 

An audio-recording from the grocery store or market can be 

listened to several times. Many learners hear and explore 

new language this way. A learning space for a tactile learner 

might be on a soccer field, in the kitchen, or at a park. 

To better understand yourself and how you learn, see the 

learning inventory tools below and take one!

Watch Videos 6.1 and 6.2  

about Learning Styles, Preferences, and Spaces.

Watch Video 6.1 Watch Video 6.2 

https://vimeo.com/464797456
https://vimeo.com/469741935
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The following are some learning styles inventories (or informal tests) for you to 

directly access and use online by clicking on the links below. 

• The VARK Questionnaire   

• Carolina State Learning Styles Questionnaire    

• Indiana University South Bend offers access to the Barsch Learning Styles 

Inventory    

• The Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL)—this is perhaps my favorite and 

my personal descriptions come from this inventory   

We are happy to provide another short list of additional inventories and surveys 

upon request. 

When a learner has an opportunity to identify their own learning style character-

istics, that learner can and should use that information in the planning and exe-

cution of learning their new language. When this occurs, most students flourish, 

thrive, and make good progress in the development of their new language. 

Students can come alive and find new ways to take charge of their own learning. 

Areas of interest and need are more readily identified and pursued through 

learner-tailored lessons. It may not be possible to tailor lessons in an established 

program with set instructional goals. However, it can certainly be done either in 

tutoring sessions and in practice time with practice partners and friends. 

One important note here: practice partners and practice time should not just 

be pursued by relational learners, but by all learners of all styles. They are 

necessary for all full-time and part-time learners wanting to develop general 

language development. 

https://vark-learn.com/the-vark-questionnaire/
https://www.webtools.ncsu.edu/learningstyles/
https://students.iusb.edu/academic-success-programs/academic-centers-for-excellence/barsch.html
https://semo.edu/pdf/asc-lap-learning-styles.pdf?ver=1.0
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key principles 
for language learning

VARIETY challenges us to expand our horizons.

• Learners are different and learn differently

• Multiple methods and approaches

• Learning styles, preferences, and spaces

Language learners need to be INTENTIONAL and PERSISTENT  

in their study of another language.

• Plan and learn what works

A well-rounded language study plan needs BALANCE in  

instruction, private study, and practice time.

• Plan for balance, especially with your weaknesses

• Balance preferences and spaces too
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activity
Take an online learning styles inventory and 

upload the final page showing your own learning 

style scores before moving to the quiz.  

KEEP THE RESULTS FOR SESSION 12!


