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purpose 
of private 
study time
Private study time is just that—time set aside when an individual learner studies 

the second language alone. This includes spouses who need time to study 

language alone. The benefits to private study time are for the student to have 

quiet, focused attention on the uses and structure of the new language. This 

includes grammatical structures, word order in phrases and sentences, and 

learning a lot of new vocabulary words and their meanings. The student will need 

to understand sounds and associate the meaning of words with sounds they hear 

while listening. If the learner needs the written language (an alphabet or new 

characters), he or she will need to study and associate meaning with written 

characters or words while reading. It is a process that takes time to tie written 

characters and sounds together. Thus, private study time should include listening 

comprehension through recordings, music, and videos; oral pronunciation using 

apps, computer software, and videos; listen and repeat exercises in front of a 

mirror; and, of course, homework assignments. 

Private study time should emphasize reading, writing, and listening as needed 

in order to accomplish your goals in the new language. If the learner needs 

to be able to read books in the new language to further his or her education 

or provide instruction of some type, then reading is essential. If the learner 

wants to understand lectures or work-related trainings, then listening should be 
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emphasized. If the learner wants a general language ability in a new language to 

function well within a society where he or she is able to fully use the language, 

then all four skills should be included. There might be exceptions to this when 

there is no writing system in the second language. It is challenging to study and to 

learn a new language without written resources. 

Private study time is for the purpose of intentionally focusing on the structures 

and uses of the new language. This time can also be used to prepare and plan 

for additional learning opportunities with tutors, helpers and some teachers, 

especially in areas where a pre-set program is found lacking.

Private study time is a necessity for all learners 
whether they are relational and love being around 
people or are highly analytical and love studying 
alone. 

Many analytical learners who think best when alone tend to gravitate toward 

private study time and may neglect practice time. A common, unspoken myth is 

that language study is exclusively done in class and at a desk. This is especially 

true for those who like studying alone. Often, analytical learners (as identified in 

Session 6 from ICCT’s learning styles inventory) can see details in the language 

and need time to deeply think through the grammatical structures. The analytical 

learner may feel annoyed and distracted when studying with another student or in 

a class with others. This type of learner wants to think about things and internally 

process them alone. Private study time to the analytic learner is priceless, and 

individuals with this learning style are happiest and feel most productive when 

studying alone. But, in order to learn how to have intelligible speech, you have to 

have time with other people listening and speaking. So, while private study time is 

essential, it is only part of a well-balanced study plan. 
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In contrast to the analytic, the relational 

learner (as identified from the same learning 

styles inventory mentioned above) is the opposite. 

For this learner, language is largely absorbed through 

interaction with other people causing him or her a lack 

of appreciation for personal study time. Quite often the 

relational learner avoids personal private study when learning a 

new language. He or she often quickly learns a clear pronunciation 

of sounds and words with an abundance of new vocabulary. He or she 

strives to use meaningful language while interacting with new friends and 

acquaintances. Although relational learners often “sound good” and have 

decent fluidity when they speak, a common weakness of the relational 

learner is their structural use. Their grammatical structures may be sloppy, 

and their accuracy suffers a great deal. 

Years ago, when I was teaching overseas, a local friend whispered to me 

about a new student. My friend said that the learner’s pronunciation was 

okay, but that his sentences were so out of order and “jumbled up” that 

they didn’t make any sense. The local friend still couldn’t understand 

what the student was trying to say even “sounding good.” Trying to be 

nice, the friend just nodded and talked with him about different topics. 

Relational learners, and all other types of learners, need to quietly study 

and think about the grammatical structures of the new language during 

private study time. Because local friends may congratulate and boast about 

a learner’s language ability, this does not mean that student’s language is 

well developed. Local friends may really feel that the learner’s language 

ability is still very crude, but they love the new learner and want to 

encourage him or her. But this bragging may give the learner a false sense 

of pride thinking that he is better than he really is at the new language. 
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So, while an analytic may have better 

structural insight, the relational learner may 

have better pronunciation and a larger amount 

of vocabulary. These are two common extremes that 

I’ve observed and that are based on learning preferences 

described above. With this said, all learners of a new 

language need to have private study time in the new language to 

further study their weaknesses and make intentional adjustments in 

the new language. 

Overall, balance is a key word when thinking about a student’s private 

study time. All language learners need to set aside time to study the new 

language and focus on the following things: comprehending, processing, 

reading, re-reading, listening, pronouncing, writing, reflecting on grammar 

or vocabulary, and taking the time to understand and absorb the language 

through personal, intentional study. There are numerous learning styles, 

combinations of learning styles, learning preferences, and learning spaces. 

Learners of all styles need to make time for private study in the language 

to better ensure for well-structured development and progress.

The degree to which a learner needs to spend time in personal study may 

vary based on multiple factors (learning goals, propensity for language 

learning, time in the learner’s schedule, available resources, etc.). As 

discussed previously, full-time students will spend 10+ hours a week 

(which is only 1–2 hours per day) in private study time. Part-time learners 

will spend 5+ hours a week (less than an hour a day). The survival 

level learner will spend the time that he or she has in order to learn the 

language he or she needs for context-specific use. When the learner 

realizes that on-going consistent language study over an extended period 

of time yields good outcomes, the learner usually wants to follow-through 

and study more!
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organizing  
and planning 
private study time

In order to organize and plan for private study time, the learner must 

evaluate his overall study plan. If the learner is in a pre-set program 

with 10+ hours of instruction and additional hours in conversation class, 

then much of his or her private study time may be spent doing required 

homework from the program and some extra practice opportunities. This 

is fine when there is a strong program following good curricula. How 

should I critically evaluate my own situation? How do I know that I’m 

learning at a good pace? 

The next section will address issues related to areas that learners should 

consider about their own language development:

• Sometimes learners are not given sufficient material to study privately 

(such as homework) even when attending a pre-set program. In this 

case, more material to study and reinforce learning is needed. 

• Sometimes learners have strengths, weaknesses or personal 

interests that a pre-set program may not address. Different 

material is needed to meet these needs. 

• Sometimes learners are not in a pre-set program 

and have to put together a complete study plan 

including the development of materials. 
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Personal private study time can be used to evaluate a current situation for 

effectiveness, further develop new material and make additions to the study plan. 

Maybe a new tutor is needed for additional grammar instruction and a new or 

different grammar book or material is preferred. 

There are options for learners without schools or written materials in remote areas. 

The learner in this kind of situation will need to learn how to use field methods, 

as do sociologists and anthropologists in field situations use where language is 

logged and categorized. 

Another recent option for learning to listen and speak before learning written 

languages is the Growing Participator Approach (GPA). Here, learners use a pre-

set curriculum with a great deal of imagery and can train a local speaker to help 

them work through the material and learn to listen and speak the new language. 

In a learner-driven situation such as this, the learner will also need to consider 

and reflect on improving learning opportunities (any place or space where learning 

can occur such as sitting with a tutor or friend, going to a local market, attending 

a local community event, etc.) through organizing and planning during private 

study time. 

Field methods for language learning when there is no written material are not 

discussed at length in this course. Fieldwork guides and handbooks, such as 

Payne’s (2006) book, Exploring Language Structure: A Student’s Guide, provides 

a more formal linguistic guide to fieldwork. A more informal guide, The Whole 

World Guide to Language Learning (Marshall, 1989), still has some very valid and 

simple methodologies found in the book. These methods can be used in order to 

formally log and categorize language, especially when there is no formal written 

system. It will often take additional training or education to fully appreciate 

and learn how to use field methods. Simplified versions of fieldwork have been 

developed and some centers and organizations train learners in these methods. 

https://www.amazon.com/Exploring-Language-Structure-Students-Guide-ebook/dp/B00INYGDJM
https://www.amazon.com/Whole-World-Guide-Language-Learning/dp/0933662750
https://www.amazon.com/Whole-World-Guide-Language-Learning/dp/0933662750
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Within the framework of linguistic fieldwork without written language, quite 

often a Lexicarry is used. This allows the learner to access a series of pictures 

that can be adapted for many contexts in order to begin language acquisition 

through imagery. As just mentioned, a new instructional technique known as 

Growing Participator Approach (GPA) is also available. This method might be 

utilized if the learner is more interested in just learning to listen and speak. 

However, if the learner desires to document and categorize the sound systems 

and develop a written system in the new language, then field methods would be 

preferable. Some organizations, such as Living Tongues, are endangered language 

activists that provide some helpful tools to apply toward the preservation of dying 

languages. Some Christian organizations such as SIL International and Wycliffe 

use field methods to preserve and document languages for Christian ministry. 

Many of the various secular and ministry-based books and organizations have 

excellent and well-developed tools for studying languages in remote areas. 

Whether materials are provided or a learner must create a study plan 

independently, he or she will eventually need to reflect on what they do well in the 

new language and what things are a struggle to accomplish. 

In language learning, when weaknesses are identified 
they are often turned into attainable goals. 
Weaknesses show the learner where to grow. 

If a learner struggles with using past tense verbs, then this should become his 

or her goal. He may only study a few simple past tense verbs at a time, but over 

time, he will increase his repertoire of past tense verbs and then more clearly see 

underlying patterns of use. The learner must take stock of his or her own strengths 

and weaknesses. 

https://www.amazon.com/Lexicarry-Pictures-Learning-Languages-revised/dp/0866473718
https://www.growingparticipation.com/
https://livingtongues.org/
https://www.sil.org/resources
https://www.wycliffe.org/resources/language-resources
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What must the learner evaluate in order to improve once he 

has started systematic study? 

What are my strengths? 
• What things do I do well in the language? 

• Remember, “well” does not entail perfectly. What things 

do I get mostly right?

What are my weaknesses? 

• What do I struggle with and perhaps need more help? 

• Would more explanations, reinforcement exercises, or 

practice improve my weaknesses?

Consider your level! Novices can’t tackle advanced grammar 

until they can use the fundamentals well. 

Can I form a simple sentence? Are the words in the right 

order? Is there subject and verb agreement? 

A learner will want to reinforce his strengths and build 

more language on the foundation of those strengths. Also, 

the learner will need to honestly assess his or her own 

weaknesses and be willing to address them in his language 

development. 

Watch Video 8.1 on using your weaknesses  

to develop a map for further study.

https://vimeo.com/465447656
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Let’s consider an example of this—a young 

architect attending our program some years 

ago. She was very smart and driven to learn 

English. When she evaluated her language abilities, 

she realized that she was very strong in her listening 

comprehension of English. She understood when proficient 

speakers or native speakers spoke to her and then could provide 

short appropriate responses. Although this was a strength early 

in her learning, she knew that she needed to foster and continue to 

develop it. She began to record different thematic conversations that were 

familiar to her, like a description of someone’s weekend, the local weather 

forecast, or simple descriptions of current events. She intentionally asked 

friends and teachers to record brief paragraphs about these topics. She 

included 15–30 minutes of listening to the recordings twice a week 

in her private study time. This helped her build on a strength that she 

already felt confident in. This planning was intentional and was something 

separate from the homework she was required to do every day in the pre-

set program she attended. 

The same learner felt that a weakness of hers was to respond in oral 

speech to what she understood. Because of this, she began to plan out 

having conversations over certain predictable topics, like how she might 

talk about her weekend, the weather in the US in comparison to weather 

patterns from her home country, and discussions about local events in the 

new culture (such as going to a farmer’s market, asking for directions to 

local stores, and discussing personal care items like her favorite shampoo). 

Aside from the homework from the program she attended, the student 

made a list of some specific topics of interest and then systematically 

began working on vocabulary in each area. She looked up many new nouns, 

verbs, and adjectives related to her topics. She formed sentences and 

questions that might relate to each topic. 
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For example, in discussing shampoo she 

wrote, “I am looking for Herbal Essence 

shampoo. I really like the lavender scented one.” 

She continued, "I really like the lavendar scented 

one." In order to prepare for a conversation, she also 

formed a question, “Can you please tell me where to find 

the shampoo in this store?” She planned the outing, practiced 

pronunciation for key words, and role-played some simple questions 

and dialogues with her tutor. When at the grocery store, she intentionally 

looked for a store clerk and used her new language. 

Although she had planned a brief conversation, the actual conversation 

took a slightly different direction. She met another customer in a store and 

asked her questions about finding a specific shampoo. The customer was 

unfamiliar with the store and didn’t know where the shampoo was located. 

However, the friendly proficient speaker pointed to a store clerk and 

stated: “He works here. Maybe he can help you.” Immediately, the learner 

approached the store clerk and asked her questions a second time. This 

time her speech was slightly smoother and more confident because the 

customer had understood her questions and responded accordingly. After 

asking the store clerk the same questions, the learner got the information 

needed and was given directions to find the shampoo. 

In this planned interaction, the learner used her new language to get 

the help that she was intentionally pursuing (in her perceived area of 

weakness) and verified her understanding of the directions when she found 

her shampoo. In these two interactions, she had both predictable and and 

unpredictable interactions. Both were beneficial to her second language 

development and appropriate language for a beginner learner. Her planning 

helped her have a successful encounter, find a a needed personal care 

item, and further develop in an area she considered to be a weakness (oral 
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speech in simple conversation). Successful 

use of the language inspired her to develop 

language for other areas of interest and thus, she 

naturally expanded her language in learning opportunities 

outside of the classroom. Planning material for specific 

places we might naturally go in society can become places with 

learning opportunities if we intentionally prepare prior to the outing. 

Sometimes we cannot prepare or do not know what to prepare. But for 

many places we go in society, planning out content-specific language in 

order to have intentional dialogues with local members of the community 

can be very practical. 

Due to learner differences, language learning levels, and an ocean of 

grammatical structures to develop, learners will rarely lack areas that 

need to be developed in their language learning. Often, learners feel 

that they are unequipped or unable to really make determinations and 

decisions about their own language learning, when the opposite is quite 

true! A learner knows internally when he or she doesn’t understand 

someone else or doubts their own words. The learner should be intimately 

involved with areas that need improvement. Academic degrees are 

not needed to prepare an effective study plan! Thoughtful reflection, 

organizing one’s time, and planning the ‘lessons’ to be as practical as 

possible are necessary for success. The planning that occurs during 

private study time may shape and re-shape some or all of the learner’s 

practice and instruction time depending on his or her situation. 

A learner has much more control of what they 
learn than they may believe. 
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learner 
processing
for additional learning opportunities

The learner must do the following in organizing and planning for additional 

development during his or her private study time: 

• Reflect on his or her language development.

• Acknowledge areas of strengths and weaknesses for further development or 

receive some type of feedback or evaluation. 

• Make a list of the areas that can become personal language goals. 

• Pursue help from a teacher or tutor in making an intentional plan for himself 

or herself in how to improve by making simple “next steps” or attainable 

goals. It’s important not to set huge long unrealistic goals, but simple realistic 

objectives for making progress in basic areas. For example, focus on 10 verbs 

in the past tense rather that “the past tense” which is a big goal.

• Use a self-checklist to help identify and establish some new goals or challenges. 

• Make a plan for when and where the plan will be executed (for example, online 

in a chat abroad, with tutor or helper, at a store, at a sports event, etc.). If the 

learner struggles with reading, how will he or she improve? Is it learning new 

characters in Mandarin? Is it comprehending the general meaning in simple 

paragraphs about certain topics? Road, store and advertising signs? What’s a 

simple next step? 
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If the learner struggles with speaking, like the architect 

in the example above, what is a next step in planning and 

expanding what can be spoken about in a conversation or 

even in a slightly more formal interaction? Is the learner able 

to have a dialogue with a bank teller or a restaurant manager? 

The idea is that the learner will begin using a portion, but not 

all, of his private study time for planning. The learner still 

needs to study the structures and uses of the new language. 

This may vary by learner but remember that in the intentional 

planning of language development, the learner is also 

studying new structures. In order to plan a new dialogue, the 

learner must study vocabulary, sentence/ paragraph structure, 

verb tenses, etc. in the second language. 
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key principles 
for language learning

Language learners need to be INTENTIONAL  

and PERSISTENT in their study of another language.

• Strengths and weaknesses

• Don’t ignore weaknesses—take them on!

A well-rounded language study plan needs BALANCE in  

instruction, private study, and practice time.

• A third of your total hours

• Private study is studying the language individually and planning

• Tie private study time to practice and instruction
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activity
Answer the following questions about a new language you are learning and reflect 

on your strengths and weaknesses regarding the language structure (grammatical 

structures) or use (functional ability to read, write, listen with comprehension or 

speak with intelligibility).  

1. Name the new language you are currently learning: 

2. What level and sub-level have you reached? 

3. List at least 3+ strengths that you have in the new language:

  

4. List at least 3+ weaknesses that you have in the new language:

 

5. What plan can you make to further improve in at least one of your strengths?

 

 

6. What plan can you make in order to improve in one of the weaknesses? 
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