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purpose of 
practice time
The third piece of the puzzle needed for a well-balanced plan for general language 

learning is practice time. Practice is not watching videos or listening to tapes. 

These things can be a part of private study time and can benefit the learner if 

they are appropriately used at the right level. Practice, however, needs to be 

interaction with people or with “flesh and blood." In linguistics, it has been proven 

that communicative interactions with people foster better learning outcomes. So, 

don’t be shy! 

When learners have opportunities to engage with others and use the new language 

(either in planned or spontaneous dialogue), the learner will better develop 

listening and speaking skills in his or her new language. During dialogues learners 

are most often obligated to “negotiate” language. “Negotiation” means that 

students have to do various things such as clarify the meaning of words and 

phrases, clarify and check pronunciation, learn new appropriate words, clarify 

and learn the spelling of words, check and rearrange the order of words in a 

sentences, receive correction, and so on. Negotiation occurs when a learner 

is interacting with a native or near native speaker and must make his or her 

language intelligible. In the process of negotiation, the learner processes language 

both internally and externally (as described in Session 4). He or she may retrieve, 

reshape, reformulate, and use language in multiple ways. Subsequently, learning 

occurs because the learner "wrestles" with communicating. 
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“Practice . . . needs 
to be interaction 
with people . . . it 
has been proven 
that communicative 
interactions with 
people foster better 
learning outcomes. 
So, don’t be shy!”
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What is often most difficult for the learner is finding an appropriate level where 

practice occurs best for his or her language ability. If the interaction is too 

difficult or too easy, the adult learner may feel frustrated. Finding the exact 

“sweet spot” is usually when the learner knows about 80% of the language being 

used and only about 20% is new. This is just enough challenge without the 

sensation of feeling overwhelmed. 

In our reading and pronunciation course in our 

training, the teachers were literally asked to 

count the amount of new words the learners were 

identifying in texts. When learners understood 

everything or just had one or two words scattered 

here or there, the text was too easy. When learners 

identified 50 new words out of 100 total words, this 

was too many and the text felt overwhelming to try 

and understand. But in our program, if we could 

keep learners at about 20% of the text as identifying 

new words, this was a great ratio where we found 

that learners were challenged but not overwhelmed. 

We called this our “80/20 rule” for the teachers even when levels and sub-levels 

had been identified just due to the fact that many learner prior experiences 

contributed towards greater or lesser familiarity of material. If the material was 

too familiar, the instructor knew to move on and find more challenging material. 

This can be said of the individual learner: If you already know the material, try to 

find new more challenging material of interest and need. Often, beginners attempt 

to use language that is too difficult, and upper level learners may try many things 

that are not challenging enough. 

A learner's "sweet 

spot" is when he or 

she already knows 

about 80% of the 

language, but has 

20% still to learn.

20
80the

rule
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Spontaneous interactions obviously aren’t planned, so they can be unpredictable. 

However, if students learn to plan for potentially predictable interactions, they are 

more likely to have successes. Planned and practiced material prior to an outing 

can be very valuable and foster better confidence and language development. The 

key, then, becomes helping students to understand how they can plan where to go 

for language use in specific contexts (the grocery store, the bank, the doctor, etc.).

For example, if a learner goes to the grocery store or bank, he or she can plan 

out content-specific interactions that are somewhat predictable to that place. 

The student may talk about grocery items, discounts and counting out fruit or 

vegetables at the grocery store. Whereas at the bank, he or she would need to talk 

about bank transactions and accounts. Although there might be slight variations 

in exact dialogues and word choices, many things are predictable and can be 

learned prior to the outing. While in the situation (at the grocery store or at the 

bank), the learner will reinforce and practice what he or she planned, as well as 

learn new, unexpected things. 

Learning opportunities can occur in almost all 
social situations when in an immersion setting. 

planned and 
spontaneous 
practice
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When the learner is not in an immersion setting, then he or she will have to 

create “simulated encounters” with proficient speakers that may be beneficial. 

Role playing in language learning is very beneficial to development due to the 

negotiation that occurs during the interaction. Also, it is not always about speaking; 

some encounters can be about listening. Intentionally listening for language can 

help develop comprehension. Can the learner understand the store clerk? The bank 

teller? Can he understand his neighbor? His daughter’s schoolteacher? 

If a novice learner understands directions for locating the milk in the store, and 

then finds the milk based on listening to the directions, this is success! Learners 

can plan for listening to people in a given context and also plan to engage in 

appropriate oral communicative interactions. 

A beginner learner cannot have an in-depth conversation with a proficient 

speaker, but he or she can certainly begin to engage in simple dialogue such as 

greetings in the language, stating simple needs (“I need four bananas and two 

apples, please”), as well as learning how to ask simple questions that might be 

beneficial (“How much does that cost?”). At first, these phrases and questions 

are memorized, but later they become more spontaneous. Interaction that relies 

less on memorized speech and more on thinking about and making phrases and 

sentences, should develop with study, time, and practice. With time, the learner’s 

speech will become more natural. 

Also, the deeper a learner goes into the new language, the wider the range of 

topics he or she can engage in conversation about (personal information, hobbies, 

education, family, food preferences, travel experiences, etc.). With consistent, 

intentional study over time, the language learner will develop more control and 

flexibility in the new language. 

It requires a lot of effort and, at times, feels exhausting and overwhelming. I’ve 

studied several different languages, and I remember as a language learner feeling 
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frustrated and tired. But with time, the learner can talk about a wide range of 

topics in much greater detail. He or she will develop the ability to clearly express 

different time frames (i.e. Did this happen last year or yesterday?) and talk 

about events in the past, hopes for the future, habitual daily matters (routines 

that we have in life), and things happening in real time. Eventually, the learner 

will develop the ability to describe a person he or she knows—the person’s 

appearance, clothing, and personality. The learner will be able to describe in great 

detail different places (like their home, as opposed to the beach or a forest) and 

objects (such as the difference between a car and a pick-up truck). He or she 

will be able to form simple sentences without so much mental effort and will be 

challenged to extend his or her sentences to include more complex grammar. Also, 

the learner will grow in comprehension and pronunciation of language and be 

asked less and less about his learning. I remember when people stopped asking 

me about my Spanish and we talked about a lot of other things. This was when 

I realized that my Spanish was no longer a topic of discussion but rather the 

vehicle that I could use to really get to know someone and talk about life, family, 

children, work, etc.

Language development will take time, patience, and 
persistence to unfold. 

Learning to practice with proficient speakers early in the language learning process 

will contribute toward the learner’s listening comprehension and ability to speak. 

The early stages of learning a new language are the most challenging for practice 

due to the learner’s limited language abilities. The learner may feel overwhelmed 

that he or she cannot say or understand much. However, if the learner will commit 

to simple, appropriate meaningful practice (like understanding sounds associated 

with characters or even with the alphabet), his or her listening comprehension and 

speaking will gradually develop at an appropriate rate. Complex language comes in 

time when the student studies and practices consistently. 
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two functional 
components
of practice time

As mentioned above, practice time is largely divided into two functional 

components: 

1. Planned dialogues and communicative interactions 

2. Unplanned spontaneous encounters

Planned Interactions
First, in planned interactions, learners can look for practice opportunities and 

plan for language that might be needed for specific contexts as described above. 

Each context has some content-specific language related to that particular social 

situation. For example, the language someone may use at the grocery store may be 

different than the language used at the doctor’s office. Each social situation, like 

a grocery store, bank, school, medical clinic, an electronics store, a football game, 

or a movie theatre are all unique contexts. Some words/terms in each context will 

be specific to the context (such as "fresh produce" at the grocery store and "bank 

teller" at the bank). But there will also be many commonly used words that are 

found in society. Some words may be common to all contexts (such as the child, 

children, light switch, see, put, do, don’t, etc.). 
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As much as 95% of common words used in English in the U.S. and Britain have 

been identified from authentic speech and in written publications in society 

(transcribed speeches and oral dialogues, magazines, newspapers, digital news, 

TV shows, news broadcasts, movies, etc.). The words that people use in a given 

country in general society are gathered together into collections called “corpora.” 

In the U.S., these very common words are recorded in the Corpus of Contemporary 

American English (COCA) database. The British National Corpus (BNC) is used in 

Great Britain. 

What linguists and researchers have learned through recording these common 

words and putting them into corpora or collections is that the most common 

words should be learned first. Then the more technical words (like words that an 

engineer might use or a medical doctor) can be learned after a general functional 

ability is achieved in order to better live and move in society. More technical and 

less frequently used words are highly context-specific. Although I am a native 

speaker of English, there are many medical terms that I don’t know or understand. 

I cannot talk at length about engineering. Thus, learning some highly professional 

and technical words will not be needed for many learners. When language is more 

complex, the learner can narrow down what type of technical language he or she 

needs in order to work or advance in a career. For general ability however, as the 

learner prepares and plans for certain contexts (i.e. attending a friend’s wedding), 

some of the commonly used words will also be used in many other contexts. 

The development of planned practice can be accomplished during private study 

time. This type of planning may include imagining and scripting a conversation 

that you could have in order to perform a common task that you need or want to 

accomplish with other people. One example is going to the bank. At some point, 

most of us need to go to a bank for different reasons. The learner knows ahead 

of time that he or she will need to have a conversation with a bank teller in order 

to open a bank account, deposit some money into an account, or perform some 

https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/
https://www.english-corpora.org/coca/
https://www.english-corpora.org/bnc/


11session nine | course one

other type of banking service. Sometimes, 

particular banking needs can be met 

through merely using a machine instead of 

talking to someone. Many of us may prefer to use 

the “automated teller machine” (ATM) as opposed to 

actually talking to a person. It’s quicker, easier, and usually 

requires pushing buttons and nothing else. Although ATMs might 

be easier, the challenge for a language learner is to think differently 

about interpersonal types of opportunities. Allow them to become 

language learning opportunities. So, our suggestion is to plan for and make 

an intentional effort to speak and interact with a person. Talking with a 

person may take more time, effort, and fortitude, but the oral interaction 

between the bank teller and the learner may potentially provide a learning 

opportunity for further language development and acquisition. 

As previously stated, communicative interactions where learners must 

negotiate language through comprehending questions and answering them 

correctly may become a language learning opportunity. Learning can occur 

when the student is performing an ordinary task in real life. If you worry 

too much about what someone thinks, try to remember that this awkward 

moment will help you have many great moments in the future. Remember, 

negotiated language can look like talking about the meaning of words 

or phrases, clarifying pronunciation, spelling out words, asking for help, 

clarifying the message, or answering language related questions. Don’t be 

afraid to ask how something is spelled or for them to repeat something so 

that you can understand it. The decision to engage in conversation and 

negotiate meaning in order to make an intentional effort to interact with 

a person is brave. Be brave! Listen to the person and try to appropriately 

respond. This intentional effort to interact can provide powerful learning 

opportunities that can lead to greater learning outcomes! The activity for 

this session will help the independent learner think through a planned task. 
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If you worry too 
much about what 
someone thinks, 
try to remember 
that this awkward 
moment will help 
you have many great 
moments in the 
future.
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unPlanned Interactions
Secondly, in unplanned, spontaneous 

conversation, the learner has opportunities that 

occur without any prior preparation or study. Sometimes 

conversations just happen. Again, be brave and don’t shy 

away! In this type of scenario, the learner may be in a social 

situation that requires unplanned engagement. For example, perhaps 

the learner opts to use the ATM at the bank and the machine retracts 

his bank debit card into the machine and does not return it. At this point, 

the learner must go into the bank and report that his bank debit card 

wasn’t returned. This will require language use with a person from the 

bank over an unplanned situation. Although frustrating and perhaps a 

little scary, this can also become an opportunity for language learning and 

development. There may be new language that has not been previously 

used (like “the card” or “retracted” or “went into” the machine). Better 

have a dictionary! Be kind to yourself. What I’ve seen in an entire 

career of working with language learners is that they are most harsh to 

themselves. Don’t freak out or talk about how bad your language is. Thank 

the person in front of you for helping you (they can tell when we begin to 

speak that we’re learning their language) and be gracious. 

Seize the moment and learn something! 

While the learner may be more focused on retrieving his debit card, he 

or she will undoubtedly need to use language to make the need clear. 

He or she may be exposed to new words and phrases or required to form 

new questions he or she never expected to ask. When the learner cannot 

communicate a point clearly, he or she may try to describe what happened 

by using gestures. 
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Yes, I’ve done this too! I once  tried to describe deodorant 

in Japanese to a store clerk in Japan. I held up my arm and 

motioned like I was applying something under my arm. She 

took me right to the deodorant! 

“Broken” language is a part of 
learning a language, and learners 
often face situations where they have 
to adapt and communicate however 
they can. 

This is communicative interaction with negotiation of 

language. It can be uncomfortable, frustrating, and scary 

for some. Try to enjoy the process and laugh! Often a shift 

in attitude can make all the difference. The learner can 

view the situation as an opportunity for learning. He or she 

can write down the new words or phrases, log them in their 

phone, audio or video record them (with permission), or 

have the proficient speaker write them down as a helpful 

gesture of kindness, which many, if not most, people are 

willing to do. The learner can re-tell the incident (for a 

laugh) and recall the new language in follow-up sessions 

with tutors or helpers. He or she can also find other uses 

for the new language. I talked about the difference between 

deodorant and perfume with my helper for several sessions, 

and then we went shopping and compared perfume 

fragrances. This type of incidental learning, which happens 

by chance, can be very valuable to the language learner. 
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Both planned and unplanned 
interactions are valid and helpful. 

There will be some predictable interactions and some 

unpredictable interactions in both planned and unplanned 

practice. A predictable interaction with a grocery store clerk 

might be about finding a grocery item, the cost of a grocery 

item, or a purchase-related question about a discount or a 

coupon in a store. This can be planned or spontaneous but 

would be considered a predictable dialogue for a grocery 

store context. An unpredictable dialogue in a grocery store 

might be about something from a totally different context, 

such as a school situation, a personal illness, a family 

situation, or a million other common topics that we may not 

really be thinking about when we run into the grocery store. 

The unpredictable conversation, like the predictable 

conversation, is also an opportunity for learning and gauging 

how we handle the unexpected things in the language. 

These opportunities provide ample experiences to learn and 

grow both as a person and in more practical and socially 

acceptable uses of the language. 

Watch Videos 9.1 and 9.2  

which demonstrate the following activities.

Watch Video 9.1 Watch Video 9.2 

https://vimeo.com/477717463
https://vimeo.com/465452618
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key principles 
for language learning

VARIETY challenges us to expand our horizons.

• No videos, podcasts, or music. Why? No interaction.

• Video conferencing and phone calls are good 

• Go different places! Talk to new people!

Language learners need to be INTENTIONAL  

and PERSISTENT in their study of another language.

• Don't be shy!

• It takes time and practice

A well-rounded language study plan needs BALANCE in  

instruction, private study, and practice time.

• A third of your total hours

• Practice is interaction with other people in the new language

• Planned and unplanned

• Predictable and unpredictable
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activity

1. before i go (with helper) yes no

I will look at a picture of a local 
market and learn new words and 
phrases.

I will put some new words into 
sentences (written and oral) to 
practice.

I will role-play going to the grocery 
store with my helper.

I will make corrections in written 
or oral speech (with my helper).

I will prepare two questions to use 
at the grocery store.

Can you make a simple checklist such as the following? Can you follow the 

progression before, during, and after going to the grocery store?

2. at the grocery store yes no

I will physically go to the grocery 
store.

I will buy things on my grocery list, 
which I also wrote in the language.

I will ask two questions about 
items on my list.

Sample 1: 

Where is your dairy section? 
(Simple) OR Can you help me 
find the packaged meat and 
poultry, please? (Complex)

Sample 2: 

Is this item on sale? (Simple) 
OR How often do you offer 
coupons for dairy items in your 
store? (Complex)

I will write down or record the 
answers for later review.

I will have one conversation with 
someone when I’m shopping.*

Sample: 

Have a dialogue with a store 
clerk about a grocery item. 
(Simple) OR Have a dialogue 
with someone (a store clerk or 
another client) about a recipe 
with cinnamon and fruit.
(Complex)

3. after i return yes no

I will tell a friend (or my helper) 
about my conversation later and 
repeat some details.

I will look up and learn the 
new words that I wrote down or 
recorded. 

I will study the meaning of the 
new words.

I will use the new words in writing 
(maybe some prepared sentences) 
and speech (in talking to someone).

I will use my new words the next 
time I go to the store.
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activity
Use the "In-Community Sheet," or Planned Practice Worksheet,  

on the following pages to help plan for an outing.

In-Community Sheet

Name: 

Date:     

What Task:  

Purpose: 

Time:  

Location:  

 New Vocabulary

 Possible Dialogues

 Questions/Answers

 Descriptions/Directions

checklist for learner
See details on following pages.
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New Vocabulary
(Intermediate level may make more complex)

Write new vocabulary in phrases or sentences (audio-record your oral language 

after written section is complete).

1.

2.

3.

activity

nouns verbs adjectives

L1 L2 L1 L2 L1 L2

Aisle Sell Cheap

Dairy Check out Expensive
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possible dialogues
Write down what two people talking might say to each other. 

Speaker script

person 1

person 2

person 1

person 2

person 1

person 2

person 1

person 2

questions and answers
What questions might I ask? What possible answers would someone give?  

question answer

descriptions and/or directions
(Use an extra sheet if needed)
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