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First of all, never assume that the foreign grammar will be just like English grammar.  Most languages have genders assigned to nouns and agreement rules for adjectives that do not exist in English.  Word order might be completely the opposite, and certain verb tenses might be used in different situations.  Some languages never use articles, while other use them almost all the time.  You might have to learn what cases and declensions are, or how to conjugate verbs in the perfective and imperfective aspects.  Even punctuation could be different than what you're used to. But the most basic topics of grammar, like nouns or prepositions, exist in all languages and are used the same way by definition.  (i.e. a noun will always be a person, place, thing or idea no matter what language the word is in.) 

When learning a new language, it is necessary to use the language everyday and study whenever you possibly can. For learning vocabulary, you could start by writing your "to do" lists in the language, or even giving commands to your dog.  Label household items, like the table or television, with the word in the language. And start translating everything you see or read or hear into the new language. See how fast you can switch between the two (or more) languages in your mind. 

One useful way to remember nouns (and their genders) is to associate them with other ideas that you are already familiar with.  I will never forget that the Russian word for world and peace is mir because I thought it was so strange that one word could mean both of those things.  I can remember that ausgezeichnet is excellent in German just because it's so fun to say.  I know that la camera is Italian for bedroom because I took pictures of my room to finish up a roll of film a while ago.  Le carré in French means square, and every time I see a book by John le Carré, I think his name is John Square. 

You can also use this mind trick to associate words with other random things that will help you remember the vocabulary.  The Dutch and German word for donkey is esel, so picture someone painting a donkey on an easel (that is, by the way, where English got the word for easel, although I have no idea what it has to with a donkey...).  In Russian and Croatian, the word for home is dom, which is the beginning of domestic in English.  Comprender in Spanish is to understand, and it's similar to comprehend; aprender is to learn, and it's similar to apprehend, as in apprehend the information and send it to your brain.  The word for intersection in French is le carrefour because four cars meet there. Il corpo in Italian means the body because after it is dead, it becomes a corpse. There are numerous relationships to discover between vocabulary words and associated ideas. A little imagination may be necessary, but it sure beats making flash cards or writing word lists.  That's not to say that flash cards are a total waste.  Just make sure you write them yourself to get extra practice, and study them in every free moment you have during the day. 

If you're learning more than one language, always make sure to learn the same vocabulary in all the languages. If you're learning German and French, and know a certain word in one language, but not the other, then find out what it is. Try to learn them equally, or the dominant language will take over in your thinking.  You can also greatly increase your vocabulary when studying languages of the same family, such as Spanish and Portuguese, because the words will usually be similar. 

Reading & Writing 

Reading a foreign language is usually the easiest aspect of learning. Unless you are learning a language that uses a different alphabet than your native language; in that case, speaking might be the easiest. Anyway, you can find lots of newspapers online in virtually every language, and many sites have language options, such as Yahoo. Some government websites have bilingual pages, such as those of Canada and Switzerland. You can also try reading some children's book to begin with, then moving up to regular novels. You might have problems finding foreign language materials at your library, but most bookstores have at least a few children's books in different languages. And there are some French novels available online, such as Around the World in Eighty Days or From the Earth to the Moon. Dual language books are also a great resource and can be purchased from Dover Publications at very cheap prices. I highly recommend using readers and translating as much as possible when you begin studying a language. Becoming familiar with certain expressions and ways of writing is very helpful with vocabulary acquisition and certain nuances of the language, such as idioms and proverbs. 

E-mail pen pals is an option for writing and also learning about the little aspects of culture. There isn't much else you can do for writing unless you have a teacher who can correct your mistakes. That's why I study grammar so rigorously; I try to become perfect so that I won't need any corrections on my writing.  You can try some online translating services if you need a quick translation, but don't count on them to have perfect grammar or even the correct translations of some words.  There are also some online dictionaries for a lot of languages, but most aren't very extensive. 

Some books you need to buy are a dictionary (preferably one with pronunciations for every word); a book of verb conjugations; and a grammar review. If you can find a dictionary with complete verb conjugations, then you can get by with only that one book because you can find almost all grammar online. Books of vocabulary may be helpful for quick reference, but who really learns vocabulary by studying lists in a book? (Besides me.) I think it's more wise to get a cassette or CD of vocabulary so you know exactly how the words sound. However, for languages such as French, which slur most of the words together in a sentence, learning just the words might not help much. In this case, it would be better to listen to whole sentences. 

One problem with foreign language books is that the majority of them cater to the traveller who just wants to get by in the language and not actually speak it fluently. Another problem is that most books do not present the grammar in an order conducive to learning or even in an order that corresponds to the frequency of usage in the language. This is the major problem I see with high school and college textbooks. For example, the past tense of verbs is not even introduced until about the 6th chapter, so the student must speak only in the present tense for weeks or months! In addition, the sample sentences given in those books are so boring and pointless because native speakers rarely use them. If the books included more colloquialisms or slang words, as well as certain fixed expressions that are vital for survival in the language, then maybe more students would be interested in taking foreign language classes in school. But as long as school curricula continue to focus solely on form and not meaning, then students will only learn how to conjugate verbs or decline nouns, but never be able to actually speak the language. (I'm going to do my PhD research on how adults learn foreign languages and how we can better teach them in classrooms since I disagree with the way they are currently taught, and especially with the way textbooks are written. So I have a lot to say on this subject...) 

Nevertheless, there are some books that are rather helpful for learning languages. You can find some cheap books at stores like Borders Outlet or even on Ebay, although I would advise to actually look at the book first before buying it online. In my experience, books by Dover Publications and the NTC publishing company (now part of McGraw-Hill) are the least expensive and most useful, especially if you're looking for vocabulary books or short stories. I also love Living Languages (part of Random House) full language courses. Living Language's Ultimate Series is available in French, German, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, Russian, Japanese and Chinese. The books are equivalent to two years of college level study, and there are also 8 hours of recordings, but you have to buy those separately. For dictionaries and grammar books, I recommend the Routledge series because they are so comprehensive. The dictionaries include the pronunciation of every word, plus plural forms of nouns and other pertinent information that most dictionaries tend to ignore. And the grammar books are available for a wide range of languages; however, the only drawback is that most cost around $30 USD.  

I've bought a lot of older books at library sales (for $1 each), but these books tend to focus on pronunciation (because most books written 50 years ago did), and they use a technical linguistic jargon to describe how to pronounce words. Unless you are familiar with interdental fricatives and know what IPA stands for, you probably won't get much out of those sections. Older books also lack new slang or colloquial expressions and might contain some older sayings that are no longer used. But you can still use the older books for a grammar review since grammar is mostly unchanging. 

And for fun, you can try the Funix book and flash cards which teach a foreign language using rearranged English words.  For example, "cone goose toe" is Spanish for with pleasure (con gusto) and "bunny day" is French for good idea (bonne idée).  But remember this is just for fun, and the English pronunciations are not exactly how the words are supposed to be pronounced. 

Listening & Speaking 

Listen to the language as much as possible. This will probably be your weakest point (it is mine), especially if you live in a country that has little access to foreign languages like the United States. If you're poor like me, you can listen to foreign radio stations through Realplayer or through their own websites, or just switch the spoken language feature to French or Spanish on the DVDs you already own. (Don't rely on the subtitles to exactly match what is spoken though. The translations are more cultural than literal.) Also be sure to check out foreign movies, such as Lola Rennt (Run Lola Run), La Vita è Bella (Life is Beautiful), and Amélie. If you can't find them in regular stores, you can most likely find them at Amazon.com. 

If you can afford to spend a little money, you can get some tapes or CDs of vocabulary (like VocabuLearn) or even CD-Roms that let you speak into a microphone to judge how well you sound like a native speaker. There are a lot of tapes that go with phrase books too that might be useful. The tapes that I would definitely recommend are of verb conjugations. Living Language makes some cassettes called "A Conversational Approach to Verbs" which includes pronunciations of all the verb tenses. This is very helpful since most other cassettes only include the present tense of verbs. You can check on Ebay or half.com for these tapes too, so you don't have to pay full price. Or you could try outlet book stores, such as Borders Outlet. Some foreign language msuic CDs are available in the US too (check the world or international section of music stores), especially Spanish ones. Listening to songs in the target language also helps with increasing vocabulary since rhymes are more easily remembered. Pimsleur's famous audio language programs are a bit expensive, but they are very useful and available in several languages. They've definitely helped my pronunciation and comprehension. 

If you're ridiculously rich, you can buy some video programs that I hear are really good. The Muzzy tapes are designed for children and are available in French, Spanish, Italian, and German; but I'm sure adults can profit from them too.  French in Action, Destinos and Fokus Deutsch are three great video programs for French, Spanish and German (now available on VHS or DVD).  I have used the French in Action videos and cassettes in my college classes, and I highly recommend them.  Most college libraries have the videos, but I doubt local libraries would.  Every once in a while the tapes and textbooks are sold on Ebay, so I would suggest trying there first before spending $400 on them from the publishing company.  Better yet, the company that produces the programs, the Annenberg/CPB project, has all of the videos on their website that you can watch if you have a broadband connection. You have to sign up on the website, but it's free and the transcripts are also available online so you can read along with the dialog. Champs-Elysées is an audiomagazine (available in French, Spanish, Italian, and German) that will send you periodicals on cassette or CD, as well as scripts, to help with listening comprehension every month. But of course, this program is over-priced as well (starts at $89 for a 5 month subscription on cassette, not including study supplements.) 

Obviously, learning foreign languages is not cheap, especially when you need extra listening practice.  Some websites are trying to incorporate sound files into their lessons, but that's not very helpful for people with terribly slow internet connections. That's why I always try to get books that include pronunciations or cassettes that correspond to the text.  But if you're really serious about learning a language, and maintaining fluency in it, then you will most likely have to spend more money than you would like to, especially if you never get the chance to visit the country that speaks the language. 



