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Communicating in a target language is not easy. I learnt French at school by means of grammar translation, which means that, although I can sit a written exam and get reasonable marks, I cannot speak it. I have been to other language environments (e.g. France, Spain, Japan, Russia, Brazil, Indonesia) for brief periods of time – too brief to do more than pick up a few common expressions. And I have been submersed in three different languages in which I have had to live and work for reasonably extended periods of time, so that developing some level of communicative competence has been a matter of survival in these environments. So perhaps I can contribute a few insights based on my experiences in China, North Korea and Turkey.

When I first went to work in Beijing, China, I knew two scraps of Mandarin: ni hao (hello) and xie xie (thank you), both picked up from my students, who were always delighted that a foreigner would make any sort of effort to meet them however minimally on their own linguistic territory. Over the next two and a half years, although it would be an exaggeration to say I got to be fluent in Mandarin, I learned enough to be able to cope with many of the situations for which one needs language. I could manage the basic pleasantries - dui (yes); dui bu qi (sorry); bu ke qi (don’t mention it); mei shir (no problem); tsai jian (goodbye). I could direct a taxi driver - yi zhi (straight ahead); you guai (turn right); zuo guai (turn left); ting zher (stop here). I could usually get what I wanted in a supermarket - yi jin (half a kilo) of eggs (ji dan) or lettuce leaves (wo ju); tai gui (too expensive); qing gei wo fa piao (receipt please). I generally managed to get something more or less like what I thought I wanted in a restaurant - ji rou (chicken); zhu rou (pork); kao ya (Beijing duck); jiao zi (dumplings); mi fan (rice); hong cha (black tea) niu nai (with milk); pi jiu (beer). I learned to take a bus or the subway and get somewhere near where I actually wanted to go. And, most importantly - xi shou jian zai na li (where is the toilet?). In other words, by the end of my couple of years in Beijing I had accumulated a working vocabulary which served me pretty well for most of the situations for which I needed it, and Chinese grammar is relatively simple, though the tones are notoriously difficult for speakers of a non-tonal language such as English. Although I made little effort to conquer anything but the most basic written characters, this was not really necessary, since modern Beijing tends to have signs both in Chinese characters and Pin Yin (the Romanized alphabet), which makes them more recognizable to Westerners. This is not always the case out of the major cities, however, and taxi drivers probably will not recognize the name of a hotel in Roman script – best to print the Chinese names in Chinese characters, or get someone to write it in Chinese characters for you (they are usually very happy to do this). 
My next overseas work experience was in Pyongyang, North Korea. Here they do not have signs in English, so it is very helpful to make some effort to come to terms with the Korean alphabet, which is actually phonetic and very logical once you get your brain around it. My (south) Korean students had taught me some basic Korean: an yong ha se yo (hello) and kam sa ham ni da (thank you), but in the north I found they preferred the more formal greeting (an yong ha shim ni ka). Partly because the writing is more transparent, Korean is probably an easier language for Westerners to learn, but in fact, I learnt less Korean than I did Chinese. The reason for this is that we were not allowed to mix with the locals there, and almost wherever I went I was provided with transport and had my coordinator with me who did all the talking. In other words, the opportunity to practice and make mistakes and learn from experience by means of interaction with native speakers was simply not there, and, as a result, the Korean that I learnt was minimal.

For the last five years I have been in Istanbul. When I first went to Turkey, I knew not one word of Turkish, not even merhaba (hello). But from a Western point of view, Turkish writing is relatively easy. It has accents, and the letters do not always correspond to the sounds one expects in English (they pronounce my name as we might write “Jarol”, for instance, if they see it written and do not already know how to pronounce it). Nevertheless, once these points of difference have been assimilated, it is possible to look at a Turkish word and pronounce it fairly accurately. The vocabulary has a lot of French in it, so although it may not look like the French word when it is written (e.g. kuaför), when sounded it is recognizable as coiffeur (hairdresser). But Turkish grammar is complicated: they decline the nouns, and conjugate the verbs, and agglutinate, and have vowel and consonant harmony. Even so, these rules are regular: once you know them, they do not change, unlike English where the parts of a verb are notoriously irregular (sing, sang, sung etc.), noun forms ditto (child, children etc.), while prepositions and articles cause problems even for highly advanced learners of English, and almost defy any attempt to impose “rules” on them. 

So, do I have any advice for developing communicative competence in a target language? I am, frankly, not proud of my own achievements in this regard. I have I have spent my life teaching my own language, but although I can “get by” in various other languages I am not really fluent in any of them, and I would like to be. It is probably true that some languages are easier for English speakers than others: Chinese, with its tones and ideographic writing system is maybe one of the most difficult, while Turkish, which uses a basically Roman script and has a lot of recognizable vocabulary is easier, although the grammar is daunting. These factors may be something to consider when deciding what to study. The problem is that, whichever language you choose, it takes time, it takes energy, and at the end of a busy day when you probably still have students’ work to mark, exams to set, family matters to deal with, and editors anxious because of looming deadlines, the motivation to invest time and energy in something that you don’t actually really need to do is not so easy to find! Learning language doesn’t just happen, even in an input-rich environment. If you want to develop more than just basic communication skills, you have to work at it.  

