Learning Japanese the Easy Way?

Ryan Monahan

| have been an English teacher in Imabari for two years now. | love teaching, but my most valuable
lesson after two years here has not been learning how to teach, but learning how to learn. | came to Japan with
zero knowledge of the Japanese language. Stumbling along my self-introduction to my new boss as | read my
romaji notecard was an ordeal. A fellow English teacher, who had been with us, still likes to tease me about my
pronunciation of “onegaishimasu.” After two years, | am proud to say that my language ability is... slightly more
than zero, though my very kind Japanese friends claim that | have progressed much more than that. I'm proud of
my progress; particularly because rarely do | sit down to do any diligent studying, and never do | attend
Japanese classes (Note: I'm not proud of being a bad student; I'm proud of learning despite being a bad
student). My Japanese education has been almost purely experiential. Talking with Japanese friends is always
difficult, but always rewarding, because | learn more Japanese the more mistakes | make, and the more we
laugh at the silly things | say the closer our friendship grows. It's quite exciting to see my progress—from not
knowing how to say “My name is Ryan” two years ago to now being able to effectively communicate my thoughts
and ideas to others while understanding theirs. That’s the point of learning a language, after all.

When | was a university student studying education, | learned that students won’t learn by simply being
given “knowledge.” Students learn by doing. | have learned what little Japanese | know by using it, making
mistakes with it, living it day in and day out, and | can attest that learning by “doing” works, and progress comes
quickly. I am sharing my perspective in a bilingual magazine to share with others interested in language learning
that while of course studying has its place, so does trying the new language, failing, and trying again. Foreigners
learning Japanese have no shortage of opportunities to do so. For those learning English, don’t be afraid to seek
out a conversation partner regardless of how many mistakes you fear you might make. | for one would be more
than happy to laugh at your mistakes just as long as you'll be willing to laugh at mine.
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