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INTRODUCTION & CONTENTS 
This Quick Start Guide is the product of twenty years of experimenting, testing, and 

generally making a fool of myself in (mostly!) enjoyable ways. Think of it as a highlight reel 

of the most important lessons I’ve internalized as I’ve learned languages, studied 

linguistics, and traveled the world. While making mistakes and wasting time are an 

inevitable part of any journey, I hope that this guide can help spare you from some of the 

biggest missteps and pitfalls. 

Obviously, this short guide doesn’t include everything you need to master a foreign tongue, 

but it does include the essential actions you need to get started in a new language today. So 

put on your linguistic hiking boots and get ready to begin your language learning journey! 
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QUICK START GUIDE
STEP 1: DEFINE YOUR WHY 

“He who has a why to live for can bear almost any how.” ―Friedrich Nietzsche 

Creating and sustaining motivation is one of the biggest 

challenges in language learning. And the single most powerful 

way I know to get and stay motivated is having a big, chewy, 

powerful “why” for learning the language―a driving purpose 

that keeps you putting one foot in front of the other no matter 

how steep the trail may get. 

Flimsy feelings like “It would kinda be cool to speak a foreign language” or 

“maybe this language will be useful in my career someday” won’t cut it. Why? Because 

when the going gets tough, you’ll quit. You won’t have the psychological fuel to keep going. 

To succeed in language learning, your “why” has to be: 

‣ strong 

‣ emotional 

‣ personal 

‣ immediate 

Like Friedrich Nietzsche put it, you can bear almost any how if you have a strong enough 

why. Victor Frankl had this realization when he was interned in Nazi concentration camps 

during World War II. Despite the most horrid circumstances imaginable, he saw that those 

with a strong enough reason to carry on outlived those who couldn’t find meaning in their 

suffering. 
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Obviously there is a big difference between maintaining the will to live and simply 

maintaining the will to learn a language, but the same basic principles apply in both domains. 

He or she with a strong enough “why" will: 

‣ Find the time to study their target language no matter how busy their schedule. 

‣ Find the money to buy resources no matter how tight their budget. 

‣ Find the courage to practice communicating with native speakers. 

So what is your deep, burning, emotionally charged reason to learn your target language? 

Use the box below to write out your “why”. I’d also encourage you to write this on an index 

card, and place it somewhere prominent where you’ll see it each day. This will keep your 

“why” top of mind and help you keep going when the going gets tough. 

MY “WHY”:
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STEP 2: CREATE “SMART” GOALS 

“If you aim at nothing, you will hit it every time.” —Zig Ziglar 

Before you set out on your language learning adventure, you need 

to know which way to point your compass. If you don’t know 

where you want to go, how do you ever expect to get there?  

This is where goal setting comes in. But not just any goals 

will do. To ensure the highest chances of reaching your 

language learning objectives, you need to make sure that 

your goals are “smart,” an acronym that stands for: 

‣ Specific: Exactly what do you wish to accomplish? Vague 

goals breed laziness. Precise goals breed action. 

‣ Measurable: As the great Peter Drucker said, “What gets measured gets improved.” If 

you can’t measure your goals, you have no way of knowing if you’re actually moving 

toward them or not. More about this in Step 5: Track Your Progress. 

‣ Attainable: If your goals are not beyond the reach of mere mortals, they will end up 

demoralizing—rather than motivating—you. Stretch yourself, yes, but don’t reach so 

far and high that you snap along the way. 

‣ Relevant: To have the greatest impact, your goals should fit your life personality, 

interests, obsessions, lifestyle, profession, etc.  

‣ Time-bound: Perhaps the most important component of effective goals is urgency, 

which can easily be accomplished by adding a specific deadline or timeframe.  
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So what do S.M.A.R.T. goals look like? Here are some examples of ineffective goals and 

their smart equivalents: 

Now it’s your turn. Use the boxes below to write out your own set of S.M.A.R.T. goals. Then 

make sure to check off each box below to ensure that it fits all five criteria. If it doesn’t, go 

back and tweak it until it does. 

INEFFECTIVE GOALS SAMPLE SMART GOALS

“Learn Japanese.” “Hold a flowing 5-minute conversation 
with a native speaker in 3 months.”

“Speak perfect Japanese.” “Pass the N1 Level of the JLPT exam by 
next December.”

“Master all Japanese kanji.”
“Finish all lessons in Remembering the Kanji 

by June 1.”

GOAL 1:

Specific Measurable Attainable Relevant Time-Bound

GOAL 2:

Specific Measurable Attainable Relevant Time-Bound

GOAL 3:

Specific Measurable Attainable Relevant Time-Bound
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STEP 3: FOCUS ON DAILY SYSTEMS & HABITS 

“Goals are good for planning your progress and systems are good for actually making progress.” 

—James Clear 

Although goals are a necessary first step to set your compass, they 

won’t get you very far unless they’re translated into effective 

daily systems. As James Clear shares in his book Atomic 

Habits, “outcomes are a lagging measure of your habits.” In 

other words, your ability to understand and speak a foreign 

language well is a “lagging measure” of consistent daily 

exposure and practice. You won’t get fluent in a day, but if you 

put in enough hours over enough weeks and months, you will 

eventually reach a high level of fluency. As James puts it, “You 

get what you repeat.” 

SAMPLE SMART GOALS SAMPLE DAILY SYSTEMS

“Hold a flowing 5-minute conversation 
with a native speaker in 3 months.”

Spend 1 hour listening per day from 7 to 8 
am, and 30 min. speaking with a tutor from 

12 to 12:30 pm.

“Pass the N1 Level of the JLPT exam by 
next December.”

Complete one section of a JLPT practice 
test first thing each morning.

“Finish all lessons in Remembering the Kanji 
by June 1.”

Study 10 new kanji before bed, and review 
previously studied kanji for 10 minutes 

every morning.
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STEP 4: CHOOSE MATERIALS YOU LOVE 

“Study hard what interests you the most in the most undisciplined, irreverent and original 

manner possible.” ―Richard P. Feynman 

Choosing materials, resources, tools, and methods you love is one of 

the one of the main reasons why my Self-Guided 

Immersion™ approach is so much more fun and effective 

than traditional language learning. In classes, you are 

usually stuck with whatever materials and topics your 

teacher or school happens to choose. When you learn on your 

own, you get to decide what you listen to, what you read, who you 

speak to, and what you talk about.  It’s like a Choose Your Own 

Adventure book for language learning! Here’s how to get started: 

‣ Choose materials and topics that fit your unique interests, goals, learning style, and 

needs. Be honest with yourself and choose what is truly enjoyable, interesting, and 

effective for you, not your friends, family, peers, colleagues, classmates, etc. 

‣ Read and listen to topics you would engage with anyway in your native language. If you 

would never read the newspaper in English, why are you forcing yourself through the 

Asahi Shimbun (one of Japan’s top newspapers) in Japanese? 

‣ Don’t get caught up in paralysis by analysis and the pursuit of the “perfect” topics and 

tools.  As the psychologist Barry Schwartz put it in his book The Paradox of Choice, too 

much choice can sometimes be just as limiting as too little. In today’s world of nearly 

endless options, it is all too easy to get lost in choosing instead of actually doing. So yes, 

pick content that you love, but don’t spend too much time looking. Just pick something 

that looks interesting and start. Today. 
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STEP 5: TRACK YOUR PROGRESS 

“Knowing what to measure, and how to measure it, can make a complicated world less so.”  

―Steven Levitt & Stephen Dubner, Think Like a Freak 

Tracking is crucial for two main reasons: 

‣ Tracking increases motivation. Perceived progress is 

one of the greatest motivators in language learning, but 

it can be hard to tell on a daily basis if you are actually 

improving or not if you don’t periodically measure your 

progress. When you compare where you are today with where you were just 

a few months ago, you may be pleasantly surprised how far you’ve come! 

‣ Tracking shows you what’s working (and what’s not). When you first start out in 

language learning, you have to throw a lot at the wall and see what sticks. Not every 

technique or resource will work for you, so use tracking to separate the wheat from 

the chaff. 

SKILL HOW TO TRACK

Listening Listen to a segment of audio and estimate the percentage you 
comprehend. Listen again 3 months later and re-assess.

Speaking Record yourself reading a script or speaking with a native speaker. Re-
record 3 months later and compare pronunciation.

Reading Find a book at your level you enjoy, and time how long it takes to read one 
page. Read the same page again 3 months later and re-time yourself.

Writing Write a self-introduction and have it corrected by a native speaker for 
errors. Re-write 3 months later and compare with first version.
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STEP 6: FOCUS ON HIGH-FREQUENCY WORDS FIRST 

“We should remember the warning of the wise Grail knight in Indiana Jones and the Last 

Crusade: ‘You must choose, but choose wisely, for as the true Grail will bring you life, the false 

Grail will take it from you.’ Choose the highest-yield material and you can be an idiot and enjoy 

stunning success.  Choose poorly and, as the Grail knight implied, you’re screwed no matter what. 

You’ll chase your own tail for years.” ―Tim Ferriss, The 4-Hour Chef 

A small set of core words and structures accounts for the vast 

majority of language you will encounter day to day. For 

example: 

‣ There are over 250,000 words in modern English, 

yet the most common 100 words (0.06%) account 

for 50% of all printed English materials! 

‣ There are 2,136 “Common Use” kanji (Chinese 

characters) in Japanese you need to learn to be 

considered literate. However, just 200 kanji comprise 50% of 

Japanese Wikipedia! Take that number to 500 kanji, and you reach 75%! 

We could go on and on with similar examples for other languages, but you get the idea. 

While you will eventually want to learn more, you should focus your initial efforts on 

mastering the highest-frequency words first. To find lists for your target language, just 

search for “[Language] + frequency list.” 

Page ̀  of `8 13



QUICK START GUIDE
STEP 7: MAXIMIZE INTERESTING INPUT 

“Language acquisition proceeds best when the input is not just comprehensible, but really 

interesting, even compelling; so interesting that you forget you are listening to or reading another 

language.” —Stephen Krashen 

In linguistics, "input" refers to listening and reading content. Here are some of 

the best ways to get interesting listening and reading input throughout your 

day: 

‣ Listen to Foreign Language Podcasts, Radio & Music: You 

can find thousands of free foreign language podcasts on 

iTunes, Stitcher, and other podcatchers. You can also listen to 

radio shows from around the world using the TuneIn app or site. 

‣ Watch foreign language videos, TV & movies: With amazing tools like 

Netflix, Hulu, Amazon Prime Video, YouTube, FluentU, CrunchyRoll, etc., 

language learners now have no problem finding hours and hours of fun, 

engaging, immersive foreign language videos. 

‣ Read foreign language news, magazines & books: Browse foreign language news 

sites on Omniglot, find a foreign language magazine on Issuu or Scribd, or search for 

books in foreign languages on Amazon or from your local library using the OverDrive 

app. 

‣ Change your device & website display languages: With just a few taps or clicks, you 

can change your smartphone, computer, social media accounts, and web browser to 

your target language. This way, you get exposure to the language throughout your 

normal day as you do tasks you would already be doing anyway. See instructions here. 
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STEP 8: MAXIMIZE AUTHENTIC OUTPUT 

 “If you wait until you don’t make any mistakes you will probably never speak.” ―Benny Lewis 

As you can guess, "output" is the opposite of "input" in 

linguistic terms, and refers to speaking and writing. Many 

people find output more intimidating since it risks making 

mistakes and being being misunderstood. But be brave and 

realize that you need a balanced diet of both input and 

output to reach fluency. You can’t learn to speak and write 

by listening and reading alone. Here are some good ways to 

practice speaking and writing no matter where in the world you live: 

‣ Get a language tutor: The single most powerful activity for learning a language is 

working with a tutor. They can share useful vocabulary and grammar patterns, 

suggest resources that fit your interests, and point out your mistakes before they 

become difficult to undo later. There are numerous places to find tutors online today 

but my favorite is iTalki, which has a large number of highly rated tutors, a useful 

scheduling tool that automatically adjusts for time zones, and a great blog. 

‣ Get your writing corrected: Getting direct feedback on your writing from a native 

speaker is the fastest way to improve your foreign language writing skills. Use 

Lang-8's nifty bartering system to get free correction of your writing in your target 

language in exchange for providing feedback on compositions written in your native 

language. 

‣ Text with native speakers: Texting is a great low-stress, low-stakes way to practice 

writing in a foreign language. Use the app HelloTalk to chat with native speakers 

around the world. 

Page ̀  of `10 13

http://www.italki.com/?ref=1358222
http://lang-8.com
https://www.hellotalk.com


QUICK START GUIDE
STEP 9: MAXIMIZE MEANINGFUL REPETITION 

“Repetition is the mother of skill.” —Khatzumoto, All Japanese All The Time 

Repetition is an essential component of language learning, but 

repetition can get really boring, really fast. Unlike little 

children who will read the same Dr. Seuss book fifty times 

without getting bored, we adults crave a little more novelty. 

Fortunately, there are a few key ways we can get repeated 

exposure to new words, phrases, and structures without 

tedious repetition: 

‣ Use Narrow Reading & Listening: Popularized by the 

applied linguist Stephen Krashen, “narrow reading” and 

“narrow listening” involve reading or listening to a variety of 

materials on the same “narrow” topic. In this way, you can get re-exposed to many of 

the same words and patterns in a meaningful and interesting contexts without having 

to read or listen to the exact same passages over and over. Learn more here. 

‣ Use a spaced repetition app: Spaced Repetition Systems (or “SRS” for short) are 

flashcard programs designed to help you systematically remember information 

through intelligent review scheduling. Instead of wasting precious time on 

information you already know, SRS apps allow you to focus your efforts on only the 

information you have yet to commit to long-term memory. Learn more here. 
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STEP 10: HAVE FUN! 

“Why do so many frown so sternly at the idea of having fun? Perhaps out of fear that it connotes 

you aren’t serious. But best we can tell, there is no correlation between appearing to be serious 

and actually being good at what you do. In fact, an argument can be made that the opposite is 

true.” ―Steven Levitt & Stephen Dubner, Think Like a Freak 

Fun is an essential ingredient in language learning for three main 

reasons: 

‣ Fun gets done: As the language blogger Khatzumoto puts it 

succinctly, “Fun gets done.” The more you enjoy the language 

learning process, the more likely you will be to show up each 

and every day, and stick to your daily systems and habits. 

‣ Fun is addictive: We don’t need motivational strategies and psychological hacks to get 

us to play more video games, to spend more time scrolling through Facebook or 

Instagram, or to eat more Cherry Garcia ice cream. All of these activities are 

inherently enjoyable (dare I say addictive!), so we do them for their own sake. 

Language learning needn’t be any different. If you choose topics and resources you 

love and harness the power of fun, it will be that much easier to put in the requisite 

time on task each day. Instead of forcing yourself to study, you will have to force 

yourself to take breaks from language for food and bodily functions! 

‣ Fun improves memory: Best of all, the more you enjoy your language learning tasks, 

the easier it will be to remember new words, phrases, and patterns. Our brains only 

bother encoding information that matters, and interest is one of the most effective 

ways to signal significance to the hippocampus, the brain’s gatekeeper of new 

memories.  
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NEXT STEPS 

Start Today! 

I hope you’ve enjoyed this Quick Start Guide and now have the essential tips and tools you 

need to take action today. You don’t need to try everything in the guide at once. Just pick 

one tiny step and start. As David J. Schwartz urges in The Magic of Thinking Big: 

“Get down to business—pronto. Don’t waste time getting ready to act. Start acting instead.” 

Ready for More? 

If you’re ready to take your language learning journey to the next level, and want more 

detailed guidance on how to create an immersion environment no matter where in the 

world you live, check out my step-by-step language learning guides Master Japanese and 

Master Mandarin. 
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