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—SPECIAL COLUMN-
LIFE IS 30 MINUTES

Lary MacDonald

Professor

Faculty of International Liveral Arts

In university, learning tasks can seem overwhelming. Students have very busy lives and must balance study and daily
tasks during university life. However, an effective way to study is to think of tasks in short increments. Studying for
many hours at one time can be counterproductive because your mind cannot process and recall all of the information.
Studying for short periods of time is especially effective when studying in a foreign language such as English. This essay
will discuss a method that I suggest to students called “Life is 30 minutes.” By thinking of English reading/listening in
short 30-minute intervals you will increase your retention of vocabulary and grammar, improve your speaking ability,
and enjoy studying English.

Students often ask, “How to I improve my English?” My common response is simple: read and listen to English
as often as possible. Research in English as a Second Language has shown that input precedes output. In other words,
the language that you produce through writing and speaking must first be “input” through reading and listening. What
is important is when you read and listen to English, and what you should read and listen to. In the following paragraphs,
[ will provide some tips.

Reading literature is an effect method. Authentic English books are often difficult for English learners, so I
encourage you to read “graded readers.” Graded readers are popular novels that have been modified for English language
learners. The books are “graded” based on the vocabulary and grammar used in the book. For example, level 1 books
contain about 300 headwords (vocabulary words), while level 6 contains about 3000 headwords (vocabulary). Graded
readers should be enjoyable to read. Therefore, you should select a level for which you can understand most of the
vocabulary so that you do not need to use a dictionary. In addition, many graded readers come with CDs which are a
transcription of the book. In this way, you can practice reading and listening at the same time. Our main library at Soka
University and the SPACe study center have an extensive collection of graded readers.

Another way to immerse yourself in English is using the World-wide web. There are many websites that
contain news and information that is modified for English language learners. One such website is Voice of America
(VOA). VOA contains the Learning English page in which news and information is presented in simplified English (http://
learningenglish.voanews.com/). In additional to American and World News, this website also contains news stories
related to Business and Economics, Science and Technology, Entertainment and History. You will also notice that each
news story contains audio for listening and a written transcript of the audio for reading practice. In other words, if
you are at a PC, you can listen to and read the content as the same time. I cannot stress how useful this is for learning
English. By activating both your ears through listening and your eyes through reading, you can increase your retention
of important vocabulary and grammar. Another benefit of using the web is that you can listen or read the story any
number of times if you do not understand it completely the first time through. Another useful website is Breaking
News English (http://www.breakingnewsenglish.com/ ). Each news story is provided at varying levels of language
difficulty (from level 1 to 6). In addition, you can adjust the listening and reading speed of each news story to suit your
comprehension level. The British Broadcasting Company also sponsors an English language learning website with a
variety of reading and listening activities: http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/. I highly recommend

websites that contain a written transcript of the audio. If these websites are too easy for you, please try some authentic
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English language news websites from the list below: All of these sites provide written transcripts:

1) National Public Radio (NPR): http://www.npr.org/. This site contains news and entertainment with written
transcripts. Please investigate some of the programs such as Morning Edition and All Things Considered.

2) Democracy Now: http://www.democracynow.org/ This site contains current news stories and extensive
interviews.

One other convenience about studying at a PC is access to online learning resources. Although I do not recommend
translation software, a website called Rikai.com provides a convenient online dictionary (http://www.rikai.com/perl/
HomePage.pl?Language=Ja). By cutting and pasting html text from a website into Rikai.com, an online English/Japanese
dictionary will be available to you just by mousing over the word that you want to know the meaning of.

The ubiquitous nature of mobile communication devices such as i-phones, i-pads, i-pods and android formats provide
another convenient and effective way to study English. Consider how much time we spend commuting to and from work
or school every day. Wouldn't it be a good idea to utilize that time to further immerse yourself in English? Podcasting
is a great way to do this. All of the websites listed above provide podcasts and they are free with an I-tunes or similar
account. You can download the podcasts from the web into your PC, and transfer to your mobile device before you
leave home every morning, providing you with access to English input all day. While listening to podcasts, you will not
have access to the written transcript; nevertheless, this additional listening is every beneficial if you select the proper

podcasts. Here is a list of recommended podcasts for English language learners.

1) Voice of America: http://learningenglish.voanews.com/podcast/0.html
2) NHK World: http://www3.nhk.or.jp/nhkworld/english/radio/program/
3) British Broadcasting Corporation: http://www.bbc.co.uk/podcasts/worldservice (click on the “Learning” tab

and find many English learning programs

a. The English We Speak
b. 6-minute English
c. English at Work

Finally, many students believe that they cannot practice speaking by themselves. This is incorrect. I would like to
recommend the practice of shadowing (or ondoku in Japanese) as an effective way to practice speaking. With many
of the resources above, you are able to hear and read English simultaneously. Furthermore, you are able to pause
the playback at anytime, and rewind to repeat some of the audio. I suggest that whenever possible, please practice
shadowing or repeating the sentences that you have just listened to. In this way, you are practicing pronunciation,
increasing your knowledge of academic vocabulary, and activating another skill, speaking, which will help with
retention. Remember that learning language is similar to learning a musical instrument. When you learn piano, guitar or
saxophone, you cannot learn just by watching and listening. You have to put the instrument in your hands or mouth and
actually play it. Think of your mouth as a musical instrument and English language as the written notes. Thus, in order
to be able to perform using English, you have to exercise your mouth which will help you practice English pronunciation
that may be unfamiliar to you.

Finally, as I stated above, break your learning tasks into small increments of time such as 30 minutes is essential. For
30 minutes in the morning when you are preparing for school, turn your PC on and listen to English news using one
of the suggested websites listed above. For 30 minutes while you are commuting to school, listen to a podcasts that
you have downloaded into your mobile devise. For 30 minutes between classes, go the library or SPACe and pick up a
graded reader. For 30 minutes on your way home from school, listen to another podcast. Finally, for 30 minutes before
you go to bed, listen or read something online. Remember to shadow what you hear whenever possible to improve
your pronunciation and speaking. In this way, with minimal pain and substantial gain, you will gradually improve your

English language skills and learn much about the world in the process. Life is 30 minutes! Don't waste it!

http://lib.soka.ac.jp/
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