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Learning a Language is like Playing a Sport
Jaci Machida(ALT)

Do you like sports? Do you like learning a new skill, then practicing that
skill, and doing that skill successfully at tournaments after all your hard work? If you
play sports, | think you do. I believe that everyone likes being successful. However,
as most of us know, being successful in sports is not that easy.

Language learning is the same. It’s not easy to acquire a second language.
In fact, it’s very difficult. We can spend years learning a language only to be
somewhat decent at it. But some people succeed and become excellent second
language users. Like Olympic athletes, who spend their entire lives working hard to
reach the Olympics, which is extremely difficult, language learners must work hard
too. (Okay, maybe not as hard as an Olympic athlete. But still! You should be doing
your best!) But what does this mean? How are sports and language learning related?

Sports and language learning are similar in various ways. In my opinion, the
most important similarity is practice. You practice your club activities almost every
day to improve your skills. Why? Because if you don’t practice, you won’t improve,
or you might even lose your skills. It is the same for language learning. If you don’t
practice the different language skills, you will never improve, or gradually you will
lose the skills. For example, seven years ago, | could speak some Korean. After not
practicing and using it for years, | can no longer speak Korean.

Also, there are many different skills to learn, and being good at one skill
does not mean you will be good at another skill. For instance, being good at
receiving in volleyball does not mean you will be good at spiking. Receiving and
spiking are skills you need to practice separately to be able to use them in a game.
As for language learning, being good at listening does not mean you are also good at
speaking. When you are listening, you are receiving language. On the other hand,
when speaking, you are producing language. While listening and speaking are
connected skills, like receiving and spiking, you must practice both to use in a real-
life conversation. This means you need to become an ‘all-arounder.’

Finally, becoming good at a sport or a language takes a lot of time. Some
people progress faster or slower than others, but everyone has to put in a lot of time
and effort to succeed. It takes years to become good at a sport, even more, if you
want to be a professional. Growing up, Ohtani Shohei ate, slept, and breathed
baseball. Now he’s one of the best baseball players in the world, and it took him over
20 years to achieve this. (That’s a long time! And guess what? Your English teachers
are like Ohtani Shohei! It took them years to become good at English.)

So, to become better at a language, you need to practice the different skills
and put in the time and effort. You don’t need to dedicate your life to learning a
language like an Olympian, although it wouldn’t hurt. So, what do you say? Are you
ready to learn a language the same way you play a sport?



