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	Growing up in the Soviet Union was an excellent place to learn languages because of the sheer amount of nationalities and ethnic groups represented, and even though the Russian language was the lingua franca which held Russia and the fourteen republics together, many groups took great pride in their native tongue and were free to use their language in schools, at home, and in the workplace.  It is common to meet people in the bazaar who can easily handle four or more languages because of constant interaction with people of different nationalities.   Although Ludmila Savinova’s mother was from the Republic of Mari El, a Finno-Urgic people and language from the European side of the Ural Mountains, who spoke the Mari language and could have raised her daughters bilingual, when she moved to Vladimir, the older, original capital of Russia, in order to integrate into their community and due to the fact that she married a Russian man, they spoke only the Russian language at home.  As a student in the Soviet Union, all students were required to study a foreign language, usually with a choice of English, German, or French.  To Ludmila and to most of her classmates, foreign language class was not taken very seriously because very few could ever imagine themselves ever having to use these languages in real life, for travel outside of the U.S.S.R. was reserved mostly for the politicians or professional athletes, therefore motivation was very low.  When I asked her about her first experience in SLA in the Soviet Union, she answered:
	 “So, it was taught in Russian, all explanation was in Russian, I cannot give my opinion on teachers’ skills, but I didn’t know how it was supposed to be.  Most of the assignments were to memorize certain texts taken out of the textbook about countries, cities, and our daily routine.  Of course, we didn’t have any conversation practice because we spoke Russian amongst ourselves.  In class, we also did a lot of grammar exercises, and for our home task, memorizing texts.  We used a lot of the Grammar/translation method.”     
	This paper represents the analysis of information offered by Ludmila Savinova Williams, who at the age of 30 was a pure beginner in English, and who by the time she turned 40, had a proficiency of advanced (C1) according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages.   At this level of proficiency, Ludmila is able to “understand a wide range of longer and more demanding texts or conversations, express ideas without too much searching,
effectively use the language for social, academic or professional situations, create well-structured and detailed texts on complex topics, understand almost everything read or heard with ease, and express herself using precise meaning in complex scenarios.”  
	The purpose of this paper is to show how Ludmila was able to go from a pure beginner at the age of 30, and by following, without knowing it, current language acquisition theories and recommendations by polyglot Steve Kaufmann and linguist Stephen Krashen, to an advanced speaker of English by the time she turned 40.  The paper will not only take you through the five interviews that were conducted in our home, but will incorporate how she acquired the language in accordance with Krashen’s language theories.  

	According to Krashen, if given the freedom to discover what one is passionate about and if given the ability to develop autonomy, a learner can find out what they love and then can develop that talent as they progress as a student and eventually teach others what they have found.  According to Robinson:  “.. if you don't discover things you're good at and things you love to do, then you never   quite discover what you're capable of or really who you are. I think that, increasingly, the mission of schools has to focus on the development of our individual talents and abilities, among all of the other things that we need to learn in common. Schools should also help us discover more about ourselves and the lives that we should be leading (Robinson, 2014, p. 159).”

	Instead of trying to get students to learn a second language through countless drills, hoping someday they will be more proficient, facilitators should be more focused on the inner development of the learner, helping them to find what it is they love to study and to support them in that.  According to Krashen, this can be found through a very pleasurable activity that any teacher can implement, called Free Voluntary Reading.  With Ludmila, and here is where I am in agreement with Steve Kaufmann and Stephen Krashen’s teaching theories, she is a successful learner of English because she was given enough comprehensible input in the form of books, sermons, interaction with native speakers and experienced English learners, and she was able to learn by finding her own unique way of learning the language by finding compelling material she was interested in, in order to learn a foreign language.  
	The key to her learning was finding what Krashen calls “Optimal Input,” which is input that is comprehensive, compelling or extremely interesting, where there is an abundance of material that is very rich in language, all done in a low-anxiety environment.  Some people call this learning for the love of learning.  There are no comprehension questions to answer, no quizzes or tests, no demands for pre-mature output which makes for a low affective filter.  Meeting all of these requirements happened to be the sermons of Pastor John MacArthur from Grace to You church in Los Angeles, California.  Ludmila studied hundreds if not thousands of these sermons, covering many books in the New Testament the way a student would listen to an audio-book with the transcript in front of her, listening for meaning, for life application, and for lexical items that are essential for understanding the text.  She was captivated by these sermons and had a deep, inner desire to learn more and more about God’s word through listening and studying them.  In one of our interviews, when asked how she goes about learning English on her own.  She stated:
	 “In terms of reading, thinking, learning correct pronunciation and vocabulary building, my method is quite simple.  First, the topic or subject you are studying must be something you are truly interested in.  If you are interested, there will be very high motivation to learn and understand.” 
	 Her method for learning reading comprehension, vocabulary, grammar patterns and pronunciation was to listening to hundreds of Biblical sermons from gty.org, where she would read the sermon while simultaneously listening to the pastor.  After about a year of this, of listening to more or less a sermon a day, she was able to move on to more advanced books by the author, was able to read and comprehend and talk about abstract concepts, and was able to listen to hour long sermons without reading the script, and understand more than 95%.  She found this method to be interesting and enjoyable.  She has now found a handful of a few teachers she likes with whom she is loyal to, for she has gotten used to their pronunciation and speed of speaking.  If she is not used to a speaker that she has become accustomed to hearing, problems could arise.  When asked the question about whether she prefers listening to audiobooks or sermons rather than watching movies in English, Ludmila stated:
 	 “This might sound strange, even though I am a visual person, I am better at understanding audiobooks and listening to sermons online than I am at watching a movie in English and understanding what is being said.  Why is this?  I have gotten used to one voice, such as the voice of John MacArthur, and one style of pronunciation, I know his way of talking, his speed, and the vocabulary he uses.  When I watch a movie, they have very different pronunciation, they use a lot of slang, a lot of unknown idioms, phrases, expressions, in contexts that I am not familiar with.  Even when I tried to listen to the talks of Beth Moore, I couldn’t understand her southern accent, she used very different words, words I didn’t know, and she spoke incredibly fast, and I did not understand any of her jokes.  Even though movies have context, you can see everything, but with unknown speakers, I tend to get lost.  I need to get used to the speaker.”

       As a learner, Ludmila went from ‘skill building’ as a pure beginner, to reading very abstract books from authors and pastors such as Tim Keller, John Piper, John MacArthur, and novels from C.S. Lewis’ Narnia series when she reached the intermediate to advanced proficiency levels.  The question that I want to answer in this paper is: did she so excel as a language learner because of optimal comprehensible input, or did ‘skill building’ give her what she needed to become a successful language learner.  Krashen and Kaufmann say the former rather than the latter.  Krashen argues that “skill building,” the direct instruction of vocabulary and grammar is less effective than giving a student the time and opportunity to read books of their choice.  Krashen states in his paper: “Free Voluntary Reading Develops Competency: Literacy. Research done over the last three decades has shown that free voluntary reading is the source of our reading ability, our ability to write with an acceptable writing style, much of our vocabulary knowledge, our ability to handle complex grammatical constructions, and most of our ability to spell.   These competences emerge as a result of reading, as a by-product, generally without the reader being aware this is happening. This is a far more efficient and effective means of mastering language "skills" than direct instruction (Krashen, 2003, 2004).” 
	When Ludmila was asked what method she thought was more effective, skill building, direct teaching of grammar and vocabulary, or free voluntary reading, similar to Bible study?  She replied: 
	“For my English, I think that grammar is very necessary, it was a very important foundation when I was a beginner, and even now I believe that English grammar is very important because it is very different from Russian when it comes to constructing sentences.  I have to know and think about word order when speaking English, whereas in Russian, I can change the endings of words and rearrange the sentence in almost any way that I want to.  But now that I have a lot of experience in English, my English improves not by the study of grammar, but by speaking, listening, reading books, singing songs, concentrating on sermons, movies (which are difficult for me), and most of all, Bible study in English.  I do have some bad habits I have picked up, perhaps interference from my L1, but I am not concerned about perfection, but with getting my meaning across.”
	When asked if she had any tricks to the trade, or whether she had any secrets to learning English, she replied: 

First there has to be a desire, a high level of motivation for learning, otherwise you will not get very far.  My strategy in Spanish and in English is not to be a perfectionist, not to worry about mistakes, to not be anxious, and learn little by little, getting better gradually.  I learn incidentally, learning words as they come along in my daily readings, or trying to figure out grammar points by paying attention to the context and I try to understand what the author was thinking about when reading a passage.  When I read and I see a new word, and if I think the word is key to understanding the sentence, I will translate the word first into Russian.  Once I understand what the sentence is about, I move and read further, and if I see the same word two pages later, I will already have forgotten the word, so I go back to my translation to see what the word means.  This word will become a part of my vocabulary if I hear other women using it in the Bible study, and if I have the confidence to use it and it works, then it could become a part of my long term memory.    

	Since Ludmila has made most of her progress as a language learner outside of the classroom by reading material that is meaningful to her, I think it is important to say something here about the superiority of meaningful input over and above skill building or direct teaching of vocabulary and grammar.  According to studies on a silent reading against a traditional approach to language arts, there have been mixed results as to the effectiveness of silent reading.  According to Krashen: “Studies have compared the progress of those doing SSR and traditional language arts in both first and second language, using standardized tests of reading comprehension and vocabulary.  The most negative result, with few exceptions, is no difference in gains. Many of the studies showing no difference are short-term, some as short as ten weeks or two months, barely enough time for students to find reading material and get involved in reading. Longer-term studies show consistently positive results (Krashen, 2004).”  
	I am in agreement with Krashen’s theory in that: serious readers have a superior knowledge of world history, practical knowledge in science, literature, and ‘cultural literacy,’ and that reading good books can help learners who are searching for truth develop their potential and find out what their talents are.  I would also suggest that free voluntary reading would be most effective with ESL students who already have a firm grammar and vocabulary base, and are at the intermediate to advanced level, (B1-C2) according to the Common European Framework, and even at these advanced levels, they still need strong vocabulary instruction.  If ESL students, on the other hand, are at the elementary to intermediate level, I believe they need even more support with language structure and skill building so that they will be able to read and enjoy books at their level.  Here is where I slightly disagree with Krashen, who believes direct teaching of grammar and focus on form should play a very small role, if any role at all in the language classroom.    
	 Research has shown the importance of teaching how words work, how prefixes and suffixes can change word meanings, as well as how Latin and Greek roots can help the learner to determine meaning.  Through becoming more comfortable with tackling unknown words, learners realize that they can find recognizable word parts in unfamiliar words and can infer what the word means.   With this research based instruction, students naturally develop an interest in learning more words.  Kelley writes, “To exponentially increase vocabulary, students need to develop word consciousness and a curiosity about words.  Through playing with and talking about words, students are more likely to become attached to the words in print and willing to work harder to understand unknown words they encounter (11).” This rings true with Ludmila’s studies because she does not only learn new words incidentally, but learns through recognition of roots, morphology, and through translation.  
	A great debate into which this topic leads is whether L2 learners can make great strides in vocabulary acquisition simply by engaging in reading programs such as S.S.R., or Sustained Silent Reading.  My argument is still that gains can be made through S.S.R., but greater gains can be made through direct and systematic instruction of vocabulary, which in turn will make better readers.  We dedicated the fifth interview to the topic of the direct teaching of academic vocabulary, and whether silent reading was enough to help increase Ludmila’s vocabulary.  According to the (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000) there was insufficient evidence to prove that extensive reading programs such as Silent Sustained Reading improved vocabulary, at least when implemented without complementary instructional techniques.  The authors of this particular journal were in favor of a balance between the two, with silent reading balanced out with robust vocabulary instruction.”

	Ludmila was asked the question: ‘Over the past five years, you have accumulated a lot of new English vocabulary.  How are you, for the most part, have you acquired this vocabulary?’  She responded:

  	“I gradually build up vocabulary by experience with the language, being exposed to input (information) I can understand and sometimes putting myself in studies or situations where the language will be above my level.  I can learn this way if I either hear a word enough that I don’t know, I can guess as to its meaning by the context of what is being said, or I will try and remember the word and will translate later, or I will just ask my husband or friend what the word means.  Many times, I can learn and remember the word when they give me an English explanation of the word and how to use it in its proper context.”  

	She was then asked how she acquires vocabulary as she listens to people talking and to sermons on the internet.  She replied: 

 	 “My goal is not to understand every word, but the get the message the speaker is trying to get across.  Then I have to think about the points being made, and make an application to my life.  It is by going through this process that I end up learning vocabulary words, by seeing them, hearing them in a specific context.  I ‘pick up’ new words while focusing on a meaningful activity, such as listening to a sermon or reading a book for pleasure, and with multiple exposure to new words, I end up understanding them gradually because I have read and heard them in enough contexts that I understand.  Again, if I get the message that the speaker is trying to get across, and he uses some words I might not know, I don’t need to go and look them up because I understood the message.  If I don’t understand the message, than I need to examine the language, whether it is a grammatical construction or a problem with vocabulary, I will look up the word, try to get the word in Russian, then see how it is described in English.  If I think I have learned the word, I will be confident enough to use it in my everyday speech.  Usually I can try something out with my husband before experimenting at a Bible study.  Even if I write something, if it is important, I always have my husband read it and he is able to put it into fluent English.”  

	Through her own admittance, Ludmila has stated that the majority of her vocabulary growth and knowledge of grammar are all a result of reading and studying compelling material for pleasure, learning and reading for the love of the material.  In Krashen’s paper on The Purpose of Education, Free Voluntary Reading, and Dealing with The Impact Of Poverty (p.2), he writes how “abundant research shows that self-selected reading is pleasant: In fact, it is much more than pleasant. Reading for pleasure produces “flow,” the state we reach when we are deeply but effortlessly involved in an activity (Csikzentmihalyi, 1991). In flow, the concerns of everyday life and even awareness of the self diminish and even temporarily disappear - our sense of time is altered; nothing but the activity seems to matter. Reading “is currently perhaps the most often mentioned flow activity in the world (Csikzentmihalyi, 1991, p. 117). Pleasure readers’ reports confirm that they are often in a state of flow: A resident of Northern Italy noted that when he reads, “I immediately immerse myself in the reading, and the problems I usually worry about disappear” (Massimini, Csikzentmihalyi, & Della Faye, 1992, p. 68).  A reader interviewed by Victor Nell (1988) told him that “reading removes me ... from the irritations of living ... for the few hours a day I read ‘trash’ I escape the cares of those around me, as well as escaping my own cares and dissatisfactions (Nell, 1988, p. 240). Somerset Maugham, quoted in Nell (1988), had similar comments, and mentions reading addiction: “Conversation, after a time, bores me, games tire me, and my thoughts, which we are told are the unfailing resources of a sensible man have a tendency to run dry. Then I fly to my book as the opium-smoker to his pipe ...” (p. 232).”
 	Free Voluntary Reading as the bridge.  In the article, Krashen also refers to free voluntary reading as being the bridge between BICS or basic conversational skills, to CALP, an understanding of academic language.  He states that “free voluntary reading is the bridge between everyday "conversational" language and highly advanced levels, sometimes referred to as academic language, or specialized language. Free and voluntary reading alone will not bring a reader to the highest levels of literacy, but instead brings the reader to the point where more challenging texts start to be comprehensible, thanks to the contribution self-selected reading makes to literacy and knowledge. It is also likely that free voluntary reading helps us decide in which area we want to specialize, that is, it helps us identify what our talent is and how we want to use it.”
	According to Krashen, in order for silent reading to have benefits to the learners, it is necessary that the material be compelling enough to interest the reader.  When Ludmila was asked:
 	 Do you study what you have to or what is ‘compelling’ input, what you are passionate about, and how has this made a difference?  She answered:  
   	“If I am studying something in another language, it has to be very interesting, otherwise I wouldn’t be learning it on my spare time.  If I really want to know something, I’ll do research and find the answers I am looking for.  This is how I have been able to improve my knowledge of Spanish and English, by studying topics of interest and learning as much about them as I can.  If it is interesting material, I am motivated to learn, and by reading, studying, and then communicating what I have learned with native speakers, which is something I do every week, I have seen myself grow in confidence and fluency in the language, and don’t even feel I am studying the language, but am learning the language by studying a topic of interest, very similar to the idea behind bilingual education.” 
	When I asked Ludmila about the Spanish language, another language she began studying in her mid-thirties, she had very similar things to say about the learning process.  The question to her was: 
   	‘You have never set foot in a formal Spanish classroom, you have never done grammar or skill-building exercises in Spanish, yet, your Spanish is upper-intermediate and you are able to have a fluent conversation with your friends.  How did you go about learning Spanish in Honduras and how was this learning different to and similar to learning English?’  Ludmila answered:
	 “How it is different?  When I started to learn Spanish, I began with grammar books, I soon realized that it would be impossible to memorize all of these different forms.  In the beginning, it seemed to be much more difficult than learning English.  This is when I gave up with studying grammar.  When I began attending an all-Spanish speaking church, I became accustomed to translating the Bible sermons from Spanish into English or into Russian.  Through reading in Spanish, I was able to recognize phrase patterns and become more accurate in my speaking by hearing and reading proper Spanish, which is all around me here in Honduras.  In Honduras, I have the complete ‘immersion’ language experience with regards to Spanish.   I built up my Spanish with reading and communicating with people, while with English, my foundation was grammar exercises, skill-building, and later on, communication with native speakers and intensive reading.  Still, here in Honduras, most of my communication is in English, so I think that it is a good thing that I have a firm grammatical background, whereas in Spanish, I know I make a lot of mistakes, but this doesn’t bother me because I am not motivated to go back to the grammar books in Spanish.”  
	In Krashen’s “Polyglots and the Comprehension Hypothesis,” he talks about the importance of having ‘language parents’ as very important in giving the learner comprehensible input.  The language parent, according to Lonsdale (2006), even better than immersion or even classroom learning, “is someone who will engage you in conversation in the language you are acquiring but who will not try to be your teacher, will try to understand what you say even though you are miles away from what a native speaker would usually be able to understand” (p. 178), “is interested in you as a person, and more often than not, the person will be quite talkative.”  Because Ludmila has had some very good language parents who fit this description, I decided to ask her how effective she felt they were in her language acquisition process.  
	Ludmila was asked: ‘Tell me about the importance of having “language parents.’  She replied: 
	“Evan’s mother, whom we call GG, was my language parent when we lived in Florida.  We would spend a lot of time together, and she would love to talk.  She never corrected me but just cared about what I was trying to say.   She would help me learn new words, was patient, and also something important, she did not speak a word of Russian, so I was stuck.  I had to learn to communicate with her in English, to listen to and think in English.  She was better than any teacher I ever had because of the amount of time we spent together. I got used to hearing her speak and understanding the vocabulary she used.  Even if another person would be talking about the same topic as she was, I would understand her more because I got so used to hearing her voice, her pronunciation, her way of saying things.  She was my first real ‘language parent’ and it is because of her that my English has really taken off.”

Conclusions
	 If we think of education as a process of discovery, where the learner ends up learning more about himself as the journey of learning goes on, we can conclude that the process of learning never has an end.  According to Krashen: “When we talk about finding one's talent, developing it, and using it for the benefit of society, we are talking about arete, a Greek term for achieving one's full potential. "The Greeks assumed, however, that arete had as many social as personal reverberations and that, given all the freedom in the world to develop one's potential, one would naturally develop it in a way that was best for everyone" (Jones & Wilson, 1987, p. 260). We are also talking about one's "life theme," which entails a path that each individual selects on his or her own, what Csikszentmihalyi (1991) referred to as a "discovered" life theme, as opposed to an imposed one.” With the help of Jesus Christ we are to discover and find our own unique path in life, to find out what drives us, what we love, and the same goes for learning a new language, we must, in the end, find our own way of learning with the help of teachers, mentors, or language parents.  Ludmila was able to find her own way in this incredibly complex process of acquiring a second language, and as you can see, she did it with a lot of struggle and hard work, but never lacking in joy.     
 
	One of the keys to being a successful language learners was her ability to ‘stick with it,’ to never give up, and to be persistent in her studies.  Csikszentmihalyi “pointed out that following one's life path requires perseverance, but the path itself is satisfying and often highly exciting. It becomes more so as we get closer to our life's work, and very enjoyable when we discover it: In 1934 Schlick pointed out how important enjoyment is in sustaining the activity of scientists … Galileo Galilei … used to comment on the fun he was having setting up his experiments … when asked why all through his life he kept experimenting with the measurement of the speed of light, Albert Michelson, who was the first American to win a Nobel Prize in science, is said to have answered 'It was so much fun' … Francis H.C. Crick, co-discoverer of the double helix, along with other scientists interviewed in a recent study, rated 'enjoyment of work' as the characteristic more responsible for his success – ahead of 32 other traits, such as creativity, competence and breadth of knowledge (Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde,& Whalen, 1993, p. 8).” It is plausible that one reason self-selected reading is considered to be so pleasant is that it helps in discovering and following one's own path.  This is Krashen’s and Kaufmann’s teaching, and this is the unique way that Ludmila found for herself how to turn something she is passionate about, compelling information she is highly interested in, and turning it into an opportunity to learn a second language.  What could be better?  
























[bookmark: _GoBack]

References
Beck, I.L., McKeown, Kucan. (2002). Bringing Words to Life.  Robust vocabulary instruction.  	New York: 	The Guilford Press.
Csikszentmihalyi, M.  Rathunde, K. & Whalen, S. (1993). Talented teenagers: The roots of 	success and 	failure. Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press.
Kelley, J.G, Lesaux, N.K., Kieffer, M.J., Faller, S.E. (2010)  Effective academic vocabulary 	instruction in the 	urban middle school.  The Reading Teacher, 64(1), 5-	14.doi:10.1598/RT.64.1.1
Krashen, S. (2003). Explorations in language acquisition and use: The Taipei lectures. 	Portsmouth, NH: 	Heinemann.
Krashen, S. (2004). The power of reading, Second edition. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann and 	Santa Barbara, CA: Libraries Unlimited.
Lonsdale, C. 2006. The Third Ear: You Can Learn Any Language. Hong Kong: Third Ear Books. 	Rodrigo, V. 	and Krashen, S. 1996. La audición enfocada en el aula y fuera de ella. 	GRETA 4(2): 178.   
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development. (2000). Report of the National 	Reading 	Panel. Teaching children to read: An evidence-based assessment of the 	scientific research 	literature on reading and its implications for reading instruction 	(NIH Publication No. 00-4769). 	Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.
Nell, V. (1988). Lost in a book. New Haven, CN: Yale University Press.
Robinson, J., & Godbey, G. (1997). Time for life: The surprising way Americans use their time. 	University 	Park, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press.
https://www.fluentin3months.com/cefr-levels/

