philnauki.mgimo.ru
BY

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

DOI: 10.24833/2410-2423-2022-3-32-35-46

ASSESSING SUCCESSIVE LEARNING
ACCELERATION IN GERMANIC LANGUAGES:
A RESEARCH PARADIGM PROPOSAL

Yan Aleshkevich-Suslov

Moscow State University
1 bld. 13, Leninskie Gory, Moscow, 119991, Russia

Abstract. The phenomenon of successive language learning acceleration, frequently experienced by poly-
glots, when in order to learn a new language from a familiar language group the polyglot requires less
time with each new language, is widely known, but, it seems, it has never been thoroughly examined. This
article presents a simple mathematical model based on the authors own data, which has been collected
over the course of three years” worth of independent language study and describes how much faster one
learns languages from the same group. The number of hours spent on a new language as a function of the
number of previously known languages is described by a simple exponential function with two parameters:
the “starting time” and the “half-life”. According to the author’s hypotheses, these parameters may provide
a numerical measure of certain aspects of language that are difficult to quantify otherwise. The “starting
time” could be a measure of propinquity between the learner and the language group, whereas the “half-
life” could be a measure of propinquity between the languages of a given group. Additionally, reviewed are
three different approaches to keeping track of time spent on language activity as used by different polyglots.
These approaches are of importance for collecting data to be used in studies of successive language learn-
ing acceleration. At the end of the article, an idealized algorithm for conducting such a study is presented,
and particular attention is drawn to the various parameters that must be controlled in order to carry out
this kind of research in an appropriate manner. This particular study did not manage to satisfy all of the
criteria mentioned, so the reliability of the claims made in this article is debatable, and additional vali-
dation is required. Furthermore, the validity of the model has to be confirmed by other researchers and

polyglots.
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OIOEHKA YCKOPEHUA YCBOEHUA A3bIKA
IIPU ITOCIEOJOBATE/IbHOM M3YYEHUU
ITEPMAHCKUX A3bIKOB: ITPE/IOKEHUE

ITAPAOVIIMbBI MCC/JIEJOBAHIA

S.B. Anemxesuy-Cycnos

MockoBCcKuMit TOCyapcTBeHHbIT yHUBepcuTeT MM. M. B. JlomonocoBa
119991, Poccusa, Mocksa, JleanHckne ropsl, 1, cTp.13

AnHoOTamys. QeHomeH YCKOPeHUs: 0871A0eHUS S3bIKAMU NPU NOCAe008AMENILHOM U3YUEHUU YACMO M-
Meuaemcst pasHoimu nonuenomamu. IIpu uzyueHu H08020 A3biKA U3 U3BECIHOLL UM 2PYNNbL A3bIKOB UM
mpebyemcst MmeHvule BPeMeHU ¢ KAHOLIM NOCIE0YIOUAUM SIZbIKOM. MO s6TIeHUe UUPOKO U3BECIHO, 00-
HAKO NONbIMKU €20 U3YHeHUS, N0 UMEIOULUMCS OAHHbIM, paHee He npeonpuHumanuce. B amoii cmamoe
HA 0CHOBE COOCMBEHHDIX OAHHBIX ABMOPd, COOPAHHBIX 3a NOCAeOHUe MPU 2004 U3YUEHUS UM A3bIKOG,
npedcmassneHa NPocMas Mamemamu1eckas MoOenb, KOMopas Onucoléaen, Kaxk yMeHouaemcs 6pems
U3yueHUs A3bIK06 U3 00HOTI 2eHemuyeckoti 2pynnvl. Konuuecmeo uacos, komopole Oviiu nompaveHsl Ha
docmuceriue 00TIHHOO0 YPOBHS 8 HOBOM A3biKe 8 3ABUCUMOCINU 0N YUCTA SI3bIKOS, 0TI KOMOPbIX IMOoMm
YposeHv yice Obi 00CMUZHY M, ONUCLIBAEMCS 00bIMHOL IKCHOHEHUUATILHOL PYHKYUeT] ¢ 08YMS HUCILO-
BLIMU NAPAMEMPAMU: «HAYATILHOE 8PEMS» U «Nepuod nomypacnada». [lanxvie napamempol, cO2nacHo
2UnoOme3am asmopa, Mo2ym CLyHUmv YUCTEHHbIMU MEPAMU HEKOMOPBIX XAPAKMEPUCMUK, KOmopbie
MPyOHO OUeHUms uHbIMU cnocobamu. «HauanvHoe spems» moxem evicmynamy mepoti cmeneHu 67u-
30cmu MexcOy NOIULTIOMOM U U3YHAeMbIMU S3bIKAMU, 8 MO BPeMs KAK «Nepuood nomypacnada» moxerm
paccmampusamocsi Kak mepa cmeneHu 6au3ocmu mexcdy A3vikamu 8 npedenax 00Hot epynnot. Takxce
paccmMampusarmest mpu pasHvlx cnocoba MOHUMOPUHea BpeMeHU U3YHeHUS SI3bIKOB, UCNONIb3YeMbLX
DA3HLIMU NOAULTIOMAMU. MU CHOCOObL BaXHBL 07151 CO0PA OAHHDIX 8 UETIX NPOBEOeHUS UCCTIe008aHUL
YCKOPeHUST NOCIe008amenvHO20 U3yHeHUs sI3bik08. B koHue cmamvu npusooumcst udeanu3uposantolil
aneopumm maxozo Uccnedo8amus, U 0cobeHHoe BHUMAHUe 00pauLaemcs Ha Pa3nudHvle NAPamempol,
Komopovle He0OX00UMO KOHMPONUPoBamy, umobvl obecneuums e2o 0onxHoe nposedeHue. B danHom
KOHKPEMHOM UCCIe008aHUU He YOanoch COOMOCINU 8CeX IMUX KPUMePUes, n03MOMY MOUHOCMY U Ha-
0EHHOCMY 8bI60008, NONYUEHHBIX HA OCHOBAHUU 00H020 HAOOPA OAHHYIX, NPedCMABNEHHLIX 8 IMOT
cmamuve, CNOPHbL U HYHOAIOMCS 8 OONONHUMENbHOM 00CYyHOeHUU 8 naame ux sanuoHocmu. ITomumo
3Mmoeo, HeobX00UMO nodmaeepicdeHue cHpasedUuBoCIU MO0 OPy2UMU UCCTIE008aAMENSIMU U NONIULTIO-
mamu.

KnroueBsnle cnoBa: nonuenom, noauziomus, yceoeHue A3blKd, YCKOPeHHOe U3yUueHue A3blKo8, cepma-
CKUe A3bIKU, MOHUMOPUHS 8peMEHU

Jna purupoBanua: Anemkesnd-Cycnos f.B. (2022). Onenka yckopeHMs yCBOEHMS A3bIKa IPU T10-
C/efloBaTeIbHOM U3Yy4YEHUNU TePMAHCKMX A3BIKOB: IIPEJIOKEHME NTapaiurMbl uccnenosanus. Qunono-
euveckue Hayku 6 MIVIMO. 8(3), C. 35-46. https://doi.org/10.24833/2410-2423-2022-3-32-35-46
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Yan VAleshkevich-Suslov

Introduction

olyglots frequently experience the phenomenon when they require progressively less time to

achieve proficiency in new languages from the same language family. The phenomenon is widely

known but, to the best of my ability, I have been unable to find studies that attempt to quantify it.
Moreover, this phenomenon lacks a name, so for the purposes of this article I shall refer to it as successive
language learning acceleration (SLLA).

When talking about the time that it took them to learn a given language, many polyglots use vague
terms such as “months” and “years”, which are not very informative because the intensity of study or
exposure is unknown. By contrast, Alexander Arguelles used to keep a detailed record of the time that
he spent on his language activity [1]. This prompted me to create my own record of my language activity
using MS Excel spreadsheets that would allow effortless summation of the data for further analysis, which
I present here.

In this article, I attempt to give a quantitative description of SLLA and build a simple two-parameter
model. My hypothesis is that comparing the parameters of this model obtained from different polyglots
can give insight into both the relationship between polyglots and the languages that they learn as well as
between the languages of a given language family. I also propose an algorithm for future research aiming
to aid those who may wish to continue this endeavour. This algorithm was devised by myself after moni-
toring my own language studies. Since the data from one individual is insufficient, many more studies are
required in order to check the validity of my model and confirm or falsify the hypotheses that I propose.

Methodology

From June 2019 up to the present day, I have been documenting the time I spent on learning and using
foreign languages daily, differentiated by language and type of activity. I made use of my own MS Excel
spreadsheets to keep this report, and I added up the data covering the last three years. In Table 1, I present
the data for Germanic languages. Upon examining this data, I realised that by changing the summation
limits I could quantify how much faster I learned new languages from the same language family. This,
however, requires a common competence threshold for all of my languages. Unfortunately, since I did
not make use of standardised testing for the vast majority of my languages, I do not have any objective
measure by which to compare my competence, so I resorted to a more subjective way of comparing my
language competence.

Time frame Reading Grammar Talking Revision | Listening Transl. Sum
Norse/Faroese 03.20-06.22 105 14 12 4 187 1 324
Danish 12.19-06.22 21 1 9 0 334 2 366
Nynorsk 06.19-06.22 103 1 241 4 172 46 566
German 06.19-06.22 156 11 40 2 349 51 609
Old English 09.21-06.22 31 14 0 0 56 1 102
Dutch 01.22-06.22 17 0 0 1 45 0 63
Frisian 01.21-08.21 17 10 0 0 42 0 69
Totals: 450 52 302 12 1185 100 2100

Table 1. The total time spent on Germanic languages by July 1, 2022!

In addition to the spreadsheet report, I kept a sporadic and admittedly less detailed record of my
impressions from learning and using languages. I made particular note of instances where I would expe-
rience great joy from being able to understand a previously unknown written text or an audio recording.

' Thad studied Nynorsk Norwegian and German prior to starting my record. The additional time spent on Nynorsk is estimated to be 200 hours,
and 100 hours on German.
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Henceforth I refer to this event as the “Eureka” moment. I believe that this experience roughly corre-
sponds to breaching the A2~B1 level of competence. Knowing the month when I first had a “Eureka”
moment with a new language, I would calculate the number of hours spent on this language by that point
and correlate that with the number of languages from the same family that I had already studied. In my
case, the language group that made the most sense for this investigation were the Germanic languages, as
they met the following criteria:

1. Thave studied a large enough number of them to make a decent approximation (more than five).

2. Ihave studied most of them to the point where I have sufficient competence in both speaking and
writing.

Data acquisition

There are several ways of keeping track of the data to be used in a study of SLLA. Different polyglots
have made use of various spreadsheet designs and time-tracking applications for their personal use. I have
learned of some of these approaches and below I shall briefly examine three particular approaches, my
own, that of Alexander Arguelles, and Alan Bigulov’s one, and discuss the strengths and weaknesses of
these three approaches.

I myself made use of my own Excel spreadsheets, which I created in 2019. The initial design was sub-
optimal in terms of ease of use for the sake of data analysis, so, for the purposes of this article, I will focus
on the improved design, which I have been using since April 2022. The current design has two sheets, the
“Report” sheet and the “Plans” sheet.

Latin

’ Reading Grammar Talking Listening  Translation  Total (h) ‘ Notes Reading Gramt
Date\Time 10.50 0.00 2.83 11.33 0.00 24.67 1325 0.01
04.05.2022 10 10
05.05.2022 10 10
06.05.2022 10 10
07.05.2022 10 10 15
08.05.2022 10 10
09.05.2022 10 10
10.05.2022 20 40 60 Latin discussion circle with Arguelles
11.05.2022 10 10
12.05.2022 10 10
13.05.2022 10 10 20 It's nice to be bac 15
14.05.2022 10 10
15.05.2022 5 S5
16.05.2022 10 10
17.05.2022 30 40 70 Latin discussion circle with Arguelles
18.05.2022 10 10 15
19.05.2022 10 10
20.05.2022 10 10
21.05.2022 10 10
22.05.2022 10 10
23.05.2022 10 10
24.05.2022 ) 20 40 60 Latin discussion circle with Arguelles

Figure 1. The “Report” sheet of my spreadsheet design?

? The “Latin” column represents the activity for that language, further subdivided into the following columns: Reading, Grammar, Talking,
Listening and Translation. The rows represent the days of a month, in this case, May 2022. The intersections of day and activity represent the
amount of time in minutes that I spent on a given activity in a given language on a given day. The spreadsheet formulae are set up to calculate
the sum total number of minutes spent on a given language on a given day in the “total” column. The topmost row of numbers is the sum total
number of hours spent on a given activity in a given language over the entire time that I have been keeping this record. It is also possible to adjust
the summation limits in order to obtain the sum total number of hours spent on a given activity in a given language over an arbitrary period of
time. The rightmost column contains the notes where I record any and all pertinent information about my language-learning process, such as
the resources that I make use of, and my impressions from using the language.

38 OUNONOTMYECKME HAYKM B MTUMO « Tom8 « N°3



Yan VAleshkevich-Suslov

The “Report” sheet (see Fig. 1) is comprised of large columns, which stand for the different languages
that I study. The large columns are further subdivided into smaller columns that represent the activities
in a given language. My list of activities usually includes the following:

1. Reading (both intensive and extensive).

2. Grammar study.

3. Talking (spoken and written communication).

4. Revision (any form of grammar-centric exercise).
5. Listening.

6. Translation.

The rows represent days. I write the number of minutes spent on a given activity in a given language
on a given day in the cell at the intersection of the respective language activity and day. Next, the formu-
lae in the top section of the column convert the total number of minutes spent on a given activity into
the number of hours, and the upper right-hand corner of the column displays the total number of hours
spent on that language. Additionally, there is a “Notes” column, which allows me to write any additional
information about my study of the language on that day. In particular, I tend to note down the following:

- impressions about my level of comprehension, how well I managed to understand a piece of text
that I read, how well I managed to understand a video, and so on;

- the names of books, movies, series, YouTube channels and other types of media that I am current-
ly using for my language studies, and that in turn also allows me to keep track of the resources that I have
made use of, so as to be able to recommend them in the future.

I use this sheet to keep a detailed record of my day-to-day activity, and I can adjust the summation
limits to get the total number of hours for an arbitrary time frame.

Month 1/1/22
ik Reading Grammar Talking pheicy Listening = Translation Time (app.)
Activity Drills i
0CSs 10 10
Polish 15 15
Slovene 15 15
Norse 10 10 ° 20
Danish 20 20
Norwegian 20 20
German 15 15 30
Old
English 13.33 3.33 13.33 30
Dutch 20 10 20 50
Scottish 20 20
Japanese 5 10 15 30
Latin 5 S 10 20
Catalan 15 15
French 20 20
Wildcard 15
Total: 08.33 20 28.33 10 158.33 0 55

Figure 2. The “Plans” sheet of my spreadsheet design’

The “Plans” sheet (see Fig. 2) is comprised of blocks that represent my plans for a given month of
study. The uppermost row lists all of the activities, just like in a column of the “Report” sheet, whereas the
leftmost column lists the languages, and in this sheet the cells at the intersections contain the intended
amount of time that I wish to spend on a given activity on a given language every day of a given month. I
use this sheet to make my monthly plans and to keep track of the time that I spent on my language activity

3 The activities are listed in the uppermost row, the languages in the leftmost column. The cells at the intersections contain the desired amount of
time that I wish to spend on a given activity on a given language every day of a given month. In addition to making plans, I also use this sheet to
keep track of the time that I spent on my language activity daily.
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daily, by writing in the number of minutes spent on a given activity in a given language, before transfer-
ring these figures into the “Report” sheet at the end of the day.

This spreadsheet design has the following advantages:

- itisvery easy to use and read off of;

- the data is easy to extract as it is presented in the upper section of the spreadsheet;

- it is possible to acquire data for an arbitrary time frame by adjusting the summation limits to
cover a desired range;

- it is easy to set up new languages by inserting a number of new columns and copy-pasting the
format and the formulae into the new columns;

- likewise it is easy to “quit” a language by simply ignoring the respective column or concealing it
using the MS Excel “Hide” functionality;

- itis possible to create graphs to show day-to-day progress, to be able to clearly observe high and
low points in terms of the amount of language study;

- it has a convenient place to write notes, which are of utmost importance for future data analysis,
as the researcher will be able to clearly observe an inflection point in the polyglot’s understanding of the
language and the steps that lead up to that event.

The drawbacks of my spreadsheet design are the following:

- itrequires detailed manual input;

- navigating multiple languages is inconvenient owing to the large size of the columns, both in
terms of length and breadth.

Overall, this design provides extremely detailed information at the cost of a small amount of time in
order to manually record and transfer data daily.

The second design that I wish to highlight is that of Alexander Arguelles himself, who used to keep
a spreadsheet for tracking his language progress for a certain period in his life. He graciously shared his
spreadsheet with me and gave me permission to showcase it during my talk on the use of spreadsheets for
keeping track of time spent on language activity at the Polyglot Gathering Online 2022.

Arguelles’s approach was quite different from mine: instead of keeping track of his daily activity, he
chose to track his cumulative hours spent on languages across a select few activities, which certainly
makes sense as he wanted to account for a very large number of languages, and having a daily report
detailing information on every single language would be too time-consuming. Thus, Arguelles made use
of a very simple but effective design: he would time his activity and then manually add that time to the
current time in the appropriate cell, which gives the total time that he had spent doing a given activity in
a given language. Next, the spreadsheet is set up to calculate the average number of minutes spent daily,
based on the number of days that the polyglot had been using the spreadsheet (which is calculated from
the starting date and the current date).

The advantages of Alexander Arguelles’s spreadsheet design are the following:

- the design is very simple, easy to use, and requires minimal effort on the part of the user;

- it does not present issues with navigation like my personal design.

Meanwhile, the disadvantages of his design are as follows:

—  this kind of report lacks the time dimension — once the data for the day has been entered, it is
impossible to tell how much time was spent on a given activity on a given day; instead, the spreadsheet
returns an average value for the time spent on a given language activity daily, but this is naturally not in-
dicative of the actual time that was spent on a particular day;

- likewise, it does not allow for the polyglot to keep a daily record of his impressions from learning
the language. While it is possible to write down notes in the cells to the right of a language, keeping a
detailed daily record is not quite straightforward or easy to implement.

In spite of the aforementioned drawbacks, this design is still viable for the sake of studying SLLA, aside
from being generally applicable for the personal use of any polyglot with a large number of languages. In
order to use it for the study of SLLA, the polyglot should either take screenshots or make another type
of record of his spreadsheets on a day when he felt a significant breakthrough or otherwise achieved a
particular goal. Next, this information is passed on to the researcher who will then be able to analyse the
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amount of hours spent on a given language by the time that a breakthrough occurred and make a plot
based on that information in order to analyse the data. This procedure should then be repeated for every
single language that the polyglot studies.

Finally, I would like to examine a method for tracking the time spent on language learning devised by
the Russian polyglot Alan Bigulov from Vladikavkaz. As part of his self-imposed challenge “10 languages
in 1,000 days” [2], [9] he made use of the online time tracking application toggl™. This application allows
the user to set up different languages and activities for each language. It then tracks time spent on a given
activity in a given language when the user presses the respective button. Detailed information on how to
set up this application is available in a video by Bigulov in Russian [3].

His approach has the following advantages:

- it allows one to easily keep track of a multitude of activities in a very ergonomic manner, without
taking up a lot of on-screen space;

- the application allows the user to view many different statistics and compare assorted data, per-
mitting for diverse kinds of data analysis.

However, Bigulov’s approach has several drawbacks:

- the application is online-only and thus it would be impossible to use it for keeping track of time
spent on language activity in locations far removed from Internet access;

- the application requires some knowledge of how to use it and how to adapt it for the use of track-
ing time spent on language-learning, as the application was initially designed for tracking time in corpo-
rate settings.

Alan Bigulov’s approach is very efficient and allows for incredible ease and variety in terms of data
analysis, but it has a steep learning curve and requires an online connection.

Results

In Table 2, I present the number of languages that I was already competent in prior to starting a new
language, the month when I felt like I had crossed the threshold (“Eureka” moment) and the number of
hours it took me to get to the tentative A2~B1 threshold in that new language. It must be noted that I
had studied both Norwegian Nynorsk and Standard German prior to starting my record, so, in order to
include them in the dataset, I attempted to estimate the number of hours that I had previously spent on
these two languages by assuming a uniform amount of time spent on those languages monthly and mul-
tiplying that number by the number of months that I had spent studying Nynorsk and German, respec-
tively. This does imply that the first two points on the graph (Fig. 3) are not as reliable as the later points,
which is something that one needs to keep in mind when analysing the data further.

Language # known languages | Month of “Eureka” moment Hours spent on language
Nynorsk 1 11.2019 372
German 2 12.2019 281
Danish 3 10.2020 184
Faroese 4 - *
Norse 5 11.2021 107
Frisian 6 - *
Old English 7 12.2021 66
Dutch 8 04.2022 46

Table 2. The time spent on languages up to A2~B1 level
(* see text for an explanation of the controversial status of Faroese and Frisian in my study)

A major complication arose out of the fact that I had studied Faroese in close proximity to Old Norse.
Two months after starting my studies of Old Norse, I took up Faroese, which makes it difficult to delin-
eate how much of the time spent on learning Old Norse affected my Faroese learning. I acquired spoken
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competence in Faroese rather rapidly, in a matter of about 40 hours, but that was preceded by substantial
study of Old Norse grammar and I was competent in both Nynorsk and Danish, and the combined effect
of these facts made it feel like I learned Faroese “for free”, with minimal effort. Since I had a “Eureka”
moment with Old Norse much later, I decided to count Faroese as my fifth language, but I did not include
it in the dataset, as I acquired it far too quickly due to a confluence of circumstances (akin to acquiring
competence in a language closely related to the one studied, as is often the case with Czech and Slovak,
Hindi and Urdu, or variants of Serbo-Croatian). In spite of that, I do believe that my learning Faroese
contributed to my further understanding of the Germanic languages, which is why I count it as my fifth
language instead of simply ignoring it.

A similar issue arose with Frisian: I failed to connect emotionally to the language and gave up on it
after eight months (69 hours) of study. I did not experience a “Eureka” moment in that time, so I do not
record Frisian as a point in the dataset. Yet, knowledge of Frisian grammar did play a role in my study of
Old English, so I still feel that it is necessary to count Frisian as language number seven. This decision,
along with the decision to count Faroese as a “known” language without recording it in the dataset, is
indeed a point of contention and it makes my data less reliable. However, the data is still worth investigat-
ing and discussing, as it may serve to inspire more thorough and rigorous research in a similar vein. The
improved algorithm for this research is proposed in one of the subsequent sections.

After compiling the data* for the six languages included in my analysis, I made a graph with the num-
ber of hours # needed to reach the A2~B1 threshold as a function of the number of known languages n.
The data is approximated fairly well by an exponential function. The plot and the graph are presented in
Fig. 3. The blue diamonds corresponding to the data in Table 2 seem to follow an exponential function,
so I used the built-in MS Excel tools to graph out an approximation of the data, represented by the black
exponential curve with the parameters fo = 481 h and n.2 = 2.4. The accuracy of the approximation is giv-
en by the square of the correlation coefficient, R? = 0.99544. A correlation coefficient equal to one corre-
sponds to a perfect mathematical relationship expressed by the function in question, whereas in practice
the correlation coefficient is always less than one. The closer it is to one, the better the approximation [6].
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Figure 3. The graph showing the number of hours spent on a new language vs. the number of languages that were al-
ready “known” prior to starting on the new language

¢ The author is prepared to share the original data used in this paper upon request.

The blue diamonds represent experimental data, whereas the black curve is the exponential approximation corresponding to the formula in the
upper right-hand corner. R? is a measure of the accuracy of the approximation, the closer it is to 1, the better the approximation. Values over 0.5
are considered to be sufficiently good.
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Analysis

As was mentioned in the preceding paragraph, the two parameters that characterise the exponential
function that approximates the experimental data are to = 481 h and n.2 = 2.4.

The first parameter is the “starting time”, the time that it would have hypothetically taken me to reach
the A2~B1 threshold in my first Germanic language (i.e. English), assuming I were to learn it under the
same conditions as all the other Germanic languages that I have since studied. The second parameter is
the “half-life”, the number of languages that I need to learn in order to halve the number of hours for my
next language. The number is not an integer because it simply describes the data given. In reality, one can
never halve the number of hours, as it will instead decrease by a different amount each time. Table 3 gives
a summary of the meaning of these parameters and their significance, which is expanded upon below.

Parameter to, “starting time” niz2, "half-life”
Meaning The time t.hat it would have taken to learn the first | The number of languages needed t.o cut the num-
language in a group ber of hours for the next language in half
Significance A measure of prop.inquity between the learner and A measure of propinquity between the languages
the language studied in a group

Large value: the learner’s native language is more | Large value: the languages in a group are very di-
distant from the language learned (native Japanese |verse and have a low degree of mutual intelligibility

speaker learning Belarussian). (Uralic languages).

Examples ; . . .
Small value: the learner’s native language is closer [ Small value: the languages in a group are very close
to the language learned (native Danish speaker and have a high degree of mutual intelligibility
learning English) (Slavic languages)

Table 3. A summary of the hypothesised properties of the two parameters for my exponential model

To test the accuracy of my model, I decided to compare the hypothetical “starting time” to known data
about the time needed to achieve Bl in English, which was the first Germanic language that I studied.
Sources vary as to the level cited and the number of hours required to achieve a given level, most sources
giving a range of values. Several online publications [4], [5], [7] cite the time needed to achieve B1 to be
somewhere between 480 and 520 hours, with my hypothetical value of 480 landing on the lower bound
of the range. An article from Pearson [10] gives the lower bound needed to achieve B1 in English as 380
hours, and the upper bound as 1,386 hours. The lower bound corresponds to ideal learning conditions,
viz. a highly motivated learner, whose first language is not too distant from English. The upper bound
corresponds to unfavourable learning conditions, most importantly, poor motivation. While the range is
quite large, my predicted value is on the same order of magnitude as the lower bound, which makes sense
considering the fact that my learning conditions leaned closer to the “ideal” end.

A paper by Ben Knight from Cambridge University Press [8] states that an adult in a positive learning
environment, i.e. with good motivation and with access to good resources and instructors, should get
to Bl in English in 420 + 70 hours. My predicted value of 480 hours falls well within the range, lending
credence to my model. In addition, the environment specified in the paper perfectly describes the envi-
ronment in which I learned all the Germanic languages after English: I was highly motivated, I had good
resources and I made use of effective techniques.

Based on these numbers, it seems that my model managed to give an adequate estimate of the time
that it would have taken me to achieve B1 in English had I been learning it under the same conditions as
the other Germanic languages. However, I believe that the numerical parameters of the model can also
provide insights into the relationships between languages of the same group as well as polyglots and their
languages.
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Proposal for future research

If the learner’s native language is genetically close or grammatically similar to the language that they
are studying, it will take them a relatively small amount of time to achieve a given competence threshold.
If the learner’s native language is more distant from the language that they are studying, it will take them
considerably longer to achieve the same competence threshold. Thus, the “starting time” is an indicator of
the level of propinquity that a learner has for the languages in a language family. For example, as a native
speaker of a Slavic language, I should have a relatively small “starting time” for Germanic and Romance
languages, whereas my “starting time” for Turkic, Uralic or Japonic languages is probably much higher.

If the languages in a group are similar from the viewpoint of structure and vocabulary, they will have
a high degree of mutual intelligibility and it stands to reason that learning a given number of languages in
a group will decrease the time needed to acquire a new language from the same group by a considerable
amount. Likewise, if the grammar and vocabulary of the different languages in a group are disparate, they
will have a low degree of mutual intelligibility and consequently, in order to decrease the number of hours
needed to acquire a new language by the same amount, the learner will have to learn a greater number of
languages. Thus, the “half-life” should display the level of propinquity and mutual intelligibility between
the languages of a given family. A diverse family like Uralic is likely to have a relatively large “half-life”,
whereas Slavic languages, renowned for their high degree of mutual intelligibility, probably have a very
small “half-life”.

These hypotheses should be tested further using data from other polyglots. If the data acquired from
other polyglots does correspond to an exponential function, we should compare variation in the two pa-
rameters to answer the following questions:

- whether the “starting time” is consistent across different learners with similar mother tongues;

- howmuch the “starting time” differs between native speakers of radically different mother tongues
(i.e. speakers of German vs. speakers of Arabic);

- how other aspects may influence the “starting time” for a particular learner (method, materials
used, bilingualism, linguistic environment, age when starting the language, etc.);

- if the “half-life” for a given language group is consistent across different learners;

- whether the “half-life” varies with any of the learners’ characteristics (mother tongue, method,
materials, knowledge of other language groups, etc.) or whether it really is a characteristic of a language
group, as I hypothesise;

- whether knowledge of ancient languages from the same group alters the “half-life” in any signif-
icant manner;

- whether knowledge of academic linguistics influences the “half-life”;

- how the parameters change based on the level that one is trying to achieve (A2 vs. B1 vs. B2; C1
and C2 are too impractical as these levels take far too long to attain).

If the other polyglots’ data is not approximated by an exponential function, the researcher should an-
swer the following questions:

- What function best approximates the new data?

-~ What are the parameters of this function?

- What is the significance of these parameters?

- Is this approximation consistent across different polyglots?

- Do the parameters vary with the polyglots’ characteristics (see the paragraph above)?

It would be impossible to check any of the abovementioned correlations accurately, since every in-
dividual learner is unique in his learning aptitude and can only learn a language once, meaning that it
is impossible to mitigate interference from undesired sources like personal issues, health problems and
other unexpected events. However, even such tentative correlations might provide insight into the process
of language acquisition and into the relationship between language families.

Having taken into account the problems that arose during my investigation, I formulated the following
algorithm for conducting a study of SLLA:
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1.  The study should be conducted by a tandem of a polyglot and a polyglottery researcher. With due
diligence, a polyglot may play the role of the researcher.

2. Decide on the language family (Slavic, Germanic, Romance, Uralic, Turkic, etc.) and the particu-
lar languages to be studied (around six to seven, they should be sufficiently distinct, so as to avoid issues
with delineating the languages, e.g. the similarities between Hindi and Urdu would make it difficult to
draw the line between “having learned Hindi” and “having learned Urdu”; likewise with Czech and Slo-
vak, ideally, only one of a pair of such closely related languages should be studied by a polyglot for the sake
of simplifying the division between languages).

3. Decide on the goals that are to be measured: A2, B1, B2 levels; scoring a certain number of points
on an oral proficiency test or a reading proficiency test; a certain number of minutes of uninterrupted
spontaneous conversation, etc.

4. The polyglot works through every language sequentially, recording the time that he spends on his
language activity daily (see Table 1 for an example of a daily report).

5. The polyglot records his experiences with the current language and his impressions of the learn-
ing process.

6. The researcher conducts periodic standardised tests of the polyglot's competence, preferably
around the time that the polyglot notices considerable breakthroughs.

7. 'The date when the polyglot either noticed a considerable breakthrough or when a test was taken
is recorded.

8.  The time needed to reach a considerable breakthrough or to get a successful test result is record-
ed.

9.  After repeating the procedure for each of the six to seven languages, the researcher makes a plot
of the number of hours necessary to achieve a given level vs. the number previously known languages.

10. The resulting data is approximated by a function and the results of this approximation are inter-
preted.

11. The researcher may conduct separate studies for different language competencies: understanding
written or spoken text, producing speech, creative writing. Different thresholds will have to be decided
upon for each of the competencies.

In conclusion, while my analysis is not devoid of subjectivity, I believe that the proposed research
paradigm could provide some useful insights and objective measures for several phenomena of interest.

© Y. Aleshkevich-Suslov, 2022
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