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Abstract

This paper is a preliminary step in studying thrgddy ignored topic of
polyglots, people who have learnt many foreign leagges to a high level of
proficiency. The paper profiles seven polyglotatgestigate approximately how
many languages each one mastered and how they fleaimlanguages. Certain
features that often appear in the language leampgriences of the polyglots are

identified and discussed.
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Introduction

Despite their extraordinary success in lagguaarning, polyglots have
received very little attention from researcherthmfield of language acquisition. This
is in contrast to common practices in other fie@flendeavour — science, art, business,
sport and so on — where the most successful gaatits tend to be the object of close
observation, analysis, discussion and imitatioters who wish to understand and

reproduce their success. It seems reasonablepgedubat polyglots too, with their
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mastery of 10, 20 or sometimes more languages pmayde insight into the
language learning process, bringing benefit to nahgr learners, whether those
learners wish to master one language or many.

Why polyglots have been largely ignored up untilvrie not very clear. It may
be that researchers have doubted the truth ofdlyglpts’ claims, dismissing the
claims as the products of over-active imaginatidims Janguage learning equivalents
of Hercules myths or Bigfoot stories. Alternativalgsearchers may have dismissed
polyglots as genetic outliers, from birth possessid such astounding aptitude for
language learning that their experiences were pygliGable to the typical language
learner. These responses are understandable -alifteost of us have experienced
difficulty making progress in one foreign language the notion of mastering a large
number of them is almost inconceivable and we mafrictively consider
polyglottery irrelevant or worse.

Nevertheless, it is somewhat odd that the topscritd been investigated in
more depth. At least, research could confirm whretthe above assumptions — that is,
that the claims are false or that the polyglotseh@are and innate aptitude — are
supported by what we know of polyglots. If eithesamption is indeed supported by
the weight of evidence, then the topic can safelyrn to its place of obscurity in the
field. On the other hand, it might emerge thatéhertruth to the claims and that the
polyglots’ success with languages stems from faabtiner than natural talent, in
which case their experiences become highly relefaarthe typical learner. It could
be argued that research into polyglots has no neocoéfer than research into learners
who have mastered just one foreign language arekdhthere is a large body of such

research — the so-called good language learneiest(glg. Naiman et al, 1978;

70



Stevick, 1989). However, as well as offering alsligdifferent perspective from
bilinguals, polyglots can be expected to have egfitheir learning approaches to a
higher degree than bilinguals and therefore prosid®ore reliable perspective on
successful language learning.

This paper provides an overview of the lives aclii@/ements of several
purported polyglots, based on a variety of non-anad sources. My aim is to
determine whether their claims for language actjorsappear to be supported by
evidence and, if so, whether the evidence suggjestshe exceptional acquisition
was the result of innate aptitude. | also atterapdéntify the language learning
approaches used by the polyglots. After the overvigresent several points of
interest that emerge from it. Because of the n@damic nature of the source

material, the conclusions reached here are predirpin

Definition of terms

Strictly speaking, a polyglot is a person who piasiciency in three or more
languages; that is, a multilingual person. Howenegeneral usage, the term refers to
people who have mastered a substantially largetbeuwf languages. This is the way
it is used by Krashen and Kiss (1996), among otlzard is the way it is used in this
paper.

In relation to acquisition, | use the terms ‘magtand ‘highly advanced
level/proficiency’ interchangeably. They refer te@mewhat general concept that
includes a high — but not necessarily native-spealtevel of precision, ease and
fluency of communication using listening, speakirggding and writing skills in a

wide variety of situations.
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Polyglots and their achievements

Because of the dearth of academic study on the tdolyglottery, it is
necessary to turn to other sources for informagioout the phenomenon. Fortunately,
extensive records of the language achievementsveftal polyglots appear in
biographies, memoirs, letters, language learnindeguand, in the case of a living
polyglot, a website. Based on such materials, aHewing are profiles of seven
polyglots who lived in the period from the Iate”‘]xﬂantury to the present. Multiple
sources in direct contact with the polyglot supplogt claims in each case and other
circumstances — for example, the polyglot’s worlpoblications — tend to further the
reliability of the claims in each case. During gexiod covered here, it is probable
that there have been dozens of other polyglotsnfortmation about them is scant,

inaccessible, unsupported or otherwise unreliable.

William Jones

Jones was born in London in 1746. His mother bégaaucate him
intensively from the age of three. Jones begameaittg Harrow school at six. He did
not show any special interest or aptitude in faréanguages at first, but at the age of
10 his interest in Latin grew and within a few y&ehe had reached a high level of
proficiency. At 12, he entered secondary schoblaatow and began studying ancient
Greek. He may have also begun studying Frenchsatithe as, by the age of 14, he
was at least considering writing lengthy lettersisister in French (Teignmouth,
1807, p.30). At the age of 18, in addition to hisstery of Latin, ancient Greek and
French, he had enough understanding of ItalianniSpand Portuguese to be able to

“read the best authors” (ibid, p.42).
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In his first year at Oxford University, he begandsting Arabic, going so far
as to hire full-time for several months a Syriasident of London to assist him with
listening and speaking skills. Soon afterwardshégan studying Persian. It seems
that Jones mastered these languages within a fexs gyad, at the age of 22, his fame
had spread to the point that he was asked by thg & Denmark to translate a long
Persian text into French. Around the same timeed@ublished other literary studies
in French. In his late 20s, while working as a twnd writer, he began to study
German and appears to have reached a fairly higt ile that language too, as
Teignmouth (ibid, p.465) claims that Jones “wasalighly conversant in German”,
among many other languages.

In his mid-30s, Jones was appointed as a juddeetbigh court of Calcutta,
where he turned his interest to several Indiandaggs, mastering Sanskrit and
reaching a fairly high level of proficiency in Hingihd Bengali. Incidentally, it was at
this time that he made the observation for whiclshmost remembered — that the
languages Sanskrit, Latin, Greek, Persian anddCaltderived from the same
original language, now known as Proto-Indo-European

Jones once wrote that he had mastered eight laaguggglish, Latin, ancient
Greek, French, Italian, Arabic, Persian and Sahgkid, p.465). However, he may
have been unduly modest or harsh on himself fagnfaouth claims that he knew 11
languages thoroughly (ibid). Jones’s approachriguage learning included the use
of grammar textbooks, conversation with native Epesor highly advanced learners
of the language and reading literature in the laggult is clear that he also did a

great deal of writing in his foreign languages.

73



Guiseppe Mezzofanti

Mezzofanti was born into a working-class familyBalogna, Italy in 1774.
From the age of three, he attended a small, neighbod school, where the teacher
noticed that he learnt quickly. He was soon prochédeanother school, and then
another. His strongest subjects were languagésstatatin, then Greek and Spanish.
Before he was 20, he had mastered them and wa®mwals way to mastering Arabic,
Hebrew, Coptic, French and German.

Mezzofanti became a Catholic priest and was appodiptofessor of Arabic at
the University of Bologna at the very young ag@®f His work in the church and at
the university enabled him to meet people fronoadr the world and to converse
with them in their native languages. In additioa,fad the time, motivation and skills
to study foreign languages by himself. Over thet wexcade or so, he added Russian,
Hungarian, English, Persian, Swedish and Turkistgray others.

He became quite a celebrity and was often soughbyftoreigners who
wished to challenge him in the languages they kie@817, when he was 43, he met
Lord Byron and another English poet, William Stetwose. Both of them attested to
his superb proficiency in English and other langisadrose spoke with him at length
on several occasions and found that he spoke Hriglia near-native degree, with
great fluency and “extraordinary precision” (RuksE58, p.226). Byron was
impressed by his thorough knowledge of Englishedits, slang and swearing. His
biographer, Russell, wrote that his own respondddpnzofanti’s English
pronunciation was not that it was incorrect but thavas almost too correct to be
appear completely natural” (ibid, p.403). A Gerntla@ologian, August Tholuck,

visited him in 1829 and was more critical of hidlskn various languages, though
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still very impressed. In 15 minutes of conversatio@erman, Tholuck found four
minor mistakes and noted that his accent, whilalga@s closer to Poles’
pronunciation of German than native pronunciatidmluck tested him in several
other languages that he knew — Arabic, Persiangipianish and English — and
found that Mezzofanti had problems only with Duteimich he did not know, and
Danish, which he could understand but could noakpe

In his biography, Russell presents strong evidénaeMezzofanti mastered
more than 25 languages and had good knowledgekalsdis 10 or more other
languages. Mezzofanti does not seem to have hadeamngt method of learning. He
told Tholuck that his “way of learning new languageas no other than that of our
school-boys, by writing out paradigms and wordsl emmmitting them to memory”
(ibid, p.278). He also read a great deal of litenein his foreign languages and took
every opportunity to speak the languages. Althduglsuccess is often explained as
the fruits of an innate gift, it is clear that henked very hard almost daily for decades

to acquire and maintain his languages.

Richard Burton

Burton was born in Torquay, Britain in 1821.As g/dwe travelled widely
with his family in Europe and lived for a few yeams=rance. He showed early talent
for learning the languages and dialects of Framckltly. In 1840, he entered Oxford
University, where he studied Arabic until he wapdaied the following year because
he had attended a horse race.

After his dismissal from Oxford, Burton joined tBetish Army and was

stationed in India for seven years. Unlike mostisfmilitary colleagues, he
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immersed himself in Indian culture, including stuafyat least five of the languages. It
is not clear what level he reached in these langsidgt it seems that in Hindi, at least,
he had advanced proficiency. He was also said tbheeto pass himself off as a local
when he spoke Sindhi and dressed in disguise (Roysdia Britannica, 1911). While
he was acquiring these languages, he continuestudy of Arabic and Persian. He
used Arabic extensively in 1853, when, in disg@s& Muslim, he joined a
pilgrimage to Mecca, a transgression that wouldeHaeen punished by death had he
been discovered. Although there is no doubt trenabic proficiency was very good,
he might not have been at a highly advanced lavbistime as he failed an army
translator’s Arabic test just after he returnedrfidlecca. In his 30s, he became an
explorer in Africa, then a diplomat, based firsfinica, then Brazil, the Middle East
and Austria. In each location, he continued totodal languages, although reports
of his proficiency in these languages are sketcater in life, Burton took to
translating into English famous Indian and Araleixt$, such ashe Kama Sutralrhe
Arabian NightsandThe Perfumed Garden

It is difficult to quantify the number of languagést Burton mastered. Some
sources put the figure at more than 20, includia¢gdts. That figure, however, is
likely too high, probably including many languadkeat he was familiar with but had
not mastered. A more conservative count of mastareglages would include:
English, French, Italian, German, Latin, Greek, diifsindhi, Arabic, Persian and
possibly Portuguese, with good proficiency in salether languages. Wright,
although critical of Burton’s work as a translatcknowledges that he was an
exceptional polyglot — “the greatest linguist araeller that England ever produced”

(Wright, 1906, p.xii).
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Burton’s approach to language learning began wimorisation of a list of
sentence types, essentially a basic grammar. H&dlwead through the list and a list
of basic vocabulary several times a day, limitiaghestudy session to 15 minutes
because he felt that he lost concentration aftar(ivright, 1906, p.65). He acquired
these basics in a week or two and then began rgadithentic literature, often a
gospel, because he found these easy to undersiaimg) the text, he would greatly
expand his lists of sentence types and vocabwyvould repeat the process with
more difficult books, always reading out loud satttthe ear might aid memory”
(ibid). Burton also paid attention to speakinglskitepeating difficult sounds
hundreds of times a day until he mastered thensahé/ocally repeating the

sentences he heard in conversation with nativekgppga

Harold Williams

Williams was born in Christchurch, New Zealand 8v&. His father, a
Methodist clergyman, tutored Williams from a youagge. At first, he did not show
much talent for learning but, according to Williammself, he experienced a
mysterious cognitive transformation at the ageewkes and began making quick
progress in his studies, especially Latin. Whilk atyoung boy, he coupled his two
strong interests — Christianity and languages rebyging the Bible in Dobuan, a
Melanesian language, and then constructing graran@rocabulary lists from the
text. In a biography of Williams, his wife claimsat, at eleven, in addition to Dobuan,
he knew Latin, Greek, Hebrew, French, German dtaéind Maori (Tyrkova-Williams
and Williams, 1935, p.3), although she gives nocatibn how well he knew them.

By his late teens, the list had grown to includedbuSpanish, Fijian, Samoan and
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Tongan (ibid, p.14). When he moved to Auckland/the was able to practice
speaking many of his languages with sailors aptire

In his early 20s, Williams began studying Russiad Bolish while working as
a clergyman. After coming into conflict with churahthorities, he left New Zealand
for Germany, where he began studying at universiéyeventually gained a doctorate
in languages from Munich University. Next, he movedRussia, where he worked as
a correspondent for British newspapers. While theeeadded several languages from
the region, including Finnish, Latvian and Georgiafter World War One, he was
unemployed for a time in Britain and took the ogpoity to teach himself Hungarian,
Basque, Chinese and Japanese. That he managedhdimself to read Japanese
newspapers is testament to his thoroughness. Ih, @2became the foreign editor
for theLondon Timesnd so was given further opportunities to usddmguages.

It is not clear how many languages Williams masténgotal. One estimate
that is often given is over 50, but this is prolydidsed on the languages listed by his
wife in her biography of Williams, a list that mighot be completely reliable and, in
any case, does not take into account the questiwh&ther Williams mastered the
languages or simply had some proficiency in theenéstheless, given his extreme
interest in and widely acknowledged talent for laage learning, his doctorate in
languages, his many years of living, studying andkimg in foreign countries while
using the local languages and the accounts of roamemporaries, it is probable that

he mastered 10 or more.

Kato Lomb

Lomb was born in Hungary in 1909. She did not heawe special interest or
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proficiency in foreign languages until her 20shaligh she had studied some French,
German and Latin in her childhood. While studyingd doctorate in chemistry, she
started taking French classes and had some suédtssshe obtained her doctorate,
she began taking classes in English while at theedame doing a great deal of
self-study in the language, such as using a tektbod reading English novels
(Krashen and Kiss, 1996).

Lomb enjoyed the process of learning foreign laiggsaso much that she
moved on to other languages — German and Russidne/fA&nd of World War Two,
she used her Russian skills to interpret for Rass@ops that had occupied Hungary.
She next devoted herself to Romanian and Italiamréund 40, she began taking
Chinese lessons at a university and became fasdimath the language and culture.
A few years later, after reaching an advanced lev€hinese, she moved on to
Japanese and eventually worked extensively asiglatar and interpreter in both
these languages. She continued learning new laeguhgoughout her life, beginning
her last one, Hebrew, in her 80s. She worked esnalaitor with a total of 16
languages but stated that she was not at an adVvénae in all of them. In addition
to her native Hungarian, she was at a near-naiwe in English, French, German
and Russian and had a very high proficiency in éitheer languages: Italian, Chinese,
Japanese, Spanish and Polish (Lomb, 2008).

Lomb wrote at length about her approaclPalyglot: How | learn languages
(Lomb, 2008). Typically, she began her study adraglage by perusing a dictionary
with Hungarian translations. She did not necessbdrn words this way but gleaned
basic knowledge of the writing system, phonologg arorphology. This preliminary

step was her way of sampling the language, “makiegds with it” (ibid, p.148).
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From there, she moved on to a grammar textbookvéllsas completing exercises in
the textbook, she would write similar sentences imotebook. Because “all of this is a
bit tedious” (ibid, p.149), she would at the samgetread a novel in the language. At
first reading, she simply tried to understand wdrdm the context and write them
down in their context in her notebook for revievatér, she would read the book a
second or third time, each time trying to undemtarore of the story and hence the
language. She would also listen to radio broadséagte language and record them
for re-listening. Later in the learning proces® sfould study with a native speaker,
focusing on listening and writing. She felt thaitilmg was pedagogically superior to
speaking because people are more likely to use tiffi@ilt language in writing and
can thereby “expand the framework” of their undamding of the language. She
would begin by writing her own compositions buteaihe had progressed to a
higher level, she would translate other texts tholanguage because this forced her
to use language she otherwise would not have $&exvalued speaking skills also —
as would be expected of a simultaneous interprebert seems to have believed that
other skills should be developed first.

In addition to the above activities, Lomb put aagréeal of emphasis on
attitude. For her, interest in the language waarpaunt, far more important than a
gift for language learning, which was a concept tiee believed to be largely an
illusion. Nevertheless, she encouraged learneuseédhe concept to their own
advantage, writing that they should convince thdwesethat they are linguistic
geniuses because a positive attitude was impddasticcess with languages (ibid,

p.173).

80



Kenneth Hale

Hale was born in 1934 in lllinois, USA and grewinf@rizona. From a young
age, he showed an interest in other languagesjmegthe native American languages
Navaho, Jemez, Hopi and Tohono O’odham from clagssma school and university,
and learning French and Spanish in high schoosetadis high school teacher
recommended that he focus on one language at dtibtdale felt that he learned
better when studying multiple languages simultasou

He obtained a doctorate in linguistics from Indiafraversity and did field
work with ethnic groups whose languages had notipusly been studied in depth by
linguists, most notably several years of work wigetnious Australian Aboriginal tribes.
Later, he became a professor at Massachusettsitasif Technology, where he
specialised in the languages of small minority ggowHale himself was modest about
his language abilities, which makes it hard to pitigs actual accomplishments. He
stated that he was fluent in only three languagaslish, Spanish and Warlpiri, an
Aboriginal language (Keyser, 2001). However, mahlgis fellow linguists attest to
his advanced skills in many other languages, eafpetiis native-like pronunciation
and profound understanding of grammar. There arerdoof anecdotes relating how
quickly and how well Hale acquired new languageg.(&engoyan, 2003). Some of
these — such as the story about him speaking flisgranese after watching a
Japanese movie with sub-titles — are almost céytaiaggerated. Others are
supported by multiple, reliable sources. As withestpolyglots, the high figure that is
touted in newspaper articles and websites — in'slaése it is 50 — is likely to be the
number of languages in which he had intermediatéqdency or better. Nevertheless,

the weight of evidence suggests the number he nedsteas at least 10, many of
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them languages spoken by small minority groups.

Hale said that he preferred to learn a languagelking with a native speaker.
Then, using the knowledge he had acquired from exwation, he would write down
his own sentences, the more complex the bettewas$ealso said to use dictionaries,

textbooks and novels if they were available inlérguage he was learning.

Alexander Arguelles

Arguelles was born in the USA in 1964. Accordindhie own account, he was
not very successful at foreign language learning esild and teenager. It was only
when he entered Columbia University that he beganake significant progress. His
language classes there met five days a week, halll snmbers of students, were
taught by enthusiastic teachers and took a traditigrammar-based approach. These
conditions enabled Arguelles to progress to a dewel in French and German by the
time he graduated, though he does not make cleatlghow well he knew the
languages at that time. During the same perio@|$eetook classes in Latin, ancient
Greek and Sanskrit, and studied Spanish by himsalig a grammar translation
textbook, listening tapes and casual conversatitimmative speakers. His level in
these languages was somewhat lower than his Feerttberman at the time.

While studying for a doctorate in comparative higtof religions, Arguelles
continued his study of foreign languages, espgcaitthaic languages such as Gothic,
Old French, Old Norse, which were related to hesith topic. He also used French,
German and Latin for research and regularly spgdeniSh in social situations. After
completing his doctorate, he received a grant tcedearch in Germany. In Germany,

he made a point of avoiding English, going so fatcamake German his “mental
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operating system” (Arguelles, 2011a). He travetl@dughout Europe at this time and
found that, by virtue of his proficiency in seveRdmance and Germanic languages,
he could very quickly reach an intermediate lemabéw languages, such as Italian,
Dutch and Swedish.

After living in Germany for two years, Arguellesesyt the next eight years,
from the age of 32, working as a professor at a&arsity in Korea. His position gave
him considerable time to devote to language legraimd he took full advantage of
the opportunity. He claims to have often spent déré a day studying, almost
entirely by himself with textbooks, tapes and regdnaterial, such as readers or
novels (ibid). He focused at first on Korean anehtlexplored a wide array of
languages, some of which — Russian, Arabic, PeesidnGreek — he learnt to a
high-intermediate or low-advanced level. At the afd0, he took up a position at a
university in Lebanon and set about further deviael@is Arabic proficiency. Now at
47, he lives in Singapore and continues to wokrangthening his most advanced
languages. Through his own and other websites,éliegihas provided some
information about his level in various languageswidver, he tends to focus primarily
on his level of reading comprehension in the laggsaand gives relatively little
information about speaking and listening skillsim@oassessment of his speaking
skills in some of his languages can be made fraernet videos in which he speaks
the languages (e.g. Arguelles, 2008; Arguelles1BRIFurthermore, several people
attest to his speaking skills in the various lanppsathat they have heard him speak
(e.g., McCormick, 2009). These remain somewhatliztnle measures of proficiency
— as is the case with other polyglots — but thelycate that Arguelles has probably

reached a highly advanced level in at least 12daggs: English, German, French,
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Spanish, Italian, Dutch, Swedish, Latin, Old NoS& French, Korean, Russian and
Arabic, with Portuguese, Greek and perhaps Peasighe cusp of that level.

Like Lomb, Arguelles has written at length abowt &pproach to language
learning. In the early stages of learning, he psetie work by himself with
grammar-based textbooks, such as the old versiohssimil, Linguaphone or Teach
Yourself series. He listens a great deal to therdings that accompany the textbooks
and also reads readers or other easy reading alatée has long used two somewhat
unusual techniques: shadowing and scriptorium. @haxy involves listening to
speech in the language and immediately repeatimgt iftoud. This leads to more
intense concentration on the listening task, hedpevelop better pronunciation and
speaking speed and may also promote noticing ohigratical structures. The
scriptorium technique involves reading out loud #rmeh copying down sentences
from written texts. After copying down the sentenbte learner checks any unknown
grammar or vocabulary in it. This technique ensaresore thorough consideration of
the language of the text, while also providingtertpractice of speaking skills. When
he has gained a solid foundation in the languaggyéles often takes private lessons
with native speakers to improve his speaking shkitld reads authentic native-speaker
texts, such as novels. He also tries to spealatigubge as often as possible, writing
that, for the purpose of language learning, he ineca more outgoing person “who
sought out and created conversational opportuniffeguelles, 2011a). He tends to
study more than one language at a time and ussadigds only 15 minutes or so on
each activity, so that a two-hour block of stuay, éxample, often includes as many

as eight different activities with two or three darmges.
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Discussion

In the experiences of polyglots profiled in thifice, certain features appear
with such regularity that it is reasonable to sespieat they have widespread
relevance in second language acquisition. Sevétabse features are outlined below.
Of course, emerging as they do from brief and gan@ofiles of only seven polyglots,
these points do not represent firm conclusionstatiter, preliminary points of
interest that would attain more significance in bamation with similar findings in

other studies of polyglots or other areas of se¢anguage acquisition.

Polyglottery is possible

Even allowing for some imprecision or exaggeratiothe source material, it
is probable that each of the people profiled heeeled a highly advanced level of
proficiency in at least eight languages and thatesof them mastered many more
than that. The main finding, then, from this ovewiis that mastery of eight or more
languages is possible. Some people would counteasisertion with the argument
that these polyglots have a special and innat¢uatifor language learning and
therefore their experiences are not applicablgdal language learners. This

argument leads us to the next point.

Innate aptitude is a poor explanation for at leassome cases of polyglottery
Despite studying languages from childhood, botmhand Arguelles failed

to make progress in foreign languages until reddyilate ages (Lomb in her 20s;

Arguelles at around 18). This indicates that thieyrmbt possess a special innate

aptitude for languages and that such aptitudetis fiactor in the extraordinary
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success that they achieved after that. In factgltgs (2011b) has stated that he does
not believe he has special talent for languageiegr

Even in cases when polyglots acquired multiple laggs as children, they
did not always experience the quick and straightéod progress we would expect
from naturally gifted learners. Jones and Willidmegan learning a foreign language
at very young ages — probably before five in babes — yet neither of them made
much progress for the first few years. Until the af 10, Jones’s results for Latin
were worse than many of his classmates at Harfalenles and Williams did have
extraordinary natural talent, it is odd that ithkoears of language learning before it

became apparent.

Intense study

Lengthy and focused study explains the polyglaistess far better than
innate aptitude does. Arguelles spent years stgdgimgyuages for many hours a day,
often as many as 16 hours a day. In her dealglot: How | learn languaged.omb,
2008), Lomb makes it clear that she too put afstudy time into her languages.
Teignmouth wrote of Jones that “he was no lesshitetkto his uncommon industry
and method for his attainments, than to his supegapacity” (Teignmouth, 1807,
p.43). Russell (1858, p.476) wrote similarly of Mefanti that “the eminence to
which he attained is in great part to be attributelis own almost unexampled
energy, and to the perseverance with which he oedi to cultivate (his) gifts to the
very last day of his life.” What fueled this intenstudy? Each of the polyglots had
different reasons for learning foreign languagétate wanted to preserve endangered

languages; Jones and Arguelles wanted to undergtaatlworks of foreign literature
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in the original languages; Lomb wanted to further ¢tareer — but in addition to those
reasons they all seem to have shared an intrintgoeist in languages and taken some
delight in learning languages simply for the sakkearning and figuring them out, as

if they were a game.

Self-directed active learning

All seven of the polyglots directed their own léagto a very large degree,
usually deciding of their own accord which languateey would learn and how they
would learn them. That is not to say that theyrttireceive help from teachers and
others. Even in that respect, though, the polydiats very clear ideas about how to
benefit from others’ help and seemed to be verpeaeimplementing those ideas. In
all aspects of the language learning process,tdreded to be in control of their own

learning.

Grammar focus

Since the 1970s, there has been an ongoing andinfense debate in the
field of second language acquisition about whelg@mers should or should not
focus on grammar in their study. Although mosthef polyglots profiled here were
dead by that time and perhaps never gave the isaub thought, the beliefs of all of
them are clear from their approaches — a focusamgar is important for language
learning. All of the polyglots made a point of payiclose attention to the grammar of
each language they studied. They did not necegsandly grammatical formulas or
attempt to gain meta-cognitive knowledge of grammarthey did at least focus on

grammar in context, especially by writing out atutying sentences that exemplified
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grammar points that they wished to acquire. KrastrehKiss (1996) downplay the
importance of grammar study in Lomb’s approach. eioev, Lomb herself states
clearly in her guide to language learning thatgbent considerable time focusing on
grammar by doing textbook exercises, writing secgsrbased on certain grammar
points and having her grammar (and other) erronected by a native speaker (Lomb,

2008, p.148, p.155).

Communication focus

On the other hand, the polyglots also made streegoficommunicative
methods in their study. In accounts of their liviegs very common to read that they
went out of their way to find native speakers oraatted learners with whom they
could practice speaking. It is interesting to ntde, that all of them read a great deal
of authentic native speaker texts — novels andiseio the languages they studied,
often from the first stage of learning a langudgemost of these cases, they appear to
have focused more on the message in the book hledariguage, which means their
reading was a communicative language learningifictivhus, we see in the polyglots,

approaches that always include both a grammar facdsa communication focus.

Learning more than one language at a time may hawe synergistic effect

Hale was the only one to state that he believedi¢haning more than one
language at a time made it easier to learn eattredanguages but most, or possibly
all, of the polyglots did at some stage study twmore languages together. This
suggests that there is a possibility that it hagreergistic effect. Hale’s

recommendation alone makes it worthy of considemnati
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Languages can be mastered relatively late in life

One of the persistent myths of language learninigasadults — and especially
middle-aged or older adults — cannot make muchrpesgn learning a foreign
language. The myth is countered by all of the ploltgg Lomb is a particularly good
example of an adult going from no knowledge to ®igstin her 30s, she began
learning Russian and eventually reached a veryleiggl in the language. In her 40s,

she did likewise with Chinese and Japanese, l&tmion-Indo-European languages.

It is not necessary to spend time in a country wherthe language is spoken

This is an obvious point. However, spending tima country where the
language is spoken sometimes appears to take ggeneted importance in the mind
of learners and lack of it is sometimes used asxanse for poor results actually
caused by lack of study. The most striking rebutidhe belief is that Mezzofanti
mastered more than 25 languages without ever lgdtaty. Lomb wrote that going to
a country where the language is spoken often pesumb benefits that could not have
been attained in the home country and that it leag httle benefit for learners in the

early stages (Lomb, 2008, p.158-9).

Study every day

The two polyglots who have written about their teag in most detail, Lomb
and Arguelles, both recommend frequent study penodil a reasonably high level of
proficiency is reached. In fact, Lomb’s first rdlelanguage learning was: “Spend
time tinkering with the language every day” (ibpd159). Arguelles (2011a) states

that one reason why he began to improve in Frefiehentering university was that
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he took French classes every day at universityjkeihligh school. Although it is not
clear, it may well be that other polyglots placedikar emphasis on the frequency of

study.

Multiple short periods of study

Burton (Wright, 1906, p. 65) stated that he didlil@ to spend more than 15
minutes studying a language at one time. He cdytapent more time than that
studying each day but rather than studying in ong block of time he used multiple
short sessions. Arguelles appears to do somethnmias Although he continues
studying for longer periods of time, he tends tarae activities roughly every 15
minutes, often changing from one language to amotloenb also appears to have

changed learning activities several times durirchekay’s study.

Conclusion

It is likely that the polyglots’ success owes mtwéheir regular and persistent
study than any innate aptitude. As such, their @ggres to learning have relevance
for anyone attempting to learn a foreign langu&jespecial interest are the features
that appear frequently in different polyglots’ apaches, several of which emerged in
the overview here. On the whole, the topic of ptattgry seems rich enough to

warrant considerably more attention than it hasived up until now.
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