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 There is something special about being able 
to find, read, and comprehend genealogical 
records, historical accounts, and old documents 
written in the language of your ancestors.  New 
doors are opened for those able to communicate 
in the local language, even on a limited level, 
when corresponding or traveling, or visiting 
their ancestral villages overseas. 
 
 Some may be interested in only "reading 
German" or learning to translate.  Others, only 
one generation from immigrants, may speak 
some German but have little interest in learning 
grammar.  Most of us will find little advantage 
during our beginning study in separating 
"reading" from "speaking".  How well one 
progresses in the different areas will depend on 
need and personal makeup. 
 
 Audio or video learning material such as 
travel or business instruction and teaching aids 
make self-study easier than in past times.  These 
methods remove some of the anxiety of 
classroom learning but, after all is said and done; 
the methods are only as effective as the 
discipline of the student.  Eventually the student 
must phase into a conversational or reading 
environment, where the context and vocabulary 
may not be entirely familiar. 
 
 Many students feel more comfortable when 
a reference text is available and most popular 
texts at the high school or first-year-college level 
are satisfactory.  More recent texts tend to bring 
out identifiable language patterns instead of 
encouraging the student to memorize pedantic 
rules. 
 
 Whichever materials, books, or associates 
are used the most important habit is to study 
with regularity----like a little every day.  Below 
are given tips for possibly accelerating the 
learning process, when one has limited time.  
The order of listing only approximates the 
phases of your study.  Don't be afraid to dive in 
on any topic at any time. 
 
Audio Practice Tapes are an excellent method 
of learning and practicing a foreign language.  

They are even more valuable if accompanied by 
a hard-copy printout in German, as is the case 
for some tapes available at public libraries.  You 
should also record your own voice while reading 
and talking aloud.  The results are very 
revealing. 
 Your ears, voice apparatus, mind, and facial 
muscles became skilled in your native language, 
learned during childhood, and must, to a certain 
degree, be retrained in a new language.  This can 
only be achieved through practice and repetition. 
 
Perfection is not Mandatory - Strive for 
perfection but don't require it.  If you postpone 
speaking or writing until the result is "perfect", 
probably you will never do it.  New language 
students may be frightened by the sound of their 
voices uttering foreign words, and must 
overcome shyness and build confidence through 
practice.  Read something aloud every day. 
 
Pronunciation - German pronunciation is more 
consistent and systemized than English.  Study 
and use a simplified pronunciation guide. I have 
compiled a guide based on the sound of the 
English letters, published as Forschungshilfe 
No. 25 - Essentials of German Pronunciation - 
February 1997, which I find much easier to use 
than unscrambling the guides published in 
dictionaries. 
 
Building a "Minimum" vocabulary - It is 
most discouraging when learning a new 
language to need to repeatedly look up new 
words.  Learn a thousand or so "minimum" 
words, such as those in a stack of purchased 
vocabulary cards.  As you master the so-called 
"minimum vocabulary" you will need to consult 
a dictionary less often. 
 Make your own vocabulary cards, as you 
come across new words, posting a dozen or two 
words and their English equivalents to each 3 x 
5 card.  If you have difficulty retaining the 
meaning of words posting them to cards will 
enable review at a later time.  You'd be surprised 
at the opportunities to study these cards:  while 
jogging or walking, during TV breaks, when 
peeling potatoes, waiting in line at the post 
office, sitting in a traffic jam, etc. 
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 Keep a dictionary (and some blank cards), 
several places around the house, at work, in the 
car, and list German words and their English 
equivalents that seem desirable to learn. 
 
Read, Read, Read! - Reading aloud at a good 
rate will get you accustomed to the sound of 
your voice and ease the task of forming words 
and sentences on your own.  If necessary, or 
desired, don't be reluctant to "closet" yourself 
for privacy.  Choose reading material at a level 
of difficulty that is slightly above the level of 
"comfort".  Children's books are good for 
beginning.  High school or college texts with 
sections of open text are great.  Avoid editorial 
pages until later. 
 
Conversation - Nothing is better than hearing 
words pronounced by a native.  Enroll in a 
community class on conversational German.  
You won't get much actual practice, but you will 
get to hear the pronunciation.  If, in the 
beginning, you decided on the luxury of a tutor, 
have he or she concentrate on pronunciation.  
For more informal conversation perhaps you can 
cultivate a friendship with one who is also 
interested in learning to speak German.  Forbid 
English during your sessions together. 
 
Enlarging Your Vocabulary - Enlarge your 
general vocabulary by learning to use the stem 
word to form other parts of speech and 
compound words.  When you consult a 
dictionary for a word meaning, also study the 
various meanings and derivatives given in the 
definition block.  You will come across dozens 
of new words formed by adding prefixes and 
suffixes to the stem word.  Many of these 
modifications follow patterns, which may be 
studied in a beginning textbook or in a book 
called "Easy Ways to Enlarge Your German 
Vocabulary" (Reference No.  2). 
 
Writing - Practice writing simple, short 
sentences.  Your mind may think a mile a 
minute in English but when writing in a foreign 
language you must remain within your 
capability in that language.  Writing in German 
will help you learn to read and converse.  

 Test your writing ability by writing to a 
German Rathaus, Touristbüro or Bibliothek, 
asking for local maps, tourist information, or 
historical references.  (Don't forget to enclose 3 
or 4 International Response Coupons available 
from your local U S Post Office). 
  Write to those in your ancestral village who 
are possible cousins.  Most recipients will be 
sympathetic with your efforts and you may make 
contact with a pen pal, some of whom like to 
correspond to improve their knowledge of 
English! 
 
Article & Noun Declension - Dem, des, den, 
der - Declension of articles, adjectives, and 
nouns may seem to be an unnecessary nightmare 
for the beginning German student.  To earn a 
good grade in the classroom you must be 
perfect; with a little care one can get by with 
less-than-perfect declension as long as the errors 
do not change the meaning of the sentence. 
 Fortunately several new texts present the 
rules for declension in tabular form, making 
memorization easier.  Ostwald's Grammatische 
Hilftafel, to be published in a later issue of the 
COPALAM Newsletter, greatly simplifies the 
declension rules.  Also see Reference No. 3. 
 
Verbs - The conjugation patterns of German 
verbs are shown in magnificent fashion in a 
book entitled "Dictionary of 501 German Verbs 
Fully Conjugated". (Reference No. 1)  The 
conjugation patterns are somewhat similar to 
those in English.  Regular verbs in both 
languages take different endings to form the 
tenses.  Tenses and numbers of irregular verbs 
are formed as in English by permuting the 
vowels, as we do with begin, began and begun. 
 Study the entire book of verbs given in 
Reference No. 1.  Learn to recognize the "stem" 
word used in forming them, and include the 
infinitive or stem word, if unfamiliar, in your 
vocabulary card file. 
 
Thinking In German - Talking to Yourself - 
To accelerate your learning you should spend 
considerable time with a good listener.  Often 
times that listener will be you.  Practice 
expressing simple ideas, opinions, and 
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exclamations to yourself.  If you continue your 
study you will eventually find your thoughts 
switching from one language to another 
unconsciously.  It's a wonderful hobby! 
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