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H O W  T O  U S E  T H I S  B O O K

Before You Begin
A short note on getting the most from these pages

If you have studied English for years but still freeze when it is time to speak, this book was written for you. You are
not lacking talent, and you are not "bad at languages." You have simply spent most of your study time on input —
reading, grammar, tests — and very little on the one thing that builds speaking: speaking. This book exists to change
that, even if you have no teacher, no classmates, and nobody nearby to practise with.

Everything here is designed for a learner working alone. You will find example sentences you can say out loud, mini-dialogues
you can act out, exercises you can do in a quiet room, and a complete day-by-day plan for turning practice into a habit. You do
not need a partner to begin. You need a voice, a few minutes a day, and a willingness to sound imperfect for a while.

T H E  O N E  R U L E

Speak every single day, even when alone, even for two minutes. Reading this book will teach you about English. Only speaking
will teach you English. Treat every chapter as something to do, not just something to read.

How the book is organised
The book moves in six parts, from the raw sounds of the language to a full self-study system:

Part I — Foundations: the sounds, stress, rhythm, melody, and connected speech that make you understood.

Part II — The Building Blocks: just-enough grammar, plus the vocabulary, phrasal verbs, and idioms you can actually
use.

Part III — Everyday Conversation: ready-made language for the real situations you will meet.

Part IV — From Words to Fluency: thinking in English, befriending mistakes, shadowing, and feedback loops.

Part V — Speaking in the Real World: register, presentations, interviews, and a clear accent.

Part VI — Your Self-Study System: a 90-day plan, daily habits, resources, and how to break through plateaus.

Five appendices at the back give you reference material: high-frequency words, phrasal verbs, an IPA chart, a hundred conver‐
sation starters, and a self-assessment guide.

Icons you will see
Throughout the book, coloured boxes flag the most useful moments:

C O A C H ' S  T I P

A practical shortcut or piece of advice to apply right away.

R E M E M B E R

A point worth keeping in mind as you practise.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

A frequent error — and how to avoid it.

PRACT ICE

Something to do out loud, on paper, or into a recorder before moving on. Do not skip these — they are the book.

Now take a breath, find a place where you can speak without worrying who hears you, and let us begin. Your more fluent,
more confident self is only a few pages — and a lot of out-loud practice — away.
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P A R T  I

Foundations: The Sound of
English

Before words and grammar comes the raw material of speech —
the sounds, stress, and music that make you understood.



C H A P T E R  1

The Confident-Speaker Mindset
Why your beliefs about English matter more than your grammar

Let me guess. You can read English. You can follow a film, mostly. You understand your colleagues in a meeting. But
the moment it is your turn to speak, something tightens in your chest, the words scatter, and you hear yourself say
something far smaller and simpler than what you actually meant. You walk away thinking, "I knew the right word.
Why didn't it come out?"

You are not alone, and you are not broken. The single biggest thing standing between you and fluent speech is almost never
your grammar. It is what happens in your head a half-second before you open your mouth. This chapter is about that half-sec‐
ond — and how to change it.

The real reason adults stay silent
Children learn to speak by being gloriously, fearlessly wrong. They say "I goed to the park" and "she runned away," and no‐
body panics. Adults do the opposite. We have spent years being told that mistakes are failures, and we carry that into the new
language. So we wait. We wait until the sentence is perfect in our heads. And by the time it is perfect, the conversation has
moved on.

There are three traps in particular that keep adults quiet. The first is fear of mistakes — the belief that an error makes you
look stupid. The second is perfectionism — the idea that it is better to say nothing than to say something imperfect. The
third is the most seductive of all: the "I'll speak when I'm ready" trap. You promise yourself that after one more grammar
book, one more course, one more month of study, you will finally be ready to talk. But that day never comes, because readi‐
ness does not arrive from studying. It arrives from speaking.

Here is the truth that took me years to accept: you do not learn to swim by reading about water. At some point you have to get
wet and flap around inelegantly. Speaking is exactly the same.

K E Y  I D E A

Fluency is a physical skill, not a body of knowledge. You can know every rule and still be unable to speak, just as you can know
the rules of cycling and still fall off. The skill is built by doing, not by knowing.

Mistakes are data, not disasters
Imagine two learners. The first speaks only when she is certain, so she makes very few mistakes — maybe two a week. The sec‐
ond talks constantly and makes thirty mistakes a day. Who improves faster? The second learner, every time. She is generating
thirty pieces of feedback a day. Each mistake tells her something: "Oh, it's I've been, not I'm been." "Ah, people say make a de‐
cision, not do a decision." She is running experiments, and every experiment teaches her something the textbook never could.

So reframe the word. A mistake is not a verdict on your intelligence. It is simply data — information about the gap between
what you said and what a native speaker would say. Data is good. Data is how you get better. The learner who makes no mis‐
takes is not winning; she is just not playing.

Try saying these out loud right now, as a small act of permission:

• "Sorry, let me say that again." — you are allowed to restart

• "How do you say... when you mean to be late?" — asking
is fluent, not weak

• "I'm not sure that's the right word, but you know what I
mean." — keep going anyway

Notice that none of those sentences are perfect English in a textbook sense — and all of them are exactly what confident
speakers actually say.

Knowing English versus using English
These are two different skills that live in two different parts of your brain. Knowing is recognition: you see a word and un‐
derstand it. Using is production: you reach for a word and it appears on your tongue in real time. Most adult learners have a
huge "knowing" vocabulary and a tiny "using" vocabulary. You might recognise fifteen thousand words but actively speak with
only two thousand of them.

The good news is that you can move words from the "knowing" shelf to the "using" shelf — but only by using them. Reading a
word ten times does almost nothing. Saying it out loud in three different sentences does a great deal. When you learn the word



postpone, don't just nod. Say: "We had to postpone the meeting." "Can we postpone until Friday?" "They postponed the wed‐
ding twice." Now it is becoming yours.

Lower the stakes
Anxiety lives where the stakes feel high. So make them low — artificially, deliberately low. You do not have to give a TED talk.
You have to order a coffee, describe your weekend to a friend, narrate what you are cooking to your empty kitchen. Speaking
to yourself in the shower counts. Talking to your dog counts. Recording a sixty-second voice memo that nobody will ever hear
counts most of all, because there is literally no one to judge you.

When the stakes are low, your brain stops treating speech as a threat. And when it stops treating speech as a threat, the words
come more easily. It is a kind of pleasant trick: the less you care about being perfect, the better you actually sound.

You do not become a speaker by preparing to speak. You become a speaker by speaking
— badly at first, then less badly, then well.

The 1% daily principle
You will not wake up fluent. Nobody does. But you can get one percent better today, and one percent better tomorrow, and
those tiny gains compound into something enormous. One percent a day is not dramatic. It is ten focused minutes. It is one
new phrase used in three sentences. It is one short voice memo. None of it feels like much on the day. But a year of one-per‐
cent days is a transformation.

The trap is thinking that progress must be big to count. It does not. The learner who practises ten minutes every single day
will sail past the learner who does a heroic three-hour session once a month and then burns out. Consistency beats intensity.
Always.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Attach your daily English to a habit you already have. Speak English to yourself while you brush your teeth, or narrate your
commute, or describe your lunch out loud before you eat it. Tiny, anchored, daily. That is the whole secret.

Build a speaking identity
The way you talk about yourself becomes the way you behave. If you say, "I'm shy" or "I'm bad at speaking," your brain quietly
arranges the evidence to prove you right. So change the sentence. Start saying — even if it feels untrue at first — "I am some‐
one who speaks English every day." "I am a person who keeps talking even when I make mistakes." "I'm learning, and I'm get‐
ting better."

This is not empty positive thinking. It is identity. People act in line with who they believe they are. A person who sees herself
as "a speaker" reaches for chances to speak. A person who sees herself as "a struggler" hides from them. You get to choose the
label, and the label shapes the behaviour.

Managing anxiety in the moment
Even confident speakers feel the spike of nerves. The difference is they have tools. Here are three you can use the very next
time your turn comes and your heart starts racing.

Breathe before you begin
Anxiety makes us speak on a shallow, half-empty breath, which makes the voice thin and shaky, which makes us more anx‐
ious. Break the loop. Before you start, take one slow breath in through the nose, then speak on the way out. One breath. It
buys you a moment and steadies the voice.

Slow down on purpose
Nervous speakers rush, as if trying to escape the spotlight. But rushing causes more mistakes, not fewer. Slowing down gives
your brain time to find the words and makes you sound calm and in control — even when you are not. Say less, say it slower,
and pause without apology.

Use fillers to stay afloat
Native speakers do not produce flawless, gap-free sentences. They buy time constantly, and so should you. Keep a few natural
fillers ready so silence never panics you:

• "Well, let me think..." — buys a few seconds gracefully • "That's a good question." — sounds thoughtful, not stuck



• "How can I put this..." — signals you are searching, which is
fine

• "You know what I mean?" — keeps the other person engaged

These are not crutches. They are exactly what fluent speakers use to keep the river of conversation flowing. Master them and
you will never freeze in silence again.

R E M E M B E R

Confidence is not the feeling that comes before you speak. It is the result of speaking many times and surviving every one of
them. Act first; the feeling catches up.

PRACT ICE

Two short challenges. Do both today, not tomorrow.

1. The honest self-assessment. Answer out loud, in English: Which trap holds you back most — fear of mistakes,
perfectionism, or "I'll speak when I'm ready"? When did you last stay silent even though you knew what to say? What would
change if you decided mistakes were just data?

2. The 60-second challenge. Open the voice recorder on your phone. Pick any topic — your morning, your job, the last meal
you cooked. Speak for sixty unbroken seconds. Do not stop to correct yourself. Do not start over. When you hit a wall, use a
filler ("well, let me think...") and keep going. Then play it back once, notice one thing you did well, and notice one thing to
improve. That is the whole loop: speak, observe, adjust. Repeat it tomorrow.

Do that sixty-second recording every day for two weeks and something quiet but real will shift. The words will come a little
faster. The fear will shrink a little. You will start to feel, for the first time, like a person who speaks English — because you will
be one.



C H A P T E R  2

The Sounds of English
Vowels, consonants, and the sounds your language may not have

Here is something that will take the pressure off immediately: your goal is not to sound American or British or
Australian. Your goal is to be understood. A clear accent that carries your meaning is a complete success. Native-like
perfection is not the target, and chasing it will only exhaust you. So let go of "sounding native" right now, and let's fo‐
cus on something far more useful — making sure the sounds you produce are the sounds your listener expects to
hear.

Pronunciation matters because a single wrong sound can change a word entirely. If you say ship when you mean sheep, or
thinking comes out as sinking, your listener has to stop and decode you. That tiny delay, repeated across a conversation, is
what makes people say "Sorry?" again and again. Fix the sounds, and the "sorrys" disappear.

IPA: your map of the sounds
English spelling lies to you constantly. The letters ough sound different in through, though, tough, and cough. You cannot
trust the spelling to tell you the sound. That is why we use the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) — a set of symbols
where each one always represents exactly one sound. You do not need to memorise all of it. You just need to read a few key
symbols so that when a dictionary tells you a word is /ˈskedʒuːl/, you actually know how to say it.

Think of IPA as a map. You don't need to draw maps; you just need to read them. When you look up a word from now on,
glance at the IPA next to it. That habit alone will quietly fix dozens of words you have been mispronouncing for years.

K E Y  I D E A

English has about 44 sounds but only 26 letters. Spelling cannot reliably tell you how to say a word — only the sounds can.
Learn to hear and produce the sounds, and the spelling stops fooling you.

The vowels
English vowels are slippery because there are far more vowel sounds than vowel letters. The most important distinction for
being understood is between short and long vowels, and the single most important sound of all is one most learners have nev‐
er heard named.

Sound IPA Example words

short i /ɪ/ ship, sit, bin, this

long ee /iː/ sheep, seat, bean, these

short a /æ/ cat, bad, man, sat

short u /ʌ/ cut, but, luck, sun

long oo /uː/ food, blue, two, who

short oo /ʊ/ book, good, put, foot

the schwa /ə/ about, sofa, teacher, problem

Look hard at that last row. The schwa /ə/ is the most common sound in all of English — and it is the lazy, relaxed "uh" that
hides in unstressed syllables everywhere. Listen: in about, the first sound is not "ay," it is "uh-BOUT." In teacher, the ending
is not "er," it is "TEACH-uh." In problem, the second part is "PROB-luhm." Native speakers reduce unstressed vowels to
schwa constantly, and learning to do the same is one of the fastest ways to sound natural.

Say these slowly, letting the unstressed vowel go soft and lazy:

• banana — buh-NAH-nuh (both outer vowels are schwa)

• camera — CAM-ruh (the middle vowel almost vanishes)

• the — usually "thuh," not "thee"

• a cup of tea — "uh cup uh tea" in fast speech

The tricky consonants
Some English consonants do not exist in many other languages, so your mouth has never learned to make them. That is com‐
pletely normal — and completely fixable, because consonants are physical positions your tongue and lips can be taught.



The "th" sounds: /θ/ and /ð/
This is the famous one. Put the tip of your tongue lightly between your teeth and blow air. That is the voiceless /θ/ in think,
three, both, mouth. Now do the same position but turn your voice on, so it buzzes — that is the voiced /ð/ in this, that, mother,
weather. Many learners replace these with /s/, /z/, /t/, /d/, or /f/, which turns think into sink and brother into bruvver. The
fix is simple but feels strange at first: let your tongue poke out a little. It is supposed to.

/v/ versus /w/
For /v/, your top teeth touch your bottom lip — like a buzzing "f." For /w/, your lips round into a small circle and your teeth
touch nothing. So vest and west, vine and wine, are completely different. Watch your mouth in a mirror: teeth on lip for v,
rounded lips for w.

/r/ versus /l/
For /l/, the tip of your tongue touches the ridge just behind your top teeth. For /r/, the tongue pulls back and touches nothing.
So rice and lice, right and light, collect and correct are distinct words. Touch for l, no touch for r.

Final consonants
Many languages drop or soften the consonant at the end of a word. English does not — and the ending often carries the whole
meaning. Cat versus cap, back versus bag, card versus car. If you swallow the final sound, the listener loses the word.
Pronounce your endings clearly and fully.

/s/ versus /z/
These look the same in many words but sound different. /s/ is a quiet hiss with no voice; /z/ is a buzz with your voice on. Put
your hand on your throat: z vibrates, s does not. This matters for plurals and the verb to be: ice versus eyes, price versus prize,
bus versus buzz.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Do not turn th into s or z. "I sink so" instead of "I think so" is one of the most recognisable learner errors, and it can genuinely
confuse a listener — think and sink are different actions. The cure is physical: tongue between the teeth. Practise it slowly in a
mirror until it stops feeling odd.

Minimal pairs: the listening workout
A minimal pair is two words that differ by exactly one sound — like ship and sheep. They are the gym equipment of pronun‐
ciation, because to say them differently you must first hear them differently. Train your ear and your mouth follows.

Sound contrast Pair 1 Pair 2 Pair 3

/ɪ/ vs /iː/ ship / sheep sit / seat bin / bean

/θ/ vs /s/ think / sink thick / sick mouth / mouse

/v/ vs /w/ vest / west vine / wine veil / whale

/r/ vs /l/ rice / lice right / light fry / fly

/s/ vs /z/ ice / eyes price / prize bus / buzz

Now hear them in real sentences, where the difference does actual work:

• "The ship is full of sheep." — two completely different scenes

• "I think the boat will sink." — one you mean, one you fear

• "Pour the wine from the vine." — drink versus plant

• "She won the prize for the lowest price." — reward versus cost

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Record yourself saying a minimal pair — "ship, sheep" — then play it back. If you cannot hear the difference in your own voice,
your listener can't either. This honest feedback loop is the fastest pronunciation fix there is. Pick one pair a day and drill it for
two minutes.



PRACT ICE

1. Hear it first. Use a dictionary's audio (Cambridge or Oxford online both work) to listen to each pair in the table above
three times. Don't speak yet — just train your ear to notice the one sound that changes.

2. Then say it. Say each pair out loud five times: "ship, sheep. ship, sheep." Watch your mouth in a mirror for the /v/–/w/
and /r/–/l/ pairs.

3. Put it in a sentence. Say "I think the ship will sink" and "She paid a low price for the prize" slowly, hitting every target
sound. Then record it and compare to the dictionary audio.

4. The schwa hunt. Say banana, about, teacher, and problem, deliberately making the unstressed vowels lazy and soft. Feel
how relaxed your mouth becomes — that relaxation is what natural English sounds like.

You will not fix every sound in a week, and you do not need to. Pick the two or three that cause you the most trouble — for
most learners that is th, the short-versus-long vowels, and the final consonants — and drill those. Clear those few, and your
listeners will stop saying "Sorry?" That, not a perfect accent, is the real victory.



C H A P T E R  3

Stress, Rhythm & the Music of Words
Why English is a stress-timed language

You can pronounce every individual sound perfectly and still be hard to understand. How? Because English is not
just a string of sounds — it has a rhythm, a beat, a music. Speakers lean on some syllables and rush through others,
and that pattern is so deeply expected that if you get it wrong, a listener may not recognise even a word they know
well. This chapter is about that hidden music: where the beat falls, and how to play it.

Many learners speak English with the rhythm of their own language — giving every syllable equal weight and equal time. To a
native ear, that sounds flat and oddly robotic, and worse, it can make clear words sound strange. Once you feel the rhythm of
English, your speech will suddenly sound far more natural, even if your individual sounds are not perfect.

Word stress: the loud syllable
Every English word of more than one syllable has one syllable that is louder, longer, and higher than the others. We call it the
stressed syllable. In banana, it is the middle: ba-NA-na. In computer, it is the middle again: com-PU-ter. In beautiful, it is
the first: BEAU-ti-ful. Native speakers store words together with their stress pattern, so if you stress the wrong part, the word
can become unrecognisable.

Try it. Say HO-tel with the stress at the front, then ho-TEL with it at the back. The second is correct. Now imagine asking for a
"HO-tel" — a listener might genuinely pause, because the shape is wrong. Stress is not decoration. It is part of the word's
identity.

K E Y  I D E A

Wrong stress breaks comprehension more often than wrong sounds. A listener can forgive an imperfect th, but if you stress
the wrong syllable, the word may not register at all. Learn each new word together with its stress.

When stress changes the meaning
Some English words are spelled identically but mean different things depending on where the stress falls. Usually the noun
stresses the first syllable and the verb stresses the second. This is a real, meaning-changing pattern, not a curiosity.

Word Noun (stress first) Verb (stress second)

record /ˈrekɔːd/ — "a REcord" /rɪˈkɔːd/ — "to reCORD"

present "a PREsent" (a gift) "to preSENT" (to show)

object "an OBject" (a thing) "to obJECT" (to disagree)

increase "an INcrease" "to inCREASE"

produce "PROduce" (vegetables) "to proDUCE" (to make)

Hear the difference in full sentences — the stress alone tells the listener whether you mean the thing or the action:

• "I want to reCORD a new REcord." — the verb, then the noun
• "They will preSENT the PREsent tonight." — to show, then a
gift

• "I obJECT to that OBject on the table." — to disagree, then a
thing

• "Prices will inCREASE; that's a big INcrease." — verb, then
noun

Counting syllables
To place stress, you first have to feel the syllables — the beats in a word. Put your hand flat under your chin and say a word
slowly; your jaw drops once per syllable. Cat drops once (one syllable). Table drops twice: TA-ble. Computer drops three
times: com-PU-ter. Information drops four: in-for-MA-tion. Counting beats this way makes stress much easier to hear and to
place.

Common stress patterns
Stress is not random; there are reliable patterns by word type. You don't need to memorise rules, but noticing the patterns
trains your instinct.



Pattern Where stress falls Examples

Two-syllable nouns usually first TAble, DOCtor, MARket, WAter

Two-syllable verbs often second deCIDE, beGIN, forGET, reLAX

Words ending -tion / -sion syllable before it inforMAtion, deCIsion, eduCAtion

Words ending -ic syllable before it fanTAStic, eLECtric, speCIfic

Words ending -ity syllable before it aBIlity, posiBIlity, acTIvity

Sentence stress: content versus function words
Stress does not stop at the word. Inside a sentence, English speakers stress the content words — the ones that carry mean‐
ing — and rush quietly through the function words that hold the grammar together. Content words are nouns, main verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs. Function words are articles, prepositions, pronouns, and auxiliary verbs.

Take the sentence "I bought a book at the shop." The words a listener really needs are bought, book, and shop. So a native
speaker says it like this: "I BOUGHT a BOOK at the SHOP," landing hard on those three and skating over I, a, at, the. Try it
out loud, tapping the table on each capitalised word. Feel how the small words compress to fit the beat.

• "She's GOing to the BEACH with her FRIENDS." — three strong
beats

• "I NEED to FINish this REport toDAY." — content words pop,
the rest blur

• "We CAN't COME to the PARty toNIGHT." — the negative can't
gets stressed

Stress-timed versus syllable-timed
Here is the big idea that ties it all together. English is stress-timed: the stressed beats arrive at roughly regular intervals, and
whatever unstressed syllables fall between them get squeezed to fit. Many other languages — Spanish, Italian, Japanese, and
others — are syllable-timed, giving every syllable about the same length. If you bring a syllable-timed rhythm into English,
it sounds even and machine-like to native ears.

Look at these two sentences: "Cats eat fish" and "The cats will eat the fish." They have very different numbers of syllables —
yet a native speaker says them in almost the same amount of time, because both have three stressed beats (CATS, EAT, FISH).
The extra little words in the second sentence get crushed down to make room. That compression is the engine of English
rhythm.

In English, the strong beats keep the time; the weak syllables simply squeeze in between
them.

Weak forms: the secret of fast speech
Because function words are unstressed, they often shrink into weak forms, usually built around that schwa /ə/ from the last
chapter. This is not sloppy speech — it is correct, natural English, and learning it will dramatically improve how you sound.
The word to becomes "tuh." And becomes "n." Of becomes "uhv." For becomes "fuh." Can becomes "kn."

• "fish and chips" → "fish-n-chips"

• "a cup of tea" → "a cup-uh-tea"

• "I want to go" → "I wanna go" (casual)

• "What do you think?" → "Whaddya think?" (casual)

You do not have to force these — they will come naturally once you stop giving every word equal weight. But recognising them
is essential for understanding fast speech, because this is exactly why native speakers can sound like they are speaking one
long blurred word.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Practise rhythm with a beat. Choose a sentence, tap the table on each stressed word, and keep the taps evenly spaced — then
make the small words fit in between, however squashed they get. "I WANT to GO to the SHOP." Tap, blur, tap, blur, tap. This
trains the stress-timed feel better than any explanation can.



PRACT ICE

1. Mark the stress. For each word, say it aloud and decide which syllable is loudest: computer, banana, decision, fantastic,
ability, beautiful, important, comfortable. Check yourself against a dictionary's audio.

2. Noun or verb? Say these sentences twice, once each way, and feel the meaning shift: "I want to (record) a (record)." "They
will (present) the (present)." "Please don't (object) to the (object)."

3. Clap the rhythm. Read aloud "I BOUGHT a BOOK at the SHOP," clapping only on the capitalised content words. Then do
"She's GOing to the BEACH with her FRIENDS." Keep the claps evenly spaced and let the small words shrink.

4. Same time, different length. Say "Cats eat fish," then "The cats will eat the fish," and try to make them take the same
amount of time. Three beats, three claps, no matter how many extra little words are crammed between them.

Rhythm is the part of pronunciation that learners most often ignore and that helps the most. Get the music right — strong
beats, squeezed weak syllables, stressed content words — and even an imperfect accent will sound clear, confident, and un‐
mistakably like English.



C H A P T E R  4

Intonation: The Melody of Meaning
How your pitch changes what you actually mean

Say the word "really" out loud three times. First, as a genuine question: "Really?" Then as bored agreement: "Really."
Then as excited surprise: "Really?!" Same word, three completely different messages. You didn't change the gram‐
mar or the vocabulary. You changed the music. That music is called intonation, and it carries an enormous amount
of meaning in spoken English. You can speak with perfect grammar and still confuse or even offend people if your
melody is flat or wrong. The good news: once you understand the few main patterns, you can hear them everywhere,
and you can start using them today.

Intonation is simply the rise and fall of your voice as you speak. English uses it constantly, and listeners react to it automati‐
cally, often without noticing. When your voice rises and falls in the expected places, you sound natural, friendly, and clear.
When it stays flat, you sound bored, robotic, or even rude, no matter how kind your words are. This chapter teaches you the
patterns that matter most, with sentences you can say out loud right now.

K E Y  I D E A

Words tell people what you are talking about. Intonation tells people how you feel about it and what you want them to do.
Native listeners trust the melody more than the words.

The Two Basic Movements: Rising and Falling
Almost all English intonation comes down to two movements. A falling tone means your voice drops at the end. It sounds
finished, certain, and complete. A rising tone means your voice goes up at the end. It sounds open, unfinished, questioning,
or polite. Picture a staircase: falling tone walks down the last few steps, rising tone steps up.

Try these out loud. Drop your voice on the underlined part:

• Falling (statement): "I live in London." (voice goes down on
"London")

• Falling (certain): "The meeting is at three." (down on "three")

• Rising (checking): "You live in London?" (voice goes up on
"London")

• Rising (polite, open): "Can I help you?" (gentle lift at the
end)

Questions: Which Ones Rise and Which Ones Fall?
Here is one of the most useful rules in all of spoken English, and many learners get it backwards. Not all questions rise.

Yes/No questions usually rise
If the answer could be "yes" or "no," your voice typically goes up at the end. This signals that you are genuinely asking and
leaving the door open for an answer.

• "Are you coming tonight?" ↑
• "Did you finish the report?" ↑

• "Is this the right bus?" ↑
• "Do you want some coffee?" ↑

Wh-questions usually fall
Questions that begin with what, where, when, who, why, which, or how usually fall at the end. They sound businesslike and
clear, not unfriendly. This surprises many learners, because they assume every question must rise.

• "Where do you live?" ↓
• "What time is it?" ↓

• "Why did you call?" ↓
• "How was your weekend?" ↓

If you make a wh-question rise too much, it can sound surprised or even suspicious. "WHERE do you live?" with a big rise can
sound like you can't believe the answer. Keep wh-questions calm and falling, and you'll sound confident and natural.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Don't put a strong rise on every wh-question. "What is your name?" said with a sharp upward jump sounds shocked or inter‐
rogating. Let it fall gently: "What's your name?" ↓ That is warm and normal.



Statements Fall, Even When You're Not Sure
Normal statements fall at the end. "I'll see you tomorrow." "The train leaves at noon." "I really enjoyed that film." If you let
your statements rise at the end too often (sometimes called "uptalk"), you can sound unsure of yourself, as if every sentence is
a question. A small amount is friendly; too much makes you sound like you need constant approval. For most clear, confident
speaking, end your statements with a fall.

Lists: Rise, Rise, Rise... Fall
When you list things, English uses a beautiful pattern: each item rises until the last item, which falls. The rises say "I'm not
finished yet," and the final fall says "that's the end of the list."

• "I bought apples ↑, bananas ↑, oranges ↑, and grapes ↓." • "We can go on Monday ↑, Tuesday ↑, or Friday ↓."
• "She speaks English ↑, French ↑, and Arabic ↓."

If every item falls, the list sounds choppy and unfinished after each word. If the last item also rises, the listener keeps waiting
for more. Get the final fall right and your lists sound smooth and complete.

Tag Questions: The Melody Decides the Meaning
Tag questions are the little add-ons at the end of a sentence: "...isn't it?", "...don't you?", "...right?" Here intonation does some‐
thing remarkable: the same tag means two completely different things depending on whether it rises or falls.

Sentence Intonation What it means

"It's cold today, isn't it?" Rising ↑ Real question. You genuinely don't know and want an answer.

"It's cold today, isn't it?" Falling ↓ You already know. You're inviting the other person to agree.

"You're coming, aren't you?" Rising ↑ You're checking, slightly unsure.

"You're coming, aren't you?" Falling ↓ You expect "yes." It's almost a friendly assumption.

This is why a falling tag like "Lovely weather, isn't it?" ↓ is a classic way to make small talk. You're not really asking; you're of‐
fering a shared moment of agreement. Master this and you'll sound socially fluent.

Politeness Lives in the Pitch
Here is something that trips up many learners: the exact same words can sound polite or rude depending entirely on intona‐
tion. Word choice is only half the story.

Take "Sit down." Said flat and falling hard, it's a command, almost an order. Add a warm rise and a softer voice, "Have a
seat?" or "Please, sit down" with gentle movement, and it becomes an invitation. A flat, monotone "Thank you" can actually
sound sarcastic or annoyed, while a "Thank you" with a warm rise-fall sounds genuinely grateful.

• Flat, no movement: "Thanks." → (can sound cold or bored)

• Warm rise-fall: "Thank you!" ↑↓ (sounds sincere)

• Flat: "Can you help me." → (sounds like a demand)

• Rising: "Can you help me?" ↑ (sounds polite and open)

Wide pitch movement generally signals interest, energy, and warmth. A narrow, flat pitch signals boredom or distance, even
when you don't mean it. As an intermediate learner, you may speak flatly simply because you're concentrating hard on the
words. That's normal, but be aware that listeners may read your flat voice as disinterest. Let your voice move more than feels
comfortable; to a native ear, it will sound just right.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

If someone tells you that you sound "serious," "tired," or "angry" when you don't feel that way, the cause is almost always flat
intonation. Exaggerate your pitch movement on purpose for a week. You'll feel theatrical; you'll sound friendly.

Emphasis: Stress One Word, Change Everything
Beyond rising and falling, you can stress one particular word in a sentence to highlight it. This is called contrastive stress, and
it can completely change the meaning. Look at this famous example. The words never change, only the stressed word (shown
in CAPITALS):



You stress... The sentence What it implies

I "I didn't say she took it." Someone else said it, not me.

didn't "I didn't say she took it." I deny saying it.

say "I didn't say she took it." I implied it, but didn't say it.

she "I didn't say she took it." Someone else took it, not her.

took "I didn't say she took it." Maybe she borrowed it, not took it.

it "I didn't say she took it." She took something else.

Six different meanings, one sentence, just by moving the emphasis. Say each version out loud and listen to how the stressed
word jumps up in pitch and gets a little longer and louder. You use this every day in your own language without thinking. In
English, you can do it on purpose to be crystal clear.

• "I wanted the red one." (not the blue one) • "I wanted the red one." (but I didn't get it)

• "I wanted the red one." (someone else wanted the blue)

Showing Emotion and Interest
Intonation is how you sound alive. Listen to how a native speaker reacts in conversation. They don't just say "Oh." They say
"Oh!" with a big fall (surprise), or "Oh?" with a rise (curiosity), or "Ohhh" with a slow fall (now I understand). These tiny
melodic reactions show you're listening and engaged.

Use a wide rise-fall to sound genuinely interested: "That sounds amazing!" "No way!" "You're kidding!" Practice reacting with
your voice, not just with your words. A warm "Wow, really?" with movement makes the other person want to keep talking to
you.

Hear It in a Dialogue
Read this conversation twice. The first time, say everything flat. The second time, follow the arrows. Feel the difference in how
friendly you sound.

Maya: Hey, you got the job, didn't you? ↓ (falling tag, expecting yes)

Sam: I did! ↓ (confident, falling)

Maya: Really?! ↑ (big rise, genuine excitement)

Sam: Yeah. They called this morning. ↓

Maya: That's fantastic! ↑↓ When do you start? ↓ (wh-question falls)

Sam: Monday. ↓ Are you free to celebrate tonight? ↑ (yes/no question rises)

Maya: Tonight? ↑ (checking) I think so. Let me see. ↓

Sam: We could go to that Italian place, or the new sushi bar, or just stay in. (first two rise, last one falls)

Maya: Sushi! ↓ Definitely the sushi. (strong fall, contrastive stress on "sushi")

Notice how the tag question "didn't you?" falls because Maya is fairly sure. The wh-question "When do you start?" falls. The
yes/no question "Are you free?" rises. And the list of three options rises, rises, then falls. This is the real melody of English
conversation.

In speech, the words are the lyrics, but the intonation is the song. People remember the
song.



PRACT ICE

1. Say "really" five ways out loud: as a real question, as bored agreement, as excitement, as doubt, and as sympathy. Record
yourself and check that each one sounds different.

2. Take the sentence "I never said you were late." Stress a different word each time (six versions). Say each aloud and explain
the new meaning to yourself.

3. Say this list with correct intonation: "For breakfast I had eggs, toast, juice, and coffee." Rise on the first three, fall on
"coffee."

4. Say "It's a beautiful day, isn't it?" twice: once as a real question (rising tag), once as small talk seeking agreement (falling
tag).

5. Practice five wh-questions with a calm falling tone: "Where are you from?" "What do you do?" "How old is she?" "Why are
you laughing?" "When did it happen?"

6. Find a one-minute clip of a native speaker (a show, a podcast, an interview). Listen only for the music, not the words. Hum
the melody of three sentences, copying the rises and falls.

R E M E M B E R

Yes/no questions tend to rise. Wh-questions and statements tend to fall. Lists rise until the final item falls. Tag questions rise
for a real question and fall to seek agreement. And whenever you want to sound interested, let your voice move. Flat is the
only truly "wrong" intonation.
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Connected Speech: Why Natives Sound "Fast"
Linking, reductions, and the secret behind real spoken English

Have you ever understood every word on a page, then completely missed the same sentence when a native speaker
said it out loud? You're not slow, and your English isn't broken. The truth is that native speakers don't actually talk
faster than you think; they talk connected. They glue words together, swallow some sounds, and shrink the small
words down to almost nothing. "What are you going to do?" becomes "Whaddaya gonna do?" Once you understand
how this gluing works, two amazing things happen: you start to understand fast speech, and you start to sound nat‐
ural yourself. This chapter hands you the secret.

Textbooks often teach you to pronounce every word fully and separately: "I. Have. To. Go." Said that way, English sounds ro‐
botic, like a machine reading a list. Real speakers don't pause between words; they let the end of one word run into the start of
the next, creating a smooth, flowing stream. The skill of joining and reducing words is called connected speech, and it is the
single biggest reason native English sounds "fast" and "mumbled" to learners. It isn't laziness. It's a system, and you can learn
it.

K E Y  I D E A

Native speakers don't speak word by word. They speak in connected chunks, linking sounds together and weakening the
unimportant words. The rhythm rides on the important words; everything else gets squeezed.

Linking: Where Words Hold Hands
The first secret is linking. When one word ends in a consonant sound and the next begins with a vowel sound, native speakers
join them as if they were one word. The consonant slides over to the next word.

Consonant to vowel
This is the most common kind of linking, and learning to hear it transforms your listening.

• "an apple" sounds like "a_napple"

• "an hour" sounds like "a_nour"

• "turn it off" sounds like "tur_ni_toff"

• "pick it up" sounds like "pi_ki_tup"

• "this evening" sounds like "thi_sevening"

• "far away" sounds like "fa_raway"

Say "an apple" slowly and separately, then let the "n" jump to the "a": "a-napple." That single move makes you sound dramati‐
cally more fluent. This is also why "not at all" sounds like one smooth word, "no-ta-tall," rather than three separate ones.

Vowel to vowel: the hidden /w/ and /j/
When a word ending in a vowel meets another word starting with a vowel, English secretly inserts a tiny /w/ or /j/ (the "y"
sound) to smooth the join. You already do this without noticing.

Phrase Hidden sound Sounds like

go away /w/ "go-waway"

do it /w/ "do-wit"

I am /j/ "I-yam"

she always /j/ "she-yalways"

the end /j/ "thee-yend"

You don't need to think about the rule while speaking. Just stop putting a hard stop between vowels. Let the words flow into
each other and the little /w/ or /j/ appears naturally.

Reductions and Weak Forms: The Small Words Shrink
Here is the second big secret, and it's the one that helps your listening the most. English has two kinds of words. Important
words, the ones that carry meaning (nouns, main verbs, adjectives), stay strong and clear. Little grammar words (to, and, of,
for, can, a, the, that) get squeezed down to a quick, soft sound, usually the lazy vowel /ə/ called "schwa." These squeezed ver‐
sions are called weak forms.



Word Strong form Weak form Example

to /tuː/ /tə/ "tuh" "I want to go" = "wanna go" / "want-tuh go"

and /ænd/ /ən/ "uhn" "fish and chips" = "fish-'n-chips"

of /ɒv/ /əv/ "uhv" "a cup of tea" = "a cuppa tea"

for /fɔːr/ /fər/ "fer" "for you" = "fer-you"

a /eɪ/ /ə/ "uh" "a minute" = "uh-minute"

the /ðiː/ /ðə/ "thuh" "the dog" = "thuh-dog"

can /kæn/ /kən/ "kuhn" "I can swim" = "I kuhn swim"

The "can" vs "can't" trap
This one is worth special attention because it confuses learners constantly. In normal speech, the positive "can" is reduced and
weak: "I can /kən/ help." It almost disappears. But the negative "can't" stays strong and clear: "I can't /kɒːnt/ help." So the way
to tell them apart is not the "t" at the end (which is often dropped) but the vowel: weak and quick means "can," strong and
long means "can't." When you want to be understood, say the positive softly and the negative firmly.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Learners often pronounce "can" too strongly, so it sounds like "can't" to native ears, leading to total confusion. Practice this
pair out loud: "I can GO" (can = quick, weak) versus "I CAN'T go" (can't = loud, long vowel). Let the meaning ride on the
vowel.

Contractions: Always Use Them When Speaking
Contractions are not slang. They are standard, correct spoken English, and using them makes you sound natural. Saying "I am
going to the store" sounds stiff and formal; "I'm going to the store" sounds normal. You can even stack them in casual speech.

• I am = I'm   /   you are = you're   /   they are = they're

• do not = don't   /   cannot = can't   /   will not = won't

• I have = I've   /   she has = she's   /   we would = we'd

• I will = I'll   /   it is = it's   /   that is = that's

• Casual stacks: "I'd've come" (I would have), "shouldn't've"
(should not have)

Use contractions freely in all spoken English, formal or casual. Even in a job interview, "I'm" and "I've" are perfectly correct.
Avoiding them is what sounds odd.

Common Reduced Phrases (Casual / Informal)
Now we reach the famous "gonna, wanna, gotta" forms. These are reductions of full phrases that happen naturally in relaxed,
everyday speech. You should absolutely learn to recognize all of them, because you'll hear them constantly. You can use them
yourself in casual conversation, but treat them as informal: don't write them in emails or use them in formal speeches.

Full form Reduced (casual) Example

going to gonna "I'm gonna call her."

want to wanna "Do you wanna come?"

got to / have got to gotta "I gotta go now."

kind of kinda "It's kinda cold."

sort of sorta "I sorta forgot."

let me lemme "Lemme see that."

give me gimme "Gimme a minute."

what are you / what do you whatcha "Whatcha doing?"

did you didja "Didja see it?"

don't you don'tcha "Don'tcha think so?"

out of outta "Get outta here!"



Notice "gonna" only works for the future "going to." You cannot say "I'm gonna the store" (movement); that stays "I'm going
to the store." But "I'm gonna study" (intention) is fine. Small detail, worth knowing.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Don't overuse casual reductions in formal settings. In a job interview, presentation, or professional email, say "I'm going to
send the report" and "I want to discuss," not "I'm gonna" and "I wanna." Slang in the wrong room makes you sound careless.
Match the formality to the situation: relaxed with friends, clean and clear at work.

This Is the Secret to Listening, Too
Here is the part that changes everything for your comprehension. The reason fast English feels impossible is that your brain is
searching for the clean, separate words from the textbook, but the speaker is producing linked, reduced chunks. "What do you
want to do?" never arrives as five clear words. It arrives as "Whaddaya wanna do?", one connected blur. If you've never stud‐
ied that blur, your brain has nothing to match it to, and you panic.

Once you train your ear to expect reductions and linking, your listening jumps forward. You stop waiting for "going to" and
start recognizing "gonna." You stop hunting for "want to" and instantly catch "wanna." The mystery disappears. Learning to
produce connected speech and learning to understand it are the same skill from two directions.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

When you listen to English, don't ask "what words did they say?" Ask "what chunks did they say?" Train your ear on whole
phrases like "kindof," "alotof," "wouldyou," "I'mgonna." When you can hear the glue, fast English suddenly slows down.

Hear It in a Dialogue
Read the left column the textbook way, then read the right column the way it actually sounds. Say the right column out loud
and let the words flow together.

Tom: What are you going to do this weekend? (Whatcha gonna do this weekend?)

Lily: I don't know. I want to relax, kind of. (I dunno. I wanna relax, kinda.)

Tom: Do you want to come to the beach? (D'ya wanna come-tuh the beach?)

Lily: Let me check. I've got to ask my sister. (Lemme check. I gotta ask my sister.)

Tom: Give me a call later, then. (Gimme a call later, then.)

Lily: Did you say Saturday or Sunday? (Didja say Saturday-er Sunday?)

Tom: Either. I can pick you up. ("can" = weak, quick: I kuhn pick-you-up.)

Lily: Out of nowhere, that sounds perfect. (Outta nowhere, that sounds perfect.)

Every reduction here is normal, friendly, casual speech between two people who know each other. None of it is "bad" English.
But notice that Tom would not say "Whatcha gonna do?" to his boss in a meeting; there he'd say "What are you planning this
weekend?" The chunks are the same skill, just dialed up or down for the room.

Native speakers aren't fast. They're connected. Learn the joins, and the speed disappears.

PRACT ICE

1. Link these consonant-to-vowel phrases out loud, gluing the sounds: "an orange," "turn it on," "pick up a pen," "this
afternoon," "not at all." Make each one a single smooth stream.

2. Practice the vowel-to-vowel joins with the hidden sounds: "go away" (go-waway), "do it" (do-wit), "I agree" (I-yagree), "the
apple" (thee-yapple).

3. Say each pair clearly so a listener could tell them apart: "I can come" (weak can) vs "I can't come" (strong vowel). Repeat five
times.

4. Translate these full sentences into casual reduced speech, then say both versions: "I am going to call you." "Do you want to
eat?" "I have got to leave." "Let me help you." "What are you doing?"

5. Now do the reverse: take "Gimme a sec, I gotta find my keys" and say it in clean, formal English. ("Give me a moment, I have
to find my keys.")

6. Listen to 30 seconds of natural English and write down three reductions or linked chunks you hear. Try to imitate exactly
how they sounded.



R E M E M B E R

Connected speech is a system, not laziness. Link consonants to vowels ("an_apple"), smooth vowels with /w/ and /j/ ("go-
waway"), weaken the small words ("tuh," "uhn," "uhv"), and always use contractions. Recognize "gonna, wanna, gotta, lemme,
gimme, whatcha, didja" everywhere, use them casually, and switch to full forms when you need to sound formal. The same
knowledge that makes you sound natural also unlocks your listening.



P A R T  I I

The Building Blocks

Just enough grammar, and the words and chunks you can actually
deploy in real time.
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Just-Enough Grammar for Speaking
The 20% of grammar that powers 80% of conversation

Here is something your old textbook never told you: you do not need to know all the grammar to speak well. You
need a small set of patterns that you can fire off without thinking. A native speaker chatting at a bus stop is not run‐
ning through a rulebook. They are reaching for ready-made shapes and dropping their words into them. That is what
this chapter gives you: the grammar that earns its keep in real-time speech, and nothing you would only ever need to
pass a written exam.

Think of the difference between knowing a rule and owning a pattern. A rule is something you can recite: "the present perfect
is formed with have plus the past participle." A pattern is something you can say at speed: "I've already eaten," "Have you ever
been to Rome?", "We've known each other for years." The recitation lives in your head. The pattern lives in your mouth.
Speaking is built entirely from the second kind. So we are going to be ruthless about what matters.

Speak in patterns, not rules. The rulebook stays in the drawer; the patterns go in your
mouth.

The core tenses you actually need
English has many tenses, but everyday conversation leans almost entirely on five. Master when to reach for each one and you
can say almost anything that comes up in a normal day. Notice the focus here is on when to use it while speaking, not how to
label it.

Tense Use it when you... Say it like

Present simple talk about habits, routines, facts, schedules "I work from home." "The train leaves at six."

Present
continuous

talk about right now, or a temporary current situation "I'm cooking dinner." "She's staying with us this week."

Past simple talk about finished actions at a finished time "I called him yesterday." "We went to the beach on
Sunday."

Present perfect talk about life experience, or recent news with a result
now

"I've been to Japan." "She's just left."

going to / will talk about the future: plans vs. on-the-spot decisions "I'm going to study tonight." "I'll get it!"

The one that trips up most learners is the present perfect, so let me make it simple for speaking. Use it for experience when no
specific time is mentioned: "Have you ever tried sushi?" "I've never broken a bone." The moment you add a finished time,
switch to past simple: "I tried sushi last week." "I broke my arm in 2019." If you can hear the word yesterday, last, or a date,
you almost always want past simple.

For the future, the rough rule that works in speech: going to for plans and predictions you can already see coming ("I'm go‐
ing to call her later," "Look at those clouds, it's going to rain"), and will for instant decisions, offers, and promises ("I'll have
the chicken," "I'll help you," "I'll pay you back, I promise"). Do not agonize over the line between them. In real talk they over‐
lap, and listeners forgive the overlap completely.

K E Y  I D E A

Five tenses carry the overwhelming majority of spoken English: present simple, present continuous, past simple, present per‐
fect (for experience), and going to / will. If you can use these without pausing, you can hold almost any everyday conversation.

Articles in sixty seconds
Articles (a, an, the) cause endless worry and almost never block understanding. Still, a quick working sense helps. Use a/an
when you mention something for the first time or it is one of many: "I saw a dog." "She's a teacher." Use the when both you
and the listener know exactly which one: "The dog was huge." "Close the door." (There is only one door you both mean.)

Some categories take no article at all when you mean them in general: "I like coffee," "Cats are independent," "Life is short." If
you slip and say "I saw dog" instead of "I saw a dog," people will still understand you perfectly. Get the sense roughly right and



move on. Spending an hour daily on articles is a poor trade when your sentences could be growing instead.

Question formation: the number-one fluency blocker
If there is one piece of grammar worth drilling until it is automatic, it is questions. Learners freeze most often not when mak‐
ing statements but when they need to ask something, because question word order is genuinely different and your first lan‐
guage probably does not do it the same way. The good news: there is one reliable pattern.

For most questions, the shape is: (question word) + helping verb + subject + main verb. The helping verb (do, does,
did, is, are, have, can, will...) jumps in front of the subject.

Statement Question

You live here. Do you live here?

She works late. Does she work late?

They went home. Did they go home?

He is coming. Is he coming?

You have eaten. Have you eaten?

I can sit here. Where can I sit?

The classic mistake is keeping statement order and just raising your voice: "You live here?" That can work in very casual
speech, but the safe, always-correct version inverts the verb: "Do you live here?" Notice too that after did and does, the main
verb goes back to its base form: "Did you go?" not "Did you went?"; "Does she work?" not "Does she works?" Drill this pattern
out loud until it feels like one motion, because every conversation you have will need it within the first thirty seconds.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Do not double the past tense in questions and negatives. After did, the main verb stays in base form: say "Did you see it?" not
"Did you saw it?", and "I didn't go" not "I didn't went." The word did already carries the past.

Build from frames, not from zero
Here is the single biggest upgrade in this chapter. Fluent speakers do not construct most sentences word by word. They start
with a ready-made frame and slot their meaning into it. A frame is a fixed opening you have memorized, with a gap at the end
for whatever you want to say. Because the opening is automatic, your brain is free to focus only on the new part.

Compare two speakers asked a tricky question. One builds from zero, hunting for each word, and stalls. The other reaches for
a frame: "That's a good question. The thing is, I haven't really decided yet." The frame buys time, sounds natural, and carries
the listener along while you think. These openings are your conversational scaffolding.

• I was wondering if... — to ask politely ("...you could help
me.")

• The thing is... — to introduce the real point or a snag

• What I mean is... — to rephrase and rescue a sentence

• It depends on... — to give a flexible answer ("...how busy I
am.")

• I'd say that... — to soften an opinion

• To be honest,... — to signal a frank answer

• The way I see it,... — to give your view

• I'm not sure, but I think... — to answer without committing

Notice that every frame ends with a slot you can fill freely. "I was wondering if you could open the window." "I was wondering
if it's too late to order." Same opening, different ending. Memorize ten of these and you will sound markedly more fluent with‐
in a week, because you will spend far less of your thinking budget on sentence beginnings.

Why small errors rarely matter
You will make grammar mistakes while speaking. Everyone does, including native speakers. The crucial thing to understand is
that most small errors do not block communication at all. If you say "Yesterday I go to the store," your listener knows exactly
what you mean; the word yesterday already told them it was the past. Meaning gets through. Communication wins.

This is not permission to stop improving. It is permission to keep talking. The speaker who pauses to silently fix every verb
ending becomes impossible to chat with, while the speaker who flows with a few rough edges has real conversations and im‐
proves through them. Accuracy grows out of fluency far more reliably than the reverse. Say it imperfectly now; polish it over
time.



R E M E M B E R

Communication beats correctness. A sentence that comes out a little wrong but on time is worth more in conversation than a
perfect sentence that arrives ten seconds too late, or never.

PRACT ICE

1. Take one thing you did today and say it in three tenses out loud: a habit ("I usually..."), today's version ("Today I..."), and a
finished past ("Yesterday I...").

2. Turn these statements into questions, out loud: "She lives in Paris." / "They finished the project." / "You can swim." / "He
has called."

3. Pick five frames from the list above and finish each one three different ways. Example: "The thing is, I'm exhausted / I forgot
/ it's already closed."

4. Tell a 30-second story about your weekend using past simple, then ask yourself one present-perfect question about it ("Have
I ever done that before?") and answer it.

5. Catch yourself: speak for one minute on any topic and let small errors pass without stopping. The goal is zero pauses, not
zero mistakes.



C H A P T E R  7

Building an Active Vocabulary
Turning words you recognize into words you use

You already know thousands of English words. You can read them, understand them in a film, recognize them when
someone speaks. And yet, mid-conversation, they refuse to come. That gap has a name, and closing it is the single
most rewarding thing you can do for your speaking. This chapter is about moving words across the line from the part
of your memory that merely recognizes them to the part that can fire them out loud, in the right shape, at the right
moment.

Vocabulary comes in two kinds. Your passive vocabulary is everything you understand when you hear or read it. Your ac‐
tive vocabulary is the much smaller set you can actually produce when speaking or writing. For most intermediate learners,
passive vocabulary is several times larger than active. The work ahead is not mainly about learning brand-new words. It is
about activating the ones already sitting quietly in your head.

Why chunks beat single words
The biggest mistake in vocabulary study is collecting lone words like stamps. Real speech does not come out one word at a
time; it comes in chunks and collocations, the natural pairings that native speakers use without thinking. You "make a de‐
cision," you do not "do a decision." You are "heavily dependent," not "strongly dependent." You "catch a cold," "take a break,"
"have a shower."

When you learn the chunk instead of the bare word, three good things happen. You learn the grammar around it for free. You
learn which words go together, so you sound natural instead of translated. And you can deploy the whole phrase as one ready
unit, which is faster in real time. Learning "decision" teaches you a word; learning "make a quick decision" teaches you a sen‐
tence you can almost say already.

K E Y  I D E A

Learn phrases, not just words. A word stored as a chunk ("get in touch," "make up your mind," "take it for granted") comes
out faster and more naturally than a word you have to assemble grammar around on the spot.

The power of high-frequency words
Not all words are worth the same effort. A small core of high-frequency words does an astonishing amount of the work in
everyday English. Words like get, take, make, go, put, thing, way, get on, look after appear constantly and combine endlessly.
The verb get alone covers arrive ("I got home"), obtain ("I got a new phone"), become ("I'm getting tired"), and understand
("Got it?").

This is why chasing rare, impressive vocabulary is usually the wrong move for a speaker. A learner who can use 800 common
words flexibly will out-talk a learner who has memorized 5,000 rare ones but freezes on the basics. Spend your energy on the
words you will use many times a day, and squeeze every use out of them.

How many words do you really need?
The honest answer is liberating: far fewer than you fear. Studies of everyday conversation suggest that a core of roughly 800
to 2,000 words covers the vast majority of what people actually say in daily spoken English. The most common couple of
thousand words account for the bulk of normal talk. You do not need an enormous vocabulary to be fluent. You need a modest
one that you own completely.

So set a realistic, motivating target: master the high-frequency core, learn the chunks they live in, and add topic words for the
situations that matter to you. That is a finite, reachable goal, not an endless climb.

Goal Roughly What it buys you

Survive basic exchanges 500-800 words shopping, directions, simple chat

Hold everyday conversation 1,000-2,000 words opinions, stories, work and social talk

Speak comfortably on most topics 3,000+ words nuance, humor, abstract discussion



Topic-based vocabulary
Beyond the core, learn words in clusters around the topics you will actually talk about: your job, your hobbies, your family,
food, travel, health. Topic-based learning works because the words reinforce each other and because you can rehearse them as
a real conversation. If you cook, learn "simmer, chop, season, recipe, leftovers, takeaway" together and then describe a dish
out loud. The words stick because they are tied to something you genuinely want to say.

Spaced repetition, explained simply
Here is the science of remembering, in one sentence: you remember things best when you review them just as you are about to
forget them. That is spaced repetition. Instead of cramming a word ten times today and never again, you meet it tomorrow,
then in three days, then a week later, then a month later. Each successful recall pushes the next review further out, until the
word is permanent.

You can do this with a free flashcard app that schedules the reviews for you, or with a simple paper box of cards you sort by
how well you know each one. The mechanism matters more than the tool: short, spaced reviews beat long, crammed sessions
every time. Five minutes a day, every day, will plant more words than an exhausting hour once a week.

A speaking-focused vocabulary notebook
Keep a notebook, digital or paper, but make it a speaking notebook, not a dictionary. The difference is everything. A dictio‐
nary stores definitions. Your notebook should store words the way you will use them: as chunks, with an example sentence in
your own life, and with a note on pronunciation.

For each new entry, write four things: the chunk, a one-line example you would actually say, the stressed syllable or tricky
sound, and (optionally) the situation where you would use it. So instead of "reluctant — unwilling," you write: "reluctant to
— I was reluctant to ask for help. (stress: re-LUC-tant)." Now it is ready to speak, not just to recognize.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Always learn a word inside a sentence you would really say, and say that sentence out loud three times when you record it. A
word learned silently stays passive; a word spoken in context starts becoming active immediately.

Connectors: the glue of fluent speech
One special category deserves its own list: the little connecting words and phrases that link your ideas and make you sound
like a fluent speaker rather than a list-maker. These are pure active vocabulary, and a handful of them transforms how smooth
you sound.

• by the way — to add a side topic

• anyway — to return to the main point

• actually — to correct or surprise gently

• on the other hand — to give the opposite side

• for example — to back up a point

• that's why — to show a result

• in the end — to give an outcome

• as far as I know — to hedge a claim

• more or less — to say "roughly"

• at least — to add a saving point

• I mean — to explain or restart

• you know — to keep the floor while thinking

Drop these into your speech deliberately until they become automatic. "I was going to stay home. Anyway, in the end I went
out, and actually it was great." The content is simple; the connectors make it flow.

R E M E M B E R

The goal is not a bigger word list. The goal is a smaller list you can fire off instantly. Ten words you truly own beat a hundred
you only recognize.



PRACT ICE

1. Choose five words you understand but never say (your passive list). For each, write one chunk it lives in and one sentence
from your own life, then say each sentence out loud three times.

2. Pick one topic you care about and brainstorm twelve words for it in two minutes. Then describe the topic out loud for thirty
seconds using as many as you can.

3. Take the verb get and make five true sentences with five different meanings ("I got home late," "I'm getting better," and so
on).

4. Record six new chunks in your speaking notebook today using the four-part format (chunk, example, stress, situation).
Review them tomorrow, then in three days.

5. Tell a one-minute story and deliberately use at least four connectors from the list above.



C H A P T E R  8

Phrasal Verbs & Collocations
The natural combinations that make you sound fluent

Here is something nobody told you in school: native speakers do not talk the way textbooks are written. A textbook
says "I discovered the answer." A real person says "I found out the answer." A textbook says "We postponed the
meeting." A real person says "We put off the meeting." The formal verbs are not wrong, but they are not what people
actually reach for in everyday speech. If you want to sound natural, you have to learn the combinations that natives
use without thinking. This chapter is about two of them: phrasal verbs and collocations.

Both come down to the same big idea. In English, meaning often lives in groups of words, not single words. You do not just
learn a verb; you learn the little words that travel with it. You do not just learn a noun; you learn which verb and which adjec‐
tive like to sit next to it. Get these combinations right and you sound fluent. Get them slightly wrong and you sound, as we will
see, "foreign" even when your grammar is perfect.

What a phrasal verb is
A phrasal verb is a verb plus a small word (called a particle) such as up, out, on, off, in, down, over, away. Together they
make a new meaning that you often cannot guess from the parts. Look means to use your eyes. But look up a word means to
search for it, look after a child means to take care of them, and look forward to something means to feel happy about a fu‐
ture event. Same verb, four totally different meanings.

Natives use these constantly because they are short, casual, and warm. Compare these pairs and say each out loud:

• find out (not "discover") — I found out he is married.

• put off (not "postpone") — Let's put it off till Monday.

• turn down (not "reject") — She turned down the job.

• give up (not "abandon") — Don't give up now.

• show up (not "arrive") — He showed up late again.
• work out (not "resolve") — It all worked out fine.

The formal verbs on the left are perfect for an email or an exam. The phrasal verbs on the right are what you say to a friend, a
colleague, a shopkeeper. Knowing both, and knowing when to use which, is what fluency looks like.

Separable and inseparable
This is the one piece of grammar you need, and it is simpler than it sounds. Some phrasal verbs can be split by their object,
and some cannot.

Separable phrasal verbs let the object go in the middle or at the end:

• turn off the light = turn the light off — both correct. • pick up the kids = pick the kids up — both correct.

But here is the rule that matters most: when the object is a pronoun (it, them, him, her), it must go in the middle. You say
"turn it off," never "turn off it." You say "pick them up," never "pick up them." Train your ear on this one, because getting it
wrong is a very common giveaway.

Inseparable phrasal verbs never split. The object always comes after the whole thing:

• look after the baby — never "look the baby after."

• get over an illness — never "get an illness over."

• run into a friend (meet by chance) — never "run a friend
into."

You do not need to memorize which is which from a chart. You will absorb it from listening and from repeating full example
sentences out loud. When in doubt, keep the phrasal verb together and put the object after it; you will be right most of the
time.

R E M E M B E R

If the object is a pronoun (it, them, him), put it in the MIDDLE of a separable phrasal verb. "Throw it away," not "throw away
it." This single habit instantly sounds more native.

The trap of translating word for word
The biggest danger with phrasal verbs is reaching into your own language and translating piece by piece. It almost never
works, because the particles do not map across languages. Think about up. In "stand up" it means a direction. But in "eat up
your dinner," "drink up," "use up," and "finish up," up means completely, to the end. There is no direction involved at all. If
you translate "up" literally, you get nonsense.



So do not try to build phrasal verbs by logic or by translation. Learn them as whole units, tied to a real situation, and tied to an
example sentence you can actually say.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Never translate a phrasal verb piece by piece from your first language. "Make up your mind" does not mean anything about
making or up; it means decide. Learn the whole phrase with an example: "Hurry up and make up your mind!" Store the mean‐
ing, not the literal parts.

Learn them by theme, not alphabetically
Most learners try to study phrasal verbs from a long A-to-Z list. This is exhausting and it does not stick, because the brain has
nothing to attach the words to. A far better way is to group them by the situations in your daily life. When you learn five
phrasal verbs that all belong to your morning routine, they reinforce each other and you can use them the same day.

Here is a starter set grouped by everyday theme. Read each example sentence aloud twice.

Theme Phrasal verb Meaning Example

Daily routine wake up stop sleeping I wake up at six every day.

Daily routine get up leave the bed I don't get up right away.

Daily routine wash up clean the dishes I'll wash up after dinner.

Daily routine run out of have none left We've run out of milk.

Work fill in / fill out complete a form Please fill in this form.

Work hand in submit I handed in the report.

Work call off cancel They called off the meeting.

Work carry out perform a task We carried out the plan.

Work catch up on do delayed work I need to catch up on emails.

Socializing hang out spend casual time Let's hang out this weekend.

Socializing get along (with) have a good relationship I get along with my boss.

Socializing catch up share recent news Let's grab coffee and catch up.

Socializing drop by visit briefly Drop by anytime you're free.

Socializing break up end a relationship They broke up last month.

Notice how natural these feel in context. "Let's hang out this weekend" is something you could say to a new friend tomorrow.
"We've run out of milk" is a sentence you might genuinely need today. That immediate usefulness is exactly why theme-based
learning beats the alphabet.

Collocations: the words that belong together
A collocation is a pair (or group) of words that English speakers habitually put together. There is no grammar rule behind it; it
is simply what sounds right to the native ear. You make a decision but you do an exercise. You have a strong coffee but heavy
rain, never "strong rain." Each of these is correct only by convention, and the convention is what you must absorb.

The classic battleground is make versus do. Both can translate to a single verb in many languages, which is why learners mix
them up. Roughly, make is for creating or producing something, and do is for actions, tasks, and work. But the safest path is
to learn the fixed pairs:

• make a decision  |  do your homework

• make a mistake  |  do the dishes

• make dinner  |  do exercise

• make a phone call  |  do business

• make friends  |  do a favor

• make progress  |  do your best

• make an effort  |  do the laundry

• make a plan  |  do research

Why collocation errors sound the most "foreign"
Here is the surprising part. A grammar mistake makes you sound like a learner. A collocation mistake makes you sound for‐
eign even when everything else is correct. If you say "I want to do a strong coffee with heavy milk," every word is a real English



word and the grammar is flawless, yet a native instantly hears that something is off. We say "make a strong coffee" and "lots of
milk." The wrongness is invisible on paper but loud to the ear.

The same goes for adjectives. We say strong wind but heavy rain. We say a powerful engine but a strong argument.
We say highly likely and deeply sorry, not "strongly likely" or "highly sorry." These are not logical; they are just learned.
The good news is that you learn them the same way natives did: by hearing them many times in real sentences.

Grammar tells people you studied English. Collocations tell people you live in it.

So when you meet a new noun, do not learn it alone. Learn one verb that goes with it and one adjective that describes it. Not
just "rain," but "heavy rain" and "it's pouring rain." Not just "decision," but "make a decision" and "a tough decision." You are
collecting little phrases, not single words, and phrases are what come out of your mouth when you actually speak.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Keep a "phrase notebook," not a "word notebook." Every time you write down a new word, write the natural words around it
too. Instead of "postpone," write "we put off the trip." Instead of "rain," write "heavy rain." You will speak in ready-made
chunks, which is exactly how fluent speakers sound.

PRACT ICE

1. Replace the formal verb with a phrasal verb: "Please submit your form." / "They cancelled the trip." / "I will discover the
truth."

2. Rewrite with the pronoun in the right place: "Turn off it." / "Pick up them at eight." / "Throw away it."
3. Choose make or do: "I have to ___ my homework, ___ a phone call, ___ the dishes, and ___ an important decision today."

4. Fix the collocation: "We had a strong rain yesterday." / "She made a big mistake doing a decision." / "It was a heavy wind."

5. Pick three phrasal verbs from the daily-routine row and say one true sentence about your own morning for each.

Spend ten minutes a day collecting and repeating these combinations and within a few weeks people will tell you that you
"sound really natural." That is the quiet power of phrasal verbs and collocations: they do the work that big vocabulary alone
never can.
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Idioms & Natural Expressions
Speaking like a person, not a textbook

Imagine two people describing the same easy task. One says, "That task was very simple to complete." The other
says, "Oh, that was a piece of cake." Both are correct. But the second one sounds like a real person talking, and the
first sounds like a sentence read from a manual. That little difference, multiplied across a whole conversation, is
what separates "correct English" from "natural English." This chapter is about the expressions, idioms, and small
words that make you sound like a person, not a textbook.

We will do two things. First, a careful, safe set of idioms that are genuinely common and won't make you sound strange.
Second, and just as important, the tiny words and softeners that fluent speakers sprinkle through every conversation: the
"well," the "you know," the "sort of." These are not mistakes or sloppiness. They are the glue of natural speech, and using them
well buys you time to think and makes you sound relaxed and confident.

What an idiom is, and how not to overdo it
An idiom is a fixed expression whose meaning is different from the literal words. "It's raining cats and dogs" has nothing to do
with animals; it means it's raining hard. Idioms are colorful and fun, and learners often love them. But here is the honest
warning: a little goes a long way. If you stuff every sentence with idioms, you sound like you swallowed a phrasebook, which is
the opposite of natural. The goal is not to collect a hundred flashy idioms. It is to know maybe twenty common, safe ones so
well that one slips out at the right moment.

K E Y  I D E A

Use idioms like seasoning, not like the main dish. One well-placed idiom in a conversation sounds natural. Five in a row
sounds like a performance. Aim for a sprinkle, not a flood.

A safe, everyday idiom set, grouped by what it does
These are idioms you will actually hear from ordinary people in ordinary situations. Read each example sentence aloud and
picture yourself saying it.

Time

• in the long run — over time / eventually. "It'll save money in
the long run."

• around the clock — all day and night. "They worked around
the clock."

• call it a day — stop for now. "I'm tired; let's call it a day."

• in no time — very quickly. "We'll be there in no time."

Agreement

• you can say that again — I totally agree. "Hot today!" "You
can say that again."

• I'm with you — I agree / I follow you. "I'm with you on that."

• fair enough — okay, that's reasonable. "It's a bit pricey." "Fair
enough."

• that makes sense — I understand and agree. "That totally
makes sense."

Difficulty

• a piece of cake — very easy. "The test was a piece of cake."

• easier said than done — hard in practice. "Save money?
Easier said than done."

• get the hang of it — learn to do it. "Don't worry, you'll get the
hang of it."

• a pain in the neck — annoying. "Parking here is a pain in the
neck."

Feelings

• over the moon — extremely happy. "She was over the moon
about the news."

• under the weather — slightly ill. "I'm feeling a bit under the
weather."

• fed up (with) — annoyed and tired of. "I'm fed up with the
traffic."

• on the same page — in agreement / sharing understanding.
"Let's make sure we're on the same page."



Notice that every one of these fits comfortably into a casual chat. None of them is rare, regional, or risky. Master this short list
and you have all the idiom you really need for everyday fluency.

Discourse markers: the small words that buy you time
Here is a secret about native speech. People do not talk in clean, finished sentences. They begin with little words while their
brain catches up: "Well...," "So...," "Actually...," "I mean...," "You know..." These are called discourse markers and fillers, and
far from being mistakes, they are essential. They smooth the conversation, signal what is coming, and crucially, they give you
a moment to think without falling into dead silence.

For a learner, this is wonderful news. Instead of freezing while you search for the next word, you can say "Well..." or "Let me
think..." and keep the floor. You sound thoughtful, not stuck.

• Well, — softens a start or a disagreement. "Well, I'm not so
sure."
• You know, — invites the listener in; very common. "You know,
it's tricky."

• I mean, — to clarify or restate. "I mean, it's fine, just slow."

• Actually, — to correct gently or add a surprise. "Actually, it's
free."
• To be honest, — to signal a frank opinion. "To be honest, I
didn't like it."

• So, — to begin or summarize. "So, what's the plan?"

• Let me think, — to buy a few seconds. "Let me think... yeah,
Tuesday works."

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Pick just two fillers this week, maybe "well" and "actually," and force yourself to use them. They are your emergency brake
against panic silence. The moment you feel a gap coming, reach for one. It keeps you talking, and talking is the whole game.

Softening language: how to sound polite and relaxed
Direct English can sound harsh. "I don't like it" is blunt. "It's wrong" can sound aggressive. Natives constantly soften their
words to seem polite, modest, and easy to be around. The tools are small: a bit, a little, sort of, kind of, maybe, I guess, I
think, probably, not really. Sprinkle them in and your tone instantly warms up.

Compare these, and feel the difference:

• "It's expensive." → "It's a bit expensive."

• "You're wrong." → "I'm not sure that's right."

• "I don't like it." → "It's not really my thing."

• "No." → "I guess not, to be honest."

• "It's difficult." → "It's kind of tricky."

• "Come here." → "Could you maybe come over for a sec?"

Softening is not weakness. It is social skill. A speaker who says "It's a bit pricey, I think" sounds confident and considerate at
the same time, which is exactly the impression you want to make.

R E M E M B E R

Softeners like "a bit," "sort of," and "I guess" are not filler in the bad sense. They show emotional intelligence in English.
Adding one to a direct sentence almost always makes you sound more fluent and more likable.

Hear it all working together
Watch how fillers, softeners, and one light idiom blend into a perfectly ordinary chat. Read it out loud, taking the pauses
where the markers fall.

Maya: So, how did the presentation go? (curious)

Leo: Well... to be honest, it was a bit stressful at first.

Maya: Oh no. Were you nervous?

Leo: Yeah, I mean, I kind of froze at the start. But, you know, once I got going it was actually a piece of cake.

Maya: That makes sense. The hardest part is just starting.

Leo: Exactly. You can say that again. (laughs)

Maya: Well, sounds like it went pretty well in the end.

Leo: Yeah, I guess it did. I'm actually kind of over the moon about it.

Strip out the "well," the "I mean," the "kind of," and the "to be honest," and the dialogue still makes sense, but it loses all its
warmth and rhythm. Those small words are what make it sound like two real friends and not two robots exchanging data.



A word of caution about region and register
Idioms and slang vary a lot by region. American "I could care less," British "Bob's your uncle," Australian "no worries" each
carry a local flavor, and a phrase that's everyday in one country can sound odd in another. Stick to the widely understood,
neutral expressions in this chapter and you will be safe almost anywhere. Be careful, too, with very casual slang in formal set‐
tings; "what's up" is great with friends but not in a job interview. When you are unsure, choose the plainer version. You can al‐
ways add color once you know your listener.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Do not force idioms you only half understand, and do not pull them from a movie without checking the register. A misused or
overly casual idiom in a serious setting sounds worse than plain English. Better to say it simply and clearly than to swing for
an idiom and miss.

PRACT ICE

1. Match each idiom to its meaning: under the weather, a piece of cake, call it a day, over the moon.
2. Soften these blunt lines: "You're wrong." / "I don't like this." / "It's expensive." / "No."

3. Add a filler to the start of each: "___ I think we should wait." / "___ it's free, not ten dollars."

4. Rewrite this stiff sentence naturally: "The activity was very easy and I felt extremely happy." (Use one idiom and one
softener.)

5. Reread the dialogue aloud, then record yourself answering "How was your day?" using at least two fillers and one softener.

Fluency is not about knowing rare words. It is about sounding like a relaxed, real human being. The small words in this chap‐
ter, the gentle softeners, and a handful of well-chosen idioms will do more for that impression than a thousand difficult vocab‐
ulary items ever could. Use them, and people will stop hearing your grammar and start hearing you.



P A R T  I I I

Everyday Conversation

The real situations you will actually find yourself in — and exactly
what to say.
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Greetings, Small Talk & Introductions
The first 30 seconds of any conversation

Every conversation has a doorway, and the doorway is the first thirty seconds. This is the part most learners dread —
and the part that is actually the most scripted, the most predictable, and the easiest to master. Native speakers are
not being clever in those first moments. They are running through a small set of familiar lines they have said ten
thousand times. Once you own those lines too, you walk through the door without a second thought.

Here is the secret that changes everything: the opening of a conversation is a ritual, not a test. Nobody is judging your gram‐
mar when you say hello. They are checking one thing only — are you friendly and at ease? If your answer is yes, the rest takes
care of itself. So let's give you the exact words.

Formal vs informal greetings
English greetings come in two flavors, and choosing the right one is mostly about how well you know the person and the set‐
ting. Get a feel for both, and you will never freeze at "hello" again.

• Hi / Hey / Hi there — casual, for friends and peers

• Hello — neutral, safe almost anywhere

• Good morning / afternoon / evening — polite, slightly
formal

• Morning! / Evening! — friendly short form

• Hey, how's it going? — relaxed, very common

• It's a pleasure to meet you — formal, business or first
introductions

• Nice to meet you — neutral first meeting
• Great to finally meet you — warm, when you've heard of
them before

Notice how short these are. You don't need a paragraph. "Hi, nice to meet you" is a complete, perfect greeting. When in doubt,
"Hello" and "Nice to meet you" will carry you through any room on Earth.

The ritual of "How are you?"
This is the single most misunderstood phrase in spoken English, and clearing it up will save you a lot of awkwardness. When
someone says "How are you?" in passing, it is not a real question. They do not want a health report. It is simply a polite
extension of "hello." The expected answer is short, positive, and bounced straight back.

• How are you? → Good, thanks — you?

• How's it going? → Pretty good, you?

• How are you doing? → Not bad, thanks. You?

• How've you been? → Good! Busy, but good.

• What's up? / What's new? → Not much, just the usual.

The rhythm is almost musical: they ask, you answer in two or three words, you ask back. If a friend genuinely wants to know
how you are, the tone and context will make it obvious — they'll slow down, look at you, maybe sit down. Then you can answer
for real.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Don't answer "How are you?" with a long honest list of your problems to someone passing by. And don't say "How are you?"
back word-for-word like a robot — vary it with "you?" or "and you?" or "how about you?"

Introducing yourself and others
Introductions follow a simple pattern: your name, a small piece of context, and a hand-off to the other person. Keep it light.

• Hi, I'm Maria. — the basic, always works

• Hi, I don't think we've met — I'm Sam.

• I'm Lena, I work with Tom. — adds context

• And you are...? — gently asking their name

• Sorry, I didn't catch your name. — when you missed it

• How do you two know each other? — great connector

Introducing two other people is just as easy. The formula is: name the first person, name the second, then give them a thread
to pull on.

"Carlos, this is Aiko. Aiko, Carlos. Carlos just got back from Japan, actually — you'll have plenty to talk about." That last
line is a gift: you hand them a topic so they don't have to scramble.



Safe small-talk topics — and ones to avoid
Small talk is not pointless. It is how strangers become comfortable enough to have a real conversation. The trick is choosing
topics that are easy, neutral, and shared. Stick to the big four: weather, the weekend, travel, and food.

• Weather: "Can you believe this rain?" / "Beautiful day, isn't
it?"

• Weekend: "Did you do anything fun this weekend?" / "Any
plans for the weekend?"

• Travel: "Have you traveled anywhere nice lately?" / "Where are
you from originally?"

• Food: "Have you tried the place around the corner?" / "What do
you usually get here?"

• The event itself: "How do you know the host?" / "First time at
one of these?"

Topics to handle with care, especially with people you've just met: salary and money, age, weight, religion, strong politics, and
relationship status. These can be fine among friends but are landmines with strangers. When unsure, ask yourself: would this
be comfortable for almost anyone to answer? If yes, go ahead.

Keeping small talk going
The biggest fear is the silence after the first exchange. Beat it with two simple tools: follow-up questions and sharing a
little of your own. A conversation is a ball you pass back and forth — never just hold it, never just throw it away.

If someone says "I just got back from Italy," you have a dozen open doors: "Oh nice, which part?" / "How long were you
there?" / "What was the highlight?" / "I've always wanted to go — would you recommend it?" Then add yours: "I went to
Rome a few years ago and the food ruined me for everything since."

A good conversation is just curiosity, taking turns.

Ending a conversation gracefully
Knowing how to leave is as important as knowing how to start. You don't just walk away — you signal the ending warmly, give
a small reason, and close the loop.

• It was really nice talking to you.

• I should let you go / mingle a bit.

• I'm going to grab another drink, but it was great to
meet you.

• Let's stay in touch — are you on LinkedIn?

• Anyway, I won't keep you. Take care!

Nadia: Hi, mind if I join you? It's packed in here. (holding a coffee)

Tom: Not at all, go ahead. Are you here for the conference?

Nadia: Yeah, first time actually. I'm Nadia, by the way.

Tom: Tom — nice to meet you. So what brings you here, work or curiosity?

Nadia: A bit of both. I'm in marketing and trying to learn the data side. You?

Tom: I'm a developer, so the opposite problem — I never know what marketing wants. (laughs)

Nadia: Ha, sounds like we should talk more. Did you catch the morning keynote?

Tom: I did — bit long, but the part about small teams was great. What did you think?

Nadia: Same. Anyway, I should find my colleague, but it was really nice meeting you, Tom.

Tom: You too, Nadia. Let's grab a coffee later if you're around.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Memorize three openers, three follow-ups, and three closers — nine lines total. Say them out loud until they feel automatic.
With these nine lines you can survive (and enjoy) almost any first encounter in English.



PRACT ICE

1. Role-play arriving at a party where you know no one. Out loud, greet a stranger, introduce yourself, and ask one small-talk
question. Do it three times with three different openers.

2. Practice the "How are you?" bounce. Say the question and answer both parts aloud, five different ways, until it feels natural.

3. Imagine someone tells you "I spent the weekend hiking." Generate four follow-up questions and one thing you'd share about
yourself.

4. Practice three graceful exits aloud, each with a different reason for leaving.

5. Introduce two imaginary friends to each other, including a "thread" topic that connects them.
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Handling Everyday Situations
Shops, restaurants, travel, phone calls and asking for help

This is the chapter that turns English from a school subject into a survival tool. The situations here are the ones
you'll meet again and again: ordering a coffee, returning a sweater that doesn't fit, finding the right bus, checking
into a hotel, making a phone call that makes your heart race a little. The wonderful news is that each of these situa‐
tions runs on a small script. Learn the script once, and you'll glide through it forever.

You do not need a huge vocabulary for daily life. You need the right twenty phrases for each situation, ready on your tongue.
Let's gather them, situation by situation, with short dialogues you can copy almost word for word.

Ordering in a restaurant or cafe

• Could I get a flat white, please?

• I'll have the salmon, please.

• What would you recommend?

• Does this come with anything?

• Is it possible to have it without onions?

• Could we have the bill / check, please?

Server: Hi, are you ready to order?

You: Almost — what's the soup of the day?

Server: Tomato and basil.

You: Lovely. I'll have that to start, and then the chicken, please.

Server: Great. Anything to drink?

You: Just some tap water, thanks.

Shopping and returns

• I'm just looking, thanks. — to a hovering salesperson

• Do you have this in a medium / in blue?

• Where can I try this on?

• I'd like to return this, please.

• It doesn't fit / It's faulty.

• Can I get a refund or an exchange?

You: Hi, I'd like to return this jacket. It's too small.

Clerk: No problem. Do you have the receipt?

You: Here it is. Could I exchange it for a large instead?

Clerk: Let me check if we have one in stock.

Asking for directions

• Excuse me, how do I get to the station?

• Is it far from here?
• Sorry, could you say that again more slowly?

• So I go straight and turn left at the lights? — repeat to
confirm

• Thanks so much for your help.

Public transport and taxis

• Does this bus go to the city center?

• A single / return to Oxford, please.

• Which platform is it for the airport?

• Could you take me to this address, please?

• How much will it be, roughly?



Hotel check-in

You: Hi, I have a reservation under Mammadli.

Reception: Welcome. Could I see some ID, please?

You: Of course, here you go. What time is breakfast?

Reception: From seven to ten, on the ground floor.

You: Perfect. And is there Wi-Fi in the room?

Reception: Yes, the password is on your key card.

Phone calls — the special challenge
Phone calls feel harder than they should, and there's a real reason: you lose all the visual clues. No lips to read, no smile, no
hand gestures, no nod. Your ears have to do everything. This is normal — even confident speakers find their second language
tougher on the phone. The fix is to lean on fixed phrases and to never be shy about asking the person to slow down or repeat.

• Hello, this is Aslan speaking.

• Could I speak to someone about my booking?

• Sorry, the line's a bit bad — could you repeat that?

• Let me just write that down.

• Could you spell that for me?

• So just to confirm, you said...?

• Thanks for your help. Have a good day.

R E M E M B E R

On the phone, it is completely normal — and polite — to ask someone to repeat or slow down. "Sorry, could you say that
again?" is not a sign of weak English. It's a sign of a careful, professional speaker. Use it freely.

Making appointments

• I'd like to book an appointment, please.

• Do you have anything next Tuesday?

• Does the morning work for you?

• Could we push it to a bit later?

• I'm afraid I need to cancel my appointment.

Dealing with problems and complaints politely
When something goes wrong, English speakers complain softly. The angrier you sound, the less people want to help. Lead
with a soft opener, state the problem calmly, and say what you'd like to happen.

• Sorry to bother you, but there seems to be a problem
with...
• I think there's been a mistake with my order.

• This isn't quite what I expected.

• I'd appreciate it if you could sort this out.
• Is there anything you can do about it?

You: Sorry to bother you, but I think this bill isn't right.

Manager: Oh? Let me take a look.

You: We were charged for two desserts, but we only had one.

Manager: You're absolutely right — my apologies. I'll fix that now.

You: Thank you, I appreciate it.

P O L I T E  R E Q U E S T S

The magic of polite English lives in two structures: "Could I...?" and "Would it be possible to...?" Compare "Give me a
fork" with "Could I get a fork, please?" or "Would it be possible to change my seat?" Same request, completely different im‐
pression. When in doubt, soften with "Could," "Would," and "please."

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Pick the one situation you face most often this week — maybe ordering coffee or a phone call — and rehearse the whole script
out loud the night before. Walking in with the words already warm in your mouth is the closest thing to a superpower an
English learner has.



PRACT ICE

1. Role-play ordering a full meal: a starter, a main, a drink, and asking for the bill. Say every line aloud.

2. Act out returning a faulty item. Include the reason and a request for a refund or exchange.

3. Make a pretend phone call to book an appointment. Force yourself to use "Could you repeat that?" and "Could you spell
that?" at least once each.

4. Ask an imaginary stranger for directions, then repeat the directions back to confirm you understood.

5. Complain politely about a wrong hotel bill using a soft opener and a clear request.
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Opinions: Agreeing & Disagreeing
Saying what you think without sounding rude

Sooner or later, every conversation asks you the same thing: what do you think? This is where many learners go qui‐
et — not because they have no opinion, but because they're afraid of sounding too blunt, too weak, or simply wrong.
The good news is that English gives you a beautiful toolkit for this. You can disagree firmly and still sound friendly.
You can agree without sounding like a yes-machine. You just need the right phrases, sorted by what you're trying to
do.

The core skill here is softening. English speakers wrap their opinions in cushions: "I think," "maybe," "kind of," "it seems to
me." These little words don't make you sound unsure — they make you sound thoughtful and easy to talk to. Let's build your
toolkit.

Giving opinions — strong vs tentative
Match your strength to the situation. In a relaxed chat, lean tentative; you'll never offend anyone. When you're sure and it
matters, you can turn up the volume.

• Tentative: I think / I feel like / It seems to me that...

• Tentative: I'm not an expert, but... / Maybe I'm wrong, but...

• Tentative: If you ask me... / From what I can tell...

• Strong: I really believe... / I'm convinced that...

• Strong: There's no doubt in my mind that...

• Strong: Honestly, I think it's clear that...

Agreeing — fully and partly

• Full: Exactly. / Absolutely. / Couldn't agree more.
• Full: That's so true. / You're spot on. / My thoughts exactly.

• Partial: I see your point, but... / That's true to a point.

• Partial: I agree up to a point. / Yes and no.

• Partial: I'm with you on that, though I'd add...

Disagreeing politely — the "yes, but"
Here is the most useful move in the whole chapter. Almost never say "No, you're wrong." Instead, first acknowledge some‐
thing true in what they said, then add your different view. This is the "yes, but" — and softeners make it gentle.

• I see what you mean, but...

• That's a fair point, though I'm not sure...

• I get that, but have you considered...?

• I'm not so sure about that, actually.

• Hmm, I'd see it a little differently.

• I respect that, but I tend to think...

Asking for someone's opinion

• What do you think?

• How do you feel about it?

• What's your take on this?

• Do you see it the same way?

• Am I being unfair here?

Interrupting politely

• Sorry, can I just jump in here?

• If I could add something...

• Can I just say one thing?

• Hold on a second —

Changing your mind and conceding a point
Admitting the other person has a point is not losing — in English it's a sign of confidence and good faith. It actually makes
people trust you more.

• Changing your mind: Actually, you've convinced me.

• Changing your mind: Hmm, I hadn't thought of it that way.

• Changing your mind: Okay, I'm coming around to your view.

• Conceding: Fair enough. / You've got a point there.

• Conceding: That's true, I'll give you that.

• Conceding: Okay, I take your point.



C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Blunt disagreement sounds far harsher in English than learners expect. "No." / "You're wrong." / "That's not true." land like a
slap, even if you don't mean them to. Always cushion: start with "I see what you mean, but..." or "I'm not sure I agree." The
cushion is not optional — it's the difference between a debate and an argument.

Priya: Honestly, I think working from home is better for everyone.

Dan: I see what you mean, but I'm not sure it works for new employees.

Priya: That's a fair point. How do you mean, exactly?

Dan: Well, when I started, I learned the most just by overhearing people.

Priya: Hmm, I hadn't thought of it that way. So maybe a mix is best?

Dan: Exactly. A couple of days in the office, the rest at home.

Priya: Okay, you've convinced me. I'll give you that one. (laughs)

Dan: See? We agree more than we thought.

Notice how nobody in that conversation ever said "you're wrong," yet both changed position. That's the goal — disagreement
as a shared search, not a fight.

The most persuasive thing you can say is often "you've got a point there."

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Build a "disagree sandwich": a soft opener, your view, then a hand-back to them. For example: "I see what you mean, but I'd
lean the other way — what makes you feel so strongly about it?" Ending with a question keeps it warm and turns a clash into a
conversation.

PRACT ICE

1. Take any topic you care about. Say your opinion three ways: once tentatively, once strongly, and once as a question to invite
the other side.

2. Practice the "yes, but" five times. Each time, first agree with one part of an imaginary statement, then add your different
view.

3. Someone says something you completely disagree with. Respond politely without ever using the words "no" or "wrong."

4. Practice conceding a point gracefully with three different phrases.

5. Role-play a two-minute friendly debate with yourself, playing both sides, and end with one person saying "you've convinced
me."
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Telling Stories & Describing Things
Holding the floor and being interesting

Some people can make a trip to the supermarket sound fascinating. Others can describe a once-in-a-lifetime adven‐
ture and put you to sleep. The difference is almost never the size of their vocabulary. It is the shape of their story. In
this chapter you will learn how to take a small thing that happened to you and turn it into something people actually
want to hear. This is one of the most powerful conversation skills you can build, because once you can tell a good
two-minute story, you will never be stuck for something to say again.

Storytelling matters for a very practical reason. In real conversation, you do not just answer questions and ask them back for‐
ever. At some point someone says "So what did you do at the weekend?" and you have ten or fifteen seconds to be either inter‐
esting or boring. A good story is your way of "holding the floor" — of being the one talking while everyone leans in. The good
news is that interesting stories follow a pattern, and the pattern is simple enough to learn.

The shape of a good story
Almost every good short story or anecdote has three parts. If you remember nothing else from this chapter, remember these
three:

• Setup — where, when, who. The normal situation before any‐
thing goes wrong.

• Problem — the thing that went wrong, the surprise, the
complication.

• Resolution — how it ended, and how you felt about it.

That is it. Setup, problem, resolution. Notice that the middle part — the problem — is the engine of the whole story. If nothing
goes wrong, there is no story; there is just a report. "I went to the beach and it was nice" is a report. "I went to the beach, and
just as I lay down, a seagull stole my entire sandwich out of my hand" is a story. The problem does not have to be dramatic. It
just has to be a small surprise.

A worked example
Let's build one anecdote slowly so you can see the parts. Imagine your friend asks how your morning was. A boring answer: "It
was fine, I went to work." Now watch the same morning become a story.

You: Honestly? You'll never guess what happened to me this morning. (setup begins)

You: So I was running late for work, right, and I was rushing to catch the 8:15 train. I'd grabbed a coffee, I was checking my
phone, totally normal. (the normal situation)

You: And then — just as the doors were closing — this guy sprints onto the platform and the doors shut right in his face. (the
problem appears)

You: But here's the thing: it was my actual boss. And he saw me. Sitting on the train. Drinking my coffee. (suspense, raised
stakes)

You: So in the end I had to spend the whole day pretending I hadn't seen him miss the train. It was so awkward. (resolution +
feeling)

Look at what made that work. The opener ("You'll never guess what happened") promised something good. The setup was
short. The little word "then" signalled the turn. The line "But here's the thing" created a tiny pause of suspense before the best
detail. And it ended with a feeling — "so awkward" — which tells the listener how to react. You are not just giving information;
you are guiding their emotions.

Narrative tenses in speech
You do not need many tenses to tell a story. You need two main ones working together.

Past simple is for the main events — the things that happened, one after another. I walked in. I sat down. He arrived. I
paid. These move the story forward.

Past continuous (was/were + -ing) is for the background — the longer action that was already happening when the main
event interrupted it. I was waiting for the bus when I saw her. We were having dinner when the lights went out.



This pairing is the heartbeat of spoken storytelling: a long background action with "was/were -ing", then a sudden past-simple
event that interrupts it. Say these out loud:

• I was cooking dinner when my phone rang.

• They were arguing about money when she walked in.

• It was raining, I was carrying three bags, and then I
slipped.

There is one more useful structure: "was going to" for a plan that did not happen. This adds drama because it sets up an ex‐
pectation and then breaks it. I was going to tell him the truth, but I lost my nerve. We were going to leave early, but the
car wouldn't start. The listener feels the gap between the plan and reality, and that gap is interesting.

R E M E M B E R

Background = "was/were -ing". Sudden event = past simple. Broken plan = "was going to". Master just these three and your
stories will sound natural and clear, even with simple words.

Sequencing: the words that carry your listener along
Listeners can get lost. Sequencing words are little signposts that say "we're still moving, follow me." Use them, but do not
overuse them — one every couple of sentences is plenty.

Notice the difference between "first" and "at first". First means the first step in order. At first means "in the beginning, but it
changed" — and it is wonderful for stories because it sets up a contrast: At first I thought it was a joke... but then I realised he
was serious.

Describing things so people can see them
Vivid description is not about long words. It is about being specific and adding one human reaction. Compare: "There was a
big dog" versus "There was this huge dog, like the size of a small horse, and it just stared at me." The second one paints a pic‐
ture and tells you how to feel.

Three quick tricks. First, use comparisons: It was the size of a fridge. It tasted like burnt rubber. He looked like he'd seen a
ghost. Second, use intensifiers naturally: absolutely freezing, completely lost, totally silent. Third, describe the feeling, not
just the fact: The room was so quiet you could hear your own heartbeat.

For describing people, mix appearance with personality: She's tall, with bright red hair, and she's the kind of person who
laughs at her own jokes. For places: It's this tiny little café down a side street, the kind of place you'd walk past and never
notice. For experiences: It was one of those moments where you don't know whether to laugh or cry. These ready-made
frames ("the kind of place...", "one of those moments where...") are gold — borrow them.

Keeping a listener engaged
Engagement is mostly about pacing and a little suspense. Three habits make a big difference.

Open with a hook. Promise something before you deliver it: "You'll never guess what happened." "Okay, this is the funniest
thing." "So the weirdest thing happened to me yesterday."

Slow down before the best bit. A tiny pause and a phrase like "and then..." or "but here's the thing..." makes the listener
lean in. Do not rush your punchline.

End on a feeling, not a fact. Finish with how it felt — "I was so embarrassed", "I still laugh about it" — so the listener
knows the story is over and how to react.

Reacting to other people's stories
Storytelling is a two-way street. When someone tells you a story, your reactions keep them going. Silence makes a storyteller
feel they are boring you. Drop in short reactions — "No way!", "What happened next?", "You're kidding!" — and they will give
you their best material.

• First — the first step (First, I called her.)

• Then / after that — the next step

• At first — in the beginning (but it changed)
• Suddenly / all of a sudden — a surprise

• Meanwhile — at the same time, elsewhere

• In the end / eventually — the final result

• No way! / You're kidding! — surprise

• What happened next? — keep them going

• Oh my goodness! / Seriously? — strong reaction
• That's hilarious / awful / amazing — judge the story

• So what did you do? — push for the resolution

• I can't believe that! — show you're hooked



A story is just a fact with a feeling wrapped around it — and the feeling is the part people
remember.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Keep a "story bank". Write down three small things that happened to you this week — a funny mix-up, an awkward moment, a
small surprise. Practise each as a 60-second story until it feels easy. Then in real conversation you'll always have something
ready, instead of freezing when someone asks "So what's new?"

PRACT ICE

1. Choose one prompt: (a) a time you got lost, (b) a time you embarrassed yourself, (c) the best meal you ever had, (d) a time
technology failed you at the worst moment.

2. Plan your three parts out loud in one sentence each: setup, problem, resolution.

3. Now tell the full story for one minute. Record it on your phone. Force yourself to use one "was/were -ing" background
sentence and one past-simple interruption.

4. Listen back. Did you open with a hook? Did you end on a feeling? Were there at least two sequencing words?

5. Tell it again, fixing whatever was missing. Aim to make the second version 20 percent more vivid by adding one comparison
("it was the size of...").

Do this with five different prompts over a week and something will change: you will stop dreading the question "What did you
do?" and start almost hoping for it. That is what holding the floor feels like.
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Asking Questions & Keeping It Going
The skill that makes you a great conversationalist

Here is a secret that takes the pressure off forever: you do not have to be brilliant to be a great conversationalist. You
just have to be curious. The most likeable, easy-to-talk-to people in any language are rarely the ones with the most
impressive answers. They are the ones who ask good questions and then actually listen. For a learner, this is wonder‐
ful news, because asking is far easier than performing — and it shifts the talking onto the other person while you re‐
lax and follow along.

Think about your last good conversation. You probably walked away thinking the other person was great to talk to. Now ask
yourself: did they talk a lot, or did they get you talking? Almost always, it is the second one. People enjoy conversations where
they get to speak, and they credit you for it. So when your English feels shaky, lean into questions. A well-placed "Oh really?
How did that happen?" buys you ten seconds of listening and makes you look like a fantastic communicator.

Open vs closed questions
A closed question can be answered with one word — usually yes or no. Do you like your job? Did you have a good week‐
end? Is it cold outside? These are useful, but if you only ask closed questions, the conversation dies fast:

You: Did you have a nice holiday?

Them: Yeah, it was good.

You: ...Was it hot?

Them: Pretty hot, yeah.

You: (silence, panic)

An open question cannot be answered in one word. It usually starts with what, why, how, where or phrases like tell me
about, what was it like. Watch the same conversation breathe:

You: So what was the best part of your holiday?

Them: Oh, definitely the food. There was this little place by the sea...

You: Really? What did you have?

Them: Fresh fish every single day, it was incredible...

The simplest upgrade you can make to your spoken English is to turn closed questions into open ones. Instead of "Was it
good?" try "What was it like?" Instead of "Do you like living here?" try "What's it like living here?" Keep "what was it like" and
"tell me about it" in your back pocket — they unlock long answers every time.

Follow-up questions and active listening
The real magic is not the first question. It is the follow-up — the second and third questions that build on what the person
just said. Follow-ups prove you were listening, and listening is the rarest, most flattering thing in conversation.

The trick is to grab a specific word from their answer and ask about it. If they say "I just got back from Japan," you do not
change the subject — you dig in: "Japan! How long were you there?" / "What made you choose Japan?" / "What surprised you
the most?" Each follow-up keeps the topic alive without you needing a single new idea of your own.



You: What do you do for work?

Them: I'm a nurse.

You: Oh wow. How long have you been doing that? (follow-up)

Them: About ten years now.

You: Ten years! What's the hardest part of the job? (deeper follow-up)

Them: Honestly, it's the night shifts...

You: I can imagine. So how do you cope with that? (empathy + follow-up)

Notice the engine: each question reuses something they just said. You never had to invent a topic. You just kept pulling the
thread.

Question word order: where learners slip
This is where even strong speakers make small mistakes that sound off. There are two big traps. The first is the auxiliary er‐
ror — forgetting the helping verb (do/does/did/have) or putting the words in the wrong order. The second is the embed‐
ded-question error — using question word order inside a longer, polite sentence where you should use normal statement
order.

Here is the rule for embedded questions, and it surprises a lot of learners: when a question is inside another sentence ("Do
you know...", "Can you tell me...", "I was wondering..."), you switch back to normal subject-verb order and drop the
do/does/did.

Incorrect Correct

Where you are from? Where are you from?

What means this word? What does this word mean?

You like coffee? Do you like coffee?

Where she did go? Where did she go?

How long you are here? How long have you been here?

Do you know where is the station? Do you know where the station is?

Can you tell me what time it starts? (this one is correct) Can you tell me what time it starts?

I was wondering can you help me. I was wondering if you could help me.

Why you are sad? Why are you sad?

What you did yesterday? What did you do yesterday?

Read the "Correct" column out loud several times. Your goal is not to memorise a grammar rule in the moment of speaking —
that is too slow. Your goal is to drill the correct patterns enough that the wrong one starts to sound wrong. That instinct is
what fluent speakers actually rely on.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

The classic embedded-question slip: "Do you know where is the bathroom?" After "Do you know where / what / when...", go
back to statement order: "Do you know where the bathroom is?" Same with "Can you tell me what time it is?" — never "what
time is it?" inside a longer sentence. The little question flips back to normal once it's tucked inside.

Echo and clarifying questions
You will not catch everything you hear, and that is completely normal — even native speakers ask people to repeat. The mis‐
take is freezing or just nodding when you did not understand. Instead, use echo questions: repeat the part you missed with
rising intonation.

• Sorry, you did what? — when you missed the action

• You went where? — when you missed the place
• Sorry, who? — when you missed the person

• Wait, how many? — when you missed a number
• Sorry, could you say that again? — for the whole thing

• What do you mean by ___? — to check meaning

• So you're saying...? — to confirm you understood



These are not signs of weak English. They are signs of a confident communicator who refuses to lose the thread. "So you're
saying you quit your job and moved across the country in one week?" both confirms understanding and shows you are amazed
— two jobs in one sentence.

Showing interest and back-channeling
In English, listeners are not silent. While the other person talks, you make small sounds and words that mean "I'm with you,
keep going." This is called back-channeling, and if you do not do it, the speaker thinks you are bored or confused.

The toolkit is tiny: mhm, yeah, right, oh, really?, wow, exactly, I see, no way. Sprinkle them in. "Right" and "mhm" say "I fol‐
low you." "Really?" and "no way" say "I'm surprised." "Exactly" says "I agree completely." You do not need full sentences —
these little words do enormous social work and they are easy to say.

Don't interrogate — share too
There is one danger with all this question advice: if you only ask, ask, ask, the other person starts to feel like they are in a job
interview. Good conversation is a rhythm of question and share. After two or three questions, offer a little of yourself, then
hand it back.

You: So how did you two meet? (question)

Them: At a friend's wedding, actually.

You: No way, that's so nice. We met at work, which is a bit less romantic! (share) What was the wedding like? (hand it back)

That small share — "we met at work" — turns an interview into a conversation. The pattern to remember is simple: ask, lis‐
ten, react, share a little, ask again. Round and round. That loop can keep a conversation alive for an hour with almost no
pressure on you to perform.

• What's it like ___? — open question opener

• Tell me about ___ — invites a long answer

• How come? — casual "why?"

• What made you ___? — asks about a decision
• And then what? — pushes the story on

• Really? / Oh wow — back-channel surprise

• Right / mhm / I see — "I'm following you"

• That makes sense — shows you understood

• Same here / Me too — quick way to share
• What about you? — hands the question back

• Sorry, you did what? — clarify

• So you're saying...? — confirm understanding

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Make it a personal challenge: in your next conversation, ask three follow-up questions before you talk about yourself at all.
Just three. It feels strange at first, but you'll be amazed how warm the other person becomes — and how little pressure you
feel, because they're doing most of the talking.

PRACT ICE

1. Fix the word order out loud: (a) "Where you live?" (b) "What he said?" (c) "Do you know where is my phone?" (d) "Why she
is late?" Check each against the table.

2. Take a closed question — "Do you like films?" — and rewrite it as three different open questions.

3. Listen to a podcast or interview for five minutes. Every time you hear a follow-up question, pause and write it down. Collect
ten.

4. Role-play alone: imagine someone says "I just moved here from another country." Ask five follow-up questions in a row, out
loud, each one building on an imagined answer.

5. Practise the "ask, react, share, ask again" loop with a friend or by talking to yourself, and consciously add one back-channel
word ("right", "really?") to every answer you hear.

Get comfortable with this and a strange, freeing thing happens. The fear of "What do I say next?" mostly disappears, because
the answer is almost always "ask them something." You become the person everyone enjoys talking to — not because your
English is perfect, but because you make other people feel heard. That is the heart of being a great conversationalist in any
language.



P A R T  I V

From Words to Fluency

The mental shifts and daily techniques that turn knowledge into
automatic, flowing speech.
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Learning to Think in English
Killing the translation habit that slows you down

Here is a scene you probably know well. Someone asks you a simple question — "So, what did you do this weekend?"
— and instead of answering, your brain goes quiet for a moment. You think the answer in your own language first.
Then you hunt for the English words. Then you try to arrange them in the right order. By the time you open your
mouth, three seconds have passed, the other person is already waiting, and you feel the pressure rising. The words
come out a little stiff, a little late.

That gap — that pause between the thought and the words — is almost always caused by one thing: translation. You are run‐
ning everything through your first language before it reaches English. In this chapter you are going to learn how to shut that
middle step down, slowly and gently, until English becomes the language your thoughts arrive in directly.

Why translating in your head slows you down
Imagine you had to convert every price into a different currency before you could decide whether to buy something. You
would be exhausted by lunchtime. Translation does the same thing to speaking. It doubles the work: first you build the sen‐
tence in your language, then you rebuild it in English. Two sentences for the price of one thought.

And it does not just slow you down — it makes your English sound unnatural. Languages do not map word-for-word. A learn‐
er translating from their language might say "I have 25 years" instead of "I'm 25," or "How is it called?" instead of "What's it
called?" The grammar is borrowed from the wrong house. When you think directly in English, you stop importing those
structures.

K E Y  I D E A

Fluency is not faster translation. Fluency is no translation. The goal is to connect English words directly to meaning, the way
you already connect your native words to the world without "translating" anything.

Start small: think in words, then chunks
You do not begin by thinking whole paragraphs in English. That is like trying to run before you can stand. You begin with sin‐
gle words and tiny chunks. Right now, look around the room. Don't name things in your language — name them in English,
silently: window, cup, my phone, a messy desk, cold coffee. No full sentences. Just labels.

After a few days of labeling, you graduate to chunks — small ready-made pieces of language: on the table, in a minute, I need
to, that's enough, let me see. Native speakers do not build sentences word by word; they snap together chunks they already
know. When you think in chunks, your speech speeds up because you are pulling whole pieces off the shelf instead of assem‐
bling each one from scratch.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Trying to think in perfect, complex English sentences from day one. Your inner voice will give up and switch back to your na‐
tive language. Start with words and three-word chunks. Let the sentences grow on their own.

Narrate your day silently
The single most powerful drill for thinking in English is the silent narration of your own life. As you go about ordinary tasks,
describe them in your head in simple English, like a sports commentator inside your own skull. Nobody hears it, so there is
zero pressure and zero embarrassment.

Making coffee: Okay, I'm filling the kettle. I'm waiting for it to boil. Where's my cup? Here. I need milk — oh, we're almost
out. Walking to the bus: It's a bit cold today. I should've worn a jacket. The bus is late again. There are a lot of people wait‐
ing. See how natural and unimpressive these sentences are? That is exactly the point. Real fluency lives in small, plain sen‐
tences, not in fancy ones.

Describe what you see
When you have a free minute — on a train, in a queue, waiting for a video to load — play "describe what you see." Pick some‐
thing in front of you and describe it in English in your head, in as much detail as you can: There's a woman in a red coat.
She's looking at her phone. She seems to be in a hurry. The light just turned green. This trains your brain to reach for English
automatically when meaning appears, which is the whole skill of thinking in the language.



Build an inner monologue
You already talk to yourself all day — planning, worrying, deciding, reminding. That stream of private thought is your inner
monologue, and it is usually running in your first language. Your mission is to switch some of it to English. Start with low-
stakes thoughts: your to-do list, what you want to eat, simple opinions. I really should answer that email. I'm too tired to
cook tonight. Maybe I'll order something. That movie wasn't great, honestly.

You will not convert your whole inner life at once — and you should not try. Pick one daily moment as your "English thinking
time," such as your morning walk or the ten minutes before sleep, and let your inner monologue run in English then. Over
weeks, the English voice gets louder and shows up more often on its own.

The day you catch yourself thinking in English without deciding to is the day you crossed
the bridge.

What to do when you hit a word you don't know
You will constantly run into gaps — a thought you cannot express because you are missing the word. This is the most impor‐
tant moment, because how you react decides whether you grow. Do not stop and translate. Instead, go around the gap using
words you already have. Don't know "leak"? Say water is coming out where it shouldn't. Don't know "exhausted"? Say really,
really tired. This skill — talking around a missing word — is one of the truest signs of a fluent speaker, and thinking in English
forces you to practice it constantly.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Keep a tiny "I couldn't say it" note on your phone. Each time your inner narration hits a wall, jot the missing idea (in your lan‐
guage is fine). Look up two or three of those words at night. Tomorrow they appear in your thinking. This is how your "think‐
ing vocabulary" grows in exactly the areas your real life needs.

Read and listen, then think in the same English
Everything you read and hear in English feeds your inner voice. After you watch a short clip or read a few paragraphs, spend
one minute thinking about it in English: So he said the meeting is moved to Friday. That's better for me. I'll need to prepare
the slides before then. You are recycling fresh, natural English straight into your own thoughts while it is still warm in your
memory.

PRACT ICE

1. Label sprint (2 min): Look around and silently name ten objects in English. No sentences, just nouns. Add one adjective
to each on the second pass: a blue mug, an old chair.

2. Live narration (5 min): Narrate one routine task — making breakfast, getting dressed, tidying up — entirely in your head
in simple present-tense English.

3. Window watch (3 min): Describe a real scene (a street, a cafe, a room) in five English sentences. Guess what people are
doing and why.

4. Go-around drill (3 min): Pick three words you don't know in English and practice explaining each with only simple
words, no dictionary.

5. Bedtime monologue (3 min): Before sleep, review your day in English: three things that happened, one thing you'll do
tomorrow.

Do these for two weeks and something quiet but huge happens: the pause before you speak starts to shrink. You stop building
a sentence in your language and translating it — because the English was already there, waiting, the moment you had the
thought.
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Fluency vs. Accuracy: Befriending Mistakes
Why trying to be perfect keeps you silent

There are two kinds of learners who never become fluent. The first never studies. The second studies constantly but
is so afraid of saying something wrong that they barely speak at all. This chapter is mostly for the second kind — and
quietly, most serious learners are the second kind. You know the rules. You can spot your own errors. And that very
knowledge has become a cage: every time you start a sentence, an inner critic checks the grammar, finds a possible
mistake, and freezes you mid-word.

To get out of that cage, you need to understand a trade-off that lives at the heart of speaking: fluency versus accuracy. Once
you understand it, mistakes stop being enemies and become exactly what they really are — ordinary, necessary, and almost in‐
visible to the people you talk to.

The trade-off, in plain terms
Fluency is the smooth, continuous flow of speech — keeping the ball in the air, getting your meaning across without long
stops. Accuracy is correctness — right grammar, right word, right tense. Here is the hard truth: in real-time conversation,
you usually cannot maximize both at once. Your brain has limited attention. Spend it all on checking grammar and your
speech becomes slow and broken. Spend it all on flow and a few errors slip through.

Most learners pour almost all of their attention into accuracy and end up with neither — because the constant self-checking
destroys flow, and the broken flow makes them too nervous to be accurate anyway. The fix is to deliberately shift the balance
toward fluency when you are actually speaking, and save accuracy work for a different time.

K E Y  I D E A

When you are speaking with someone, fluency comes first. When you are reviewing or practicing alone, accuracy comes first.
Trying to do both at the same moment is what causes the freeze.

When to prioritize which
Prioritize fluency in any live, social, or high-pressure moment: ordering food, chatting with a colleague, a phone call, an in‐
terview, small talk. The goal there is connection and momentum. A wrong preposition has never ruined a coffee order.
Prioritize accuracy when you are alone and unhurried: when you record yourself, write in a journal, drill a structure, or re‐
view your error log. That is the workshop. Conversation is the stage. You sand and polish in the workshop, not in the middle
of the performance.

How listeners actually process your errors
This is the fact that sets people free, so read it slowly. Listeners are not grading you. They are doing the same thing you do
when someone speaks to you: hunting for meaning, not errors. When a coworker says "Yesterday I go to the bank and I am
waiting one hour," your brain does not file a grammar report. It instantly understands: bank, yesterday, long wait. The mean‐
ing arrives whole and clean even though the grammar is rough.

Think of how you treat a tourist speaking your language. Do you judge their verb endings? No — you are usually impressed
they are trying, and you focus on helping. People extend you the exact same generosity. The error that feels enormous and hu‐
miliating in your own head is, to the listener, a tiny pebble they step right over without noticing.

Your mistakes are loud to you and almost silent to everyone else. Speak as if the listener
is on your side, because they are.

How perfectionism creates hesitation
Perfectionism feels like high standards, but in speaking it functions as a brake. Here is the chain: you have a thought, you start
to say it, your inner critic flags a possible error, you stop to fix it, the moment passes, and the silence makes you anxious,
which makes the next sentence even harder. Repeat this a few times in one conversation and you conclude "I'm just not good
at speaking." But you are good — you are simply braking and accelerating at the same time, and the engine is stalling.



C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Restarting a sentence three or four times to get the grammar perfect: "I have went — I mean I have gone — I went, I went
there yesterday." Each restart breaks your rhythm and your confidence. Pick one version and push through. A finished imper‐
fect sentence always beats a perfect one you never said.

Self-correction without freezing
You should still correct yourself sometimes — but the right way. If you notice an error and the fix is quick and natural, glide
past it without drama: "She don't — she doesn't like spicy food." One smooth touch, keep moving. If the fix would require
stopping and rebuilding the whole sentence, let it go. Finish the thought. The meaning is already on its way to the listener.

And crucially: do not chase errors you have already passed. If you realize two sentences later that you used the wrong tense
earlier, leave it. Going back to repair old mistakes mid-conversation is how you lose the thread entirely.

Repair and rephrasing phrases
Fluent speakers — even natives — fumble constantly. The difference is they have smooth phrases for buying time and steering
out of trouble. These keep you talking while your brain catches up, and they make a stumble sound like a normal feature of
speech instead of a failure. Memorize a handful until they come out automatically.

• What I mean is... — to restate an idea more clearly

• Let me put that another way. — to rephrase a clumsy
sentence

• Sorry, let me start again. — to reset cleanly without apolo‐
gizing too much

• How can I say this... — to buy a second while you search for
words

• The word I'm looking for is... — to signal you're hunting for
a term

• You know what I mean? — to check understanding and keep
flow

• It's kind of like... — to explain a word you don't know with a
comparison
• What's the word... anyway, — to drop a missing word and
move on

• Or rather, — to make a small correction smoothly

• Let me rephrase that. — to swap a whole sentence for a bet‐
ter one

Building tolerance for imperfection
Tolerance for imperfection is a muscle, and you build it by surviving small, harmless mistakes on purpose. Speak a little faster
than feels safe. Say the sentence with the wrong-but-clear preposition and watch the world keep turning. Each time nothing
bad happens, your fear shrinks a little. You are teaching your nervous system a new lesson: a mistake is not danger.

Track errors to fix later, not mid-sentence
Here is how you keep accuracy improving without letting it sabotage your speech: separate the two jobs in time. While speak‐
ing, you flow. Afterward — or while reviewing a recording — you hunt for patterns. Keep a simple error log with two columns:
what you said, and the better version. "I am agree" → "I agree." "More better" → "Better." "Since two years" → "For two
years." Review it weekly. Because you fixed the pattern in the workshop, it slowly self-corrects on the stage, with no mid-sen‐
tence freezing required.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Give yourself a "no-correction" conversation once a day. The single rule: you are not allowed to fix any grammar while speak‐
ing. You may only use repair phrases to clarify meaning. It feels uncomfortable at first and then strangely freeing — and your
flow jumps immediately.

PRACT ICE

1. One-minute push: Pick a topic and talk about it for sixty seconds without stopping. No restarts, no self-correction. If you
get stuck, use a repair phrase and keep going.

2. Repair drill: Practice all ten repair phrases aloud until three of them come out without thinking. These are your lifeline.

3. Deliberate imperfection: Have a short conversation (or record one) where you intentionally let small errors pass
uncorrected. Notice that meaning still gets through.

4. Error log: After speaking, write down two mistakes you remember and their correct versions. Don't fix them now — just
collect them.

5. Weekly pattern hunt: Once a week, read your error log and pick the one mistake you make most. Drill only that one this
week.



The learners who become fluent are not the ones who make no mistakes. They are the ones who made thousands of mistakes
out loud, learned which ones mattered, and kept talking through all of them. Befriend your mistakes. They are not the obsta‐
cle on the road to fluency — they are the road.
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Listening & the Shadowing Method
Train your ears and mouth at the same time

You cannot say what you have never heard. Every natural phrase, every rhythm, every "actually" and "to be honest"
and "the thing is" that makes speech sound real — it all enters through your ears first. Speaking is the output, but lis‐
tening is the input that fills the tank. If your speaking feels empty or robotic, the problem is often upstream: not
enough rich English going in. This chapter shows you how to listen so that it directly feeds your speaking, and it
gives you the most powerful single technique for this: shadowing.

Shadowing trains your ears and your mouth in the very same motion. You will be surprised how quickly it sands the rough
edges off your accent and how much faster your words start to flow once your mouth has physically rehearsed real English
rhythm.

Active vs. passive listening
There are two kinds of listening, and only one of them builds your speaking. Passive listening is having English on in the
background while you cook or scroll — it is pleasant and gently keeps your ear warm, but it changes little. Active listening is
full attention with intent: you focus on the words, notice how things are said, catch a new phrase, maybe rewind. Active listen‐
ing is where the growth happens. Aim for short bursts of active listening rather than long hours of background noise.

Choosing the right level: comprehensible input
The single most important rule for listening material is this: choose audio you can mostly understand. Researchers call this
"comprehensible input" — roughly, content where you grasp most of it and have to stretch a little for the rest. If you under‐
stand 100%, you learn nothing new. If you understand 30%, it is just noise and you give up. The sweet spot is around 70 to
90% understood.

Practically: if you are constantly lost, drop down a level — slower podcasts made for learners, children's shows, simple inter‐
views. If it feels too easy, climb up — native podcasts, fast comedies, news. Match the climb to your real level, not your ego.

R E M E M B E R

The right material is not the hardest you can survive — it's the level where you understand most of it and learn a few new
things each time. Comfortable-but-stretching beats impressive-but-confusing every single day.

Using subtitles wisely
Subtitles are a tool, not a crutch — and the trick is which language and when. Avoid subtitles in your own language; your eyes
read those and your ears switch off completely. Instead use English subtitles, which connect the sounds you hear to the
words you know. Best of all, watch a scene with English subtitles, then again without. The second pass forces your ears to do
the work, and you will be amazed how much more you catch the second time.

What shadowing actually is
Shadowing means listening to a short piece of audio and repeating it almost simultaneously — a beat behind the speaker, like
a shadow — copying not just the words but the rhythm, the melody, the stress, the speed, even the emotion. You are not trans‐
lating and you are barely thinking about meaning; you are physically imitating a native mouth in motion. It feels strange at
first, like singing along to a song you only half know. That is exactly right.

Chunking and imitation
The secret ingredient is chunking. Native speech is not a flat line of separate words; it flows in connected groups. "What are
you going to do?" is not five crisp words — it is something like "whatcha gonna do," one smooth chunk. When you shadow,
you copy these chunks as single units, glued-together sounds and all. This is how you absorb the music of English: the linking,
the contractions, the way unstressed words shrink and stressed words ring out.



PRACT ICE

1. Choose a clip. Pick 30–60 seconds of audio at your level with a transcript or subtitles — a podcast segment, a TED clip, a
movie scene. Short is essential; you will repeat it many times.

2. Listen for meaning (1 pass). Play it once just to understand what is being said. Don't speak yet.

3. Read and listen together (1–2 passes). Follow the transcript while listening. Underline any chunk that sounds different
from how you'd expect it written — that's gold.

4. Whisper-shadow (2–3 passes). Play it again and quietly mumble along a beat behind, eyes on the transcript. Don't
worry about catching every word; ride the rhythm.

5. Full shadow (3–5 passes). Now shadow out loud at full volume, still a beat behind the speaker. Copy their speed, stress,
and tone exactly — even exaggerate it.

6. Shadow without the text (2–3 passes). Drop the transcript and shadow by ear alone. This is the real workout.

7. Record and compare (once). Record yourself shadowing, then play it next to the original. Where do you differ? Fix one
thing and do a final pass.

Listen-pause-repeat and transcription drills
Two more drills round out your listening practice. The listen-pause-repeat drill is gentler than shadowing: play one sen‐
tence, pause, then repeat it from memory as accurately as you can, matching the speaker's tune. It builds your "echo memory"
— your ability to hold a chunk of English in your head long enough to reuse it. The transcription drill is the most demand‐
ing and the most powerful for sharp listening: play a short clip and write down exactly what you hear, word for word, replay‐
ing as many times as you need. Then check against the transcript. The words you missed reveal precisely where your ear is
weak — usually the small linking sounds and contractions.

A balanced listening diet
Variety keeps your ear flexible. Podcasts are the workhorse — endless, free, made for the ear, and many are designed for
learners; choose a few hosts whose voices you enjoy and follow them. Shows and movies teach you real conversational
English, slang, and emotion, with faces and context to help; rewatch favorites you already know the plot of, so your brain can
focus on the language. Audiobooks build stamina and feed you rich, full sentences, especially if you read along with the text.
Rotate all three so your ears meet many voices, speeds, and accents.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Five focused minutes of shadowing beats an hour of background listening. Do one short clip thoroughly — six or seven passes
— rather than many clips once. Repetition is where shadowing pays off; the same sixty seconds, deeply drilled, rewires your
mouth far more than fresh audio you only hear once.

Do this for a few weeks and you will notice something delightful. Phrases you shadowed start falling out of your own mouth in
real conversations, with the right rhythm already attached — because your mouth has already practiced them. Your ears and
your mouth grew together, exactly as they were meant to.
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Recording Yourself & Building Feedback Loops
You can't fix what you can't hear

Most learners who study alone are flying blind. They speak, but they never hear themselves from the outside, so they
have no idea what is actually coming out of their mouth. They might say "th" as "s" a thousand times and never no‐
tice. They might pause and say "uhhh" every five words and have no clue. The fix is almost embarrassingly simple,
and it is the single highest-leverage thing you can do without a teacher: record yourself, then listen back.

Yes, it is uncomfortable. Almost everyone hates the sound of their own voice at first — that is universal, and it fades fast. Push
through that small discomfort, because the recording is the closest thing to a teacher you have. It is an honest mirror, and a
mirror is exactly what a solo learner is missing.

Why recording beats every other solo practice
When you speak live, all your attention is spent producing the words — there is nothing left over to evaluate them. The record‐
ing solves this by splitting the job in two: you speak now, and you judge later, with a calm and critical ear. Suddenly you hear
what listeners hear. The filler words jump out. The rushed, mumbled endings become obvious. The grammar mistake you
make every time reveals itself as a pattern. None of this is visible from the inside. The recording makes the invisible audible —
and what you can hear, you can fix.

How to record
Keep it simple. The voice memo app already on your phone is all you need to begin — open it, hit record, talk. For pronuncia‐
tion work, audio is perfect. Once in a while, add video too, because your mouth shape, your eyes, and your body language
matter for confident speaking, and video catches what audio cannot. Don't over-engineer this. A messy thirty-second clip you
actually record beats the perfect setup you keep postponing.

The monologue and the daily journal-aloud
What should you record? The easiest and best habit is the spoken journal: once a day, talk to your phone for one to three
minutes about anything — your day, a plan, an opinion, a problem you are chewing on. "So today was pretty busy. I had a
meeting in the morning that ran long, and honestly I didn't get much else done..." No script, no rehearsal. This builds the ex‐
act skill you want — turning thoughts into spoken English in real time — and it gives you a recording to review.

Vary the prompts so you stretch into different language: describe a person you admire, explain how to cook something, argue
for an opinion, retell a movie, plan an imaginary trip out loud. Each prompt pulls different vocabulary and structures out of
you.

R E M E M B E R

You do not need a topic worth saying. The point is not the content — it's the reps. Talking about your boring Tuesday in
English is more valuable than staying silent while waiting for something interesting to say.

What to listen for
When you play a recording back, don't try to judge everything at once or you will just feel bad. Listen with one focus at a time,
on separate passes. Here is your evaluation checklist:

Pace: Are you rushing? Too slow? Do you slow down and mumble at the ends of sentences?☐

Fillers: Count your "uh," "um," "like," "you know." How many per minute? Which one is your signature filler?☐

Pauses: Are your pauses natural (between thoughts) or panicked (in the middle of words)?☐

Pronunciation: Pick one or two sounds you struggle with and listen only for those. Are word endings clear?☐

Stress and rhythm: Does it sound flat and even, or does it have the rise and fall of natural English?☐

Repeated grammar patterns: Which mistake shows up again and again? (Wrong tense, missing articles, "he go"?)☐

Vocabulary: Are you reusing the same three words? Where did you reach for a word and miss?☐

Overall impression: Forget the details — does it sound confident? Would you trust this speaker?☐



Keep an error log
As you listen, jot down patterns — not every single slip, but the ones that repeat. Two columns: what you said, and the better
version. "I'm working here since 2020" → "I've been working here since 2020." "Make a question" → "Ask a question." The
recording turns your vague sense of "my grammar is shaky" into a concrete, fixable list. You stop fighting fog and start fixing
specific, named things.

The recording doesn't lie, doesn't judge, and doesn't get tired of you. It is the most patient
teacher you will ever have.

Using AI tools and speech feedback responsibly
You have powerful free help available. You can speak to an AI assistant and ask it to correct your grammar, suggest more nat‐
ural phrasing, or play the role of a conversation partner who never gets impatient. Pronunciation apps can score individual
sounds. Speech-to-text is a clever free test: dictate a sentence and see if the machine understood you — if it consistently mis‐
hears a word, your pronunciation of it needs work.

Use these tools, but use them with judgment. Two cautions: first, do not let a tool make you more of a perfectionist — feed‐
back is for the workshop, not for freezing you mid-conversation. Second, AI suggestions are usually good but not gospel;
cross-check anything that sounds odd. The tools are a supplement to real speaking and real listening, never a replacement.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Do not try to fix everything you hear. Each week pick exactly one target — say, cutting your "um"s in half, or nailing past-tense
endings. Work only on that. One fixed habit per week is fifty fixed habits a year. Trying to fix ten at once fixes none.

Set up a weekly review and measure progress
Daily recording builds the reps; a weekly review turns reps into improvement. Once a week, sit down with the week's clips and
do three things: notice patterns across the recordings, update your error log, and choose your one focus for the coming week.
Twenty quiet minutes is enough.

And keep your recordings — don't delete them. This is where the real motivation lives. Progress in speaking is slow day to day
and nearly invisible up close, which is why so many learners quit feeling like nothing is changing. But save a clip from today,
and three months from now play it next to a new one. The difference will shock you: smoother pace, fewer fillers, clearer
sounds, more confidence. That comparison is proof your work is paying off, and on the discouraging days, it is the thing that
keeps you going.

PRACT ICE

1. Baseline clip: Right now, record two minutes about your day. Save it and label it with today's date. This is your "before."

2. Daily spoken journal: For one week, record 1–2 minutes every day. Different prompt each day.

3. Single-focus listen-back: Each day, replay your clip listening for just one thing from the checklist. Write one note.

4. Build the error log: Collect three repeated mistakes this week with their corrected versions.

5. Weekly review: At week's end, review all clips, pick your single focus for next week, and run one sentence through speech-
to-text to test your clarity.

6. Progress check (monthly): Once a month, play your newest clip next to an old one and write down two things that
improved.

Speaking alone can feel like shouting into an empty room with no echo. Recording yourself gives you the echo. It closes the
loop between speaking and improving, and it turns solo practice from guessing into real, measurable progress. Hit record to‐
day. Your future, more fluent self is listening.



P A R T  V

Speaking in the Real World

From casual chats to high-stakes moments — adapting your
English to the situation.
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Formal vs. Informal Register
Saying the same thing three different ways

Imagine you need to ask someone to wait a moment. To your best friend you might say, "Hang on a sec." To a co‐
worker, "Could you give me a minute?" To a client in a meeting, "Would you mind if I take just a moment to check
that?" Same idea, three completely different sentences. The grammar is fine in all three — but only one fits each situ‐
ation. That choice is called register, and getting it right is one of the biggest jumps from "correct English" to "natural
English."

Register is the level of formality you use. Native speakers shift it constantly, almost without thinking, depending on who they
are talking to, where they are, and why. As a learner, you may have studied only one level — usually the polite, textbook mid‐
dle — which means you sound a little stiff with friends and a little too casual in serious situations. This chapter gives you all
three levels for the things you say every day, so you can dial your English up or down on purpose.

What register actually is
Think of register as a volume knob for formality, not an on/off switch. We can roughly mark three settings:

• Formal — job interviews, official emails, meeting a CEO, speak‐
ing to authorities, customer-facing work. Full sentences, no slang,
careful politeness.

• Neutral — most workplaces, shops, talking to people you do not
know well, everyday public life. Polite but relaxed. This is your
safe default.

• Informal — friends, family, close colleagues, online chats.
Slang, contractions, incomplete sentences, jokes.

The goal is not to memorize which words are "fancy." It is to read the situation and match it. Speak too formally with friends
and you sound cold or sarcastic. Speak too informally in an interview and you sound careless. The skill is the matching.

Reading the situation
Before you open your mouth, your brain can run a quick three-question check:

Who are they? A stranger, a boss, and a buddy get different versions of you. Where are you? A pub is not a boardroom.
What is the stakes? Asking a friend for a pen is low-stakes; asking your manager for time off is higher. The higher the
stakes and the greater the distance between you, the more formal you go.

Watch the other person, too. If they say "Hey, no worries, just call me Tom," they have invited you down to informal. If they
keep using your title and full sentences, stay up. Matching the other person's register is a quiet way of building rapport.

The same function, three ways
Here is the heart of the chapter. Below are everyday functions — things you constantly need to do with language — shown
across all three registers. Read each row out loud and feel the difference in your mouth.

Function Formal Neutral Informal

Greeting Good morning, it's a pleasure to meet you. Hi, nice to meet you. Hey! What's up?

Request Would you mind sending me the report? Could you send me the report? Can you shoot me that report?

Apology I sincerely apologize for the delay. Sorry about the delay. My bad, totally forgot!

Refusal I'm afraid that won't be possible. Sorry, I can't do that. Nah, I'm good.

Thanks I really appreciate your help with this. Thanks a lot. Cheers! / Thanks a million.

Asking to repeat I beg your pardon, could you repeat that? Sorry, could you say that again? Huh? What was that?

Saying goodbye It was lovely speaking with you. Okay, see you later. Later! / Catch you around.

Notice the patterns. Formal English leans on full modal questions ("Would you mind...," "Could you possibly..."), softeners
("I'm afraid," "I'm sorry to say"), and complete grammar. Informal English drops words, uses slang ("My bad," "Nah"), and is
full of contractions. Neutral sits comfortably in the middle and is the version you should default to when you are unsure — it
almost never offends anyone.
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When in doubt, go one notch more formal than you think you need, then relax as the conversation warms up. It is easy to be‐
come friendlier; it is awkward to suddenly become more polite after you have been too casual.

Slang and contractions: when they fit
Contractions ("I'm," "don't," "we'll") belong in nearly all spoken English, including fairly formal speech. Saying "I am very
pleased to be here" out loud sounds robotic; "I'm very pleased to be here" is both polite and natural. So do not avoid contrac‐
tions when speaking, even in interviews.

Slang is different. Words like "gonna," "wanna," "kinda," "gotta" are extremely common in fast informal speech, and under‐
standing them is essential. But producing them in formal settings is risky. "I'm gonna send you the contract" to a new client
sounds sloppy; "I'll send you the contract" is clean. Use slang freely with friends; keep it out of high-stakes moments until you
have a strong feel for it.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Learners often pick up one striking slang phrase and overuse it everywhere — dropping "What's up, bro?" into a job interview,
or calling a senior manager "mate." Slang is powerful but situation-bound. A misplaced casual phrase stands out far more
than plain, neutral English ever would.

Written vs. spoken, message vs. speech
Register also shifts between writing and speaking. Spoken English is looser: we use fillers, half-sentences, and tag questions
("...right?"). Written English, especially email, is tidier and often more formal because the reader cannot hear your friendly
tone.

Compare. In a meeting you might say, "Yeah, let's push it to Friday, that work for you?" The email version becomes, "Could we
move the deadline to Friday? Let me know if that works." A text to a colleague might be, "Friday ok??" — and that is fine be‐
tween friends. Messaging apps have their own super-casual register: lowercase, no punctuation, emojis. Just be sure you are
actually in that relationship before you go there.

When formal goes wrong
Here is a surprise: too much formality can be a mistake too. If a friend asks how your weekend was and you reply, "It was
most enjoyable, thank you for inquiring," you sound strange, even unfriendly — as if you are keeping them at a distance. Over-
formality with people who expect warmth reads as cold, stiff, or even sarcastic.

Real warmth lives in the neutral and informal registers. So practice relaxing your English with people you trust. "It was great,
thanks — how about you?" is the friendly answer. Save the formal armor for situations that genuinely call for it.

Speaking well is not about always being polite; it is about matching the moment.

PRACT ICE

1. Take three functions from the table (say: request, apology, refusal). Out loud, produce all three registers for each. Feel which
ones come easily and which feel unfamiliar.

2. Pick a single sentence — "I can't come to the meeting" — and rewrite it for your boss (formal), a coworker (neutral), and a
close friend (informal). Say each aloud.

3. Listen to a TV show or podcast for five minutes. Each time someone speaks, silently label it formal, neutral, or informal.
Notice how often people shift.

4. Think of one slang phrase you like. Write down two situations where it fits and one where it absolutely does not.
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Presentations & Public Speaking
Speaking to a group without panic

Speaking to one person is a conversation. Speaking to twenty feels like a performance — and that is where many con‐
fident speakers suddenly freeze. The good news: public speaking is mostly a skill, not a talent. Structure, a few reli‐
able phrases, and rehearsal will carry you further than charisma ever will. You do not need to become a TED star.
You need to be clear, calm, and easy to follow.

This chapter gives you a simple structure for any talk, the exact "signposting" language that guides your audience, and practi‐
cal ways to handle nerves, pacing, slides, and the part everyone dreads — questions. Master these and a presentation stops be‐
ing a cliff and becomes a path you have already walked.

Structure: tell them where you're going
Audiences cannot rewind you. If they get lost, they are gone. So the oldest advice in public speaking is still the best: tell them
what you will say, say it, then tell them what you said. In practice, a clean talk has three parts: an opening that sets up the
topic and roadmap, a body of two to four clear points, and a closing that sums up and lands a final message.

The secret weapon that holds this together is signposting — short phrases that tell the audience where you are in the talk.
They are like road signs: "exit coming up," "halfway there." Without them, even good content feels like a maze.

• Opening — "Today I'd like to talk about..."

• Roadmap — "I'll start by..., then I'll..., and finally..."
• Starting a point — "Let's begin with..."

• Moving on — "Moving on to my next point..."

• Adding — "On top of that..."

• Giving examples — "For instance..." / "To give you an
example..."

• Emphasizing — "The key thing to remember is..."
• Referring back — "As I mentioned earlier..."

• Contrasting — "On the other hand..."

• Summarizing — "To sum up..." / "So, in short..."

• Closing — "Let me leave you with this..."

• Inviting questions — "I'm happy to take any questions now."

Memorize five or six of these. They do double duty: they help your audience follow you, and they give you a track to run on so
you never lose your place.

Strong openings and closings
The first thirty seconds decide whether people lean in or check their phones. Skip the weak opener "Um, so, yeah, hi, I'm go‐
ing to talk about..." Instead, grab attention. A few reliable openers: ask a question ("How many of you have ever waited two
weeks for a reply email?"), share a surprising fact ("Forty percent of our customers leave in the first month"), or tell a tiny sto‐
ry ("Last Tuesday a customer called me, furious...").

Closings matter just as much, because people remember endings. Do not trail off with "So... yeah, that's it." Signal the end
clearly, restate your one main message, and finish on a strong line: "So if you take one thing away today, let it be this: we don't
have a product problem, we have a follow-up problem. Thank you."

Handling nerves
Nerves are normal, even for professionals. The aim is not to remove them but to channel them. A few things that genuinely
work: breathe slowly before you start (a long exhale calms the body), and remember the audience wants you to succeed — they
are not hoping you fail. Reframe the feeling: that racing heart is energy, not just fear.

Practically, prepare your first sentence word-for-word so you launch smoothly even while nervous. And if your mind goes
blank, pause, look at your notes, breathe — silence feels longer to you than to them. Nobody remembers a two-second pause;
they remember a panicked speaker.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Find a friendly face. In any audience there is someone nodding along. Speak to them when you feel shaky, then let your eyes
move on. One warm face can steady your whole talk.

Pacing and pausing
Nervous speakers rush. They sprint to the finish so the ordeal ends sooner — and the audience catches almost nothing. Slow
down on purpose. It will feel too slow to you and just right to them.



Pauses are your best tool. Pause after an important point to let it sink in. Pause before a key idea to build a little tension. A
silent beat says "this matters" louder than any word. Try it: "The result was... a sixty percent increase." That pause does real
work.

Visuals: don't read the slides
The fastest way to lose an audience is to turn around and read your slides aloud. They can read faster than you can speak, so
reading is both boring and a little insulting. Slides should support you, not replace you. Use few words and clear images. A
slide that says "Q3 Revenue: +18%" is something you expand on — "This is the number I'm most proud of, and here's why" —
not something you recite.

Keep your eyes on the people, not the screen. Glance at the slide, then turn back and talk to faces. You are the presentation;
the slides are just scenery.

Engaging the audience and handling Q&A
You can wake a room up with simple involvement: ask a quick question ("Show of hands — who here uses this daily?"), invite
them to imagine a scenario, or use "you" and "we" so it feels shared rather than lectured.

Then comes Q&A. First, it is fine to buy a second: "That's a great question, let me think." Repeat the question so everyone
hears it, then answer. And the moment learners fear most — not knowing — is easy to handle gracefully. Do not bluff. Say, "I
don't have that figure with me, but I'll find out and get back to you," or "That's outside my area, but here's what I do know..."
Honesty sounds confident. Fumbling a fake answer does not.

R E H E A R S E

Rehearsal is the single biggest predictor of a good talk. Practice out loud — not in your head — at least three times. Time your‐
self. Record it once and watch it back, painful as that is. By the real moment, your mouth should already know the words, free‐
ing your mind to connect with the room.

PRACT ICE

1. Choose a topic you know well (your job, a hobby, your hometown). Prepare a two-minute talk with a clear opening, two
points, and a closing.

2. Use at least four signposting phrases from the list above. Mark them in your notes.

3. Write and memorize your first sentence and your final sentence word-for-word.

4. Record yourself delivering it. Watch it back and check: Did you rush? Did you pause? Did you read or speak? Did you finish
strong?

5. Deliver it once more, slower, fixing the one thing you liked least.
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Job Interviews in English
Talking about yourself with confidence

A job interview is a strange kind of conversation: high stakes, a stranger judging you, and a topic you should know
better than anyone — yourself — yet somehow your mind goes blank. Add a second language and the pressure dou‐
bles. But interviews are surprisingly predictable. The same questions come up again and again, and once you have
prepared real, natural answers, the whole thing becomes far more manageable. This chapter shows you how to pre‐
pare without sounding like a robot, how to structure your stories, and the exact phrases that make you sound pol‐
ished and calm.

The aim is not to perform a perfect script. Interviewers can smell a memorized speech instantly, and it makes you sound fake
and nervous. The aim is to prepare your material — your stories, your strengths, your reasons — so well that you can talk
about them flexibly and naturally, no matter how the question is phrased.

Prepare, don't memorize
Memorizing word-for-word answers is the classic trap. The moment the interviewer phrases a question slightly differently,
your script breaks and you panic. Instead, prepare bullet points, not sentences. For each likely question, know the two or three
things you want to mention — then build the sentences live. This sounds spontaneous because it is, but it is grounded in solid
preparation.

Prepare four or five real stories from your work or studies. A single good story can answer many questions — teamwork, prob‐
lem-solving, dealing with pressure — depending on how you frame it. Know your stories, and you are ready for most of what
comes.

The STAR method
For "behavioral" questions — the ones that start with "Tell me about a time when..." — use STAR. It keeps your answer clear
and stops you from rambling:

• S — Situation — set the scene briefly. "Last year I was leading a
small support team..."

• T — Task — what you needed to do. "Our response times had
slipped and customers were unhappy."

• A — Action — what you did. "So I introduced a shared tracker
and a daily ten-minute check-in."

• R — Result — the outcome, ideally with a number. "Within a
month, response time dropped by half."

Most of your answer should be the Action — that is what they are assessing. Keep Situation short, and always finish with a
Result. A story with no result feels unfinished.

Strengths and weaknesses
For strengths, do not just claim them — prove them with a quick example. "I'd say one of my strengths is staying calm under
pressure. For example, during a system outage last year, I kept the team focused and we resolved it in two hours." A strength
plus evidence is far more convincing than a list of adjectives.

The weakness question is not a trap, but a fake answer ("I'm just such a perfectionist") is. Give a real, manageable weakness
and — crucially — show how you are working on it. "I used to take on too much myself instead of delegating. I've been con‐
sciously assigning more to my team, and it's made us faster overall." That shows self-awareness and growth, which is exactly
what they want.

Common questions and strong answers

Interviewer: So, tell me a little about yourself.

You: Sure. I'm a customer support specialist with about five years' experience, mostly in software companies. I really enjoy
solving problems for people and turning a frustrated customer into a happy one. Recently I've been moving into team leader‐
ship, and that's why this role caught my eye. (calm, conversational)



Interviewer: Why do you want to work here?

You: Two reasons. First, I've followed your product for a while and genuinely like what you're building. Second, the role would
let me grow my leadership skills while still doing the customer work I love. It feels like a natural next step.

Interviewer: Where do you see yourself in five years?

You: Honestly, I want to be leading a strong support team and maybe mentoring newer staff. I'm less focused on a specific title
and more on getting better at helping both customers and colleagues succeed.

Notice these answers are short, specific, and honest. They use "honestly" and "I'd say" to sound human, not scripted. That is
the tone to aim for.

Useful phrases

• "That's a good question, let me think for a second." —
buys time gracefully
• "To give you an example..." — leads into a story

• "What I'm really proud of is..." — highlights an
achievement

• "I'd say my main strength is..." — softens a self-claim

• "One thing I'm working on is..." — frames a weakness
positively
• "In my current role, I..." — grounds your answer in real
experience

• "Could you tell me more about...?" — your turn to ask

• "I'm really excited about the possibility of..." — closes on
enthusiasm

Ask the interviewer questions
At the end, "Do you have any questions for us?" is not optional small talk — it is part of the test. Saying "No, I think you cov‐
ered everything" looks uninterested. Have two or three ready: "What does success look like in this role after six months?"
"What's the team like day to day?" "What are the biggest challenges the team is facing right now?" Good questions show you
are already imagining yourself in the job.

Phone, video, and small talk
For video interviews, test your camera, microphone, and internet beforehand. Look at the camera, not your own image, to cre‐
ate eye contact. Keep your background tidy and your lighting in front of you. On phone calls, where they cannot see you, put
extra energy and warmth into your voice — smiling really does change how you sound.

Do not underestimate the small talk before and after. "Did you find the office okay?" or "How's your day going?" are real mo‐
ments to seem warm and easy to work with. A relaxed "It's going well, thanks — bit nervous but excited to be here!" is perfect‐
ly fine and very human.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Practice your answers out loud, ideally recorded, until they feel comfortable — not until they are perfect. The goal is fluency
and calm, not a flawless script. An answer that sounds like a real person beats a memorized paragraph every time.

PRACT ICE

1. Write bullet points (not full sentences) for these five questions: tell me about yourself, why this job, a strength, a weakness, a
"tell me about a time when" story.

2. Answer the behavioral question out loud using STAR. Check that your Action is the longest part and you finish with a Result.

3. Prepare three questions to ask the interviewer. Say them aloud.

4. Record a full mock interview with a friend or by reading questions to yourself. Listen back for filler, rambling, and any
answer that sounds memorized — then loosen it.
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A Clear Accent: Being Easily Understood
Clarity beats imitation every time

Let's settle the biggest worry first: you do not need to sound like a native speaker. Your goal is not to erase your ac‐
cent — it is to be easily understood. Some of the most respected, articulate speakers in the world have strong accents,
and nobody struggles to follow them. An accent is part of who you are and where you are from; there is nothing to fix
about that. What is worth working on is intelligibility — making sure your words land clearly, every time, in any
room.

This is liberating, because it means you can stop chasing an impossible target and focus on a small number of features that ac‐
tually affect whether people understand you. Some sounds matter a lot; many barely matter at all. Once you know which is
which, your practice becomes efficient instead of endless.

The goal is intelligibility, not imitation
Trying to copy a perfect British or American accent is exhausting and, frankly, unnecessary. Worse, the effort often makes
people more nervous and less clear. Aim instead for a clear, confident international accent — your own voice, just easy to fol‐
low. That is an achievement to be proud of, not a compromise.

Many learners are far more understandable than they fear. The problem is usually a handful of specific habits, not the accent
as a whole. Find those few habits, work on them, and your clarity jumps.

Find YOUR specific trouble sounds
The features that trip you up depend a lot on your first language, because each language shapes the mouth differently. You do
not need to fix everything — you need to find your two or three problem areas. The clearest way to discover them: record
yourself reading a short passage, then listen, or better, ask a patient friend which words they had to guess at. The places peo‐
ple misunderstand you are your map.

This table shows common tendencies by language background. Treat it as a gentle, general starting point — not a rule about
you personally — to help you notice where to listen.

First-language background Common focus area

Spanish / Portuguese speakers Vowel length and adding an extra vowel before "s" clusters (e.g. "school"); /b/ vs /v/

French speakers Word stress (English moves it around); the /h/ sound; "th" sounds

Many South Asian languages Sentence stress and rhythm; /v/ vs /w/

Chinese speakers Final consonants (often dropped); /l/ vs /r/; tone-to-stress shift

Japanese / Korean speakers /l/ vs /r/; avoiding extra vowels between consonants

Arabic / Turkic speakers Vowel distinctions; consonant clusters; /p/ vs /b/

Slavic speakers "th" sounds; word stress; vowel length

If your background is not listed, the method is the same: record, listen, and look for the words that get misheard.

What matters most for being understood
Here is the most useful insight in this chapter. Not all pronunciation features carry the same weight. These four affect intelli‐
gibility the most:

• Word stress — stressing the wrong syllable can make a word
unrecognizable. "comFORtable" vs "COMfortable" — the second is
right, and getting it wrong genuinely confuses people.

• Clear vowels — mixing up vowel sounds changes the word.
"ship" vs "sheep," "full" vs "fool." These distinctions do real work.

• Sentence stress — stressing the important words and reducing
the small ones gives English its rhythm and helps listeners catch
your meaning.

• Final sounds — dropping the ends of words ("nex" for "next,"
"wha" for "what") is a major source of being misheard. Finish
your words.

And here is the relief: many features matter far less than learners think. A slightly different "r," a less-than-perfect "th," vow‐
els that are close but not exact — these rarely cause real confusion. Native speakers vary enormously among themselves. So



pour your energy into stress, clear vowels, and final sounds, and let the small stuff go.

K E Y  I D E A

Intelligibility comes mostly from word stress, clear vowels, sentence stress, and final consonants — not from imitating a na‐
tive accent. Fix the features that change meaning; relax about the ones that don't.

Slow down and project
Two simple habits improve clarity instantly, before you fix a single sound. First, slow down a little. Rushing blurs your words
together; a calmer pace gives each word room to be heard. Second, project — speak up. A clear voice at a confident volume is
understood far more easily than a clear voice that is mumbled. Many "pronunciation problems" are really just speaking too
quietly and too fast.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Before an important conversation, take one slow breath and consciously aim your voice at the far wall. Slower and louder, just
slightly, can do more for your clarity than weeks of drilling difficult sounds.

Practice problem sounds systematically
Once you know your two or three trouble sounds, work them deliberately. Use minimal pairs — words that differ by just that
one sound — to train your ear and mouth together: "ship/sheep," "live/leave," "rice/lice," "thin/tin," "bat/bad." Say them
slowly, exaggerate at first, then speed up. Find the words in real sentences so the practice transfers to actual speech.

Work on one or two sounds at a time, a few minutes daily, rather than everything at once. Small, focused, regular practice
beats long, scattered sessions. Progress on pronunciation is slow but real — give it weeks, not days.

Record and compare
Your ears lie to you in the moment; recordings tell the truth. Record yourself saying a sentence, then record a native speaker
saying the same one (from a video or app), and compare. Listen specifically for your target feature — the stress, the final
sound — not everything at once. Over weeks, re-record the same passage and you will hear yourself improving, which is huge‐
ly motivating.

A clear accent of your own is not a failure to sound native; it is a success at being
understood.

Be proud of your accent
Finally, carry your accent with confidence. It shows you speak more than one language — an achievement most native English
speakers cannot claim. When you are clear and self-assured, your accent becomes simply part of your voice, not a barrier.
Speak up, finish your words, hit the right stress, and let the rest be yours.

PRACT ICE

1. Record yourself reading a short paragraph aloud. Listen back, or ask a friend, and write down the two or three words that
were hardest to understand.

2. For each trouble sound, find five minimal pairs (e.g. "ship/sheep"). Practice them slowly, then in full sentences.

3. Take three longer words and check the correct stress in a dictionary. Say each one, hitting the stressed syllable hard.

4. Read a sentence twice: once fast and quiet, once slower and projected. Record both and notice which is clearer.

5. Re-record your opening paragraph after two weeks of daily five-minute practice. Compare it to the first recording.
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Your Self-Study System

A concrete, day-by-day method to turn everything in this book into
a habit that sticks.
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The 90-Day Speaking Plan
A structured path from hesitant to confident

You have read a lot of advice by now. Advice is cheap; a schedule is gold. This chapter turns everything in this book
into a plan you can actually follow for the next three months. Ninety days is long enough to change how you sound
and short enough that you can see the finish line from day one. By the end, you will not be a "finished" speaker, be‐
cause nobody ever is, but you will be a different speaker: faster, calmer, and far more willing to open your mouth.

The plan has three phases of thirty days each. Phase 1 builds your foundation and your daily speaking habit. Phase 2 expands
your range and pushes you into real conversations. Phase 3 sharpens fluency, takes you into the real world, and polishes the
rough edges. Each phase has a weekly focus, daily activities, and milestones you can check off. You do not need to be perfect.
You need to show up.

C O N S I S T E N C Y  O V E R  I N T E N S I T Y

Twenty focused minutes every day beats a four-hour cram session every Sunday. Your mouth and ear learn through repetition
spread over time, not through heroic weekends. If you ever have to choose, choose the shorter session that you will actually
do. A plan you follow at 60% is infinitely better than a perfect plan you abandon in week two.

Phase 1 (Days 1-30): Foundations and the Daily Habit
The goal of the first month is not to sound great. It is to make speaking English a normal, daily, unremarkable part of your
life. You are building the rails the train will run on. Lean on the early chapters here: the mindset work from Chapter 1, the lis‐
tening and shadowing from Chapters 3 and 4, and the core pronunciation points from Chapters 5 and 6.

Week Focus Anchor chapters

Week 1 Mindset reset and daily routine setup Ch. 1, 2

Week 2 Active listening and shadowing Ch. 3, 4

Week 3 Core sounds, stress and rhythm Ch. 5, 6

Week 4 Everyday phrases and self-talk Ch. 7, 8

Your daily activities in Phase 1 are simple and repeatable:

• 10 min input — listen to one short clip (podcast, video) at a
level you mostly understand.

• 10 min shadowing — replay 60-90 seconds of it and speak
along, copying the rhythm.

• 5 min self-talk — narrate what you are doing out loud: "Okay,
I'm making coffee, the water's boiling."

• 5 min review — say five new words or phrases in full
sentences.

For example, in Week 2 you might shadow a clip where someone says, "To be honest, I wasn't really expecting that." You re‐
play it five times and copy not just the words but the falling tone on "honest" and the quick, almost swallowed "wasn't really."
That is the work. It feels small. It compounds fast.

You are not trying to be fluent in 30 days. You are trying to become someone who speaks
English every single day.

By the end of Phase 1, you should hit these milestones:
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Record yourself on day 1 answering "Tell me about yourself." Save the file and do not listen again until day 30. The progress
you cannot feel day to day becomes obvious across a month, and hearing it is rocket fuel for motivation.

You have spoken English aloud for at least 25 of the last 30 days.☐

You can shadow a one-minute clip without losing the rhythm.☐

You have a fixed time and place for your daily practice.☐

You can introduce yourself and talk about your day for two minutes without stopping.☐

The first three seconds of speaking no longer terrify you.☐



Phase 2 (Days 31-60): Expanding Range and Real Conversations
Now you push outward. The habit exists; this month you fill it with harder, richer material and, crucially, with other human
beings. This is where you apply the conversation skills from Chapters 9 through 14: asking questions, keeping a conversation
alive, handling small talk, and recovering when you get stuck.

Week Focus Daily speaking target

Week 5 Asking and answering questions fluently 1 short live exchange

Week 6 Small talk and storytelling 1 tutor or partner session

Week 7 Expressing opinions and disagreeing politely 2 conversations

Week 8 Handling breakdowns and asking for clarification 2-3 conversations

Your daily structure stretches a little, but the spine stays the same: input, output, and one piece of real interaction several
times a week. A typical Phase 2 conversation might wobble like this, and that is completely fine:

Partner: So what did you do last weekend?

You: I went to... uh... how do you say, a place with old things, in glass?

Partner: A museum?

You: Yes! A museum. (laughs) Sorry. I went to a history museum and it was actually really interesting.

Notice what happened: you got stuck, you described your way around the gap, your partner helped, and you kept going. That
recovery is the skill of Phase 2. Use the repair phrases from Chapter 13 on purpose: "How do you say...", "What's the word
for...", "Let me start again."

Milestones for the end of Phase 2:

Phase 3 (Days 61-90): Fluency, Real-World Use, and Polish
The final month is about smoothness and reach. You stop protecting yourself with easy topics and start using English where
the stakes feel a little real: a phone call, a meeting comment, a longer debate, a video you post. This phase leans on the ad‐
vanced chapters: connected speech and natural rhythm from Chapter 6 revisited, plus the fluency and confidence work from
Chapters 15 through 22.

Week Focus Stretch challenge

Week 9 Connected speech and natural pace Speak for 3 min non-stop on one topic

Week 10 Idioms, fillers and sounding natural Join a group conversation

Week 11 Real-world tasks (calls, ordering, asking for help) One real English phone call or service interaction

Week 12 Polish, fossilized errors, self-correction Record a 5-min monologue and review it

For example, in Week 11 your stretch challenge might be calling a clinic to ask about opening hours, or ordering at a cafe en‐
tirely in English without rehearsing every line. Your heart will beat fast. Do it anyway. The discomfort is the lesson.

End-of-program milestones:

You have had at least eight real conversations with another person.☐

You can keep a casual chat going for five minutes.☐

You ask follow-up questions instead of letting silence fall.☐

You can tell a short story about your past with linked, past-tense verbs.☐

When you get stuck, you talk around it instead of freezing.☐

You can speak for three minutes on a familiar topic without long pauses.☐

You have completed at least one real-world English task outside practice.☐

You use natural fillers ("you know", "I mean", "actually") instead of silence.☐

You can catch and fix some of your own mistakes mid-sentence.☐

You compared your day-90 recording to day-1 and heard the difference.☐



C O A C H ' S  T I P

Print the three tables and put them where you brush your teeth. Cross off each day. A visible chain of marks is one of the
strongest motivators there is, because nobody wants to break a streak they can see.

PRACT ICE

1. Open your calendar and block the same 20-30 minute slot every day for the next 7 days. Name it "English."

2. Record your day-1 "Tell me about yourself" answer now. Label it and hide it.

3. Write down one milestone from each phase that excites you most and one that scares you most.

4. Choose your week-1 listening source and put the link somewhere you will see it tomorrow.
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Daily Habits & Routines
Small actions that compound into fluency

Motivation gets you started; habits keep you going. The learners who succeed are almost never the most talented or
the busiest with free time. They are the ones who turned English into something automatic, like brushing their teeth,
something they do without a daily negotiation in their head. This chapter shows you how to design a routine so small
and so well-anchored that skipping it feels stranger than doing it.

A good routine has three properties. It is short enough to do on a bad day, specific enough that you never wonder what to do,
and tied to something you already do every day. Get those three right and you almost cannot fail.

The Sample 30-Minute Day
When you have a normal day, this is a balanced session. It mixes input, output, and review, and it keeps you talking, not just
studying.

Minutes Activity What it builds

0-8 Listen to a short clip you mostly understand Ear, comprehension

8-16 Shadow 60-90 seconds of that clip aloud Rhythm, pronunciation

16-24 Speak: answer a question or tell a story out loud Production, fluency

24-30 Review 5 phrases by saying them in new sentences Active vocabulary

The Busy-Day 10-Minute Minimum
Some days are chaos. The trick is to never drop to zero, because zero breaks the chain and the chain is everything. On a hard
day, do this and call it a win:

• 4 min — listen to one short clip while you walk or wash up.

• 4 min — shadow 30 seconds of it out loud.

• 2 min — narrate your next task aloud: "Right, I need to reply to
that email and then leave."

Ten honest minutes keep the habit alive. The goal on a busy day is not progress; it is survival of the streak.

Habit Stacking
The easiest way to remember a new habit is to glue it to an old one. The formula is: "After I [existing habit], I will [English
habit]." Your brain already has a trigger; you are just adding a new action right behind it.

• After I pour my morning coffee, I will narrate my plan for
the day out loud.

• After I sit down on the bus, I will play my shadowing clip.

• After I close my laptop for the day, I will record a one-
minute spoken diary.

Pick triggers that happen every single day no matter what. "After I get to the gym" is weak if you skip the gym. "After I brush
my teeth at night" is strong because you always do it.

The Speaking-Every-Day Rule
You do not need a partner to speak. The single most underused practice is talking to yourself, out loud, every day. Silent study
trains recognition; speaking aloud trains production, and production is the thing you are actually trying to improve.

For example, while cooking, narrate it like a TV chef: "So I'm just gonna chop these onions, and then I'll throw them in the
pan with a bit of oil." While getting dressed: "It's a bit cold today, so I think I'll wear the grey jumper." It feels silly for about
three days and then it feels normal, and then your mouth knows the words before your brain finishes thinking them.

R E M E M B E R

Talking to yourself is not a sad substitute for "real" practice. It is real practice. The muscles, the rhythm, and the speed all im‐
prove whether or not anyone is listening. Conversation then becomes the place you show off what you already trained alone.



Micro-Practices: Morning, Commute, Evening
You have more pockets of time than you think. Fill them.

When Micro-practice Length

Morning Narrate your plan for the day out loud 2 min

Commute Listen and silently shadow a podcast 10 min

Lunch Watch one short clip, repeat 3 lines aloud 5 min

Evening Record a spoken diary of your day 3 min

Before bed Review 5 phrases out loud 2 min

Tracking Streaks and Staying Motivated
What gets measured gets done. Keep a simple calendar and put an X on every day you practice. The growing chain becomes its
own reward; you will feel a real, useful reluctance to break it. But protect yourself with one rule: never miss twice. Missing one
day is an accident. Missing two is the start of a new, worse habit.

Watch out for burnout, the quiet killer of long projects. Burnout usually comes from doing too much, not too little. If you find
yourself dreading practice, that is a signal to shrink the session, not to push harder. A cheerful ten minutes you look forward
to beats a grim hour you resent. Take one rest day a week if you need it, and make it a planned rest, not a guilty skip.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Lower the bar on bad days until it is laughably easy. "Say one English sentence out loud" is a fine minimum. The point is to
never break identity: you are a person who speaks English daily. Once you sit down, you usually do more anyway.

A Sample Week at a Glance

Day Main session Speaking element

Mon Listen + shadow Self-talk while cooking

Tue Vocabulary + sentences Spoken diary

Wed Tutor or partner session Live conversation

Thu Listen + shadow Narrate commute

Fri Storytelling practice Tell one story aloud

Sat Longer immersion (film, group) Group or AI chat

Sun Rest or light review Optional 5 min

PRACT ICE

1. Write your own habit-stack sentence: "After I ____, I will ____ in English."

2. Design your 30-minute plan and your 10-minute busy-day version. Write both down.

3. Pick three micro-practice slots in your real day (morning, commute, evening) and assign one activity to each.

4. Choose how you will track streaks (paper calendar, app, sticky notes) and set it up today.
5. Decide your weekly rest day now, before you need it.

Fluency is not built in one heroic day. It is built in a thousand ordinary ones.

I have a fixed daily time anchored to an existing habit.☐

I have a 30-minute plan and a 10-minute backup plan.☐

I speak English out loud every day, even alone.☐

I track my streak somewhere I can see it.☐

I have a planned rest day so I do not burn out.☐
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Resources, Tools & Practice Partners
Finding people and materials to practice with

A great plan needs fuel: things to listen to, things to read, and above all people to talk with. The good news is that
you are learning in the best era there has ever been for this. Most of what you need is free, available on the phone in
your pocket, and ready whenever you have ten minutes. This chapter is organized by type of resource, not by brand,
because apps and channels come and go, but the categories and how you use them stay the same.

Input Resources by Type
Input is the raw material your speaking is built from. You can only say what you have heard enough times to absorb. Here is
how to use each type well, not just which to pick.

Type Best for How to use it

Podcasts Ear training on the go Pick learner or slow-news shows first; re-listen, then shadow a minute.

YouTube / video Seeing mouth and context Use captions, repeat lines aloud, pause to copy intonation.

Graded readers Building vocabulary smoothly Read aloud at your level; choose books you finish, not ones you fight.

Language apps Daily habit and reminders Treat as a warm-up, not the whole meal; always add real speaking.

Audio dictionaries Pronunciation of single words Listen, then say the word in a full sentence three times.

TV / films Natural fast speech, slang Watch with English subtitles; rewatch favorite scenes and shadow them.

C H O O S E  C O M P R E H E N S I B L E  M AT E R I A L

The best material is the stuff you understand about 80-90% of, where the rest you can guess from context. Too easy and you
learn nothing new; too hard and you drown and quit. If you are looking up every third word, the material is too difficult right
now. Go one level down. You can always climb later, and you will climb faster from a foothold than from a cliff.

Finding People to Practice With
At some point you must talk to humans, because conversation has pressures and surprises that solo practice cannot fake: real-
time questions, interruptions, accents, and the small panic that teaches you to recover. Here is where to find them.

• Language exchange — you help someone with your language,
they help with English. Free, social, mutual.

• Tutors — paid, structured, focused on your weak spots. Best
value when you come prepared.

• Conversation groups — local meetups or online clubs that
gather just to talk. Great for low-pressure volume.

• Online communities — voice servers, forums, and apps
where learners meet to chat by text and voice.

For example, a typical first message in a language-exchange app might be: "Hi! I'm learning English and I can help you with
my language. Want to do 15 minutes each, twice a week?" Keep it short, propose a small concrete commitment, and start.

Using AI Chat and Voice Tools
AI tools are a remarkable practice partner for the learner studying alone: available at 3 a.m., infinitely patient, never bored,
and happy to repeat the same drill twenty times. Use them to rehearse before a real conversation, to role-play scenarios, and
to get instant alternatives to what you said.

Try prompts like: "Let's role-play. You are a barista and I am ordering coffee. Correct my mistakes gently after each turn." Or,
after speaking: "Here's what I said. Give me three more natural ways to say it." A voice-capable tool also lets you practice
speaking and listening together, which is closest to real conversation. Just remember the limit: AI is wonderfully forgiving,
and real people are not, so use AI to build the confidence you then take into the messy, human world.

Making the Most of a Tutor
A tutor is your most expensive resource per hour, so do not waste the hour on things you could do alone. Do not pay a person
to watch you do silent grammar drills. Come with topics, questions, and things you tried to say but could not. Ask them to in‐
terrupt and correct your most frequent errors. After the session, save the corrections and review them. The best students treat
the tutor as a coach for their weak spots, not a lecturer.



C O A C H ' S  T I P

End every tutor or exchange session by asking one question: "What are my two most common mistakes?" Write the answer
down. Working on the same two errors for a month does more for you than collecting fifty random corrections you forget by
dinner.

Building an Immersion Environment at Home
You do not have to move abroad to surround yourself with English. You can build a small immersion bubble right where you
live. Switch your phone and apps to English. Put sticky notes with English words on objects around your home. Listen to
English while you cook and clean. Think your daily plans in English. Change your inner monologue, little by little, into
English, and the language stops being a subject you study and becomes the air you live in.

Free vs Paid
You can reach a strong conversational level spending nothing. Free input is effectively unlimited, language exchange costs
only your time, and AI tools have generous free tiers. Paid resources buy you two things: structure and accountability. A tutor
forces you to show up and gives you targeted feedback no free clip can. A spending guideline that works for most people: get
everything you can for free first, and pay only for the human feedback and the deadline that money provides.

PRACT ICE

1. Choose one podcast or video channel at your level and subscribe to it today.
2. Sign up for one language-exchange app or conversation group and send one message.

3. Write an AI role-play prompt for a real situation you will face soon (a call, an order, an interview).

4. Switch your phone's language to English and leave it for one week.

I have one input source I enjoy and understand at 80-90%.☐

I have at least one way to talk with a real person each week.☐

I use an AI tool to rehearse before real conversations.☐

I know my two most common mistakes.☐

I have switched at least one device or habit fully into English.☐
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Breaking Through Plateaus
What to do when you feel stuck

There comes a point in almost every learner's journey when the rapid early progress slows to a crawl. You used to
feel better every week. Now you feel the same for months. You understand a lot, you can hold a conversation, and yet
you seem frozen at "okay" with the gates to "fluent" stubbornly shut. This is the intermediate plateau, and it is not a
sign that you have failed. It is a sign that you have arrived somewhere real, and that the next stretch needs a different
kind of work.

The plateau happens for a clear reason. In the beginning, everything is new, so everything you learn helps a lot. Later, you al‐
ready know enough to get by, so your brain quietly stops trying harder; it has reached "good enough" for daily survival and
switches to autopilot. The very competence that lets you communicate is what stops you from improving. To grow again, you
have to deliberately leave the comfort of "good enough."

Recognizing the Plateau
You are probably plateaued if several of these feel true: you make the same handful of mistakes you made a year ago; you un‐
derstand far more than you can say; you reach for the same safe words and never the precise ones; conversations work but feel
effortful; and you have stopped feeling that weekly thrill of progress. Recognizing it matters, because the plateau is beaten
with strategy, not just more of the same effort that got you here.

Strategies to Break Through

Raise your input difficulty
If your listening material is comfortable, it has stopped teaching you. Move up one level: faster speech, native podcasts instead
of learner ones, films without slowing them down. The temporary discomfort of understanding only 70% is exactly the stretch
that grows you.

Narrow your focus
"Improve my English" is too big to act on. Pick one weakness for two weeks: linking sounds, the past perfect, telephone con‐
versations, the /r/ sound. A narrow target gives your effort somewhere to land. For example, spend two weeks only on con‐
nected speech, and suddenly "what are you doing" becomes the natural "whaddaya doin'" instead of four stiff separate words.

Practice deliberately on weak areas
Comfortable practice is just rehearsing what you can already do. Deliberate practice means working at the edge of your ability,
on the things you get wrong, with feedback. It is harder and less fun, which is precisely why it works and why most people
avoid it.

Output more
Many plateaued learners are over-fed on input and under-practiced on output. They listen and read constantly but rarely force
the words out of their own mouth. Tip the balance. Speak more, write more, record more. Production is where the stuck skill
lives.

Get feedback
You cannot fix errors you cannot hear. Without feedback, you simply repeat your mistakes more fluently. Ask a tutor, a part‐
ner, or an AI tool to point out your recurring errors, then attack them one at a time.

K E Y  I D E A

The strategy that broke the early levels (more input, more exposure, more time) is not the strategy that breaks the plateau.
The plateau yields to deliberate, focused, feedback-driven practice on your specific weak points. You must stop doing what is
easy and start doing what is hard on purpose.

Avoiding Fossilized Errors
A fossilized error is a mistake you have repeated so many times that it feels correct. "He don't know," "I have 30 years," "since
three years" said over and over until your mouth produces them automatically. The danger of the plateau is that comfortable,



uncorrected speaking lets errors harden into permanent habits. The cure is feedback plus conscious, slow correction: when
you catch a fossilized error, stop, say the correct version three times slowly, and use it deliberately for a week until the new
version becomes the automatic one.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Keep a short "error list" of your three most stubborn mistakes on your phone. Before any conversation, read it once. Hunting
for those three specific errors in real time is how you finally un-learn them. You cannot watch for everything, but you can
watch for three.

Staying Motivated for the Long Run
The plateau is mostly a test of patience, and patience runs on motivation. Protect yours. Go back to your day-1 recording and
hear how far you have come. Use the language for things you genuinely enjoy, so practice feels like living rather than studying.
Find a community so you are not alone. And redefine progress: at this level, growth is quiet. It looks like a slightly more natur‐
al phrase, a fossilized error caught and fixed, a conversation that felt a touch easier. Learn to notice and celebrate small wins,
because the big, obvious leaps of the beginning are not coming back, and that is normal.

What "Fluent Enough" Means
Here is a freeing truth: you do not need to sound like a native speaker, and chasing that can quietly poison your enjoyment.
Fluent enough means you can do what you need to do in English: hold conversations, express your real thoughts, handle daily
life, work, make friends, and recover gracefully when you stumble. Native speakers themselves search for words, misspeak,
and say "um." Perfection is not the goal and never was. Communication is. The moment English becomes a tool you use to live
your life rather than a test you are trying to pass, you have already won.

PRACT ICE

1. Diagnose your plateau: write down the three mistakes you have made for the longest time.

2. Name one weak area to focus on exclusively for the next two weeks.

3. Raise your input one level: pick one harder source and commit to it for a week.

4. Arrange one source of real feedback this week (tutor, partner, or AI).

5. Write your own honest definition of "fluent enough" for your life. What do you actually need English to do?

A Send-Off
You have reached the end of this book, but you are standing at the beginning of the part that matters. Everything written here
is just ink until you open your mouth and say something imperfect out loud. So that is your real assignment: not to read more,
but to speak today. You already understand more English than you give yourself credit for. The only thing between you and
fluency is the thousands of small, brave, slightly awkward moments of using it, one after another, until using it stops feeling
brave and starts feeling like just talking.

You will say things wrong. You will blank on words you knew yesterday. You will have conversations that go beautifully and
ones that fall apart, and both will teach you. Keep your streak alive, keep your practice small enough to survive a bad day, and
keep talking to people even when your heart races. Progress will sometimes be invisible for weeks and then arrive all at once.
Trust the days you cannot feel. They are working.

I am proud of you for getting this far, and I am certain that the version of you who has been speaking English daily for a year
from now is going to thank the version of you reading this sentence. Close the book. Go and say something out loud. That is
the whole secret, and it always was.

You do not need permission to speak, and you do not need to be perfect. You only need to
begin, today, out loud, and then never quite stop.
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500 High-Frequency Spoken Words by Theme
The core words you will use every day

Here is the simple truth about spoken English: a surprisingly small set of words does most of the work. Master the
few hundred words on these pages and you can hold real conversations about your day, your job, your feelings, and
your plans. Do not try to memorize this list in one sitting. Pick one theme, say each word out loud, build a sentence
with it, and come back tomorrow for the next.

Each table gives the word with a short meaning or a tiny example so you can hear how it lives in a real sentence. Read across,
then say the example aloud. The goal is not recognition — you already recognize most of these — it is production. You want
these words to fall out of your mouth without thinking.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Cover the right-hand column and try to produce your own example for each word. If you can say a natural sentence with it,
you own the word. If you can only translate it, you still only recognize it.

1. People & Relationships

Word Meaning / Example

family My whole family lives nearby.

friend She's an old friend of mine.

neighbour Our neighbour is very kind.

colleague I had lunch with a colleague.

partner My partner does the cooking.

parent Both my parents are retired.

child / kid They have two kids.

brother / sister My younger brother just moved out.

cousin I'm staying with my cousin.

boss My boss is fair but strict.

stranger A stranger helped me with directions.

couple They're a lovely couple.

relative We invited all the relatives.

guest We're having guests tonight.

roommate / flatmate My flatmate is so tidy.

teammate My teammates are supportive.

acquaintance He's more of an acquaintance.

relationship We have a good relationship.

marry / married They got married last spring.

introduce Let me introduce you to Sam.



2. Daily Life & Home

Word Meaning / Example

home I work from home now.

house / flat We rent a small flat.

room This room gets a lot of light.

kitchen She's in the kitchen.

bedroom The bedroom is upstairs.

bathroom Can I use the bathroom?

door / window Could you shut the window?

floor We're on the third floor.

furniture We need new furniture.

bed I made the bed already.

chair / table Pull up a chair.

clean / tidy I cleaned the whole place.

wash I need to wash the dishes.

cook I'll cook tonight.

sleep I slept really well.

wake up I wake up at six.

shower I'll have a quick shower.

laundry I've got a pile of laundry.

rent / bill The rent is due on Friday.

key / lock I forgot my keys again.



3. Food & Eating

Word Meaning / Example

breakfast I skipped breakfast today.

lunch Let's grab lunch.

dinner Dinner's almost ready.

meal That was a great meal.

snack I just want a snack.

hungry / thirsty I'm starving.

taste This tastes amazing.

order Are you ready to order?

menu Can I see the menu?

bill / check Could we get the bill?

cook / bake I baked some bread.

fresh The vegetables are fresh.

spicy / sweet It's a bit too spicy.

drink What would you like to drink?

coffee / tea I'll have a coffee, please.

water Just a glass of water.

vegetable / fruit I try to eat more fruit.

meat / fish I don't eat much meat.

recipe It's a family recipe.

delicious This is absolutely delicious.



4. Work & Study

Word Meaning / Example

job I love my job.

work I'm running late for work.

office I'm heading to the office.

meeting I'm in a meeting until three.

project We're behind on the project.

deadline The deadline is Monday.

email I'll send you an email.

report I finished the report.

task I've got a few tasks left.

team We work as a team.

salary / pay The pay is decent.

interview I have an interview tomorrow.

career I want to change careers.

study I study in the evenings.

learn I'm learning to code.

exam / test I passed the test.

course I signed up for a course.

skill It's a useful skill.

busy I'm swamped this week.

break Let's take a break.



5. Travel & Places

Word Meaning / Example

trip We're planning a trip.

flight My flight got delayed.

airport I'll meet you at the airport.

ticket I booked the tickets.

hotel The hotel was lovely.

station The station is just there.

train / bus I missed the bus.

taxi Let's take a taxi.

map Let me check the map.

direction I'm terrible with directions.

street / road It's down this street.

city / town It's a quiet little town.

country Which country are you from?

abroad I've never been abroad.

luggage I lost my luggage.

book (verb) I booked a room online.

arrive / leave We arrive at noon.

near / far Is it far from here?

visit I'd love to visit Japan.

passport Don't forget your passport.



6. Time & Numbers

Word Meaning / Example

today I'm free today.

tomorrow See you tomorrow.

yesterday I called you yesterday.

now Can we talk now?

later I'll do it later.

soon I'll be there soon.

always / never I always forget.

often / sometimes I sometimes work late.

early / late I'm running late.

morning / evening I'll call you in the morning.

week / month It took a whole month.

year Maybe next year.

hour / minute Give me five minutes.

weekend How was your weekend?

once / twice I go twice a week.

first / next / last The last one was better.

half / quarter It's half past four.

a few / a lot I have a few questions.

enough That's more than enough.

almost I'm almost done.



7. Feelings & Opinions

Word Meaning / Example

happy I'm so happy for you.

sad I felt a bit sad about it.

tired I'm exhausted.

excited I'm really excited about it.

worried I'm a little worried.

angry / upset Don't be upset.

nervous I get nervous speaking up.

proud I'm proud of you.

bored I'm so bored.

surprised I was really surprised.

scared I'm scared of heights.

relieved I'm so relieved it's over.

think I think you're right.

believe I believe so.

agree / disagree I totally agree.

prefer I prefer tea.

hope I hope it works out.

wish I wish I could come.

opinion In my opinion, it's fine.

feel How do you feel about it?



8. Common Verbs

Word Meaning / Example

be I'm at home.

have I have a question.

do / make I'll make a plan.

go / come Come over whenever.

get I'll get it for you.

take / bring Take your time.

give Give me a second.

say / tell Tell me everything.

ask Can I ask you something?

know / understand I don't understand.

want / need I need a hand.

like / love I'd love that.

see / look / watch Look at this.

hear / listen Listen to this.

find / lose I can't find my phone.

try I'll give it a try.

help Can you help me?

start / finish Let's get started.

use Can I use this?

change I changed my mind.

buy / pay I'll pay for it.

call / text I'll call you back.

meet Nice to meet you.

wait Wait a moment.



9. Common Adjectives

Word Meaning / Example

good / bad That's a good idea.

big / small It's a small place.

new / old I got a new phone.

easy / hard It's not that hard.

fast / slow The wifi is so slow.

cheap / expensive It's pretty cheap.

nice What a nice surprise.

great / amazing That sounds amazing.

important It's really important.

difficult It's a difficult choice.

busy / free Are you free later?

tired / fresh I feel fresh today.

hot / cold It's freezing outside.

right / wrong You're right.

sure / certain I'm not sure.

ready I'm ready when you are.

different / same It's the same as before.

funny That's so funny.

boring / interesting It was really interesting.

beautiful What a beautiful view.



10. Useful Adverbs & Connectors

Word Meaning / Example

really / very It's really good.

quite / pretty It's pretty cold.

just I just got here.

maybe / probably Maybe later.

actually Actually, I agree.

anyway Anyway, let's move on.

too / also I'd like one too.

still / yet I haven't finished yet.

already I've already eaten.

so / because I left because I was tired.

but / however It's nice, but pricey.

and / or Tea or coffee?

then / after that And then she left.

finally Finally, we made it.

especially I love it, especially this.

instead Let's walk instead.

at least At least we tried.

of course Of course you can.

by the way By the way, nice shirt.

in fact In fact, I loved it.

R E M E M B E R

Breadth without use is just a list. Choose ten words from any theme each morning and force yourself to say each one in a real
sentence about your actual life before lunch. That is how a list becomes a vocabulary.
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120 Essential Phrasal Verbs
Grouped by everyday situation

Phrasal verbs are where ESL learners and native speakers part ways. You might say "I awoke and tolerated the
morning," but a native says "I got up and put up with the morning." These little verb-plus-particle combinations are
everywhere in real speech, and there is no shortcut except to learn them in context and use them.

Below are 120 of the most common phrasal verbs you will actually hear, sorted by the situation where they live. Read the ex‐
ample sentence aloud — the meaning sticks far better attached to a real sentence than to a bare definition.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Do not learn phrasal verbs alphabetically. Learn them in clusters of meaning, the way they appear here. Your brain stores
them by situation, so that is how you should feed them in.

Daily Routine

Phrasal verb Meaning Example

get up leave your bed I get up at seven.

wake up stop sleeping I woke up early today.

get dressed put clothes on Give me a minute to get dressed.

wash up clean dishes (UK) I'll wash up after dinner.

tidy up make neat Let me tidy up first.

throw away put in the bin Throw away the old milk.

run out of have none left We've run out of coffee.

warm up make warmer I'll warm up the soup.

turn on / off start / stop a device Turn off the lights.

lie down rest horizontally I need to lie down.

get ready prepare I'm getting ready now.

nod off fall asleep accidentally I nodded off on the sofa.

sleep in sleep late I slept in on Sunday.

doze off drift into sleep He dozed off during the film.

set off begin a journey We set off at dawn.

drop off take someone somewhere I'll drop the kids off.

pick up collect someone/thing Can you pick me up at six?

stay up not go to bed I stayed up too late.

get back return home I got back around nine.

hang up put clothes on a hook Hang up your coat.



Communication

Phrasal verb Meaning Example

bring up mention a topic Don't bring that up.

point out draw attention to She pointed out my mistake.

speak up talk louder / say your view Please speak up.

go on continue Go on, I'm listening.

shut up stop talking (rude) Oh, shut up! (joking)

get across make understood I couldn't get my point across.

talk over discuss thoroughly Let's talk it over.

call back return a phone call I'll call you back.

hang up (phone) end a call Don't hang up on me.

break up (signal) connection failing You're breaking up.

cut off interrupt / disconnect We got cut off.

fill in give information Fill me in on the news.

get back to reply later I'll get back to you.

sum up summarize To sum up, we agree.

blurt out say suddenly I blurted out the secret.

chat away talk casually a lot They chatted away for hours.

butt in interrupt rudely Sorry to butt in.

spell out explain in detail Do I have to spell it out?

back up support a statement Can anyone back me up?

open up share feelings He finally opened up.



Work & Money

Phrasal verb Meaning Example

carry out perform a task We carried out the plan.

take on accept work I took on a new project.

hand in submit I handed in my report.

fill out complete a form Fill out this form.

sort out solve / organize I'll sort it out.

set up establish She set up her own business.

take over assume control I'll take over from here.

lay off dismiss workers They laid off ten people.

get ahead progress / succeed I want to get ahead at work.

back up (data) save a copy Back up your files.

pay off finish paying / succeed The hard work paid off.

save up collect money I'm saving up for a car.

pay back return money I'll pay you back Friday.

take off become successful The business really took off.

cut back reduce spending We're cutting back this month.

get by survive financially We just about get by.

run up accumulate (a bill) He ran up a huge bill.

chip in contribute money We all chipped in.

follow up check progress I'll follow up tomorrow.

knock off finish work (casual) Let's knock off early.



Socializing & Relationships

Phrasal verb Meaning Example

get along have a good relationship We get along great.

hang out spend time casually Let's hang out this weekend.

catch up exchange news Let's catch up soon.

show up arrive / appear He never showed up.

drop by visit briefly Drop by anytime.

break up end a relationship They broke up last year.

make up reconcile They kissed and made up.

ask out invite on a date He asked her out.

fall for start to love I fell for him fast.

settle down start a stable life They want to settle down.

look up to admire I look up to my dad.

get together meet socially Let's get together soon.

turn up arrive (often late) She turned up at midnight.

let down disappoint I won't let you down.

stand up (someone) fail to meet a date He stood me up.

grow apart become less close We slowly grew apart.

fall out argue and stop talking They fell out over money.

count on rely on You can count on me.

put up with tolerate I can't put up with this.

warm to start to like I'm warming to her.



Travel & Movement

Phrasal verb Meaning Example

set off begin a journey We set off at six.

get on / off board / leave transport Get off at the next stop.

get in / out enter / exit a car Get in, I'll drive.

check in register at a hotel/airport We checked in early.

check out leave a hotel We check out at noon.

take off plane leaves ground The plane took off late.

set out start a trip We set out at dawn.

pull over stop at the roadside Pull over here.

head off leave / depart I should head off now.

go back return I want to go back there.

get away take a holiday / escape We need to get away.

drop off leave someone somewhere Drop me off here.

turn around face the other way We had to turn around.

come back return to a place Come back soon.

stop over break a journey We stopped over in Dubai.

speed up go faster Can you speed up?

slow down go slower Slow down a bit.

move in / out change homes We moved in last month.

look around explore a place Let's look around town.

set back off resume travel We set off again after lunch.



Problems & Solutions

Phrasal verb Meaning Example

work out solve / turn out well It'll all work out.

figure out understand / solve I figured it out.

deal with handle I'll deal with it.

come up with think of an idea I came up with a plan.

sort out resolve We sorted out the mess.

give up stop trying Don't give up.

break down stop working My car broke down.

mess up make a mistake I really messed up.

screw up ruin (casual) Sorry, I screwed up.

own up admit fault He owned up to it.

get over recover from I got over the flu.

put off postpone Let's put it off.

call off cancel They called off the trip.

hold on wait Hold on a second.

back out withdraw from a plan He backed out at the last minute.

turn down refuse I turned down the offer.

iron out fix small problems We ironed out the details.

fall through fail to happen The deal fell through.

look into investigate I'll look into it.

clear up resolve confusion Let me clear that up.

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

Many phrasal verbs are separable: you can say "turn the light off" or "turn off the light." But when the object is a pronoun, it
must go in the middle: "turn it off" is correct, "turn off it" is wrong. Say these aloud until the rhythm feels natural.



A P P E N D I X  C

Pronunciation & IPA Quick Reference
The sounds of English at a glance

English spelling lies to you constantly. The letters "ough" are pronounced six different ways in though, through,
tough, cough, thought, and bough. The only honest map of English sounds is the International Phonetic Alphabet
(IPA), where every symbol equals exactly one sound. You do not need to master it — but knowing the symbols turns
any dictionary into a pronunciation coach.

H O W  T O  U S E  I PA

When you meet a new word, look it up and copy its IPA. Each symbol is one sound, always the same. The mark /ˈ/ before a syl‐
lable shows where the stress falls, e.g. /ˈwɑːtər/ ("WA-ter"). Practice the symbol, then the whole word, then the word in a
sentence.

Vowel Sounds (Monophthongs)

IPA Example words

/iː/ see, eat, machine

/ɪ/ sit, bit, gym

/e/ bed, head, said

/æ/ cat, bad, apple

/ɑː/ car, father, calm

/ɒ/ hot, dog, want

/ɔː/ law, four, bought

/ʊ/ put, book, could

/uː/ food, blue, two

/ʌ/ cup, love, much

/ɜː/ bird, work, learn

/ə/ about, sofa, teacher (the schwa)

C O A C H ' S  T I P

The schwa /ə/ is the most common sound in English. It is the lazy, relaxed "uh" in unstressed syllables. Native speakers reduce
vowels to schwa constantly: "banana" is /bəˈnɑːnə/, not "ba-na-na." Mastering schwa instantly makes you sound more natural.

Diphthongs (Gliding Vowels)

IPA Example words

/eɪ/ day, face, rain

/aɪ/ my, time, high

/ɔɪ/ boy, coin, voice

/aʊ/ now, house, out

/əʊ/ go, home, no

/ɪə/ here, ear, near

/eə/ hair, care, there

/ʊə/ tour, pure, sure



Consonant Sounds

IPA Example words

/p/ / /b/ pen, big

/t/ / /d/ ten, do

/k/ / /ɡ/ cat, go

/f/ / /v/ fan, van

/θ/ think, three, bath (voiceless "th")

/ð/ this, the, mother (voiced "th")

/s/ / /z/ see, zoo

/ʃ/ she, ship, nation

/ʒ/ vision, measure, beige

/tʃ/ chair, watch, cheese

/dʒ/ job, age, judge

/h/ hat, behind

/m/ / /n/ man, no

/ŋ/ sing, ring, thank

/l/ / /r/ leg, red

/w/ / /j/ we, yes

C O M M O N  M I S TA K E

The two "th" sounds — /θ/ (think) and /ð/ (this) — do not exist in many languages, so learners replace them with /t/, /d/, /s/, or
/z/. Put your tongue lightly between your teeth and push air out. It feels strange at first; that strangeness means you are doing
it right.

Commonly Mispronounced Everyday Words

Word IPA Note

comfortable /ˈkʌmftəbəl/ 3 syllables, not 4: "KUMF-ta-bul"

vegetable /ˈvedʒtəbəl/ 3 syllables: "VEJ-ta-bul"

Wednesday /ˈwenzdeɪ/ silent "d": "WENZ-day"

chocolate /ˈtʃɒklət/ 3 syllables: "CHOK-lat"

February /ˈfebjuəri/ first "r" often softened

colleague /ˈkɒliːɡ/ stress on first: "COL-eeg"

often /ˈɒfən/ "t" usually silent

clothes /kləʊðz/ one syllable, like "close"

recipe /ˈresəpi/ 3 syllables: "RES-i-pee"

iron /ˈaɪən/ "EYE-urn", "r" before vowel

island /ˈaɪlənd/ silent "s": "EYE-land"

receipt /rɪˈsiːt/ silent "p": "ri-SEET"

schedule /ˈʃedjuːl/ UK "SHED-yool" / US "SKED-jool"

thorough /ˈθʌrə/ "THUR-uh", not "thoroh"

determine /dɪˈtɜːmɪn/ stress on second syllable



You do not need a perfect accent. You need to be clearly understood and to understand
others — everything else is decoration.
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100 Conversation Starters & Questions
Never run out of things to say

The fear of silence is the great enemy of the language learner. You finish your sentence, the other person finishes
theirs, and then there is a gap — and panic. The cure is to walk into every conversation with a few questions ready in
your back pocket. A good question keeps the other person talking and buys you time to think.

Here are a hundred ready-to-use questions, sorted by how deep they go. Start with small talk, then move inward as the con‐
versation warms up. Read them aloud now so they are familiar when you need them.

Small Talk

• How's it going?

• How was your weekend?

• Any plans for the weekend?

• Crazy weather we're having, isn't it?

• How's your week been so far?

• Did you do anything fun last night?
• Have you been here before?

• Is it always this busy?

• How do you know the host?

• Can you believe it's almost the weekend?

• What have you been up to lately?

• Did you catch the game last night?

• How was your commute today?
• Have you tried the food here?

• Is this your first time at one of these?

Getting to Know Someone

• So, what do you do?

• Where are you originally from?

• How long have you lived here?

• What do you like to do in your free time?

• Do you have any brothers or sisters?

• What got you into that?

• Are you a morning person or a night owl?

• What's your go-to comfort food?

• Do you have any pets?

• What kind of music are you into?

• Read anything good lately?

• What's your idea of a perfect day off?

• Are you more of a coffee or tea person?

• How do you usually spend your weekends?

• What's something you're really good at?
• Do you play any sports?

• What's the last thing that made you laugh?

Opinions & Deeper Topics

• What's your take on this?

• How do you feel about working from home?

• Do you think technology helps or hurts us?

• What's something you've changed your mind about?

• What's the best advice you've ever gotten?

• What matters most to you in life?

• Do you believe people can really change?

• What's a small thing that makes you happy?

• What do you wish you'd known ten years ago?

• What's something you feel strongly about?

• How do you handle stress?

• What does success mean to you?

• What's a habit you're trying to build?

• Do you prefer planning or being spontaneous?
• What's something most people get wrong about you?

Work & Study

• What's a typical day like for you?
• How did you get into your line of work?

• What's the best part of your job?

• What's the most challenging part?

• Are you working on anything interesting right now?

• What are you studying?

• Why did you choose that field?

• Where do you see yourself in a few years?
• What skill are you trying to improve?

• Do you enjoy what you do?

• How do you keep yourself motivated?

• What's something new you've learned recently?

• If money were no object, what would you do?

• What's the most useful thing you've learned at work?

• Who's been the biggest influence on your career?



Travel & Culture

• Have you traveled much?

• What's the best place you've ever been?

• Where would you love to go next?

• Are you more of a beach or mountains person?

• What's a dish you tried abroad and loved?

• Do you prefer city breaks or nature?

• What's the longest trip you've taken?

• What surprised you most about traveling there?

• Do you like to plan trips or just go?

• What's a tradition from your culture you love?

• What's something tourists always get wrong?

• If you could live anywhere, where would it be?

• What food do you miss when you're away?
• What's on your travel bucket list?

• Do you speak any other languages?

Fun & Hypothetical

• If you won the lottery, what's the first thing you'd buy?

• If you could have any superpower, what would it be?

• What would your perfect meal be?

• If you could meet anyone, dead or alive, who?

• What's your most useless talent?

• Would you rather travel to the past or the future?

• What's the best gift you've ever received?

• If you had a free day with no responsibilities, what
then?

• What's a movie you could watch over and over?

• What's the weirdest food you've ever tried?

• If you could swap lives with anyone for a day, who?

• What song always gets you dancing?

• What's something on your bucket list?

• If you could instantly master one skill, what?

• What's the best decision you've ever made?

• If you could only eat one cuisine forever, which?

• What's a small luxury you can't live without?
• What would your younger self be surprised by?

C O A C H ' S  T I P

A question is only half a conversation. After they answer, do not jump straight to your next question — react first. Say "Oh re‐
ally?", "That's interesting", or "Same here", then ask a follow-up about what they just said. This is what turns a question list
into an actual conversation.
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Self-Check & Practice Guidance
How to evaluate your own speaking

Studying alone has one real weakness: there is no one to tell you how you are doing. You must become your own
coach — and a fair, honest one. The good news is that with the right tools you can assess your own speaking surpris‐
ingly well, especially with the help of a recording. This appendix gives you a rubric, a tracker, model answers, and a
method for honest self-review.

Self-Evaluation Rubric
Record yourself speaking for two minutes on any topic, then listen back and rate yourself honestly in each of the five areas be‐
low. Be neither cruel nor kind — be accurate.

Area Beginner Intermediate Advanced

Fluency Frequent long pauses; speaks in
single words or short fragments.

Speaks in full sentences with some
hesitation; occasional searching for
words.

Speaks smoothly and at length; pauses
are natural, for thought, not for words.

Pronunciation Often hard to understand; sounds
and stress frequently off.

Generally understood; some sounds
and word stress still cause trouble.

Clear and easy to follow; natural
rhythm, stress, and intonation.

Vocabulary Limited to basic, repeated words;
gaps force topic changes.

Adequate for everyday topics; can
paraphrase when a word is missing.

Wide and precise; uses idioms, phrasal
verbs, and the right word easily.

Grammar Frequent errors that sometimes
block meaning; mostly present
tense.

Mostly correct on common
structures; errors with tenses and
articles.

Accurate and varied; handles
conditionals, perfect tenses, and
complex sentences.

Confidence Avoids speaking; gives up when
stuck; visibly anxious.

Willing to speak but self-conscious;
recovers from mistakes with effort.

Speaks readily; treats mistakes as
normal and keeps going without panic.

R E M E M B E R

You will rarely sit neatly in one column. You might have intermediate fluency, beginner pronunciation, and advanced confi‐
dence. That is normal and useful — it tells you exactly where to spend your next month of practice.

Progress-Tracking Checklist
Speaking improvement is slow and invisible day to day. A checklist makes it visible. Tick these off across a typical week and
watch the pattern over months, not days.

Sample Answers: What Good Looks Like
Throughout this book you practiced exercises like describing your day, giving an opinion, telling a short story, and answering
common questions. Below are model approaches — not scripts to memorize, but examples of the shape a good spoken answer
takes.

I spoke English out loud for at least 10 minutes today.☐

I recorded myself at least once this week and listened back.☐

I learned and used five new words in real sentences.☐
I had at least one real conversation (in person, online, or with myself in the mirror).☐

I noticed one specific mistake and consciously corrected it.☐

I practiced one pronunciation sound I struggle with.☐

I used a phrasal verb or idiom I learned this week.☐

I asked someone a question and reacted to their answer.☐

I spoke without stopping to translate in my head at least once.☐

I felt slightly less nervous than last week.☐



Describing your routine
A weak answer is a flat list: "I wake up. I eat. I work. I sleep." A strong answer connects ideas, varies the verbs, and adds a
small detail:

Model: Well, I usually get up around seven, although on weekends I tend to sleep in. The first thing I do is make a coffee, and
then I check my emails before heading to work. Evenings are pretty quiet — I cook something simple and wind down with a
show.

Notice the connectors (although, and then, before), the phrasal verbs (get up, sleep in, wind down), and the small personal
detail. That is the difference between correct and natural.

Giving an opinion
Good opinion answers follow a simple shape: state your view, give a reason, give an example.

Model: Personally, I think working from home is great, mainly because it saves so much time. For example, I used to spend an
hour commuting each way, and now I use that time to exercise. That said, I do miss seeing my colleagues.

The phrase "that said" shows balance, which always sounds more thoughtful than a one-sided answer.

Telling a short story
A good story has a beginning, a problem, and an ending, told mostly in the past tense:

Model: So last week I was running late for an important meeting, and of course the train broke down. I ended up sprinting
from the station, but when I finally turned up, sweaty and ten minutes late, it turned out the meeting had been cancelled. I
couldn't believe it.

What makes it work: a clear sequence, the past tense throughout, and a little emotion at the end ("I couldn't believe it").
Stories are how real conversations breathe.

K E Y  I D E A

A "good" answer is rarely the longest or the most grammatically perfect one. It is the one that is clear, connected, and sounds
like a real person talking. Aim for natural over perfect, every time.

The Honest Recording Review
The single most powerful self-study tool you own is the voice recorder on your phone. It is brutally honest in a way your mem‐
ory never is. Most learners hate listening to themselves at first — do it anyway. Here is a simple weekly method:

PRACT ICE

1. Pick a question from Appendix D and answer it out loud for two minutes, recording yourself.

2. Listen back once just to get over the discomfort of your own voice.

3. Listen again and rate yourself on the five rubric areas above.

4. Write down one specific thing to fix — not "speak better", but "stop saying 'eh' before sentences" or "the 'th' in 'think' was a
's'."

5. Record the same answer again, fixing only that one thing.

6. Save both recordings. In a month, listen to the old one. You will be shocked how far you have come.

C O A C H ' S  T I P

Do not compare your recording to a native speaker. Compare it to your own recording from last month. The only fair measure
of progress in self-study is your past self — and by that measure, if you keep showing up, you will always be winning.

Honest self-review is not about catching yourself failing. It is about catching yourself im‐
proving, one recording at a time.


