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My first conscious learning about other cultures probably began when I entered my high school German class. Looking at Soft Landing Zurich brought this to mind for two reasons. First, my professor insisted that we go through the painful process of learning gothic handwriting, although it had gone out of use in German-speaking countries many years beforehand. In contrast to one-size-fits-all classroom practices, Soft Landing Zurich is a learning program that lets you learn what you need or want, when you need or want it. 

Secondly, my high school professor described German as the “sectional bookcase of languages,” because the language allowed the creation of new words by attaching old words to each other. Soft Landing Zurich might well be called “the sectional bookcase of expatriate learning” because it offers the user the ability to organize and connect information as well as providing downloadable online updates and add-on features. 
Soft Landing Zurich is a computer-based knowledge management course for expatriates and their families and those who support them in their assignments abroad. It provides a place for students of culture to learn a lot in a very short period of time. It is also a lot of fun for anyone who is curious. 
As explained in the simple introduction in the program itself, the learning is organized in three functional areas. First, there is the browser, where information is presented by category for the country and the city in a question-and-answer or quiz format, adding that quality of gaming and bit of excitement that aids retention of what is learned. The authors claim 1000 pieces of information in the quizzes. I didn’t count them, but I believe them. Additionally there are functions for learning some basic German and Swiss German words and phrases here.
The index provides an alphabetical glossary of all the individual topics in the program and can be researched ad libitum. There is little to say about this other than it contains a wide variety of information, it works, and it is simple to use. In some cases one wishes for a bit more information, e.g., a political party is described in terms of its founding dates and number of members without telling us what the party platform stands for.
Thirdly, extra is an area from which additional information can be found in the form of .pdf fact sheets, web links, and lists of attractions of interest to families, along with maps to help locating them. The fact sheets are in themselves a vast resource of information about all the facts of everyday living. 

Finally, add-on features from the Soft Landing website that can be downloaded directly are listed and accessed from the extra function. To date I have been able to download “Hear the Swiss,” a sound-enabled file that introduces the pronunciation of Swiss German words and phrases, and a “Fit for Zurich” quiz where one can set the number of questions that one would like to be tested on, There is a variety of ways to reply to the questions offered, e.g., by typing or clicking on an onscreen keyboard, by selecting from multiple choice offerings or matching items in separate columns..
Earlier I described the Soft Landing program as “a knowledge management system.” The structure allows the user to mark and make notes about individual pieces of information delivered, as well as to email them to others, a particularly useful feature when the expat is separated from his or her family or colleagues who may benefit from the information learned. 
Repetition is the mother of learning, we are told. Marking an information items in Soft Landing allows the user to replay those items that need to be referred to. One has the choice of playing all questions, marked questions or unseen questions when using the browser feature. A tool for making notes about items in the browser mode encourages the user to become involved with and retain important detail. A full text search capability is available from both the browser and index features.
The user has a choice of ordering the basic product as a web download or as a CD-ROM. Soft Landing promises that the cities of Berlin, Frankfurt, Geneva, Munich and Vienna will be soon available. A newsletter delivers information about updates and products as they occur. Organizations with large expatriate programs can also customize Soft Landing products with their own look and feel for use by their employees and clients. 

Soft Landing provides an excellent product. At $/€ 68.00, it is value for money, considering the price of books and software that would be needed to create the same effect. The fact sheets themselves would be well worth this price.

What could make it better? Certainly more and more users will appreciate the ability to have this program accessible on a portable telephone as well as from one’s computer. The index is great for whetting curiosity but might also be graced with web links for more information. Though many of us are becoming adept at quick Google searches, direct connections would be helpful. While the fact sheets are immediately printable, one would wish for other items, e.g., to be also as easily to put on paper. Much wants more.
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