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So You’re Thinking about Learning a 
Foreign Language . . . By Vincent Paez

For some people, learning a foreign 
language brings back memories of high 
school classes with boring phrase repeti-
tion and torture through verb conjugation. 
For others, it brings back fun memories of a 
cool high school teacher, but perhaps the 
memories of how to speak the language 
have faded long ago. My father was a for-
eign language teacher, and it was in my 
DNA to speak as many as I could learn. I 
too had the boring teachers, and I also had 
some really cool ones. One teacher made 
us follow page by page the boring ALM 
books and silly French conversations that 
I had to repeat. Another teacher brought 
his guitar to class and taught us Beatles 
song in German. These mixed experiences 
give people unsure feelings about learn-
ing a foreign language as an adult. I have 
some thoughts and suggestions for you, if 
you are thinking about learning to speak or 
read another language. 

Why is learning a language such a chal-
lenge? There are three major reasons. First, 
in our vast country, one can spend his/her 
entire life traveling many miles, raising 
families, working and doing everything in 
English. We miss out on the development 
of language learning capability at a young 
age. By the time high school comes around, 
the language learning part of the brain is 
already developed, making learning a new 
language more difficult. In other countries, 
like Switzerland, one can drive fifteen min-
utes and find another dialect or language, 
and Swiss people begin to speak several 
languages at an early age. 

Second, the British Empire started the 
standardization of English through colo-
nization. Many people around the world 
have been speaking English for centuries. 
One set of British colonies (us), continued 
the spread of the language through com-
merce and military presence. Since so 

many people speak English today, it is not 
essential for an American to learn another 
language to function abroad. I have many 
friends who have lived in other countries 
for years and still do not speak the local 
language. 

Third, English is inherently super easy to 
learn. We do not have the complex rules 
and structures that other languages, such 
as German and Russian, have. For example, 
in many European languages, you have to 
remember a noun’s gender (male, female, 
or neuter). We do not have genders in Eng-
lish, so every noun is preceded by “the.” 
The table, the music, the car. In German, 
those nouns all have different genders: 
der Tisch, die Musik, das Auto. The sim-
plicity of English leaves us with a lack of 
understanding of complex wording and 
sentence structure. So when it comes time 
to learn it, we struggle. So how does one 
start and minimize this struggle?

First, I recommend that you think very 
hard about the reason you are interested 
in learning to speak or read a language. If 
the reason is to exchange niceties in Span-
ish with a Mexican friend, than you can 
most likely accomplish that in a few weeks. 
If you wish to be able to speak about poli-
tics in German with your German neigh-
bor, then you are setting the bar pretty 
high, and that could take a lifetime. If you 
wish to both speak and read, you may wish 
to spend a lot of time studying, as writing 
can be more complex and grammar is very 
important. Be true to yourself about how 
well you wish to speak and then make a 
plan with the appropriate amount of time 
investment. 

The “super easy” way:  For easy conversa-
tion with your Mexican friend, where you 
know what you want to tell him or her, 
simply go to Google Translate and type in 
English what you want to say in the foreign 
language. There is a listening button to let 
you hear how the translation should sound. 
Just practice these phrases and the phrases 
that you would expect to hear back from 
the other person, so that you can recog-
nize what he/she will say in response. I do 
this whenever I go to a country, where I do 
not speak the language, like Hungary, just 
to pick up a few phrases. Key words and 
phrases that I recommend are the essential 
ones: “Yes, no, good, bad, thank you, bath-
room, where is?, how much does it cost?, I 
like, I don’t like, excuse me, please, and my 
name is.” I use every one of these repeat-
edly. When using Google translate, keep 
the phrases simple, as the translation is not 
always accurate with complex sentences.

The “make an effort” way:
You can invest in software packages 

that teach with interactive screens and 
situations. The most promoted lately is 
Rosetta Stone, which involves purchasing 
a software and booklet kit. There are others 
which are on-line, such as the Open Uni-
versity. These are very convenient and can 
fit your schedule. They are situational, and 
you can learn how to properly introduce 
yourself or learn phrases when speaking 
to the mailman, for example. The problem 
is that the learner is forced to learn phrases 
(like when speaking to the mailman), which 
he or she may never use. 

The “I need personalized help” way:
With a personal teacher, one can cus-

tomize his or her learning. Imaging hiring 
a tutor and saying, “I only want to learn 
how to get along in the office with my 
colleagues, when we are by the office 
coffee pot. I only want to learn words and 
phrases about working in the office.” That 
is very specific and can be learned in a few 
months, because the private tutor can hone 
in on that goal. Long standing companies, 
like Berlitz and Inlingua have perfected this 
method, but they charge a lot of money for 
that specialty.

The hardest (but best) way:
Remember being thrown into the pool 

for the first time and learning how to swim 
that way? It is the same with a language. 
Being thrown into a culture by moving to a 
country and willingly trying to learn the lan-
guage by socializing with locals (not fellow 
Americans) is the hardest and best way to 
learn. Of course, you would need to have 
some preparation beforehand. When there 
is no “life raft” (other English speakers), one 
is forced to really try hard and remember all 
the phrases. If this can be done at an early 
age, before the brain is already developed, 
then that is even better. Think about how 
many immigrant children come to America 
and are speaking English with no foreign 
accent in about two years. If you move to 
a foreign country and are forced to learn, 
you may still have an accent, and you may 
not learn as fast as a child, but you will learn 
much more than if you stayed in your home 
town reading up on the foreign language.
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