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Why Learn a Foreign Language?

Learning a foreign language is a challenging endeavor, but it is a rewarding one. We have devices that translate languages for us automatically, but they just aren’t the same as actually knowing how to speak another language and they do make mistakes, because a device doesn’t take the context of a conversation into account. Electronic translators don’t strengthen your brain in the same way as taking the time to learn another language. And if you deal with a traumatic brain injury (like myself), you might have been advised to stay away from screens. Learning a new language by yourself is a healthy way to rewire your brain though.

I am suggesting a variety of activities and methods to learn a new language—all of which I have tried myself. Some may not work as well for you as others. Something I can guarantee though, is that staying with the language lesson books won’t work. Those are great for learning some basics, but you need to put them into practice in order to really improve your skill level. The speed at which you will learn is based on the effort you put into it, how much you enjoy it, and how often you use it.

Are you ready to challenge and strengthen your brain and enter the exciting world of learning another language? Then stick with me. Here we go...
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Chapter 1: My Story 
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The importance of knowing a foreign language was highlighted for me early in my life. 

I was in a car accident while driving home from a horse farm when I was 17. I pulled out in front of another driver, who thankfully was not injured. I spent time in the hospital and when I initially awoke from a coma which lasted about a month, I had a breathing tube and was unable to speak. When I was given a whiteboard to answer questions, I answered everything in Spanish, which I had been learning in high school. Knowing a foreign language has been an unexpected blessing for me. It also reinforced to me the importance of having a backup language should a crisis like that occur again. 

I graduated the next year from high school and later earned a bachelor’s degree in Spanish. I participated in a training program with the North Association of Judicial Interpreters and Translators. Although I didn’t pass that test – largely due to missing the review sessions, which I’m certain would have helped me pass it – I did pass the test for the Medical Interpreter Training Session that I attended on a different occasion. 

I also took classes in Italian and Portuguese in college, because they are in the same language group as Spanish—they are Indo-European languages (also known as romance languages). Although the vocabulary and pronunciation are distinctly different, the grammar rules are quite similar. I’m currently working on teaching myself American Sign Language and I’ve learned a bit of Chinese just from some ladies at my church. 

You could say it was no cakewalk learning foreign languages, but because I loved the subject, it made it much easier and enjoyable—more like a stroll in the park or a hike in the mountains. Everyone enjoys a stroll in the park, right?

An excellent example comes from Lydia Máchova in her YouTube video, “9 Ideas About Learning a Foreign Language” She describes language learning using the “detective mode.”


“So the detective mode, I think is really, really useful when learning a language, and I realized that I didn’t only apply it in Esperanto, I also applied it in other languages. When I was watching German TV for example, I was waiting for those few words which I understood and I celebrated the victory of understanding the few words. I didn’t concentrate on understanding the words I didn’t know, I only concentrated on the ones I did know and this is – I think – the right approach to learning a language because you remain positive... You are not devastated by the large quantity of words you don’t understand... there is no reason to think that you’re not good enough to use authentic materials [books, movies, TV shows originally written/produced in the language you are learning].”​[1]


In this example, she is talking about learning Esperanto, where the base word is the same, and you only have to memorize differing suffixes or prefixes and learn 16-17 rules. She also says, “You focus on the words you do know and try to decode the ones that you don’t know based on the context, by guessing, waiting to try to see more context...” Don’t focus on the words you don’t know, but think about the ones you do recognize.

At 31:33, she uses a chart from James Clears’ book, Atomic Habits, which some of you have likely read before. I haven’t yet, but it’s definitely on my reading list, it looks like an excellent book. The graph shows a line bar representing what you think should happen versus a curve that demonstrates what actually happens. Generally, you think you should improve in a linear fashion, in a straight line upwards maybe at a 35- or 45-degree angle. What really happens when you start learning though, is that you will see minimal results. For a while, it feels like you’re learning nothing, “and this is where people give up.” They think they can’t do this, that it’s impossible, or that you need a special gift in order to succeed. Don’t give up – you can do this! Results can take a little time to become visible. James Clear calls this beginning area “the valley of disappointment, because you won’t see results as quickly as you think you should be. Then, you’ll reach a breakthrough! It takes time to get there, but once you reach that point, everything will become easier.

Lydia gives a list towards the end of her presentation of important goals.​[2]

	I don’t need to wait until I’m advanced to use authentic resources.

	A systematic plan can do wonders in a few weeks!

	Language learning is a lot faster when the materials and methods used are fun.

	The only way to learn a language well is to speak it a lot (even more so with similar languages!).

	It may not always be the perfect time to learn a language. (And it’s OK!)

	You must achieve comfortable fluency in order not to lose the language.

	Language learning is fun when you think of it as a decoding game.

	It pays off to work on your language – results will show later!

	The beginnings are always difficult – but don’t give up!


However, it can take hours of learning to reach your goal – time spent learning vocabulary, reading books, watching TV or listening to radio, and so on. You have heard the phrase, “Patience is a virtue,” before. It’s very true here. Patience is important. Lydia uses a tactic known as the Goldlist method. This method involves creating a list of words.

Do I Even Really Need to Know a Foreign Language?

Hopefully, your answer to this question is “yes.” If not, the strategies I’m about to discuss may help you with whatever subject you need to learn about. An article titled, “13 Reasons Why Communication is Important in Life,” states in the very beginning that, “Well, communication is the basis of all human interaction.” Writer Hrideep Barot gives 13 reasons why communication is important. To paraphrase: increasing employee productivity, improving crisis management, boosting knowledge sharing and innovation, promoting team building, enhancing employee satisfaction, reducing absenteeism and turnover rates, building trust and relationships, opening up new opportunities, developing your personality, improves conflict resolution, aides in expressing your ideas and personal needs, helps you stand out from the crowd, and it can improve your decision making.​[3]

Six tips it provides include: developing active listening, feedback, practicing public speaking, remembering to pause before speaking, paying attention to non-verbal communication and body language, and developing empathy for your audience.

Foreign Language Puts You a Step Ahead

When you are facing a head injury, you may feel like you’ve been forced to take a step backward. Okay, maybe more like ten steps backward. Speaking even a bit of a foreign language will help you mentally and put you a step ahead of many others around you.

Many people take foreign language in high school, and then lose that knowledge because they do not regularly use it. If that’s you, do not lose hope. If you have a new interest in the foreign language you learned in high school, you may still be able to regain a working use of the language, especially if you are willing to make an effort. If you are trying to force yourself you are unlikely to succeed. If you have a genuine interest though, it’s possible.

Factors to Consider

- What are your reasons for wanting to learn a foreign language? What have you found most interesting about it?

- What excites you most about learning a new language?

- What do you anticipate as being your biggest challenge or what has you biggest challenge been while trying to learn a foreign language?

Now that you know why you’re embarking on this task and you’ve identified your hardships, let’s look at how to get started. 
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Chapter 2: Where Do You Start?
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In my experience, there are five techniques that can help anyone with learning a foreign language (and are especially helpful for someone with a brain injury): 1) reading; 2) listening; 3) watching movies/television; 4) talking; and 5) writing. 

You may be thinking, “How can I read if I don’t understand the words?” It is important to spend a small amount of time with vocabulary and a dictionary, but reading aloud is the first step. I recommend doing this in combination with listening. Assuming you have heard how the language sounds when spoken correctly, if you read aloud, it will help you become comfortable with the flow of the language and pronunciation of the words. Reading aloud and listening to yourself is helpful even if your target language (the language you’re learning) uses an alphabet other than the Roman alphabet. If this is the case, it’s still possible to read—because you need to become familiar with the look of the characters.

I recommend starting with a translation of a book you’ve read in English (or your native language) and a copy in the foreign language you are learning. While reading the copy in the foreign language, do not refer to the copy in your native language until you have finished the chapter. You are doing this to improve your speech, not your ability to understand. The copy of the book in the native language is there so that you can understand it after you practice speaking it.

It is possible
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