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The gift of similar languages 

Part 1 of this series of articles ended with the question: Is it likely to be easier or more difficult for Latin 

Americans to learn English than for native speakers of German, or Russian, or Turkish, or Chinese? The 

answer will obviously vary for specific learners (some people naturally find language learning easier 

than others), but consider where each group of speakers starts from – their native language: 

The total energy of an isolated system remains constant. (The Law of Conservation of Energy) 

In Portuguese and Spanish: A energia total de um sistema isolado permanece constante. 

  La energía total de un sistema aislado permanece constante.   

In German: Die Gesamtenergie eines isolierten Systems bleibt konstant. 

In Russian:  полная энергия изолированной системы остается постоянной. 

[Transcription: Polnay energiya izolirovannoy sistemy ostayetsya postoyannoy] 

In Turkish: Yalıtılmış bir sistemin toplam enerjisi sabit kalır. 

In Mandarin Chinese: 孤立系统的总能量保持不变 

[Transcription: Gūlì xìtǒng de zǒng néngliàng bǎochí bù biàn] 

Obviously, from this sentence (and most formal texts would show the same), the easiest additional 

language for native speakers of Portuguese is Spanish (which doesn’t mean they won’t have many 

challenges in pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary), and for native speakers of Spanish it’s 

Portuguese (ditto, with an even greater challenge in pronunciation). Then, for both Portuguese and 

Spanish speakers, English is next, especially formal English, which tends to have many Latin- and Greek-

derived cognates with Portuguese and Spanish. German, another European language, is probably next 

(but wait until you get into the grammatical inflections and the order of parts of the sentence!). The 

other languages are all far more difficult, including different script for Russian and Chinese. In principle 

at least, learning English, especially formal English, is distinctly easier for Portuguese and Spanish 

speakers than for Russian, Turkish or Chinese (and most other) language speakers because English, 

Portuguese and Spanish are relatively similar languages. 

 

Views of language learning 

There was a time when many of the leading applied linguists of the day thought that the successful 

learning of an additional language was largely a matter of recognizing the similarities and differences 

between the first and the target language and dealing with the differences (in pronunciation, grammar, 

vocabulary, etc.), that is, avoiding first language interference errors. This view was strong among 

behaviourist psychologists and structural linguists who saw language learning in terms of habit 

formation – learning new language as habits and modifying existing ones (Lado 1957, Skinner 1957). As 

structural linguists (before language was seen also in terms of conceptual notions and communicative 



functions), Lado, Fries and others related habits mainly to the handling of the forms and structures of 

language. They worked on the “contrastive analysis” of pairs of languages, one assumed to be the native 

language and the other the target language of learners. Most contrastive analysis was done on English 

and Spanish because those linguists were American, with English as their native language, and Spanish 

was the most widely spoken other language around them. 

Contrastive analysis began to lose support (but has survived in different forms) when Noam Chomsky’s 

(1959) postulation of a “language acquisition device” in humans, and new views of language learning, 

or acquisition, challenged the structural-behaviourist hypothesis. However, the interaction between 

the native and the target language in the learner’s mind continued to be a theme in the new theories, 

particularly in error analysis and interlanguage theory (Pit Corder 1967, Selinker 1972). These theorists 

saw additional language acquisition as a gradual progress from a rudimentary version of the target 

language with a lot of first language interference to a developed version with little or, in exceptional 

cases, no first language interference. It’s important to emphasize that interlanguage is evident when a 

learner is trying to communicate, but it may be suppressed in controlled classroom practice and 

exercises: remember how your students may get target grammar right in class, but when they come up 

to say something to you in English after class, they get the same grammar wrong! 

So, for a time, most linguists said most errors were interference from the first language, then many said 

most errors were universal, irrespective of the learner’s first language, and for a long time now, most 

say it’s a mixture of both. In short, the similarities and differences between the first language and the 

target language aren’t the only important factor in learning another language successfully, but they are 

certainly one of them. The many similarities between Portuguese or Spanish and English are highly 

significant. However, globalized English language teaching and teaching materials intended for 

worldwide use obviously can’t attend to that factor: such materials are for native speakers of any 

language. Local course managers and teachers – you? – have to look after it. 

 

How Latin American course managers and teachers can exploit language similarities 

First, from the very start, they can give older children and, even more, teenagers and adults much more 

reading practice than most international textbooks contain, or than would be possible with most 

beginners around the world. A reasonably educated Mexican or Brazilian with almost no English can 

largely understand the following text, but Arabic, Russian, Turkish, Chinese or Japanese speaking 

beginners (and most beginners around the world) could not: 

In physics, the Law of Conservation of Energy states that the total energy of an isolated 

system remains constant, and its energy is conserved indefinitely over time. The implication 

of this law is that energy cannot be created or destroyed. It can only be transformed from one 

form to another. 

So, the first special option for English courses in Latin America is much more reading from the very 

beginning (a special option, that is, in relation to English courses in most countries, like the countries 

with the languages mentioned above). More reading is especially appropriate in courses for older 

teenagers and adults, and in situations where students need formal English (and reading of formal 

English) more than everyday colloquial English, like in higher education and most professional or skilled 

work (there will be more on students’ needs in the third article in this series). 



Another area where English teachers and students in Latin America have special options or advantages 

(again, special in relation to English teachers and students in most other parts of the world) is work on 

the language itself, its lexis and grammar. A lot of English vocabulary is cognate with Portuguese and 

Spanish vocabulary, especially in formal discourse. Many teachers see false cognates as a big problem 

for students, but for every false cognate between English and Portuguese or Spanish there are many 

true or partial ones (partial in the sense of true in some contexts, but not in others). That’s one thing 

that makes reading in English relatively easy for Portuguese and Spanish speaking beginners, and more 

difficult or impossible for speakers of other languages. Especially for academic, technical and 

professional vocabulary, Latin American learners have an enormous advantage over Arabic, Chinese, 

Russian and other language speaking learners. Teachers can point this out to their students, sometimes 

asking them to find all the cognate or possibly cognate words in a reading text. 

The grammar of English is different from that of Portuguese or Spanish in many ways, but even there, 

the similarities are relatively great compared to German, and even more compared to Russian, Arabic 

or Chinese. Affirmative sentence structure (subject-verb-object) is usually similar, or can be 

(interrogative sentence structure is usually different, of course), which is not the case with many other 

languages. 

Also, most compound verb phrases are similar, for example: 

David is sleeping. Laura can come. Eric had arrived. This laptop was made in China. 

David está dormindo. Laura pode vir. Eric havia chegado. Este laptop foi feito na China. 

David está durmiendo. Laura puede venir. Eric había llegado. Esta laptop fue hecha en China. 

Note that the first example, the present continuous, does not exist in French or German, and the 

corresponding sentences would be in the present simple tense: David dort. David schläft. 

These and other similarities between English and Portuguese or Spanish can be exploited when we 

focus on grammar and usage. When there is correspondence between English and native language 

structure and usage, we can prepare examples that clearly reflect that correspondence, and we can 

then ask our students if the English examples are similar to the corresponding sentences in their native 

language or different. We can do that also when there is no correspondence to native language 

structure and usage (to raise awareness of the difference), e.g. the interrogative and negative of the 

simple tenses in English, with the do-does-did system, which is exclusive to English. Getting students to 

notice similarities and differences between English and their native language is common in 

“consciousness-raising“, a technique used in Task-Based Learning. It’s of little use when there are very 

few or no similarities, but when there are many similarities and also differences, as between English 

and Portuguese or Spanish, it can be very useful, particularly with older teenagers and adults. 

So, in short, English language teaching in Latin America is special because of the similarities between 

English and Portuguese or Spanish (as opposed to English and most other languages), which can be 

exploited by teachers and learners, especially in reading, in vocabulary comprehension and 

development, and in grammar development. 

But English language teaching in Latin America is special for other reasons also. In the third article in 

this series, next month, we’ll look at what’s special about the learning context (or rather, contexts) in 

Latin America. Here’s a question for you: In what ways, apart from native languages, is the context 



different for most English teachers and students in Latin America compared with The European Union 

(Portugal, Spain, France, Germany, etc.)? 
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