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Science Behind
Language Learning

Are some languages harder to learn 
than others?
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What is…
The Foreign
Service Institute?
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FSI Language Categories

*C2 on CEFR scale
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FSI Language Categories
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Map adapted from Ethnologue by SIL International
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Category I Languages
Easy languages; most similar to English

*based on intensive language courses, e.g., 5 hours per day, Monday - Friday
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Het is niet warm in de  winter.
It     is  not  warm  in the winter.

Dutch:

Det där är min syster, Anki.
That’s         my  sister,   Anki.

Swedish:

Category I Languages
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Category I Languages

Spanish

Italian

Romanian

Portuguese

French

familia

famiglia

familie

família

famille

Family
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Category I Languages



Science Behind Language Learning: Are Some Languages Harder to Learn than Others? P. 16



Science Behind Language Learning: Are Some Languages Harder to Learn than Others? P. 17

Category II Languages
Somewhat easy languages
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Hier ist mein Vater.
Here  is  my     father.

German:

Category II Languages
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German Morphology

Die Mutter gibt dem Bruder des Mädchens das Buch.
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German Morphology

Die Mutter gibt dem Bruder des Mädchens das Buch.
nominative dative genitive accusative
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Category III Languages
Hard languages; “languages with significant linguistic 
and/or cultural differences from English”
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Category III Languages

আিম ম%াংেগা ল%াং+েয়জ নােমর একটা খুব ভােলা ওেয়বসাইট 
ব%বহার কের বাংলা িশখিছ

Μαθαίνω ελληνικά στο Ίντερνετ με το Mάνγκο.

Я говорю и понимаю по-русски. 
Я учу русский по курсу Манго.
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Category III Languages

“writing” “he wrote” “to dictate (a letter)”

Semantic Root
Related to the concept of writing ב.ת.כ

ב בב כככ תתת
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Case in Hungarian

Table adapted from 
dailymagyar.wordpress.com
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Thai Classifiers

piece of cloth (scarves, towels, bed sheets)

boats, planes cars and vehicles except boats or planes

Clothing, animals, letters, numbers, chairs, tables
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Thai Classifiers
piece of cloth (scarves, towels, bed sheets)
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ม้า “horse”

หมา “dog”

มา “to come”

maa3

maa4

maa1

high tone

rising tone

mid tone

Tonal Languages
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Category IV Languages
Super hard languages 
“exceptionally difficult for native English speakers”
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Category IV Languages

يِبرَعَ

にほんご

한국어

廣東話

普通话
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ルールを守って、美しい町を保ちましょう。

ルールを守って、美しい町を保ちましょう。

ルールを守って、美しい町を保ちましょう。

ルールを守って、美しい町を保ちましょう。

Japanese Writing System
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Korean Writing System
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Korean Writing System

Hangul – “the Korean alphabet”
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Korean Pronunciation

딸 /t͈al/ daughter

달 /tal/ moon

탈 /thal/ mask
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Title of Slide
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Arabic
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Category IV Languages
Super hard languages 
“exceptionally difficult for native English speakers”
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