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1. Hoc tiéng Viét c6 kho khong?

Is learning Vietnamese difficult? Many Vietnamese believe that it's pretty much impossible
for foreigners to master their language. There is a saying in Vietnam: Phong ba béo tap
khong bang ngi# phap Viét Nam. ("The hardships of struggling with a violent storm don't
compare to the hardships of mastering Vietnamese grammar"). Below we will debunk some
of the myths regarding the difficulty of Vietnamese, based on my experience in learning 15
languages. Though Vietnamese has difficult aspects, we will see that it is more accurate to
say that it is mostly "an easy language."”

2. Fifteen Reasons why Vietnamese is easy

1. Short words. Words are short and easy to learn. Many words like ngu and di have
only one syllable and even longer words like ¢k vi are often short.

2. Stable tones. The tones do not change according to the context; that is, the tone of
any syllable is always the same, unlike Chinese.

3. No gender. Vietnamese has no grammatical gender. Gender is a major challenge for
learners of many languages like Arabic and German, since the form is often
irregular and illogical.

4. No plural. Vietnamese has no plural forms, neither for nouns and adjectives nor for
verbs. Plural forms can be highly irregular (as in German and Arabic) and thus
difficult to learn.

5. No articles. Vietnamese has no articles. In many languages, such as German and
Portuguese, mastering the articles is difficult because their form can depend on
gender, number, and case.
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1. Hoc tiéng Viét c6 kho khong?

Hoc tiéng Viét c6 khé khong? Nhiéu nguoi Viét tin ring ngudi nuéc ngodi gan nhur
khéng thé nao sir dung ngdn ngit ndy mot cach thanh thao dwoc. Trong tiéng Viét c6
mot cau thanh ngit: Phong ba bdo tap khong bang ngi phap Viét Nam. Dudi day
chiing ta s& vach trin mot sé nhitng loi ddn dai xung quanh viéc tiéng Viét kho, dua
trén kinh nghiém hoc 15 ngdn ngir cua ban than toi. Mac du tiéng Viét c6 nhiing
phuong dién kho, sau day ching ta s& thiy ring, n6i mot cach chinh xac hon thi no
cha yéu 1a mét “ngén ngit d&.”

2. Muoi lim Iy do tai sao tiéng Viét dé

1. Tir ngén. Tl ngén va d& hoc. Nhiéu tir nhw ngii Va di chi c6 mot am tiét, va
tham chi nhiing tir dai hon nhu 1a #hu vi cling thudng ngan.

2. Thanh diéu én dinh. Thanh diéu khong thay ddi tily theo ngir canh; co nghia
13, thanh diéu ciia moi &m tiet déu ludn ludn gitt nguyén, khac véi tieng Trung
Quoc.

3. Khéng gi6i tinh. Tiéng Viét khong co6 gidi tinh ngir phap. Gidi tinh 1a mot tro
ngai 16n dbi véi ngudi hoc cua nhleu ngdn ngir nhu 14 tiéng A-rap va Diec, vi
dang tir thuong khong theo quy tic va phi Iy.

4. Khéng sb nhiéu. Tiéng Viét khong 6 dang tur 56 nbié}l, du la danh tir hay tinh
tr hay dong tur di chang nira. Dang s0 nhi€u c6 the rat bat quy tdc (nhu trong
tieng Buc va A-rap) va do do cling kho hoc.

5. Khéng c6 mao tir. Tiéng Viét khong c6 mao tir. Trong nhidu ngdn ngit nhu 13
tieng Puc va B6 Dao Nha, 1am chu dugc mao tir 1a mét dieu kho khén, béi vi
dang tir ciia ching c6 the dua trén gidi tinh, so lugng, va cach the.
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No conjugation. Vietnamese verbs are not conjugated. Some languages have
hundreds of verb forms, which could take years to learn.

Tenses are easy. Vietnamese tenses are formed by a small number of particles
placed before the verb, such da for past and sé for future. One can thus master the
Vietnamese tenses in a few minutes.

Tenses are optional. The tense particles can omitted if the tense is clear from the
context, or by using a time word, as in 76i an trua hém qua 'l had lunch yesterday'.

No cases. Viethamese words are not inflected for grammatical case (such as
nominative and dative), which makes it much easier to learn than languages with
complicated case systems like German.

No agreement. Since Vietnamese words are not inflected nor conjugated, they
never change according to the tense, number and gender of other words in the
sentence, as is the case in many languages (for example muchachas bonitas
'beautiful girls' in Spanish).

Easy to read. Vietnamese is written in the Latin alphabet, modified by diacritics. It
is much easier to read compared to other Asian languages like Chinese and
Japanese that are written in non-Latin scripts.

Easy to write. Vietnamese is easy to write because it uses the Latin alphabet and
because the orthography is fairly regular, unlike such languages as French and
English.

Easy words. Vietnamese words are based on the Chinese model. Since each
syllable has a clear meaning (often derived from a Chinese character), compound
words can be easily understood if one knows the meanings of each component.

Easy grammar. Vietnamese grammar is much easier than that of many other
languages because of such features as verb conjugation and case endings don't exist,
while others, such as plural forms and tenses, are easy to form and are optional.

Information density. Vietnamese packs more information into the same number of
syllables than other major world language, contributing to ease of learning because
the shorter words represent meaning more efficiently.

6. Khong chia dgng tir. Dong tir tieng Viét khong can duoc chia. Mot s6 ngdn

ngit co dén hang trim dang dong tir, va ngudi hoc c6 thé phai danh ra hang
nam dé hoc duoc.

7. Thi dé. Thi cua tiéng Viét dugc tao ra bang mét sé nho cac tiéu tir dat trude

dong tr, nhu la da cho qué khir va sé cho tuong lai. Do do, ta c6 thé sir dung
thanh thao cac thi tieng Viét trong vong vai phut.

8. Khong bit budc dung thi. Cac tiéu tir chi dinh thi c6 thé dugc bo qua néu ngit

canh d 1am 13 thi cia tir, hodc bang cach dung tir thoi gian, nhu trong 76i dn
trua hom qua.

9. Khong cach thé. Tir Viét khong thay doi theo cach thé ngit phap (nhu la danh
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cach hay téng cach), khién cho thir tiéng néy'dé hoc hon nhiéu so véi cac
ngon ngtr voi hé thong cach thé phirc tap nhu tieng Buc.

Khéng co sw phu ieng. Boi vi tir tiéng Viét khong bién déi va ciing khong co
hién twong chia dong tir, nén chung khéng bao gidr thay ddi theo thi, sé luong,
va gi6i tinh ciia nhitng tir khac trong cau, khong nhu nhidu ngén ngit khac (vi
du, muchachas bonitas ‘cac ¢ gai dep’ trong tiéng Tay Ban Nha).

Dé doc. Tiéng Viét dugc Viét’balmg bang chir cai ’Latin ¢4 diu. No dé QQC hon
nhi€u so v6i cac ngdn ngir chau A khac nhu 1a tiéng Trung va Nhat, von dugc
viét bang bd chir phi Latin.

D& viét. Tiéng Viét d& viét vi no sir dung bang chir cai Latin, va boi vi chinh
ta cia nd kha 6n dinh, khong nhu cac ngdn ngit nhu 1a tiéng Phap va Anh.

Tir dé. Tiéng Viét duogc tao ra dua trén mo hinh cia tiéng Trung Quéc. Boi vi
mdi am tiét c6 mot ¥ nghia rd rang (thuong 1 dugc lay tir mot ky ty Trung
Qubc), ta co thé d& dang hiéu nghia tir ghép néu ta biét dugc nghia cia timg
thanh phén trong tir ghép.

Ngir phap d& Ngit phap tiéng Viét d& hon nhiéu so voi nhiéu ngon ngit khac,
b6i vi nhitng diic diém nhu 14 chia dong tir va bién ddi tir theo cach thé khong
hién dién, trong khi nhiing dac diém khac, nhu 1a dang s6 nhiéu va thi, thi d&
sir dung va ciing khong bit bugc.

Mit d§ thong tin. Tiéng Viét don nhiéu thong tin vao trong cung mét s6
luong am tiét hon 1a cac ngdn ngir the gidi chi dao khac, va diéu nay giup




3. Ten reasons why Vietnamese is hard

1. Difficult sounds and tones. Vietnamese is phonologically rich and complex: 11
vowels, 20 consonants, 8 final consonants and 8 tones combine to form nearly 7000
syllables, some of which are quite similar and difficult to distinguish, like nhinh
[nilg] and nghinh [giin], while some tones such as ngoai and ngodi are difficult to
discern in rapid speech.

2. Listening. Though normally it is easier to use a language passively (reading and
listening) than actively (speaking and writing), for Vietnamese it seems that
speaking could be easier than listening.

3. Fast speech. Vietnamese is normally spoken relatively slowly, but if spoken fast,
unclearly or in a low voice it becomes difficult to understand.

4. Vocabulary. A major obstacle in learning any language is the presence of unknown
words and phrases. But Vietnamese can be difficult to follow even if most of the
words are known.

5. Expectation. If someone asks you a question you are not expecting, you are likely to
misunderstand even if you know every word in the question.

6. Auditory memory. If you have learned a word by reading but have rarely heard it
you may not recognize it. You need an "aural image,” not just a visual image, to
understand the spoken word.

7. Losing control. When speaking you are in control of the topic, the vocabulary, and
the speed, but when listening, the other party gains control and you may get lost.
Therefore, speaking can be easier than listening.

8. Information density. Though high information density makes Vietnamese easier to
learn in general, it may actually make listening more difficult because it may take
more time to absorb the denser information.

9. Pronouns. There are dozens of pronouns, and their correct use requires an
understanding of cultural and social factors. Confusingly, the same word, like anh
and chau, can refer to both the first and second persons.

viéc hoc dé hon bai vi tir ngan dién ta y nghia hiéu qua hon.
3. Muoi ly do tai sao tiéng Viét khé

1. Am va thanh di¢u khé. Am vi tiéng Viét giau va phirc tap: 11 nguyén am, 20
phu 4m, 8 am cudi, va 8 thanh diéu két hop lai voi nhau dé tao ra gin 7000
am tiét, mot sb trong s do kha giéng nhau va kho phén biét, nhu 1a nhinh
[niip] va nghinh [nii], trong khi mét sé thanh diéu nhu 1a ngoai va ngodi thi
kho phan biét trong cac cudc hdi thoai nhanh.

2. Nghe. Mic du thong thuong thi viée st dung mot ngdén ngt mot cach thu dong
(doc yél nghe) s€ d¢€ hon 1a viée str dung mét géch chu dong (ndi va viet), doi
véi tieng Viét thi duong nhu viée ndi ¢6 theé de hon viéc nghe.

3. N6i nhanh. Tiéng Viét thuong dugc néi kha cham, nhung néu ngudi noi noi
nhanh, khong rd, hay nhd giong, thi viéc hiéu tré nén kho khan.

4. Tir vung. Mot tré ngai 16n trong viée hoc bat ky ngon ngir nao la sy hién dién
cta tr va cum tir la. Nhung ngay ca khi ban da biét da s6 céc tir ngit, ban van
¢6 thé thay kho hiéu duoc tiéng Viét.

5. Dy tinh. Néu c6 ai hoi ban mét cau hoi nam ngoai du tinh ctia ban, ban s& d&
hiéu nham ngay ca khi ban da biét moi tr trong cau hoi do.

6. Tri nho thinh giéc.ﬂ Néu ban hoc mot tir b?mg‘ cach doc nhung lai hiém khi
nghe nd, ban c6 thé khong nhén ra n6é. Ban can mét “hinh anh thinh gic,”
chu khong chi 1a hinh anh thi giac, d¢ hiéu dugc tir d6 khi ban nghe né.

7. MAt kiém soat. Khi n6i thi ban dang 1a nguoi kiém soat dé tai, tir vung, va toe
dd, nhung khi nghe, nguoi kia s& chiém quyén kiém soét va ban c6 thé bi lac
16i. Do d6, viéc néi c6 thé d& hon la viéc nghe.

8. Mat d¢ théng tin. Mic di mat do thong tin cao khién cho tiéng Viét nhin
chung d¢ hoc hqn, Qhung trén thuc t€ n6é céyth@r khién cho viéc nghe khé hon
bdi vi ban c6 thé mat nhicu thoi gian hon dé hap thu lugng thong tin day déc
hon.

9. bai tir. C6 hang td dai tur, va dé sir dung chiing mét cach chinh xac doi hoi
kién thire v& cac yéu t6 van hoa va xa hoi. Mot diéu dé gay nhdm 1an chinh la
viéc cung mot tir, nhu 14 anh va chau, co thé vira chi dén ngdi thur nhét 13n




10. Classifiers. Vietnamese has a rich set of classifiers, and it is difficult to remember
which classifiers are appropriate for which nouns.

4. Conclusions

In conclusion, despite of the challenges faced by learners of Vietnamese, especially in
pronouncing and discerning the tones and the many difficult sounds, it can be said that
Vietnamese is a relatively easy language to learn: short words, a stable orthography, no
genders, no plurals, no conjugation, no cases, no articles, and more. Though we have listed
ten reasons for why Vietnamese is difficult, here is actually one major reason: the
pronunciation.

Don't let the false prophets shouting "tiéng Viét kho" mislead you :-) Screw up your courage
and plunge into the exciting and joyous world of tieng Viét!

5. Jack Halpern

Jack Halpern, CEO of The CJK Dictionary Institute
(CJKI), is a lexicographer by profession, and the chief
editor of the world-renowned Kodansha Kanji Learner's
Dictionary and of various other dictionaries and
applications for studying Japanese and Chinese. Jack
Halpern, who has lived in Japan over 40 years, was born
in Germany and has lived in six countries. An avid
polyglot, he has studied 15 languages (speaks ten
fluently). Based on Jack Halpern's experience in learning
foreign languages, CJKI has developed Libera, a
revolutionary tool that provides a whole new way of
making language learning more effective and enjoyable
than ever before. Founder of the International Unicycling
Federation, Jack Halpern has promoted the sport worldwide. Currently, his passions are
playing the quena, improving his Vietnamese and Arabic, and overseas travel.

ngoi tht hai.

10. Loai tir. Tiéng Viét c6 s lugng loai tir gidu ¢, va nhé duoc loai tir ndo phu
hop v6i danh tir nao c6 thé 1a mot viée kha kho khan.

4. Kétluan

T6m lai, mac du viéc hoc tiéng Viét c6 nhing tré ngai, dic biét 1a vé phan phét am va
phan biét cac thanh diéu va nhidu am kho, ta c6 thé néi ring tiéng Viét 1a mot ngon
ngit khé d& hoc: tir ngén, chinh ta én dinh, khong gigi tinh, khong sé nhiéu, khéng chia
dong tir, khdng cach thé, khdng mao tir, van van va van van. Mic di chung t6i da list
ké ra mudi |y do tai sao tiéng Viét khé, nhung thuc ra ly do chu dao chinh 1a: viéc phat
am.

Dimg dé nhiing ke tong d6 mé tin dang la hét ring “tiéng Viét khd” lam cho ban nan
chi © Hay don hét long can dam cua ban 1én va nhao vao thé gigi tieng Viét day tha vi
va vui suéng nao!

5. Jack Halpern

Jack Halpern, giam ddc diéu hanh (CEO) cua Vién
Nghién cou Tur dién CJK (CJKI), hién nay dang hanh
nghé viét tir dién, va la tbng bién tap cua cubn tir dién
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40 quena, cai thién tiéng Viét va tiéng A-rap caa minh, va du lich nuéc ngoai.
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