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LEARNING
the

LINGO

County’s foreign language
speakers navigate English
By NANCY LAVIN

nlavin@newspost.com

D

a Chung flipped through a hot pink,
hardcover children’s book as she sat inside the Asian American Center of Frederick on Thursday night.
“Banana.” She read a word aloud and pointed to the corresponding word on a plastic
page. “Ball.”
She was practicing alone, sounding out
words of a language she knew nothing about
when she arrived in the United States from her
native Vietnam.
In the intervening 40 years,
she has picked
up the vernacular mostly
through informal methods:
interacting with
English speakers
at her job and
in day-to-day
activities. She
has mastered
enough to communicate the basics.
“I speak English, but sometimes it not correct,” she explained.
She can understand what English speakers say, but they can’t always understand her
heavily accented responses.
“Sometimes, when I talk, they just look at
(See LANGUAGE A6)

Editor’s note
This is the first in an occasional series about
Frederick County residents whose primary or
native language is not English. Their struggles
to overcome the language gap touch many
aspects of their daily lives, including their
interactions with schools, businesses, courts,
the health care system and social services.

Good morning!

ABOVE: Student
teacher Hyejeong Lee
teaches an advanced
English class
Thursday night at
the Asian American
Center of Frederick.
LEFT: Alex Biggus
teaches an English
class at Centro
Hispano de Frederick
recently.
Staff photos by Sam Yu

All human knowledge takes the form of interpretation. — Walter Benjamin
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Language
(Continued from A1)

Frederick County’s foreign language
speakers, by the numbers

Frederick’s
many languages
At least two local places
that offer English classes to
foreign language speakers
— the Asian American Center and Centro Hispano de
Frederick — have seen an
uptick in participation, organization leaders said.
The number of students
in Centro Hispano’s English classes doubled in
two years, from 51 in 2014
to 101 in 2016, according to
Maria Shuck, Centro’s director.
The Asian American
Center also experienced
a recent spike in demand
for its classes, according to
Elizabeth Chung, the center’s executive director, who
is not related to Da Chung.
More prospective students wanted to enroll in
the basic English class for
2017 than there were available spots. The organization is considering starting a second beginner-level
class, she said.
The Asian American
Center currently offers one
weekly class each for beginner, intermediate and advanced-level students.
Frederick Community
College, the Literacy Council of Frederick County and
the Family Partnership of
Frederick County also offer English classes. Family Partnership’s classes are
limited to teenagers and
parents of young children
the agency serves.
Spanish dominates the
foreign languages of Frederick, spoken at home by 7
percent of the county’s total population and 47.6 percent of the foreign language
speaking-population as of
2015, according to Census
data.
Spanish is also the most
prevalent language spoken
among Centro Hispano’s
clients, according to Shuck.
In recent years, there has
been a shift in the Spanish-speaking countries from
which people emigrate.
A majority of current
clients hail from Central
American countries. Guatemala and El Salvador, as
well as Mexico, are the most
common countries of origin
among Centro Hispano clients, Shuck said. The organization previously served
more people from South
American countries, Shuck
said.
Spanish speakers also
are a majority of students
in the Asian American Center’s English classes. Of the
50 students currently enrolled in classes, 40 speak
Spanish, according to Matthew Nimpson, the Center’s
citizenship coordinator.
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• 7 percent spoke Spanish
• 3.0 percent spoke another Indo-European language
• 3.4 percent spoke an Asian or Pacific Island language
• 1.3 percent spoke another language

Characteristics of foreign
language speakers (34,008 people)
• 65.3 percent spoke English “very well”
• 34.7 percent spoke English “less than very well”
• 35.9 percent were native-born citizens
• 30 percent were born outside the country, but have
become U.S. citizens
• 34.1 percent were not U.S. citizens (includes those
with visas and undocumented immigrants)
• 14.9 percent live below the poverty level
• 85.1 percent live at or above the poverty level
• 14.2 percent of those 25 years and older have less
education than the equivalent of a high school diploma
• 25.8 percent have the equivalent of a high school
diploma
• 28.1 percent have some type of college or associate’s
degree
• 31.9 percent have a bachelor’s degree or higher
Source: U.S. Census Bureau 2015 American Community Survey

The remaining 10 know
Asian languages: seven speak Burmese, two
speak Chinese and one, Da
Chung, speaks Vietnamese.
Census estimates also
point to an increase in the
percentage of county residents who speak Asian and
Pacific Island languages,
which are grouped together in Census data. Speakers
of Asian and Pacific Island
languages grew from 2.4
percent of the population in
2014 to 3.4 percent in 2015,
according to the data.
Frederick County had
the third-largest Burmese
community in Maryland in
2016, according to the International Rescue Committee, a nonprofit that
resettles predominately
Burmese refugees.

knew some English before he arrived in the country, but he’s picked up a lot
more in the two months
he’s been here.
Sonia De Perez Melendez, a Centro Hispano client who moved to the United States from El Salvador
32 years ago, speaks little
to no English. She understands quite a bit, but can’t
speak more than just basic
phrases, she said in an interview conducted through
an interpreter.
When she came to the
U.S., she took classes to improve her English. But once
she got a job, she didn’t
have time to keep studying.
She wants to improve
her English to better communicate in day-to-day life.
Speaking English might
help her secure a job. She
Practicality vs. perfection has been unable to find one
since moving to Frederick,
Among Frederick’s forshe said.
eign language speakers,
Most students who take
English proficiency varies. Census estimates from English classes at Cen2015 show that 65.3 percent tro Hispano are beginners,
“starting from scratch,”
speak English “very well.”
The remaining 34.7 percent Shuck said.
Shuck emphasized pracspeak English “less than
ticality over perfection as
very well.”
the mission of the classes.
Da Chung was one of
“We’re realistic,” she
five students who attended
said. “We don’t worry about
the Asian American Center’s advanced class Thurs- verbs, grammar. We want to
teach them how to go to the
day night. The others, like
grocery, words to know for
her, can speak and understand English, but struggle work, that kind of thing.”
She added, “A lot of these
to communicate in some
people are illiterate in their
situations
own language. We have our
“When I want to exwork cut out for us.”
press myself, sometimes,
I don’t know how to say in
English,” explained Pung
Getting the
Jang, another student in the
message across
class. “The most use senEven those who speak
tence we use is, ‘how do
little English, like De Peyou say?’”
rez Melendez, find ways to
Jang, a doctor, came
communicate.
to Frederick from his na“These people, they’re
tive China to do research
very resourceful,” Shuck
at the National Institutes
said. “They have to be.
of Health laboratories. He
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Health bill fail
hurts prospects
for tax overhaul
By STEPHEN OHLEMACHER

me, not understand,” she
said.
Da Chung is among a
growing number of foreign
language speakers who live
in Frederick County, navigating the language barrier
on a daily basis.
The number of county
residents who speak a language other than English at
home increased 33.6 percent from 2014 to 2015, according to U.S. Census Bureau estimates.
About 14.7 percent of
the 230,951 county residents as of 2015 — 33,949
Staff photo by Sam Yu
people — spoke a language
other than English at home.
Teacher Sandra Doggett, left, goes over a handout Thursday
The Census data is aimed
night
with
Da
Chung
during
an
advanced
English
class at the
at capturing the number
of people whose primaAsian American Center of Frederick.
ry language is not English,
but could include English
speakers who know a second language. In 2014, 11
percent of the county’s population spoke a language
Language spoken at home
other than English at home,
(out of 230,951 residents)
according to the data.
• 85.3 percent spoke English

|

They’re in survival mode.”
An interpreter has
helped De Perez Melendez
communicate with her doctor. Other times she anticipates communication challenges, she might bring a
bilingual friend.
She has yet to encounter
a situation where her limited English abilities posed a
problem. But the possibility
worries her, she said.
Edras Martinez also
spoke of the workarounds
he’s developed.
Martinez, who moved to
Frederick from Guatemala seven years ago, speaks
conversational English. In
an interview with a Frederick News-Post reporter
in February, he started off
speaking in English, then
switched to Spanish. An interpreter helped with that
portion of the interview.
Martinez is a handyman on a Middletown farm
owned by a couple who
speaks only English, he
said. They taught each other basic phrases in their respective languages, and his
bosses help him practice
his English.
When these techniques
prove unsuccessful, he relies on a cellphone app that
translates spoken Spanish
to English, and vice versa.
It’s not perfect, but it gets
the message across.
Despite his limited English, he’s been able to
communicate well enough
to help another non-English speaker in crisis.
He recalled a time when
he walked by the scene of
a car crash. He realized
the person involved in the
crash could not communicate in English at all, even
to phone for help. He went
to a house near the scene
of the crash, and asked the
woman who answered the
door to call 911.
He also spoke to the police officers when they arrived at the scene, describing what he saw.
For Ying Yu, talking on
the phone is perhaps the
most prominent example of
times when she can’t overcome the language barrier.
Yu, a medical student from
China, who also takes the
advanced English class at
the Asian American Center,
said the lack of visual cues
combined with the rapid
speed of English speakers
makes communicating by
phone particularly difficult.
If she doesn’t understand, she will ask the
speaker to slow down, or
repeat the phrase. Sometimes that works. Other
times, it doesn’t.
Still, Yu emphasized
that most American speakers she’s encountered since
she arrived in the U.S. 11
months ago are patient,
willing to repeat themselves
or rephrase their words to
communicate with her.
Other foreign language
speakers agreed.
“Americans, they are
kind to us,” Jang said.
This positive outlook,
combined with a motivation to learn, struck a chord
with Sandra Doggett, a volunteer who teaches the
Asian American Center’s
advanced English class.
“They’re just so happy
to be here, and so driven to
learn the language and to
assimilate into our culture,”
Doggett said. “They sacrifice a lot to be here, working
all day then coming to class
and studying.”
Although she’s the designated teacher, she’s learned
from her students, too.
“They see the good
things in America,” she
said. “It’s made me look at
my country through a new
lens.”
Follow Nancy Lavin on
Twitter: @NancyKLavin.

WASHINGTON
—
House Republicans’ failure
to repeal Barack Obama’s
health care law deals a serious blow to another big
part of President Donald
Trump’s agenda: tax reform.
Trump and House
Speaker Paul Ryan, R-Wis.,
say they will soon turn their
attention to the first major re-write of the tax code
in more than 30 years. But
they will have to do it without the momentum of victory on health care.
Just as important, the
loss on health care will deprive Republicans of $1
trillion in tax cuts.
The GOP health plan
would have repealed nearly $1 trillion in taxes enacted under Obama’s Affordable Care Act. The bill
coupled the tax cuts with
spending cuts for Medicaid, so it wouldn’t add to
the budget deficit.
Without the spending
cuts, it will be much harder for Republicans to cut
taxes without adding to the
federal government’s red
ink.
“Yes this does make tax
reform more difficult,” said
Ryan. “But it does not in
any way make it impossible.”
“That just means the
Obamacare taxes stay with
Obamacare. We’re going
to go fix the rest of the tax
code,” he added.
House
Republicans

couldn’t round up enough
votes Friday to repeal and
replace a law they despise,
raising questions about
their ability to tackle other
tough issues.
“Doing big things is
hard,” Ryan conceded as
he vowed to press on.
Rep. Jodey Arrington,
R-Texas,
acknowledged
that Friday’s turn of events
made him doubtful about
the Republicans’ ability to
tackle major legislation.
“This was my first big
vote and our first big initiative in the line of things to
come like tax reform,” said
the freshman. “I think this
would have given us tremendous momentum and
I think this hurts that momentum.”
Rep. Mike Kelly, R-Pa.,
said, “You always build on
your last accomplishment.”
Nevertheless, Treasury
Secretary Steven Mnuchin
said Friday the administration plans to turn quickly
to tax reform with the goal
of getting an overhaul approved by Congress by August.
“Health care is a
very complicated issue,”
Mnuchin said. “In a way,
tax reform is a lot simpler.”
Don’t tell that to House
Republicans who have
been struggling with the issue for years.
The general goal for Republicans is to lower income tax rates for individuals and corporations, and
make up the lost revenue
by reducing exemptions,
deductions and credits.

Drama
(Continued from A1)
Prices for insurance
plans offered on the public insurance exchanges set
up by the health care law
have soared in many markets, and choices for customers have dwindled.
That’s because insurers
have faced sizable financial losses on the exchanges in recent years, and have
responded by either hiking
prices or pulling out of certain markets altogether.
Now, attention will turn
to administrative changes
underway in Washington
designed to stabilize the
exchanges by preventing
more insurer defections.
The open enrollment
period to sign up for insurance for 2018 is slated to
start this fall, but insurers
are making decisions now
about whether to participate. What kinds of plans
will be available and how
much they will cost will
depend on a few key decisions by insurers and regulators in the coming weeks.

Are there
fixes in store?
Last month, the Health
and Human Services Department, which runs exchanges in many states,
proposed some adjustments to try to stabilize
these marketplaces.
For example, insurers want greater scrutiny of people who sign up
for coverage outside of
the open enrollment period. Customers are supposed to be allowed to
do so only if they have a
life-changing event like
the birth of a child, a marriage, or the loss of a job
that provided coverage,
but insurers have found
that people are just waiting to sign up when they
need care.
Another proposed adjustment would let insurers design cheaper plans
tailored to younger people who may not need lots
of health care but want to
be protected in the event
of a big injury or sickness.
That could be very helpful, because insurers say
they have struggled to attract younger and healthier customers to the marketplaces to balance out
the claims they pay from
those who use their coverage.
Those changes are expected to be finalized in
the next month or so.

Will I have plans
to choose from?
It depends on where
you live. Choices are dwindling, but chances are at
least one insurer will sell in
your market. That company may offer several plans.
Generally, big cities will
have more choices than rural areas where there may
not be enough customers
to attract insurers.
As of now, there are
16 counties in a region of
Tennessee around Knoxville that have no insurers
committed to sell coverage on the exchange next
year. About a third of the
nation’s 3,100 counties are
down to just one insurer.
Insurers have been pulling back, and more are expected to leave, but health
care researchers are not
predicting mass defections.
“For most consumers,
[2018] will look a lot like
’17,” said Dan Mendelson,
president of the consulting
firm Avalere.
Customers can try to
find coverage outside their
exchange, but then they
won’t be able to use tax
credits to help pay the bills,
which may be particularly painful since many markets have seen prices soar.

When will insurers make
their decisions on 2018?
Some have said they
want to see the final version of the proposed federal adjustments before
deciding where and what
kinds of coverage they will
offer.
But insurers generally have to decide by this
spring whether they will
participate in order to
leave enough time for regulatory approvals and marketing before enrollment
starts next fall.
Aetna, the nation’s third
largest insurer, has set an
April 1 deadline for deciding on 2018. The company has already pared its
marketplace participation
down to 4 states this year
from 15 because of heavy
financial losses.
Customers won’t know
for certain who is selling
on their exchanges until early next fall. While insurers have to apply to sell
coverage on their exchanges generally by late spring
or early summer, they can
drop out later.
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