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[WRITE IN THIS BOOK. SERIOUSLY.]
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The statistics are alarming! Recent data from the U.S. 

Bureau of Labor Statistics shows that construction 

accounts for more fatal work injuries to workers 

than any other industry in the United States. But it 

is disproportionally more dangerous for Hispanic 

construction workers possessing limited English skills 

and safety knowledge. As the construction industry 

grows, trends suggest the number of Hispanic workers 

(which are statistically more likely to be killed on the 

job) will also increase. The large influx of immigrant 

Hispanic workers into the American workforce will 

further complicate matters pertaining to safety 

training due to the lower education levels and the 

lack of proficiency of the English language or cultural 

issues within this demographic group. 

How will the construction industry handle the safety 
training for the ever-increasing number of Hispanic 
workers entering the workforce?

Many experts consider the language barrier as the 

biggest obstacle to safety training for Spanish-

speaking construction workers. Obviously, a lack of 

language skills will lead to a lack of communication 

and misinterpretation of instructions or requirements. 

Although this is a widely-known point, few 

construction supervisors/managers speak Spanish on 

the jobsites today! 

This fact had given me great concern in the past as 

FOREWARD
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our students headed out into the world to manage 

construction projects while possessing either little or 

no knowledge on how to communicate with Hispanic 

workers. This book eliminates that worry!

Bradley Hartmann has taken this language barrier 

problem to the forefront with the evolution of his 

first book, Spanish Twins. His method of pairing 

Spanish terms with phonetic sounds and words 

you already know in English will help you learn key 

Spanish phrases needed to better communicate on 

the jobsite. It only made sense to include this book 

in the Construction Safety curriculum here at Purdue 

University. Not only will this book help you become 

a more effective communicator, but I believe it will 

also help you build better relationships with jobsite 

workers. Hopefully, as a result, you will be able to 

break down the communication barriers and reap the 

benefits of a safer jobsite. 

Professor James L. Jenkins
Purdue University
Department of Building Construction Management
August 8, 2012
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Long ago, Charlie laid out his strongest ambition: 

“All I want to know is where I am going to die, so I’ll 
never go there.”

Warren Buffett, referring to his #2, Charlie Munger 
Berkshire Hathaway 2009 Annual Report

Right about now, you are probably asking yourself 

three questions:

UNO: Why do I care about these guys? 
DOS: Why do I have to learn Spanish? 
TRES: How are these old guys and Spanish related?

These are good questions. 

They need to be asked. 

Well, to answer the first question… Buffett and 

Munger are generally regarded as two of the smartest 

business people on the planet. They’ve done well 

for themselves. And one of their greatest strengths 

is their ability to communicate effectively to various 

groups of people with varying degrees of education. 

They provide insight that is easy to act upon.   

Buffett and Munger communicate complex ideas in 

a simple way that allows their advice to be followed. 

When it is, their teams succeed. You could do worse 

than to follow the leadership examples of these guys. 

And Buffett’s quote, in particular, is important. But 

let’s return to that in a moment….

INTRODUCCIÓN
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Answering the second question… You don’t have to 

do anything. But your ability to lead and manage 

the bilingual jobsite improves significantly when you 

can communciate and connect with the Hispanic 

workforce.

In the coming pages, I hope to outline a compelling 

argument as to why you’ll want to learn Spanish. Why 

learning Safety Spanish will increase your influence. 

And then how Safety Spanish will help you manage a 

safer jobsite. 

As for the third question about Buffett, Munger, and 

Español? Take a moment to re-read the Buffett quote. 

Go ahead. I’ll wait. 

Charlie Munger understands the secret of life:  

Not dying.

Hispanic construction workers don’t think like  

Charlie Munger.

If they did, they wouldn’t ever show up on the jobsite.

For many Hispanics, the jobsite is where they go to die.

Why?

The root cause is the communication barrier. The 

construction managers speak English and the 

Hispanic workers speak Spanish. And then Hispanics 

often perform the most dangerous jobs while trying to 

overcome these communication barriers.

Hispanic construction workers are twice as likely to be 
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injured or killed on the jobsite. Despite this death toll, 

Hispanic construction workers increased from 650,000 

in 1990 to over 4,000,000 in 2010 (over 500% growth).

So we have lots of Hispanics in construction and they 

are 2x as likely to be injured or killed. Among other 

things, that sounds expensive....

According to the 2010 Liberty Mutual Workplace 

Safety Index, the Top Ten most disabling workplace 

injuries amounted to more than $52 billion dollars in 

direct U.S. workers compensation costs.

Yep - more than $1B each week. And that’s just in 

direct costs. Indirect costs often far exceed the direct 

costs and are absorbed by the employer.

So here is a quick recap:

• Construction is dangerous. 

• It’s twice as dangerous if you happen to be Hispanic.

• There are millions of Hispanics on our jobs today.

• Injuries and deaths are expensive.

Charlie Munger is a pretty bright guy. What would he 

say about this set of facts?

This is a problem.
Others agree. 

“Across the nation, one community of workers is 
maimed and killed in greater proportions than any 
other in America. Latino workers suffer and die on the 
job at a greater rate while doing the hardest, most 
unhealthy, most dangerous jobs.”
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Hilda L. Solis 
U.S. Secretary of Labor
April 20, 2010

Despite the enormity of the problem, the solution is 

simple. The conversation does not need to stray into 

Immigration Policy or even the viability of English as a 

Second Language (ESL) Programs on the jobsite. 

I have witnessed the huge impact a fearless 

construction manager can have when he/she chooses 

to bridge the language gap on the jobsite. Just one 

person can make a difference.

It starts with saying hola.  

Then you learn a few NOMBRES :: Names. 

Then you drop an occasional CUIDADO :: Careful. 

Before you know it, the safety policies on your site are 

being followed by everyone. Language barriers are no 

longer safety barriers. 

Contrary to conventional wisdom, huge problems do 

not always require huge soluciones. Huge problems 

are minimized when people begin to think differently 

and then change their behavior. 

This is an opportunity.

It won’t be easy (important things rarely are), but I’ll 

show you it’s not nearly as difficult as you’ve been led 

to believe.



8

“Learning a new language is hard.” 
“Rolling your R’s is a skill you are born with.”
“You can’t learn a new language after the age of 9.”

Millions of students have taken years of Spanish in a 

classroom and walked away retaining little beyond 

Cerveza, Baño & Telenovela. The conclusion, it seems, 

is this: Spanish is hard. 

It’s not…. At least it’s not if you have the right 

guidance and you are learning things you care about. 

Like how to be great at your job.  

So let’s do that. 

We’ll prove to you Spanish aint hard by making it 

relevant, specific, and memorable to your future in 

construction. 

In just a few days you can start using your newfound 

Spanish skills to make the jobsite a safer place. But 

again - the choice is yours.  

There is only one person en el mundo who can 

motivate you to learn: YOU. 

So write in this book. 

Get comfortable with Safety Spanish.  

Open your mouth and speak it. 

Don’t take yourself too seriously. 

Have fun with it. 

YOU’VE BEEN LIED TO
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You can do it.

Sí se puede.

Try.

This isn’t linguistic sorcery. 
There is no magic wand. 
No magic banana. 
No magic beans.
No magic nada.

I’m a language expert, not a magician. Learning a 

language requires some work. Not nearly as much work 

as you were led to believe in high school, but it will 

require some focus and more importantly, some guts.

We know the stats: Hispanics are nearly 2x as likely 
to be injured or killed on the jobsite…. There are over 
50M Hispanics in the US… 25% of all K-12 students in 
the US are Hispanic (yes, really.)…. Taco Bell® serves 
more than 2B customers each year.

If you want to make an immediate impact on the 

jobsite, Safety Spanish will help. And if you want to 

order your Taco Bell® in Spanish, I suppose we can 

help there too. Extra credit anyone? 

But you need to speak the language. 
Once each day.
Not once every other day.… 
Not once a week.  
Once each day.

There will be plenty of excuses available, but as 

in construction - the reasons behind Failure do 

not matter. You will either take advantage of this 

opportunity or you won’t.
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It’s that simple.

Let’s go to work.

Bradley Hartmann 
el presidente :: Red Angle 
Octubre 1, 2013
Chicago, Illinois
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HOW TO USE 
THIS BOOK 

Don’t take this personally. You’ve seen a book before. 

Open the cover, front to back, top to bottom, left to 

right…. you don’t need an instruction manual for a 

book.

But this book is different. 

This book has been shaped by the experience of 

working with top construction firms. We don’t waste 

our Clients’ time and we won’t waste yours.    

On the jobsite, time is of the essence. Construction 

managers are busy. Any training better be extremely 

relevant, specific, and efficient. And it better not 

be boring. With these specs in mind, this book was 

developed for you. 

It is relevant. 

It is specific to construction. 

It will not take a lot of your time. 

And it’s not boring. (At least I tried to make it 

entertaining.) 

There are three main sections to this book. 
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UNO: LOS BÁSICOS :: THE BASICS

The first section is a crash course on the basic Spanish 

skills you’ll need when you arrive on the jobsite. It’s 

the type of Spanish that will give you some street 

cred and enable you to begin forming relationships 

with Hispanic workers (Remember: construction - and 

business for that matter - is all about relationships.). 

If you took Spanish in high school, some of this may 

look familiar. If it doesn’t look familiar - no sweat. You 

can pick this up quickly regardless of prior exposure 

to Spanish. It doesn’t matter because this content is 

more functional than academic. This is how people 

actually speak on the job. 

DOS: 6WK SPANISH SERIES™ :: SAFETY

This section corresponds to our Red Angle™ Safety 

Spanish online course. Just like the digital content, 

this section of the book is broken down into individual 

days, Monday through Friday. 

The best way to learn - and retain - this stuff is to 

consume the small, bite-size chunks of Safety Spanish 

a few moments each day. 

Yes. 

Every day. 

For 6 weeks. 
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TRES: SPANISH TWINS™

If you are fluent in English (which I’ll assume you are...), 

you are already in a fantastic position to learn Spanish. 

Why? There are thousands of words in Spanish that are 

either identical or nearly the same in English. 

Know English… Know Spanish.

I call these words Spanish Twins and they are the 

single fastest way to build a vocabulary relevant on 

the jobsite.  

Here are a few examples:

MATERIAL (mah-tay-ree-AHL) :: Material

METAL (may-TAHL) :: Metal

CONCRETO (kohn-KRAY-toh) :: Concrete

CEMENTO (say-MAYN-toh) :: Cement     

MOVER (moh-BAYR) :: to Move

REPARAR (ray-pah-RAHR) :: to Repair

INSTALAR (een-stah-LAHR) :: to Install

TERRIBLE (tay-REE-blay) :: Terrible

I wrote a book that contains over 1000 Spanish Twins 

specific to construction. In Section TRES, the most 

critical words were extracted from the book Spanish 
Twins and presented here. 
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So that’s it. 

Three sections, neatly labeled along the right margin 

of the pages. 

If you’re wondering, No - this book won’t make you 

fluent. But if you take what you learn here and apply 

it to your jobsite, you will see immediate results. 

Guaranteed. 

Let’s dig in!
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It was my first day on the jobsite. Our VP of 

Construcción was extolling the virtues of his 

management filosofía beneath the intense glare of the 

July sun. The rookie class of construcción managers 

listened as we unsuccessfully tried to employ our 

hands as sun visors. His speech droned on.

When is this going to end, I thought? 

I was jerked back to reality by a question, an overdue 

break in his monólogo. 

“How many of you newbies majored in construction 
management?”

Hands shot up from everyone but one.

“Not you, huh, Red? What was your major?”

Necks craned my way, awaiting my response. 

“Spanish.” I said. 

“Huh? The language?” 
Muffled laughter.

A fellow newbie nudged me with his elbow, chuckling 

as he said, “Yo quiero Taco Bell, Red!” 

Hilarious.

DÍA UNO
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After the jokes subsided, the VP stood there, mouth hanging 

open. He was waiting for an answer.

“Yessir. The language.”

He looked at me... confused.

“How exactly is Spanish gonna help you here... in 
construction?”

This was in 2000. It wasn’t 1930.

As the construcción activity whirled around me, I saw 

Hispanos working everywhere. In fact, they appeared to be 

the only guys on-site unaffected by the vicious heat beating 

down on us. I stared in awe as they bustled about, making 

this project go.

They were landscaping, roofing, and painting. They were 

hauling in drywall, pouring out concreto, laying down brick 

and cleaning up garajes. Hispanos were doing nearly all the 

work I would soon be managing.

The VP and I just stared at each other. I found his confusión 

rather confusing myself. I hoped his question was rhetorical, 

because there was no way I’d be able to answer without 

being a wiseass.

I thought, Who does he think is actually doing all the work 
around here? 

Might it not be kinda valuable to speak to the guys actually 
doing the work?



SECCIÓN UNO

LOS BÁSICOS
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THE KEY TO CORRECT 
PRONUNCIATION 

No one wants to look stupid. 

This is understandable. 

When it comes to speaking Spanish on the jobsite, 

there are 3 hurdles to overcome: 

UNO: Remembering the Spanish word. 

DOS: Opening your mouth. 

TRES: Speaking out loud.

These 3 steps do have the potential to make you look 

stupid. This explains why so few English-speaking 

construction managers speak any Spanish on the 

job, despite the overwhelming evidence of Spanish-

speaking workers present. This also explains why 

Hispanics are nearly 2x as likely to be injured or 

killed on the job. Construction managers are not 

communicating safety policies very well with the 

workers most in need of understanding them. 

Reading this book will help solve Hurdle Número Uno. 

This book is light and fun and practical. How many 
other Spanish books can say that?

As for the other 2 hurdles, I’ll offer this: The key 

to opening your mouth and speaking Spanish 

confidently is Las Vegas Burrito.    

LAS VEGAS BURRITO
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Wait….

Let me start with the alphabet and then circle back to 

your Las Vegas Burrito.

The Spanish alphabet is awfully darn close to the 

English alphabet. The Spanish name for alphabet is 

essentially a one-word version of the ABC’s:

ABECEDARIO :: (ah-bay-say-DAH-ree-oh)

Can you guess the first four letters of the Spanish 

alphabet?

A :: (ah)

B :: (bay)

C :: (say)

D :: (day)

Spanish linguists liked the look and feel of the English 

ABC’s. So they one-upped us by adding the D and 

made it a word. 

Kinda brilliant.  

The point is this: Your working fluency in English places 

you in prime position to prosper en Español. But there 

are a few differences and we’ll cover those now. 

To revisit first grade grammar, all letters fall into one 

of two categories: vowels and consonants. If you can 

master the Spanish vowels, you’ll be speaking with 

confidence in no time. The fact is you have already 

mastered the toughest vowels in Spanish, you just 

don’t know it. 



S
E

C
C

IÓ
N

 U
N

O

21

Have you ever said Las Vegas or Burrito?  

Good then. You’re ahead of the game. 

LAS VEGAS

America’s Playground, aka Las Vegas, contains 2 main 

vowel sounds. 

The Spanish A is pronounced like it is in Las Vegas, 

the (ah) sound. No one says the Las in Las Vegas 

like the dog Lassie, right? No. It’s pronounced like 

the internationally recognized sound of tongue 

depressers. Open up and say, “Ahhhhh.”   

In Spanish, the A always sounds like this. 

A :: (ah)

Unlike its English cousin, the Spanish A :: (ah) sound 

does not change in Spanish. In English we have 

different sounds for A: apple vs. able vs. almond, for 

example. These curve balls don’t exist in Spanish - 

good for you.  

So the Spanish A is like Las Vegas and tongue 

depressers: (ah). Here are a few examples you may 

recognize:

TACO
BAÑO
SALSA
ADIÓS
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Got it?

OK, let’s move on.

The E in Spanish is pronounced like the E in Vegas.

  

E :: (ay)

Don’t say this out loud. It gets confusing. If you think 

to yourself, “Ok, that’s easy, the E in Spanish sounds 
like A in English.” you are toast. Too confusing. Just 

think of Vegas. Vegas, baby, Vegas! 

Have you ever heard anyone pronounce Vegas like 

(VEE-giss) ? No. Never. It’s always (VAY-giss), right?

VAY-giss, baby, VAY-giss!

As with the A, the Spanish E always sounds like (ay). 

Here are some examples:

CERVEZA
MESA
TEQUILA

E :: (ay)

BURRITO TIME

Who doesn’t love a burrito? No, not the literal translation 

“little donkey,” but the caloric festival of ingenuity that 

occasionally arrives as big as your cabeza. 

A burrito not only tastes good, but it also contains the 

3 remaining vowels following our trip to Las Vegas.
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First, the easy ones. The U and the O.

U :: (ooh)

O :: (oh)

As with all Spanish vowels, these don’t change. For 

the U, think of (ooh) as in an “aloof raccoon in a 
cocoon from Cancún... with a Chalupa.” 

Or just Cancún. 

U :: (ooh)

 

For the O, it’s the (oh) in Homer Simpson’s mantra, 

“Doh!” Done. Easy enough. 

O :: (oh)

Now for the I. As with the E :: (ay) auditory 

confusion, the I :: (ee) carries a similar plight. 

I :: (ee)  

You naturally say burrito with the (ee) sound  

(booh-REE-toh). This is correct pronunciation in 

Spanish. That’s because burrito is Spanish.

Sticking with food here, let’s see the I :: (ee) in action 

on the Taco Bell® menu:

GORDITA (gohr-DEE-tah)

CANTINA (kahn-TEE-nah)

QUESADILLA (kay-sah-DEE-yah)

ENCHIRITO (ayn-chee-REE-toh)

And since they’ve combined forces, we might as well 
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include Doritos® (doh-REE-tohs).

I :: (ee)

Quick recap:

A :: (ah) as in Taco
E :: (ay) as in Vegas
I :: (ee) as in Burrito
O :: (oh) as in Doh!
U :: (ooh) as in Cancún

Lock these down and you won’t feel stupid - on the 

jobsite or at Taco Bell®.      

THE CONSONANTS

The majority of consonants are essentially the same 

in both languages, so we’re not going to waste your 

time walking through all of them. 

Here are the few that are different:

H 
All H’s in Spanish are silent. If you hear an H sound, 

it’s coming from a J. Think José Canseco and Jorge 

Posada and La Jolla, CA.  

J
See above. 

LL
If you see a double L, say it like a Y. Also like La Jolla 
(HOY-yah).
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Ñ
Don’t have these in English. It’s the N from onion and 

The Three Stooges “nyuk-nyuk-nyuk.” 

V
Pronounce all V’s as B’s. 

And yes… pronounce all B’s as B’s too. I know, this 

seems a little strange, but practice with actor Bince 
Baughn, Bictoria (Posh Spice) Beckham, Bincent Bega 

from Pulp Fiction, the movie B for Bendetta, and 

painter Bincent Ban Gogh. Just take it slow and force 

yourself to lose the V.

Z
Pronounce all Z’s as S’s.

And yes… pronounce all S’s as S’s too.

I know, this seems a little strange, but practice with 

actress Catherine Seta-Jones. Imagine her “sig-
sagging like a sebra.”
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INTROS, OUTROS,  
UNO-LINERS & 

COMMANDS

THE ART OF CONVERSACIONES

Before we throw on the life vest and jump into the 

deep end of the safety pool, we’re going to equip you 

with some Sur-thrival skills.

What’s a Sur-thrival skill?
Good question.

A Sur-thrival skill is one that not only allows you to 

survive, but thrive. At Red Angle, we scoff at anything 

called “Survival Spanish.” Who just wants to survive? 

We plan to thrive.

In the following four sections, we are going to 

blitz through some key phrases that will inevitably 

help you. These are the essentials of Spanish 

communication on the job. This is how Spanish-

speakers actually speak. 

When it comes to conversations, you need to know 

how to start them (Intros) and how to end them 

(Outros… the opposite of an Intro.).   
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INTROS

HEY :: OYE :: (OY-yay)

Spanish-speakers understand the word “Hey,” but OYE 

will give you some immediate street cred. And OYE is 

more enjoyable to say than “Hey.”
Try it. You’ll see what I mean. 

HOW’S IT GOIN? :: ¿QUÉ TAL? :: (kay TAHL)

Maybe the 2 most important syllables you learn in 

Spanish. Great way to break the ice. Say it early. Say 

it often.

WHADDUP? :: ¿QUÉ ONDA? :: (kay OHN-dah)

¿QUÉ ONDA? is my favorite introductory phrase. It’s 

cool and hip, perfect for the jobsite. Keep in mind this 

is a very Mexican phrase. If you find yourself working 

in New York where there are a lot of Puerto Ricans, 

¿QUÉ ONDA? isn’t the best choice. Or if you find 

yourself in Miami where there are a lot of Cubans, 

¿QUÉ ONDA? isn’t the best choice. But nearly 7 out of 

10 Hispanics in the US are Mexican, so ¿QUÉ ONDA? is 

a solid option in the majority of locations.       

HOW U DOING? :: ¿CÓMO ANDAS? :: (KOH-moh AHN-dahs)

¿CÓMO ANDAS? is my secondary introductory phrase 

- very smooth. When I get bored with ¿QUÉ ONDA?, I 

switch to ¿CÓMO ANDAS?

LISTEN UP :: OIGA :: (OY-gah)

You want to be careful wandering around dropping a 

bunch of OIGA’s. It can carry a subtle “Hey - shut up 
you” innuendo. But if you need to quiet the crowds so 

you can begin a Toolbox Talk on time, OIGA is the way 

to go.
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So there are 5 options to open up a conversation. 

Now you’ll learn how to close them…. 

OUTROS

ALRIGHTY THEN :: ÓRALE PUES :: (OH-rah-lay pways)

This is the Spanish equivalent to Ace Ventura, Pet 

Detective’s “Alriiiiiiiiiiighty then!” Except without all 

the overacting. ÓRALE PUES is used to wind down 

a conversation with someone you are going to see 

again soon. It can mean everything from “Alright… 
back to work” to “OK - talk to you later.” Just say 

ÓRALE PUES and walk away.

SEE U L8R :: NOS VEMOS :: (nohs BAY-mohs)

A cool way to close out, NOS VEMOS actually 

means “We’ll see each other.” And you will. The 

construction industry is a small place. Remember V’s 

are pronounced as B’s.

UNTIL L8R :: HASTA LUEGO :: (AHS-tah looh-WAY-goh)

HASTA LUEGO is a great Outro because as your 

vocabulary grows, you can use both hasta (until) and 

luego (later) in a ton of different situations.    

I’M OUT :: ME PIRO :: (may PEE-roh)

Because “Peace! I’m outta heeeeeeeeeeeere!” gets 

lost in translation. Try ¡ME PIRO! instead. 

¡ME PIRO!


