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2| ROEXEFHAT, B1~5ICHEBTEZIRIN,

Several readers have written to ask two questions: Is it true that language-
learning ability declines with age? And what is the best time to start learning
a foreign language? Language learning ability does indeed decline with age.
From before birth until old age, learning of first and subsequent languages
becomes slower. In fact, a child who does not learn any language when young

1)
can never learn one well. There have been mercifully few such cases, but

those that have occurred demonstrate the point. Usually, however, a child’s
normal development includes building a rich supply of language when young.
Typically, language learning begins before birth. For about three months
prior to birth, the baby’s ears and neural processes for hearing are already in
action. The mother’s voice is heard well. Immediately after birth, a baby
knows (and prefers) its mother’s voice, her languages, and even the stories
and songs she read and sang. This prenatal learning gives newborn babies a

(2)
lifetime advantage at hearing (and of course speaking) their mother’s

languages. Although a baby has a head start on its mother’s languages, as a
newborn it can hear and distinguish every sound of every human language.
It is ready to learn any language, although perhaps not with the ease with

3
which it will learn the languages of its mother. Its brain gradually strengthens

neural processes for the sounds of languages heard, at the expense of the
sounds of other languages. By age 1, for instance, a Japanese baby has begun
to lose the “I” and “r” distinction. As it grows, it will continue enhancing its
ability to process the sounds of familiar languages and losing its receptiveness
to the sounds of strange languages.

Someone who learns only one language as a child has brain resources so
specialized that, as a teenager, he or she can learn subsequent languages only
slowly and imperfectly. There are exceptional adults who can continue to learn
languages rapidly like children, but such peopie are rare. The point is, to learn
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a foreign language, earliest is best. The luckiest babies are those whose
(@)

mothers read and speak more than one language before giving birth, and who

continue to use these languages after giving birth. Bilingual babies learn to

speak a second language automatically and well. 1 do not mean to say that
children who begin a second language at a later age are completely denied the
possibility of success. The effects of prenatal and infant learning are real, but
not absolutely necessary. Many children who begin learning a foreign
language as late as age 7 or 8 can still learn to speak with a native accent, but
they will need to devote a great deal of effort to it (such as moving to a
country where the language is spoken).

Generally, children who begin after age 7 or 8 find it difficult to achieve
native-like fluency. We can say that the earlier language learning is begun the
more successfully it is accomplished. If schools took this conclusion to heart,
they would begin foreign language classes with their youngest learners — the
younger the better. Some Japanese parents are concerned that their children
will lose their Japanese identity if they learn English too early and too well.
They need not worry. Rather, the opposite effect seems to occur: Japanese

(5}
children who have attended an English immersion school develop a greater

appreciation for Japan and Japanese culture than students who are raised in a
standard Japanese curriculum.
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